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​Chapter One: The Letter
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The ink had long since dried on Imara's fingertips, but she could still feel it there—a phantom stain, dark as accusation. She flexed her hand beneath the lamplight, watching shadows pool between her knuckles, and returned her attention to the manuscript spread across her rented desk.

Women's Medicinal Knowledge in Rural Devonshire, 1650-1750.

Not her title. Professor Wickham had chosen it, carefully excising any hint of the controversy buried in her research—that these "wise women" had been systematically erased, their knowledge stolen or destroyed, their very existence an inconvenience to the men who wrote the official histories. Imara's original title had included the word suppressed. Wickham had called it "needlessly provocative."

She'd changed it. Of course she had.

The lodging house creaked around her, settling into the November cold. Three floors up in Bloomsbury, her room was barely large enough for the narrow bed, the desk, and the trunk containing everything she owned. The wallpaper had been cheap even when new; now it hung in yellowed strips, revealing plaster stained by decades of London damp. Her single window overlooked a courtyard where nothing grew.

It was nearly midnight. She should sleep. She had lectures to attend in the morning—not to give, never to give, but to sit in the back and take notes for Professor Wickham, who would present her findings as his own discoveries. Again.

Imara reached for her tea and found it cold. She drank it anyway.

The floorboard outside her door groaned—a particular sound she'd learned to recognize. She was on her feet before conscious thought completed, hands already smoothing her skirts, shoulders curving inward. By the time Mr. Bentley, her landlord, passed in the hallway, she had made herself small against the wall, eyes down, hands folded. Just another shadow in a house full of them.

She held her breath until his footsteps faded, then released it slowly, hating the relief that came with his departure. Hating more that she'd done it without thinking, this collapsing of herself, this practiced disappearing.

Observer, not participant.

The phrase rose unbidden, something Dr. Helena Marsh had told her once. You're brilliant at documenting everyone else's story, Imara, but when will you live your own?

Imara returned to her desk, to the safety of other women's histories. Safer to chronicle the dead than to risk being chronicled herself—the brilliant Negro scholar, the unnatural woman, the curiosity in an academic world built to exclude her on both counts. She knew what happened to women who took up too much space, who wanted too much, who loved wrong.

She knew because she'd spent five years researching exactly that.

The knock came soft but insistent. Imara frowned—Mr. Bentley never knocked—and moved to the door.

"Telegram, miss." The boy couldn't have been more than twelve, breath misting in the cold hallway. "Said it were urgent."

She pressed a penny into his palm, more than she could afford, and closed the door before examining the envelope. Heavy paper, expensive. The sender's name made her hands still:

Thorne & Associates, Solicitors

Imara broke the seal with her thumbnail, unfolding the paper beneath the lamp's uncertain light.

Miss Thornwood,

It is our duty to inform you of the passing of Dr. Helena Marsh, late of Ashwood Estate, Surrey. Dr. Marsh named you sole beneficiary of her property and effects. Your presence is requested at the estate at your earliest convenience to take possession of your inheritance.

We extend our condolences for your loss.

Yours faithfully,

Edmund Thorne, Esq.

The words swam. Imara read them again, then a third time, waiting for them to transform into something that made sense.

Helena was dead.

She should feel something. Grief, perhaps. Relief? Helena had been many things—mentor, tormentor, the woman who'd opened doors for Imara while simultaneously holding her back, taking credit while offering opportunity. For three years, Imara had served as her research assistant, cataloging, translating, doing the unglamorous work that formed the foundation of Helena's published papers.

"You're invaluable to me," Helena had said once, late at night in her study, firelight catching the silver in her hair. She'd touched Imara's hand, a brief pressure. "You understand these stories the way no one else does."

Imara had pulled away. She'd had to.

And now Helena was gone, and she'd left Imara an estate. An entire estate. Why?

She moved to her trunk, pulling out the tin box where she kept Helena's letters. There weren't many—Helena preferred conversation to correspondence—but Imara unfolded them anyway, searching for clues. Invitations to dinners she couldn't attend. Requests for research assistance. One, written shortly after Imara's mother had died, offered condolences in Helena's precise hand: You are not alone in this world, my dear. You have gifts, and purpose, and there are those who value both, even if they cannot say so openly.

At the time, Imara had thought it a kindness. Now, she wondered what Helena had meant. What she'd been trying to say beneath the careful words.

The final letter lay at the bottom of the box, dated three months ago. Imara had never opened it—it had arrived the same week as Wickham's dismissal of her work, and she'd been too raw, too angry to face more of Helena's complicated affection.

She broke the seal now.

