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    Dedication
For the women who stitched truth into silence,who healed without permission,and who passed down what could not be written.Your names were nearly forgotten—but the garden remembers.This is for you.
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Premise
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London, 1845.
When a wealthy young woman dies in childbirth under mysterious circumstances, Margot Hale, a botanist’s apprentice with a scandalous past, discovers that the death wasn’t natural—it was punishment. The woman had sought help from a hidden network of midwives and herbalists known only as The Red Garden Society.
Margot soon uncovers a map stitched into a quilt, marked with medicinal plants and coded symbols—a guide to secret gardens used by women across England to access abortifacients, aid in childbirth, and preserve knowledge outlawed by medicine and church.

As Margot is drawn into their world, she must risk everything to finish a hidden book of remedies left behind by her mother—an exiled herbalist accused of murder—and expose the true enemy: the medical establishment that branded women’s healing as witchcraft.
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Chapter 1: The Quilt in the Attic
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London, 1845

The house on Barrow Street smelled of drying lavender, attic dust, and the faintest memory of blood. Margot Hale had never called it home, not really. It had once belonged to her aunt, who took her in after the scandal—after her mother was taken and her name blackened beyond polite redemption. Now the aunt was dead, and Margot stood alone at the top of the narrow stairs, a candle in one hand, the other resting against the brittle door that led to the attic.

The boards creaked like old bones as she pushed it open.

The attic hadn’t been touched in years. Sunlight lanced through a slit in the wood shingles, illuminating cobwebs that draped over trunks, rocking chairs, a broken cradle. Everything was shrouded in moth-eaten cloth. The air was dense with stillness, like something had been waiting.

She hadn’t meant to come up here. She was looking for a shawl. But something in the house had drawn her upward—as if the dust itself whispered her name in her mother’s voice.

She found the quilt inside a cedar chest, folded beneath layers of yellowed linens and long-abandoned baby clothes. At first, it looked like nothing—a patchwork of faded reds and browns, some squares unraveling, others browned with time. But when she lifted it, a sharp, almost citrus scent rose from the folds.

Pennyroyal.

Her heart stuttered.

She hadn’t smelled it in years. Her mother used to brew it into tea when she was young—“For your cramps,” she’d said with a wink, though she’d never explained more. Margot only learned its darker meanings later, whispered by laundry girls and backroom maids. Pennyroyal was no harmless herb. It was an outlawed remedy for those with no choices.

As she shook the quilt open, something fell from one of the seams—a tiny bundle wrapped in wax paper. She crouched, the candlelight trembling beside her, and unwrapped it to find a dried sprig of rue, tied with crimson thread. Beneath it, stitched into the backing of the quilt in faint, meticulous thread, were names.

Names... and dates.

She ran her fingers over the thread: Sarah. Eliza. Jane. A.H. M.H. Some names were crossed out. Some had numbers beside them. Others were simply left to fade. And in the center of the quilt, a square dyed deep scarlet, embroidered with a symbol that looked like a garden gate.

Margot sat back on her heels.

This wasn’t a blanket.

It was a ledger.

A record.

A map.

She spread the quilt out on the attic floor and began tracing the stitches, the shapes of flowers blooming across the fabric. Not just roses and daisies, but vervain. Silphium—though extinct, it was known by old-world names. Mugwort. Rue. And again, that distinct rendering of pennyroyal—stitched in a pattern that mirrored a winding path.

The gate in the center wasn’t merely decorative. It was positioned at the heart of the herbs, as if a way through. She recognized the layout of an herb wheel—like the ones found in monastery gardens centuries ago. This one, however, was encoded in the language of women.

A language men didn’t read.

“Mother,” she whispered.

It had to be her mother’s quilt. Though her aunt never spoke of her, never mentioned the woman beyond a hissed “witch,” Margot had always felt her mother’s presence, quiet and constant. Now, here in this forgotten attic, she felt it like a breath against her cheek.

And then came the knock.

Not from below, but from within the house.

A slow, measured tapping—three times, pause, then two. Margot startled, the candle shaking in her grip. She stood, pressing the quilt to her chest, and crept to the attic door.

Silence.

Only the creaks of the house and the far-off sound of a carriage on wet cobblestones.

Then again—tap, tap, tap... pause... tap, tap.

She descended the stairs, barefoot and breathless, quilt draped over one arm. The knock came again, this time from the front door.

By the time she reached it, the knocking had stopped.

She opened the door to a grey morning and an empty stoop.

Except...

