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A Gothic Mystery
 
 
 
"Let every Emberly know the loss I have known. Let those who love you lose you, and let those whom you love be lost. Let the serpent of betrayal coil around your bloodline until the debt of blood is paid."
Helena Ashworth, 1724
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Chapter 1: The Historian’s Arrival
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The carriage lurched over a rut in the road, and I pressed my palm against the cold window to steady myself. Beyond the glass, the English countryside rolled past in shades of grey and brown in autumn’s final grasp before winter claimed the land. The trees had shed most of their leaves and their bare branches reached toward a sky heavy with the promise of rain.

I had been traveling for most of the day, and exhaustion pulled at my limbs like weights. The journey from London had taken longer than anticipated as we were delayed by a broken axle outside Harrowgate that cost us three hours of waiting while the coachman made repairs. Now the light was failing, and I had begun to wonder if we would reach Emberly Manor before full dark.

Then the fog appeared.

It rose from the fields without warning, thick and impenetrable. One moment I could see the distant line of hills; the next, there was nothing but swirling mist pressing against the carriage windows. The coachman shouted something to the horses, and our pace slowed to a crawl.

I wiped condensation from the glass and peered out, straining to see something, anything, that would tell me where we were. The fog seemed almost alive, shifting and coiling with a purpose I could not discern. A fanciful thought, but I had been alone with my own mind for too many hours.

And then, emerging from that grey expanse like a phantasm, came Emberly Manor.

My first impression was startling. Emberly Manor sat perched upon a hill like an old woman in faded finery. Storm clouds hung heavy with rain that never fell, leaving the manor dream-like. The stonework was a canvas of lichen and moss. Chimneys rose against the grey sky with their silhouettes jagged and reaching. A tall tower clawed at the sky. Boards covered gaping eyes where glass once gleamed. An iron gate, rusted to the color of old blood, hung askew, and the path was swallowed by greenery. The manor had bent beneath its burden of years, and what remained was a mass of stone that seemed to absorb what little light was left in the day. 

The manor, however, was larger than I had expected. I had seen etchings in historical texts, had studied floor plans and architectural drawings dating back to its construction in the sixteenth century. None of them had prepared me for the sheer weight of the place and the way it pressed down upon the earth emphatically asserting its right to exist, as though daring the landscape itself to challenge its presence.

Three centuries of history lived in those walls. Births and deaths, celebrations and tragedies, and where secrets accumulated like dust in forgotten corners. And I had been hired to uncover them all.

My hand drifted to the chain at my neck, finding the familiar shape of Thomas’s ring where it hung against my heart. It was three years since his death, and still I reached for that small comfort a dozen times a day...more, when I was tired or frightened or uncertain. The gold was warm from my skin and smooth from years of handling.

I forced my hand back to my lap. This was a professional engagement, not a pilgrimage. I was here to work, not to mourn. The Emberly family had hired me for my expertise, not my sorrows.

The carriage rolled through iron gates that hung open on rusted hinges. Their metalwork bore no crest which was unusual for a family of the Emberly’s standing. Most ancient manors displayed their heraldry proudly at every opportunity, proclaiming their lineage to any who passed. But these gates were blank, as though the family had chosen to hide their identity rather than announce it.

The drive wound through grounds that might once have been magnificent but now showed the creeping decay of reduced circumstances. Hedges that had once been trimmed into geometric precision had grown wild, spilling across the gravel path in places. A fountain stood at the center of a circular lawn, its basin dry and moss-covered, and the stone cherub at its peak missing one arm. The gardeners, I suspected, had been among the first casualties of the family’s declining fortunes.

Yet the manor itself stood defiant against entropy. As we drew closer, I could see that the windows, those which still remained, were clean and the stonework showed signs of recent repair where the weather had begun to erode the mortar. Whatever else Lord Edmund Emberly had sacrificed, he had not sacrificed his ancestral home.

The coachman brought the horses to a stop before a set of wide stone steps. The fog began to subside around us, making the world feel small and strange. I gathered my courage along with my traveling bag and reached for the door handle.

Before I could open it, the door swung outward.

I found myself looking into the sharp grey eyes of a woman in her sixties with her silver hair pulled back in a tight knot and her black dress immaculate despite the damp weather. Her face was angular with high cheekbones, thin lips, and a nose that might have been Roman in another setting. She regarded me with an expression that was not quite hostile but certainly not welcoming.

“Miss Bennett.” Her voice was neither warm nor cold, merely efficient, and the voice of someone who had spent a lifetime dispensing with unnecessary niceties. “I am Mrs. Dawson, housekeeper. Lord Emberly has instructed me to see you settled.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Dawson. The journey was longer than I anticipated.” I descended from the carriage, my boots finding solidity on the gravel with a satisfying crunch. The air was colder here than it had been in London, carrying the smell of wet leaves and damp stone and something else, something older, like earth that had never fully dried, and like rooms that had been closed too long.