Dearest Imara,

I am not well. The doctors offer platitudes, but I am a scholar; I know how to read what remains unsaid. Time grows short, and there are things I must tell you, things I cannot commit to paper in a letter that might be read by others.

If you are reading this, I have likely already gone to whatever comes after. Do not mourn me overmuch—I made my choices, for good or ill, and I accept their weight.

I have left you Ashwood Estate. You will think this strange; you will wonder why. Come to Surrey. See what I have kept there, what I could not bring myself to face. You will understand then, I think. You will understand many things.

There are women's stories there, Imara. The kind you seek. The kind that matter.

The kind that could not save me, but might yet save you.

The house has been waiting. It knows its own.

With deepest regard,

Helena

Imara's hands trembled as she lowered the letter. The lamp guttered, shadows leaping across the peeling wallpaper, and for a moment she felt watched. Not by the absent landlord or the indifferent city, but by something older, something patient.

She looked at the telegram again. At your earliest convenience.

She had nothing here. A room too small for breathing, work that would never be credited to her name, a future of careful disappearing. She'd been making herself small for so long she'd almost forgotten what it felt like to expand, to reach, to want.

Women's stories. The kind that matter.

What had Helena found? What had frightened her badly enough that she'd kept it hidden, even from someone she'd claimed to value?

Imara folded the letters carefully, returned them to their box. Then she pulled her traveling bag from beneath the bed and began to pack. She owned little enough that it didn't take long—her clothes, her books, her journals filled with other women's histories and her own unspoken longings carefully coded in margins.

Dawn was still hours away when she finished, but Imara couldn't sleep. She returned to her desk, to the manuscript that would be published under Wickham's name, and read her own words as though they belonged to a stranger:

These women, who healed and midwifed and knew the properties of every growing thing, were declared unnatural. Their knowledge was called witchcraft, their community was called conspiracy, their love for each other was called corruption. And so they were erased, written out of history, leaving only traces in trial records and burning grounds.

But traces can be followed. Absences can be read. And the women who were silenced are speaking still, if we know how to listen.

She'd written it for Wickham's book. But she'd meant it for herself.

Imara dipped her pen one final time, turning to a fresh page in her private journal. She dated it—November 14th, 1883—and wrote:

Today I received an inheritance. Tomorrow I leave London. What awaits me in Surrey, I cannot say. But I am tired of being small. I am tired of documenting other women's courage while demonstrating none of my own.

Dr. Marsh wrote that the house has been waiting. Very well.

Let it wait no longer.

She closed the journal, extinguished the lamp, and sat in darkness until the dawn came, gray and cold, bringing with it the first day of the rest of her life.
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​Chapter Two: The Journey
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The train to Surrey carved through fog so thick it seemed to have substance, as though they traveled not through air but through some denser medium—cloud, perhaps, or memory. Imara pressed her forehead against the cold window glass and watched London dissolve behind her, the city's sharp edges softening into suggestion, then nothing.

She'd sent a telegram ahead: Arriving Ashwood Station, 14 November, 2 o'clock. I. Thornwood. Brief, efficient. She hadn't known what else to say. Thank you for the house I never asked for, left to me by a woman I couldn't quite love and couldn't quite leave.

The third-class carriage was nearly empty. A farmer dozed across the aisle, hat pulled low. Two rows ahead, a woman in widow's weeds clutched a basket, never looking up. Imara recognized the posture—that careful stillness designed to discourage conversation, questions, attention. She'd perfected it herself.

But today, she found herself restless. The countryside sliding past held her attention—bare November fields, skeletal trees, the occasional farmhouse hunched against the cold. She'd spent her entire life in cities, first Manchester with her mother, then London. The openness unnerved her. So much space, and nowhere to hide.

Her traveling bag sat at her feet, containing everything she'd deemed essential: clothes for a week, her research journals, Helena's letters, a book of poetry she'd bought secondhand and never quite dared to read in public. The rest of her possessions—such as they were—she'd left with her landlord, promising to send for them once she was settled.

If she settled. If the estate wasn't some elaborate mistake or cruel joke. If Helena's letter meant what Imara desperately hoped it meant and not something darker she couldn't yet imagine.

There are women's stories there. The kind you seek.

The train lurched, metal screaming against metal, and Imara's hand flew to steady her bag. The farmer woke with a snort. The widow clutched her basket tighter. And then they were slowing, the fog thinning enough to reveal a small platform, a painted sign: Ashwood Station.