A letter lay on the stone. No envelope. Just a folded piece of parchment sealed with deep red wax. The wax was imprinted with the same symbol she had seen in the center of the quilt: the garden gate.

Margot hesitated.

Then she broke the seal.

Inside, written in a fine, slanted hand:

To Margot Hale, daughter of the exile, keeper of her blood—

You are not alone.

The garden waits. Look to what blooms red.

Bring what was stitched, and come when the bells toll midnight.

—E.

She read it twice, her breath caught somewhere between fear and memory. The paper smelled faintly of rosemary. Her hands trembled.

She folded the note and pressed it to her lips.

The garden waits.

She didn’t know what that meant. Not fully. But deep in her bones—where her mother’s teachings lived like shadowed roots—Margot Hale knew this was the beginning of something sacred. Or dangerous.

Or both.

She closed the door softly behind her.

The wind shifted.

And in the attic above, the quilt moved as if breathing.

The note remained tucked into the hem of her bodice as Margot sat by the hearth, the quilt spread across her lap like an open secret. She hadn’t slept. All night, her fingers had traced the stitches like prayers, eyes moving over the patterns until dawn began to filter pale and shivering through the kitchen window. The scarlet gate in the center still pulsed in her mind, as if it were alive—not ink or thread, but a door waiting to be opened.

Outside, the city yawned to life: hooves on cobblestones, the jangle of milk carts, a child coughing in the next row house. But in here, the silence was thick with memory. Margot reached for her satchel and folded the quilt carefully inside. The letter she tucked in last, between a sheaf of pressed yarrow and a vial of rose oil that had belonged to her mother.

By mid-morning, she was making her way down the crooked alleys of Bellwick’s Hollow—the market hidden behind the bell tower ruins, where proper women didn’t go unless they were buying scandal or running from worse. Here, under ragged tarpaulins and curling smoke, you could find almost anything: love charms, dead man’s teeth, broken timepieces, ribbon-tied rats, and sometimes—if you knew how to ask—plants no physician would name in polite company.

Margot had grown up around herbs. Her mother had taught her how to crush seeds in a mortar until they released their secrets, how to steep a leaf just long enough to ease a fever without calling the Devil’s notice. But Bellwick’s Hollow was different. Here, the knowledge walked with a limp and spoke through missing teeth. It was not spoken in Latin, but in nods and glances and coin passed beneath the edge of a table.

She passed rows of vendors hawking dried lavender and liverwort, until she reached a table covered in faded green velvet. Behind it sat a woman of indeterminate age, her head wrapped in a scarf so vibrant it seemed to bloom from her scalp. She didn’t speak as Margot approached—just tilted her head, like a crow recognizing something glittering.

“I’m looking for something,” Margot said softly. “A tincture. For women.”

The woman smiled without showing teeth. “Aren’t we all?”

Margot opened her satchel just enough to show a corner of the quilt. “I was told to come when the bells toll.”

The woman’s expression shifted. She leaned forward and tapped her finger once on a small wooden box carved with vines. “Not here,” she whispered. “But near. Take the west path at the black fountain. Count seven doors. Knock on the eighth.”

Margot nodded. “The one who wrote this—E. Do they live there?”

The woman’s scarf fluttered as she chuckled. “She doesn’t live anywhere. She listens. The rest of us bloom and wither. But her roots are old.”

Margot left a silver coin on the table. The woman didn’t touch it.

As she turned away, Margot felt something tug at her memory. The scarf. Her mother had one just like it—dyed with elderberry and marigold, stitched with a line of red stars along the hem. For a moment, the street fell away, and she saw her mother’s hands stirring a boiling pot, humming the tune with no words.

The garden waits.

She found the black fountain easily. It hadn’t worked in years. The basin was cracked, and the figure in the center—a cherub holding a broken jug—had lost most of its face. She took the westward path, counting wooden doors mottled with ivy and soot. When she reached the seventh, a hound barked from behind a shutter. She raised her hand to knock on the eighth.

The door opened before she could.

A girl stood there. Younger than Margot—barely fourteen, maybe fifteen—but with the gaze of someone who had seen a grave from the inside. Her eyes were rimmed in soot, her fingers stained the color of crushed berries.

“You were followed,” the girl said flatly.

Margot froze. “What?”

“Twice. Once by a man in a priest’s collar. Once by a boy with gold buttons. He wasn’t very good at hiding.” The girl stepped aside. “They didn’t follow you to the alley. You turned at the right time. Come in.”

Margot hesitated, but something in the girl’s tone—not warm, not hostile, just certain—pulled her over the threshold.