“It always is.” Mrs. Dawson turned toward the manor, clearly expecting me to follow. Her posture was rigidly upright, and her movements were precise, like a soldier on parade. “Your trunks will be brought to your room. Dinner is at seven. Lord Emberly will join you then.”

I caught up to her as she mounted the steps, conscious of the coachman beginning to unload my luggage behind us. “I understand there’s an extensive library. I should like to begin my work as soon as possible.”

Mrs. Dawson’s stride did not break, but something in her posture shifted, a minute tightening of the shoulders, and a barely perceptible stiffening of her spine. “The library will still be there tomorrow, Miss Bennett. Tonight, you should rest.”

There was something in her tone, not warning exactly, but something close to it. I filed the observation away for later consideration.

The front door opened before we reached it, handled by a footman who looked too young for his livery. He was sixteen at most, with the awkward proportions of adolescence and a face spotted with the evidence of approaching manhood. He bowed as we passed in a gesture more dutiful than graceful.

The entrance hall beyond was exactly what I had expected and yet somehow more oppressive than I had imagined. Dark wood paneling lined the walls, rising to a height of eight feet before giving way to plaster painted a deep burgundy. Portraits of stern ancestors watched from gilded frames with their eyes seeming to follow me as I moved. A staircase of polished oak curved upward into shadow. Its banisters were carved with motifs I could not quite identify in the dim light.

A fire burned in an enormous hearth with the flames licking at logs as thick as a man’s thigh. But its warmth seemed unable to reach the corners of the room, where darkness pooled like water. The air smelled of woodsmoke and beeswax and something fainter beneath, something musty, like old books or older secrets.

I had spent three years studying houses like this one. After Thomas died, I had poured myself into my work as if it were my only lifeline, and manor houses had become my specialty. I knew their secrets: the servants’ passages hidden behind paneled walls or the priest holes left over from centuries of religious persecution. These were the spaces where history accumulated like dust. I had thought this commission would be like all the others.

But as I stood in Emberly Manor’s entrance hall, something prickled at the back of my neck. I felt an awareness that I was being watched, though only Mrs. Dawson and the young footman stood nearby. A sensation of weight pressed down on me, as though the house itself were taking my measure.

I turned, scanning the gallery above. Empty. The portraits stared back at me with their painted eyes, revealing nothing.

“Miss Bennett?” Mrs. Dawson waited at the foot of the stairs. “Your room.”

I followed her, conscious of the way my footsteps echoed on the stone floor and of the way the portraits’ eyes seemed to track my movement. At the first landing, I paused.

A portrait hung there, larger than the others, given a place of prominence that suggested particular significance. It depicted a woman in the fashions of fifty years past wearing an empire-waist gown in pale blue with her dark hair swept up in an elaborate arrangement of curls. Her eyes were dark, dark and deep, and they seemed to follow movement in a way that made my skin crawl.

The brass plate on the frame read: Eleanor Emberly, 1775-1813.

“A relation of Lord Emberly’s?” I asked, though the surname made the connection obvious.

“His grandmother.” Mrs. Dawson’s voice carried an odd note, not quite disapproval, not quite fear, but something in between. “A troubled woman, by all accounts. Given to fancies.”

I filed this away as well. Historians learn early that families describe their scandals in code. “Troubled” could mean anything from melancholy to madness, and “fancies” might indicate anything from an interest in poetry to full-blown delusions.

My room was in the guest wing. It was a comfortable chamber with a four-poster bed draped in green velvet. A writing desk was positioned beneath the window to catch the light and a fireplace was lit, where a modest blaze attempted to combat the pervasive chill. The furniture was well-made but old. The fabrics were slightly faded with age, and the wood showed the patina of generations of use.

Through the window, I could see the fog rolling across the grounds, swallowing the distant tree line, and erasing the boundary between land and sky. The effect was disorienting, as though the manor existed in isolation, cut off from the rest of the world.

“Dinner at seven,” Mrs. Dawson repeated. “James will come to escort you to the dining room. If you require anything before then, ring the bell.” She indicated a pull-cord by the door.

“Mrs. Dawson.” I stopped her before she could leave, the question rising unbidden to my lips. “Lord Emberly’s letter mentioned that the family history was...complicated. He asked me to research ‘all of it, even the unpleasant parts.’ Can you tell me what he meant by that?”

She stood in the doorway, backlit by the hallway lamps with her face in shadow. For a long moment, she did not answer. I could hear the fire crackling behind me, the faint whisper of wind around the window frame, and my own heart beating in my chest. Then...

“Every old family has its unpleasant parts, Miss Bennett,” she said finally. Her voice was careful, measured, and the voice of someone choosing her words with great precision. “The Emberly family has had more than most.” She paused, and when she spoke again, her tone had hardened. “Some things are best left buried. But that is not my decision to make.”

She closed the door behind her
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