Ashwood. The same name as the estate, as the family Helena had married into—though Helena had kept her maiden name in academic circles, one of her many careful compromises. Had the village taken its name from the estate, or had the estate taken the village's? Imara made a mental note to research local history, then caught herself. Always cataloging, always documenting. Never simply experiencing.

She gathered her bag and stepped onto the platform.

The air hit her first—colder than London, sharper, with an edge of wood smoke and earth. The station was modest, barely more than a covered platform with a single bench and a clerk's window. A handful of other passengers disembarked, dispersing quickly into the village beyond. Imara stood alone, suddenly uncertain.

"Miss Thornwood, I expect?"

The voice came from behind her—dry, matter-of-fact, faintly amused. Imara turned to find a woman who could only be Mrs. Peabody.

She was shorter than Imara, sturdily built, with iron-gray hair pinned in a no-nonsense bun beneath a practical bonnet. Her dress was dark wool, sensible for travel, and she carried a market basket over one arm. Her face was weathered but sharp-eyed, the kind of face that missed nothing and chose carefully what to comment upon.

"Mrs. Peabody?" Imara offered her hand, remembered too late that servants didn't shake hands with their employers, pulled back.

Mrs. Peabody's mouth quirked. "That's right, miss. Been keeping the estate these thirty years, and I'll keep keeping it, if you've no objection." She didn't wait for a response, simply took Imara's bag—despite Imara's protest—and started toward a cart and horse waiting beyond the platform. "Train on time, that's novel. Usually runs late. You'll want to settle in before dark, I expect. November days are short this far from the city."

Imara followed, thrown off-balance by the woman's briskness. "I appreciate you meeting me, Mrs. Peabody. I know this must be... that is, Dr. Marsh's death must have been—"

"Dr. Marsh died as she lived, miss. Quietly, stubbornly, with her books." Mrs. Peabody loaded the bag into the cart with practiced efficiency. "Been expecting it these six months. She didn't take care, you see. Too busy with her research, her visitors, her—" She paused, giving Imara a look that felt like assessment. "Well. Her projects."

The way she said projects made Imara's skin prickle. "I was one of those projects, I suppose."

"I couldn't say, miss." Mrs. Peabody climbed onto the cart's seat, took up the reins. "I make it my business not to know more than I need to. Keeps life simple." She patted the seat beside her. "Come along, then. Estate's an hour's drive, and I'd as soon do it in daylight."

Imara settled beside her, acutely aware that she was sharing a cart seat with a servant—with her own servant, technically, which somehow made it worse. In London, propriety would demand distance, formality, a careful hierarchy. But Mrs. Peabody seemed utterly unconcerned with such niceties, clucking to the horse and steering them onto a narrow road that wound between hedgerows.

For a while, they traveled in silence. Imara found herself grateful for it, for the space to observe without the pressure of conversation. The village gave way to open country, fields divided by stone walls, distant sheep like clouds scattered across hillsides. The fog had lifted enough to reveal a gray sky, heavy with the promise of rain.

"Dr. Marsh spoke of you," Mrs. Peabody said eventually, startling Imara from her thoughts. "Not often, mind. She wasn't one for chitchat. But she'd mention you sometimes, after you stopped coming round. Said you had a gift for seeing what was hidden."

Imara's throat tightened. "I... we had a disagreement. About the nature of my work."

"About who'd get credit for it, more like." Mrs. Peabody's tone was pragmatic, not judgmental. "Dr. Marsh could be difficult that way. Wanted things both ways—wanted to help you, wanted to keep you under thumb. Common enough problem, among folk who've had to fight for every inch they've got. They forget how to share the ground."

The casual insight stung in its accuracy. "You knew her well, then."

"Thirty years, miss. I knew her habits. That's not quite the same as knowing a person, but it's close enough for housekeeping." Mrs. Peabody guided the horse around a bend, and the road began to climb. "She was fond of you, though. In her way. Leaving you the estate proves that, doesn't it?"

"I'm not sure what it proves," Imara admitted. "Why not leave it to family? To the university?"

Mrs. Peabody snorted. "Dr. Marsh had no family left worth speaking of. Married into the Ashwoods for the estate and the library, everyone knew it. When her husband died—oh, twenty years back now—she stayed on alone. As for the university..." The older woman shook her head. "Those gentlemen scholars made it plain enough they'd have the books and research papers but not the house itself. Called it 'unsuitable for academic purposes.' What they meant was haunted, but they're too refined to say so."

Imara's attention sharpened. "Haunted?"

"Local talk, miss. Nothing you need concern yourself with." Mrs. Peabody's tone had gone carefully neutral—the tone of someone closing a door. "Every old house has its stories. Ashwood's older than most, that's all."