The room beyond smelled of vinegar and lavender and something faintly metallic. It wasn’t a home. It was a workshop. Dried plants hung from strings stretched across the ceiling. On a long table lay bottles and vials, stacks of tattered cloth, ink pots, a bowl of crushed glass, and—beside a steaming kettle—a bone-handled knife with a notch carved in the hilt.

The girl motioned to a stool. “Sit.”

Margot obeyed, eyes scanning the space.

“You’re not from the Hollow,” the girl said. “Your voice doesn’t walk like that.”

Margot gave a half-smile. “I was born north of here. Village called Sorness Heath.”

The girl stopped. “Sorness?”

Margot nodded.

The girl sat on the floor suddenly, legs crossed. “My mother talked about that place. Said it had a red garden once.”

“She never told me,” Margot said. “She was exiled when I was seven.”

“Then you were part of it. Whether you know or not.” The girl reached for a tin and pried it open, revealing a spool of blood-red thread.

Margot leaned forward, uncertain. “What is this place?”

The girl didn’t answer. She took a scrap of pale cloth from a shelf and threaded a needle with the crimson line. As she worked, she began stitching something—a symbol.

It was the garden gate.

“I was told to come,” Margot said quietly. “I found a quilt in my mother’s things. It’s not just fabric. It’s a map. A ledger. Maybe more. And then this letter came.”

She drew the folded parchment from her bodice and handed it over.

The girl didn’t open it. “They all say the same thing, in different words. But it means the same: You’ve been marked. You were seen.”

“Seen by whom?”

“By the roots,” she said, then finally gave her name. “I’m Annis.”

Margot exhaled. “I’m Margot.”

Annis didn’t smile. But her fingers never paused in their sewing. The symbol she stitched was nearly complete, surrounded by an unfamiliar flowering herb.

“What plant is that?” Margot asked.

Annis answered without looking up. “This is bloodwort. Helps stop the bleeding. Good for wounds the law doesn’t see.”

Margot’s stomach turned. “How old are you?”

“Old enough to bury things.” She looked up finally. “And maybe help grow new ones.”

Margot felt the warmth drain from her cheeks. She had come seeking answers—but the girl across from her, inked in knowledge and silence, was the kind of answer she hadn’t expected. Not a book, not a gate, but a witness.

And something else: a keeper.

A tiny bell jingled above the door.

Annis rose to her feet instantly and crossed to the back wall, where a heavy red curtain hung. She pulled it aside to reveal a door with three locks.

“You’ll want to bring your quilt tonight,” she said. “Midnight. We’ll burn rue and speak names. Then you’ll see what’s been buried.”

“Where will I go?”

Annis looked over her shoulder. “To the place where the herbs grow backwards. The garden’s oldest root. The one they couldn’t kill.”

Margot stepped backward into the cold afternoon.

The last thing she saw before the door shut was the red thread running through Annis’s fingers, binding something invisible between them both.

Margot stepped back into the grey hush of London with the weight of the red thread stitched into her chest. She clutched the satchel tighter, the scent of dried rue rising faintly from the folds of the quilt within. Her boots struck puddles with a soft rhythm as she walked—past the cracked fountain, past a drunk asleep against a brick wall, past a butcher sweeping blood from his steps with sawdust and muttered prayers. But the noise of the city no longer touched her.

The girl’s voice rang in her ears: To the place where herbs grow backwards...

She didn’t know what that meant. But she knew how it felt.

Everything was different now. The air, the colors, even the light. London had always seemed grey to her—smudged at the edges like a water-stained sketch—but suddenly there was red in everything. The blush of a bruised apple. The smear of rust down a drainpipe. The petticoat of a woman turning too quickly at the corner. Red was no longer just color. It was a code. It was calling her.

Back at the house, the attic door stood ajar.

Margot hadn’t left it that way.

She hesitated at the foot of the stairs, listening. The house groaned, but no footsteps moved above. No voices. She crept up the narrow steps, one hand at the ready on the iron poker she’d taken from the hearth.

No one.

But the quilt had been disturbed.

It lay folded over the cedar chest—carefully, reverently, almost as if someone had meant to return it exactly as they’d found it. But the square with the scarlet gate was turned outward now. Facing her. Waiting.

Margot crossed the room and ran her hand across the stitches.

A single drop of wax clung to one corner—red wax, barely dried.

She turned on her heel and hurried downstairs. Every lock she owned she latched—bolt, chain, the chair wedged under the knob. Then she returned to the attic with a vial of lavender oil and a smudge of protective ash. Her mother had taught her that much: burn lavender in corners, speak the name of the first mother you remember, and press a mark of soot above the door.

Margot wasn’t a witch. She didn’t believe in charms and hexes and the Devil’s handwriting—but she believed in fear. And her mother had said once, “Belief is not required. Only memory.”

So she burned the oil. Whispered, “Elara,” her grandmother’s name. And stitched the attic door shut with a length of black thread.

Back in the kitchen, she unrolled the quilt again, this time with a scholar’s gaze. She smoothed the fabric flat across the table, lit two candles, and began drawing the symbols into a notebook beside her. Each square told a different story—not in words, but in petals and patterns, herbs and herbs and herbs: tansy for birth control, silphium as extinction, rue for regret and remedy, motherwort for the easing of labor.

But it wasn’t just a botany lesson.

Some herbs were paired with images: A sprig of yarrow above a stitched teardrop. A bleeding heart beside a broken gate. She found a square filled entirely with tiny stitched stars, arranged into a crescent. Beneath it, barely visible, was a name embroidered in faded black thread: M. Hale.

Her mother.

She pressed her hand over it, throat tightening. Her mother had died alone, they said. Banished for sorcery. Accused of killing a nobleman’s wife during a botched miscarriage. But Margot remembered none of that. She remembered only the hum of her voice and the way her hands never trembled, not even when preparing bitter tea.

Why didn’t you tell me any of this?

The quilt didn’t answer, but the air did shift.

Midnight was approaching.

Margot packed the quilt carefully, wrapping it in muslin and placing it beside the rose oil and pressed rue. She wore a plain cloak, the hem weighted with stones, just in case she needed to run in the dark.

The city at midnight was a cathedral of echoes. Footsteps rang like bells down alleys. Windows flickered with the dying glow of hearths. She moved like a shadow, cutting through side streets and narrow arches, until she reached the door with the three locks.

It opened before she knocked.

Annis stood there with a taper in one hand and a long scarf in the other. Her eyes were clear, her hands steady.

“Come,” she said.

The room beyond had changed.

Gone were the drying herbs and clutter. The tables had been cleared, the walls swept bare. In the center of the room, a circle of stones surrounded a low bowl filled with embers. Three women stood around it—one veiled, one bareheaded with silver hair in a braid to her waist, and one so small and still that Margot almost mistook her for a statue.

None spoke.

Annis motioned for Margot to stand opposite them.

“You’ve brought the quilt?”

Margot nodded and unwrapped it slowly, spreading it in front of the fire. The red gate faced upward. The square with her mother’s name glowed faintly in the firelight.

The woman with the braid stepped forward.

She looked into Margot’s eyes without blinking. “Your mother sang to the roots,” she said. “We remember her voice.”

Margot swallowed. “Then you know why I came?”

“No one knows why they come. Only that they were called.” She reached into her robe and drew out a vial of clear liquid. “Tonight you will pass through. Not the gate in thread—but the gate in you.”

Margot’s voice faltered. “What do I have to do?”

The veiled woman finally spoke. “Drink. Bleed. Name. Burn.”

Annis held out a small cup.

The liquid inside shimmered with floating petals—lavender, rue, something sharp like wormwood. Margot took it, her fingers trembling slightly, and drank.

It was bitter as ash and then sweet, like honey poured through iron.

Heat bloomed in her chest.

She knelt before the fire.

The braid-haired woman knelt beside her and took her hand. With the bone-handled knife, she made a single cut across Margot’s palm and let the blood fall onto the quilt.

“Speak a name,” she said.

Margot’s lips moved before she could stop them.

“Elara.”

The blood pooled in the red gate.

Annis stepped forward and dropped a bundle of herbs into the bowl—rue, yarrow, marigold. The fire sparked high, the scent of burning flowers filling the room.

Smoke curled toward the ceiling in the shape of a woman’s silhouette.

The small still woman, who hadn’t moved, whispered, “It is done. She’s crossed.”

Margot felt the burn of something old unlocking in her—like a memory too ancient to be hers.

Something opened behind her eyes.

And for a single moment, she saw it:

A garden blooming in the dark, where every flower held a name.

Margot woke on the floor of the hidden room, the faint scent of scorched rue clinging to her hair. The fire in the center had burned down to pale ash, but a line of it had been drawn in a circle around her as she slept. Her body ached—not from injury, but from memory, like every nerve had hummed all night with voices it couldn’t understand.

She sat up slowly. The others were gone. The room was silent, save for the occasional crackle from the last ember. Her satchel lay beside her, neatly packed. On top of it, the quilt.