They crested a hill, and Mrs. Peabody pulled the horse to a stop.

"There, miss. Your inheritance."

Imara looked, and felt her breath catch.

The estate sprawled across a shallow valley, dark against the gray landscape. Even from this distance, it was clearly massive—a central manor house of weathered stone, three stories at least, with wings extending on either side. A tower rose from one corner, its peaked roof sharp against the sky. Windows glinted dully, reflecting nothing. Gardens sprawled around it, overgrown but still maintaining ghost-patterns of their original design. Beyond, she could see the remains of other structures—a conservatory with broken glass, outbuildings half-swallowed by ivy.

It was Gothic in the truest sense: beautiful and terrible, elegant and decaying, a monument to something that had been grand and was now simply enduring.

"It's..." Imara searched for words. "Larger than I expected."

"Dr. Marsh kept to the main house, mostly. Let the rest go to seed. No point maintaining what you don't use, she said. Though I did what I could with the gardens." Mrs. Peabody clicked to the horse, starting them down the slope. "House itself is sound enough. Good bones. Just needs people in it. Houses are like people that way—they sicken when they're lonely."

The road descended through bare trees, their branches forming a skeletal canopy. Imara found her gaze drawn repeatedly to the estate, to the way it seemed to grow larger as they approached without ever quite coming into focus. Shadows pooled in its corners, gathered beneath its eaves. She counted windows—too many to count, actually, the architecture complex enough that she kept losing track.

"How many rooms?" she asked.

"Forty-seven, last I counted. Though some have been sealed up. Dr. Marsh locked certain wings, said she'd no use for them." Mrs. Peabody's voice held a note of disapproval. "A house needs to breathe, I told her. Sealing rooms just makes the damp worse. But she wouldn't hear it."

They passed through iron gates, ornate but rusted, hanging half-open on their hinges. The drive curved through what had once been formal grounds. Imara glimpsed statuary, a fountain long dry, the skeleton of a maze. And then they were pulling up before the main entrance, and Mrs. Peabody was setting the brake, and Imara was staring at the massive oak door with its tarnished brass fixtures.

"Well," Mrs. Peabody said. "Here we are, then."

Imara climbed down from the cart, her legs unsteady. She'd been sitting too long, that was all. The strange vertigo had nothing to do with the house itself, with the way it loomed over her, making her feel small in a way that had nothing to do with self-preservation and everything to do with scale.

Mrs. Peabody retrieved her bag, moving with the brisk efficiency of someone who'd done this a thousand times. She produced a key—massive, iron, medieval-looking—and fitted it to the lock.

"I'll show you to your room, miss, and then you'll want tea, I expect. After that, you can explore as you like. Though I'd recommend staying to the main house for now. The east wing's not safe—floorboards are rotten—and the west wing's where Dr. Marsh kept her... well. You'll see, I suppose."

She pushed the door open.

The sound it made—a low groan, wood against stone—raised every hair on Imara's arms.

The entrance hall stretched before them, cavernous and dark. A grand staircase rose from the center, splitting into two directions. Portraits lined the walls, faces obscured by grime and shadow. The floor was black and white marble, laid in a pattern that seemed to shift when Imara wasn't looking directly at it. Dust motes swirled in the weak light filtering through high windows, moving in ways that suggested more than draft.

And there, just for a moment, Imara felt it: a presence. Not hostile, not welcoming. Simply... aware. The sensation of being seen by something that had been waiting a very long time for her to arrive.

She stepped across the threshold.

The temperature dropped. Not dramatically—just enough to notice, just enough to raise gooseflesh beneath her sleeves. The quality of sound changed too, as though the house swallowed noise differently than open air, holding it close.

Mrs. Peabody, already moving toward the stairs, seemed unaffected. "Mind the third step, miss. It creaks something terrible. I keep meaning to have it fixed, but..." She shrugged. "Some things in this house resist fixing."

Imara followed, but paused in the center of the entrance hall, turning slowly. She couldn't shake the feeling of being watched, cataloged, assessed. Her scholar's mind wanted to dismiss it as nerves, as the natural response to a strange place after a long journey. But her instincts—the part of her that had learned to read danger in white men's eyes, in the set of a landlord's shoulders—knew better.

Something in this house was paying attention.

"Miss?" Mrs. Peabody had reached the landing, was looking back. "You coming?"

"Yes," Imara said. She touched the banister, felt cold wood beneath her palm, and started up the stairs. "Yes, I'm coming."

Behind her, unheard, the front door swung slowly shut. It made no sound at all as it closed, sealing them inside. And if the portraits on the walls seemed to turn their heads, tracking her progress up the stairs, well—that was only a trick of the light.