But it wasn’t as she had left it.

Margot blinked, rubbed her eyes, then leaned in closer.

There, in the lower right corner—a square that had been empty the day before—was a new stitch. A delicate flower, unfamiliar to her, stitched in dark blue thread. Its leaves curled in a strange pattern, with five lobes on each side and a coiled root beneath, like a hand gripping soil.

She reached out to touch it.

The fabric was warm.

As if it had only just been stitched.

Heart racing, she turned to her satchel, rifling through until she found her notebook. She sketched the flower quickly, capturing every detail: the shape of the petals, the tiny black seed stitched into the center, the spiral root.

What plant was this?

She flipped through the notes she’d taken on herbs her mother had taught her, cross-referencing shapes, meanings, effects—but nothing matched. Not pennyroyal, not rue, not bloodwort or feverfew. This was something different. Something older.

She rose and crossed the room to where the fire had burned. She stirred the ashes carefully with a wooden spoon left on the hearth.

At the very center, buried beneath the white ash, was a single seed.

Small. Black. Uncracked.

She lifted it with shaking fingers and held it to the light.

The seed looked just like the one stitched into the new flower.

Not just a symbol then.

An offering.

A message.

She cupped the seed in her palm. “What are you?”

No answer came, but something shifted behind her—a presence, quiet and watching.

Margot turned. Annis stood in the doorway, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, hair unbraided.

“I was told not to disturb you,” she said. “But you were talking.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Margot murmured. “There’s a new symbol on the quilt. This flower—I don’t know it. But there was a seed in the fire, matching it exactly.”

Annis’s eyes narrowed. She crossed the room and crouched beside the quilt, her fingers tracing the stitchwork. “That wasn’t here yesterday.”

“I know.”

Annis glanced at the fire, then back at the seed in Margot’s hand. “Some things bloom when names are spoken. Your blood woke something.”

Margot’s throat tightened. “What kind of plant is this?”

“I’ve never seen it.”

That unsettled her. Annis knew more herbs than anyone Margot had ever met.

“Could it be extinct?” Margot asked.

“Or not yet born,” Annis replied. “Sometimes the garden sends warnings before there’s a name to call them.”

Margot stared at the seed. It was impossibly still in her hand, yet she felt a vibration in her skin just holding it. Like a hum beneath the world.

Annis reached for a small tin box and held it open. Margot placed the seed gently inside, and Annis tucked it away into her sleeve.

“I’ll show it to the Widow Patch,” Annis said. “If it’s a memory, she’ll know. If it’s a prophecy, we’ll burn salt.”

Margot didn’t ask who the Widow Patch was. Somehow she already knew: another keeper. Another woman who had chosen memory over safety.

She gathered her things and folded the quilt carefully back into her satchel. As she tied the leather straps, she noticed the red thread used to reinforce the corners—bright, deliberate, newly stitched. The symbol of the gate was firmer now, no longer fraying at the edges.

Something had strengthened it.

“Do the gates ever close?” she asked.

Annis looked at her sharply. “Why?”

“Because it feels... like I stepped into something I can’t leave.”

Annis’s voice softened. “You didn’t step in. You were grown here. You just forgot.”

You were grown here.

It echoed through her, a sentence that didn’t belong to the tongue but to the bone.

She left the hidden room just before dawn, the sky still bruised with purple and coal. The streets were empty save for chimney sweeps and early bakers. At home, the house was silent. She locked the door behind her and made her way upstairs, the satchel pressed close to her ribs.

In the attic, she unrolled the quilt and studied the new flower again. It hadn’t changed. It didn’t fade in the sunlight. It held its color, its shape, as though it had always been there. And beneath it, stitched so faintly she almost missed it, were four small symbols: a triangle, a crescent, a single teardrop, and a flame.

Not letters. Not numbers. But a code.

She copied those down too.

Downstairs, the grandfather clock struck five.

She sat at the window, quilt across her knees, staring out at the street as the first threads of morning unraveled the darkness. A woman passed with a basket of eggs. A man in a black coat leaned against a lamp post, reading nothing. A child skipped stones into the gutter. Ordinary life resumed its rhythm.

But inside her, something had tilted forever.

She was not just Margot Hale, orphan and assistant to a dead botanist.

She was a thread in a tapestry older than any ledger. A single note in a buried song.

And somewhere beneath London, the Red Garden pulsed—unseen, unblessed, and utterly alive.

By midmorning, the city had resumed its usual noise—shouts in the alley, carts rumbling across the uneven stones, and a slow, persistent rain that smeared coal soot down the windows. Margot lit two candles against the grey, set out her mother’s old herb journals on the kitchen table, and unrolled the quilt with hands still tingling from the rite.

She studied the strange new flower again, tracing its outline, then turned her attention to the symbols beneath it: a triangle, a crescent, a teardrop, and a flame. They were smaller than the thread used elsewhere, finer somehow—as if stitched by a needle not meant for fabric at all, but for skin.

She copied the shapes into her notebook and began cross-referencing her mother’s notes. Some entries were simple—common remedies for fever, childbirth, bruising. Others were more cryptic. One entry, next to a drawing of a coiled root, read:

“Triangle = bleeding started.
Crescent = plant taken under moon.
Teardrop = pain.
Flame = fever, or vision.”
Margot frowned.

It wasn’t a plant description—it was a sequence. A ritual. A warning.

Taken together, the symbols suggested a process: something begun, something consumed, something endured... and something burned.

Was the flower dangerous? A poison? A spiritual herb?

She flipped through the ledger again, but the symbol didn’t appear anywhere else. And the name of the plant—if it even had one—was absent.

There was a knock at the front door.

Not a soft tap or a street-child's curiosity, but a firm, measured cadence.

Margot stiffened. She slid the quilt off the table and into the cedar trunk. The herb journals she covered with a cloth. Only after slipping the bone-handled knife into her apron did she move to the front room.

The man on her doorstep wore a black overcoat soaked with rain, the cuffs lined with velvet and mud. His boots were polished, though scuffed at the toes. His eyes, under a wide-brimmed hat, were pale and calculating.

He smiled like someone with unpleasant news they intended to deliver slowly.

“Miss Hale?” he asked, removing his hat.

“I’m not accepting callers,” she said, already preparing to shut the door.

He blocked it gently with his hand.

“My name is Simon Aldwych,” he said. “I was acquainted with your mother. Before her departure.”

That stopped her.

“How?” she asked, voice low.

“I was an apprentice at the Royal College of Physicians. She treated a number of our... discarded patients.”

Margot’s fingers tightened on the doorknob. “The ones your instructors abandoned.”

His eyes flickered. “The ones they feared.”

He waited, rain sliding off the brim of his hat in narrow rivulets.

Margot opened the door wider. “Say what you came to say.”

He stepped inside, wiping his boots on the mat. He didn’t remove his coat.

“I was at the inquest,” he said. “When your mother was accused. I believed then—and still do—that her exile was politically motivated. She treated women the Church and the state didn’t want to acknowledge. She knew plants we didn’t. She recorded what others dismissed as superstition.”

He glanced around the room. “I heard a rumor,” he added carefully, “that you’ve begun the same work.”

Margot didn’t answer.

He turned back to her. “There’s a society forming. Quietly. Women—and some men—who believe the medical establishment is failing the vulnerable. We’re gathering records, sharing knowledge. Your mother’s ledger—if it still exists—would be invaluable.”

“You assume I have it.”

“Do you?”

Margot stepped forward, voice cool. “Why come now?”

“Because something’s shifting,” he said. “The Church is pushing for new legislation. They’re lobbying to make possession of abortifacient herbs a criminal offense, even for midwives. Once that happens, they’ll start hunting again.”

“Like they hunted her.”

He nodded. “Worse, this time. They’re calling it a crusade of mercy.”

She nearly laughed. “There is no mercy in erasure.”

Simon studied her for a long moment. “The Red Garden Society was believed to be myth. A folk tale for laundresses and seamstresses. But now, there are whispers again—of quilts, maps, healing plants grown in abandoned gardens. The last time those whispers rose, your mother vanished.”

Margot didn’t respond. Her heart pounded behind her ribs like a second voice.

Simon reached into his coat and pulled out a folded paper. “This was taken from the case files before they were sealed. It’s a page from your mother’s notes.”

He handed it to her.

Margot opened it. Her mother’s script flowed across the page—dark, careful, like stitches in ink.

“Some plants cannot be named in Latin. They carry their meanings in thread and heat. This one came to me in sleep. I saw it blooming from my hand after the blood stopped. It has no name. Only a root like a curled question. I believe it belongs to her.”

Beneath the entry was a sketch.

The same flower from the quilt.

Margot’s breath caught.

Simon watched her closely. “You’ve seen it.”

“I dreamed of it,” she lied.

He nodded, as if expecting the evasion. “Be careful, Miss Hale. When something ancient returns, it rarely comes quietly.”

He moved toward the door.