Only a trick.

But Imara, who had spent five years studying women's histories, who knew how to read what was written in silences and gaps, felt the house settle around her like a held breath.

And somewhere in its dark heart, something—someone—began to smile.
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​Chapter Three: Crossing the Threshold
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Mrs. Peabody led her up two flights of stairs, past corridors that branched into darkness, past closed doors with tarnished nameplates Imara couldn't quite read in the dim light. The house seemed to go on forever, turning back on itself, creating a geography that defied the exterior's proportions.

"Dr. Marsh kept the south wing of the second floor for her own use," Mrs. Peabody explained, her voice echoing strangely. "I've prepared her study for you—seemed fitting, given your work. The bedroom adjoins it."

"I don't want to intrude on—" Imara began, then stopped. Helena was dead. There was no intrusion possible, only inheritance.

Mrs. Peabody glanced back, and something in her weathered face softened. "Dr. Marsh would want you there, miss. She was particular about who touched her things. Made me promise, toward the end, that I'd let the right person use that room. Said I'd know them when I saw them." She paused at a door, hand on the knob. "I think she meant you."

The study was smaller than Imara expected, which somehow made it more intimate. Late afternoon light slanted through tall windows, illuminating dust motes that danced in lazy spirals. The walls were lined floor-to-ceiling with books—not the pristine leather-bound volumes of a gentleman's library, but working books, their spines cracked, margins filled with notes. A desk dominated one corner, its surface clear except for an oil lamp and a single leather journal, closed.

Imara's throat tightened. She could see Helena here, bent over research, silver hair catching lamplight, that slight frown of concentration she'd worn when deep in thought.

"Bedroom's through there," Mrs. Peabody said, nodding toward a connecting door. "I've aired it out, changed the linens. Your bag's on the bed." She moved to the windows, adjusting curtains with practiced hands. "Tea in an hour, miss. That'll give you time to settle. After that, you're free to explore, but mind what I said about the east wing—floorboards aren't safe. And the west wing..." She hesitated. "Well. The west wing's locked. Dr. Marsh kept the only key, and I've not found it among her things. If you do, perhaps best to leave it be."

"What's in the west wing?"

Mrs. Peabody's hands stilled on the curtain. "Dr. Marsh's private research, I imagine. The work she didn't share with the university." She turned, meeting Imara's gaze. "This house has layers, miss. Like an onion, or a puzzle box. Dr. Marsh spent twenty years here, and I don't think she ever reached the center of it. Some houses..." She paused, seeming to choose her words carefully. "Some houses have a way of keeping what belongs to them. And freeing what shouldn't be caged."

The phrase hung in the air, strange and oracular. Imara wanted to ask what she meant, but Mrs. Peabody was already moving toward the door.

"Tea in an hour," she repeated. "I'll be in the kitchen if you need anything. Shout, and I'll hear you. House carries sound peculiarly." She paused at the threshold, hand on the doorframe. "Welcome home, Miss Thornwood."

Then she was gone, footsteps receding down the corridor, leaving Imara alone in a dead woman's study.

For a long moment, Imara simply stood, letting the silence settle around her. The house wasn't quiet—old buildings never were. She could hear the creak of settling wood, the whisper of wind against windows, the distant groan of pipes. But beneath those ordinary sounds lay something else. A quality of attention, of patience.

She moved to the windows. From here, she could see the overgrown gardens, the conservatory with its shattered glass panels, and beyond, the dark line of woods that bordered the estate. The landscape looked melancholy in the fading light, beautiful in its decay. Like something that had given up trying to maintain appearances and found a kind of peace in neglect.

Houses are like people that way—they sicken when they're lonely.

Imara turned from the window and approached the desk. The leather journal sat precisely in the center, as though positioned deliberately. She recognized Helena's handwriting on the cover: Private—I.T.

Her initials. This had been left for her specifically.

She opened it.

Helena's handwriting filled the first page, dated six months earlier—around the time she'd written that final letter to Imara.

If you're reading this, my dear, then I've gone where all scholars eventually go—to become primary source material for future researchers. The irony is not lost on me.

I've debated what to write here, how much to tell you, how much to let you discover. Too much information paralyzes; too little leaves one floundering. I've chosen a middle path, though whether it's wisdom or cowardice, I cannot say.

You were right to leave when you did. I knew it then, though I resented you for it. I took credit for your work because I could, because the academic world would never credit a young Black woman with such insights, because I told myself I was protecting you from a scrutiny you couldn't survive. These were all lies I told to justify what was simply theft.