Before leaving, he paused. “If you decide to trust me, I’ll be at Haversleigh’s on Bell Street. Ask for the apothecary’s room. No one else knows the way in.”

He tipped his hat and stepped back into the rain.

Margot locked the door behind him and leaned her forehead against the wood.

The sketch trembled in her hand.

Her mother had seen the flower in a vision.

Now it was blooming in Margot’s life—in thread, in symbol, in seed.

She walked back to the kitchen and pulled the quilt from the cedar chest. The flower still glowed in the candlelight, its dark blue petals vibrant and strange. She pressed the old note from her mother beside it and stared.

Two generations. One symbol.

Margot didn’t know whether it was a warning or a weapon.

But she knew this: it was hers now.

By dusk, the rain had turned to a steady mist that wrapped the streets in blurred halos of gaslight and soot. Margot stood beneath the awning of an old bookbinder’s shop, watching the puddles ripple with every carriage that passed. Bell Street had once been part of a thriving merchant route—now it smelled of starch, moths, and the sour reek of pipe smoke. Most storefronts were shuttered or hung with faded signs, but at the far end of the crooked lane, she saw it: Haversleigh’s Remedies & Tonics, painted in worn gold on a swinging black sign shaped like a mortar and pestle.

The shop looked closed.

But Margot stepped up to the door anyway. She knocked twice, paused, then knocked once more.

Silence.

Then a faint click from within.

The door creaked open, revealing a stooped man with a crooked spine and cataracts in both eyes. His skin was parchment-pale, his beard uneven.

“Haversleigh?” Margot asked.

He sniffed. “You don’t look ill.”

“I was told to ask for the apothecary’s room.”

He stared at her a moment longer, then nodded. Without a word, he turned and shuffled inside, gesturing for her to follow. The shop was dim, shelves crowded with brown bottles, wax-sealed jars, dried roots hanging from hooks. It smelled of mold and mint, earth and ammonia.

“Mind your steps,” he rasped, pushing open a heavy door behind the counter.

Margot stepped into a narrow hall lined with peeling wallpaper. At the end, he stopped at what looked like a pantry door and reached beneath the floorboards with a long, gnarled hand. She heard a latch snap loose, then watched as the door swung open to reveal a spiral staircase descending into shadow.

“Down you go.”

She hesitated.

“Simon Aldwych sent me,” she offered.

“Aye, I know who sent you,” the man muttered. “I also know he trusts too easily.” He handed her a small clay lamp already lit. “But your face has the look. The garden remembered you.”

Margot didn’t know what that meant—but she nodded, and stepped down into the dark.

The stairs twisted tightly, cold stone brushing her shoulder as she descended. The smell changed as she went—less rot, more musk. Cinnamon, clove, crushed violet. A faint flicker of candlelight glimmered below.

When she reached the bottom, she found herself in a round room carved from limestone, with a domed ceiling covered in soot. Wooden tables circled the center, each one cluttered with records: ink-stained scrolls, weathered books, bundles of dried herbs pinned to pages with handwritten labels. Shelves climbed the walls, filled with boxes marked in languages she didn’t recognize.

In the center of it all stood Simon Aldwych.

He looked up from a ledger and smiled.

“I hoped you’d come.”

Margot stepped forward. “You said she left something behind.”

He nodded, gesturing her to one of the side tables. “This room was used by healers once—before medicine was formalized, before licenses and tribunals. Some called it a vault. Others, a sanctuary. Your mother stored something here after her exile, under a false name. It wasn’t discovered until last month.”

“What is it?”

Simon reached beneath a table and drew out a wrapped parcel, bound in linen and sealed with a ribbon of deep red thread.

“The sigil matches one I’ve seen in your mother’s personal effects—a branch of mugwort and flame inside a circle.”

He set it before her.

Margot hesitated, then carefully unwrapped the bundle.

Inside was a thin leather-bound book.

No title. Just a symbol etched into the cover—the same flower she’d seen stitched into the quilt.

Her hands trembled.

She opened the book slowly.

The pages were old but preserved in beeswax—her mother’s script again, looping and careful. But this time, it wasn’t just remedies. It was testimony. Each page held a pairing: an herb, and a woman’s name.

“Rue – for Elinora, who bled in silence and begged for the choice they refused her.”
“Angelica – for Maren, who lost three babes and was told it was God’s plan.”
“Blue flower – for the daughter I dreamed, who will inherit what I buried.”
Margot stopped at that last line.

She ran her hand over it.

The daughter I dreamed.

Simon moved beside her. “We’ve only begun to decode the later pages. Your mother wasn’t just preserving remedies—she was documenting pain. Recording what was never allowed into the medical records.”

Margot flipped forward. Toward the end of the book, the entries became less linear. The writing grew denser. Symbols were interwoven—some matching the ones beneath the flower on the quilt. And in the very back, stitched into the final page with silver thread, was a square of cloth.

Her mother’s handwriting read:

“Let this be passed only to the one who sings red into the roots.”

Beneath it, a single sentence written in a different hand.

It wasn’t ink. It looked like ash smeared by finger.

She is awake.

Margot looked up sharply.

“Who else has read this?” she demanded.

“No one,” Simon said. “The message was discovered just this morning. I didn’t add it.”

Margot stared at the page.

The ash had not smudged. The print was clean, as though fixed into the fibers of the page.

“Then someone knew I was coming,” she whispered.

Simon exhaled. “Or something did.”

She closed the book carefully.

The seed. The new stitch. The symbols.

They weren’t just signs—they were messages. And someone, or something, had begun responding.

“We need to be careful,” she said.

Simon nodded. “We’ve already lost one of the ledgers from a sister garden in Wiltshire. Burned. Another was stolen. The church denies involvement, but a cardinal was seen leaving the site.”

Margot tightened her grip on the book. “Then we hide this.”

“Where?”

She looked down at the square of cloth stitched into the final page.

Red thread. A pattern she now recognized—not just as embroidery, but a cipher.

It matched a missing square on her quilt.

“I have an idea,” she said. “We pass the knowledge not in books—but in thread.”

Simon tilted his head. “The quilt?”

“Yes. The garden doesn’t live in one place. It travels. It stitches itself forward.”

She touched the flower on the cover again.

“Thread doesn’t burn like paper. Not if you bury it right.”

Margot returned home in silence, the book wrapped tightly in oilcloth and pressed to her chest like a second heart. Her satchel dug into her shoulder with every step, but she welcomed the ache—it anchored her to the present, to the wet cobblestones and the familiar turn of her street. The city still bustled, oblivious, but to Margot, everything now whispered. The bricks. The clouds. Even the way her door creaked open felt like a word she hadn’t learned to translate.

Inside, the air was still. The clock had stopped. The hearth had gone cold.

She lit a small lamp, peeled off her cloak, and brought the quilt to the kitchen table once more. It had become her altar, her compass. She laid the quilt out flat, smoothing each edge with reverence, then opened the secret book to the final page—the one with the red-thread square stitched into the paper.

The pattern was simple at first glance: a four-petal flower, each petal tipped with a point. But it wasn’t floral symmetry. It was geometry. A shape hidden within a symbol. She retrieved her mother’s needlepoint journal from the shelf—one of the few things left untouched in the fire that had taken their first cottage—and began comparing patterns.

Each stitch on the quilt corresponded not just to a herb or memory, but a location.

She flipped between the pages and then to her map of England. Her finger hovered over Wiltshire.

That square of thread... it matched the curvature of a petal on the southeast corner of the quilt—the one near the sprig of yarrow stitched in white. She ran her thumb along it, feeling the resistance where fabric had once been pulled tighter, as though hiding something beneath.

Stitch as cipher. Petal as path.

Just as she reached for her needle, there came a knock at the door.

Three times.

Not hurried. Not hesitant.

She froze.

No one ever knocked on her door after dusk.

She extinguished the lamp and crept toward the entryway, one hand on the knife in her apron. Through the distorted glass pane, she saw the shape of a woman—a hood drawn low, shoulders draped in wet wool.

Margot opened the door a crack.

“Yes?”

The woman’s voice was cracked and low. “I come from the Wiltshire garden.”

Margot opened the door wider.

The woman stepped in, water streaming from her cloak. Her boots were caked in ash and dirt. She carried a small tin box clasped tightly in one hand.

“You’re Margot Hale,” the woman said. “She told me to find you.”

“Who?”

“Elinora.”

Margot’s breath caught. Elinora—the midwife Margot had met once in the ruined abbey garden, long before the quilt had begun to bloom. She’d been ancient even then, her fingers gnarled like the roots she harvested.

“She’s gone,” the woman said. “The garden too. Burned.”

Margot stepped aside, helped her remove her cloak, and led her into the kitchen. The woman moved stiffly. Her eyes were ringed with soot.

“What’s your name?”

“Maeryn.”

She placed the tin box on the table and opened it slowly.

Inside lay a handful of grey petals, a length of scorched red thread, and a charred
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