But I did see you, Imara. Perhaps not well enough, not honestly enough, but I saw your brilliance. And I saw something else—you were looking for something I'd spent my life avoiding.

When I married into the Ashwood family, I did so for access to their library. The Ashwoods collected obsessively: occult texts, medical manuscripts, women's diaries from centuries past. Everything the university deemed "unsuitable for scholarly consideration." I thought I'd mine it for respectable research while ignoring the rest.

I was wrong. You cannot ignore this house. It won't allow it.

Imara's hands trembled slightly as she turned the page.

There are rooms here I never opened. Passages I feared to explore. I was a coward, you see—I wanted the knowledge without the cost, the discovery without the danger. I documented what was safe and pretended the rest didn't exist.

You wrote once, in a draft I wasn't meant to see, that absences can be read. That the women erased from history are speaking still, if we learn how to listen.

They are speaking here, Imara. Louder than anywhere else I've ever been.

I'm leaving you this house not as burden but as choice. You can sell it, walk away, use the money for the life you deserve. Or you can stay. You can open the doors I couldn't. You can listen to what I was too frightened to hear.

I don't know what you'll find. I don't know what it will cost. But I know this: you were meant for this place, or it for you. Some connections transcend logic.

There's a second letter hidden in the library—third shelf from the top, behind the collected works of Aphra Behn. Fitting, I thought, to hide truth behind a woman who wasn't allowed to sign her own name. That letter will tell you more. But only read it if you're certain you want to stay. Once you know what I know, there's no unknowing it.

Be brave, my dear. Be braver than I was.

With love and regret, Helena

Imara closed the journal, pressing her palms against its leather cover. Her heart beat against her ribs like something caged, trying to escape or perhaps trying to break free.

Some houses have a way of keeping what belongs to them. And freeing what shouldn't be caged.

She stood, moved to the bookshelves. The light was fading rapidly now, November dusk coming on with that swift finality that made the countryside feel more isolated than any city. She lit the oil lamp on the desk, carried it to the shelves.

Third from the top. Collected works of Aphra Behn.

Her fingers found the spine—green cloth, gilt lettering worn nearly smooth. She pulled it forward, and yes, there behind it, pressed flat against the wall: a sealed envelope, her name written in Helena's hand.

Imara took it down, stood holding both lamp and letter, caught between curiosity and something that felt dangerously like fear. She could walk away. Sell the estate, return to London, find new employment, build the safe small life she'd been constructing for herself.

Or she could open this letter. And whatever came after—

"Tea's ready, miss!"

Mrs. Peabody's voice floated up from somewhere below, impossibly clear despite the distance. Imara startled, nearly dropping the letter. The house carries sound peculiarly. She tucked the envelope into her skirt pocket, returned Aphra Behn to the shelf, and carried the lamp back to the desk.

The bedroom door stood ajar. Through it, she could see the bed Mrs. Peabody had prepared—a four-poster with heavy curtains, quilts piled high against the November cold. Her traveling bag sat on the coverlet, looking small and out of place.

Imara closed Helena's journal, left it on the desk, and went to find tea.



The kitchen was in the house's heart—a vast room with a ceiling crossed by dark beams, a fireplace large enough to stand in, copper pots hanging from hooks. Mrs. Peabody had set out tea at a scarred wooden table, the kind of table that had seen centuries of use and bore the marks to prove it.

"Sit, miss." Mrs. Peabody poured from a brown teapot. "You look as though you could use warming up. House gets into your bones this time of year."

Imara sat, accepted the cup gratefully. The tea was strong and sweet, exactly what she needed. "How long did you say you've worked here?"

"Thirty years come spring. Started when Dr. Marsh's husband was still alive—cold man, he was, though I shouldn't speak ill of the dead. He died, she stayed on. Most widows would've sold up, gone back to family. But Dr. Marsh..." Mrs. Peabody settled into the chair opposite, her own cup cradled in work-worn hands. "She said the house needed her. Or she needed it. Same difference, perhaps."

"Did she seem..." Imara searched for the right word. "Afraid? Of the house, I mean?"

Mrs. Peabody's sharp eyes studied her over the rim of her cup. "What's Dr. Marsh been telling you, then? In her letters?"

"That there are things here worth discovering. And things that frightened her."

"Sensible woman, Dr. Marsh, for all her oddities. Fear's just wisdom wearing a different hat." Mrs. Peabody took a long sip of tea. "I'll tell you what I told her, first week she was here alone, wandering those corridors at all hours. I said: 'Ma'am, this house is older than any of us, and it'll be here when we're dust. It's seen things we can't imagine, held secrets we've no business knowing. But it's never hurt me, and I've never hurt it. We have an understanding.'"

"What kind of understanding?"

"The kind where I clean what needs cleaning, cook what needs cooking, and don't ask questions about things that aren't my concern. The kind where I knock before entering sealed rooms, even when I have the key. The kind where I leave out milk on certain nights and don't wonder what drinks it." She set down her cup with a decisive click. "You're educated, miss. You'll want explanations, proofs, evidence. But some things don't fit into books. Some things just are."

Imara thought of the sensation at the threshold, the feeling of being watched. "You're telling me the house is haunted."

"I'm telling you the house is alive. Haunted's what people say when they're too afraid to admit that walls can have memory, that grief soaks into stone, that love—" She paused. "Well. That love leaves marks."

The kitchen fire popped, sending up a shower of sparks. Imara wrapped her hands around her cup, seeking warmth that had nothing to do with temperature.

"Dr. Marsh thought I was brought here for a reason," she said quietly. "Do you believe that?"

Mrs. Peabody rose, moved to the stove, refilled the teapot from the kettle. When she spoke again, her voice was thoughtful. "I believe houses know their own. I believe Dr. Marsh knew things she couldn't say outright, so she said them sideways, in letters and locked doors and wills. And I believe you wouldn't be here—really here, sitting in my kitchen drinking tea—if you didn't already know something's waiting for you." She returned to the table, topped up Imara's cup. "Question is: are you brave enough to meet it?"

The weight in Imara's pocket seemed to grow heavier. The sealed letter, waiting.

"I don't know," Imara admitted. "I've spent my life being careful. Being small. Not taking risks."

"And how's that worked for you?"

The question landed like a blow, gentle but precise. Imara thought of her cramped room in Bloomsbury, of Professor Wickham's lectures built on her research, of making herself invisible for Mr. Bentley, of every time she'd bitten back words or dimmed her brilliance or pretended not to notice when her work vanished under someone else's name.

"Not well," she said.

"Well then." Mrs. Peabody's smile was small but genuine. "Perhaps it's time to try something different."

They finished tea in companionable silence. Mrs. Peabody produced bread and cold meat, insisting Imara eat—"You're thin as a rail, and the house is cold, you'll need your strength"—and Imara found herself hungry despite everything, despite the strangeness and uncertainty.

"I'll be going to my cottage once I've cleared up," Mrs. Peabody said, gathering dishes. "It's just beyond the kitchen gardens. I don't sleep in the main house—never have, never will. But I'll be back at dawn to start breakfast. You need anything in the night, there's a bell pull in your room. I'll hear it."

"You'll hear it from your cottage?"

Mrs. Peabody's smile turned mysterious. "I said the house carries sound peculiarly, didn't I? Trust it, miss. Trust yourself. And mind the third step on your way up—still creaks something terrible."

Then she was bustling about, banking the fire, covering the bread, moving with the efficiency of long practice. Imara rose, carried her empty cup to the basin, felt suddenly awkward. Should she help? Leave? In this strange new hierarchy where she was mistress of a house but had never even kept her own rooms, she had no map for behavior.

"Go on, miss," Mrs. Peabody said, not unkindly. "Explore if you like, or rest. The house will show you what you need to see, in its own time."

Imara nodded, leaving the kitchen's warmth for the corridor beyond. The house had grown dark while they talked, shadows pooling in corners. She should retrieve the lamp from the study, find her way back to her room, read Helena's second letter in private.

But her feet carried her elsewhere.

She found herself in the entrance hall again, standing at the base of the grand staircase. The portraits on the walls were barely visible now, just suggestions of faces in the gloom. The black and white marble floor gleamed dully, that pattern that seemed to shift when she wasn't looking directly at it.

And there, just as before: that sense of presence. Of attention.

Imara spoke into the darkness, her voice sounding strange in the vast space. "I'm here. Imara Thornwood. Helena left me this house, though I don't know why. I don't know what you want from me, or what I'm meant to do here. But I'm—" She swallowed. "I'm trying not to be afraid."

Silence answered her. Heavy, waiting silence.

Then, so soft she might have imagined it: a sound like breath. Like relief.

The temperature in the hall rose fractionally, just enough to ease the chill from her skin. A floorboard creaked somewhere above—not the third step, something else. A door closed, distant but distinct.

The house was rearranging itself around her. Making space.

Imara touched the banister again, felt that same cold wood, but this time there was something else too. A warmth beneath the chill, like a pulse. Like recognition.

Some houses know their own.

She climbed the stairs slowly, mindful of the third step—it groaned exactly as promised—and followed the corridor back to Helena's study. Her study, she corrected herself. This was hers now, for better or worse.

The lamp still burned on the desk. Imara closed the door, moved to the connecting bedroom, found her bag and unpacked with methodical care, hanging her dresses in a wardrobe that smelled of cedar and time, arranging her toiletries on the washstand, placing her journals on the nightstand.

Then she returned to the study, sat at the desk, and withdrew Helena's second letter from her pocket.

The envelope was heavier than she expected. She broke the seal, unfolded the pages within.

And began to read what Helena had been too frightened to say.
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​Chapter Four: The Estate Reveals Itself
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Helena's second letter was not a letter at all, but a catalogue.

The Women of Ashwood Estate: An Incomplete Record

Imara read it by lamplight, the study's silence broken only by the occasional crack of settling wood and her own careful breathing. Helena's handwriting grew less steady as the pages progressed, as though written over many nights, in states of varying exhaustion or distress.

I began this documentation three years ago, when I could no longer pretend the manifestations were products of stress or illness. The women appear most often in mirrors, at thresholds, in liminal hours—dawn and dusk. They are spectral, but not powerless. They are bound, but not silent.

What follows are the names I've been able to recover from estate records, church registries, and the fragments they've shown me themselves:

A list followed, each entry brief, tantalizing:

Seraphine Ashwood (b. 1655, d. unknown) - Granddaughter of Thomas Ashwood. Disappeared from records after 1683. No death recorded. Portrait in west gallery.

Elspeth Marsh (b. 1659, d. 1683) - Companion to Seraphine. Murdered. Buried in unconsecrated ground beyond estate walls.

Margaret Ashwood (b. 1615, d. 1657) - Thomas's wife. Died of "melancholia." Herbalist. Her garden remains.

Catherine Ashwood (b. 1642, d. 1661) - Thomas's daughter. Declared mad. Died in attic confinement.

The list continued—names and dates, fragments of lives reduced to parenthetical deaths. Anne Fletcher, Mary Roberts, servants who died together in 1851. Vivienne Darrow, spiritualist, died on estate grounds in 1878. Others without surnames, identified only by occupation or manner of death.

I haven't been able to determine the exact nature of the binding, but the pattern is clear: women who loved women, women who possessed knowledge deemed dangerous, women who refused submission. All connected to the Ashwood bloodline. All trapped.

Thomas Ashwood created something in the 1680s—a curse, a binding, a prison built into the very foundations. I found references in his journals to "correction" and "containment," to ensuring his line would never again be "corrupted by unnatural feminine influence."

He succeeded in trapping them. But he also, perhaps inadvertently, created a space where they could exist together. A community of the condemned.

I was too frightened to engage with them directly. I documented, observed, kept my distance. I took their stories and made them academic. In this, Imara, I failed them as I failed you.

But you—you have the gift I lacked. You see the women in the absences. You know how to listen to silence. Perhaps you can do what I could not.

The west wing key is in my bedroom, in the false bottom of my jewelry box. The wing contains my research, but also—I believe—the center of the binding. A room I sealed but never entered. Whatever is there has been waiting for someone brave enough to look.

Choose carefully, my dear. Once you engage with this, there may be no retreat.

Imara had read the letter three times before she finally closed it, her hands steady despite the trembling that had started somewhere deep in her chest. She should be skeptical. She was a scholar, trained in evidence and reason. Ghosts were folklore, useful for understanding cultural anxieties but not literally real.

Except she'd felt the presence in the entrance hall. Felt the house watching, responding, rearranging itself around her.

She'd spent five years researching erased women. What if they weren't just erased from records, but trapped somewhere between existence and absence? What if documentation wasn't enough—what if witnessing required something more?

Sleep had come late and fitfully, full of dreams she couldn't quite remember upon waking. But when dawn light finally crept through her bedroom curtains, Imara rose with purpose. She had a house to explore, a mystery to document, and—if Helena was right—women who'd been waiting centuries to be truly seen.



Mrs. Peabody had breakfast waiting: porridge, bread, butter, tea strong enough to strip paint.

"You look like you slept in your books, miss." The housekeeper's tone was matter-of-fact, but her eyes were assessing. "Dr. Marsh used to have that same look. All night reading, then wandering the house at dawn like a ghost herself."

"I want to see the library," Imara said. "Helena mentioned the collection. The Ashwood materials."

"Ah." Mrs. Peabody refilled Imara's teacup. "I wondered when you'd get to that. Library's on the ground floor, west corridor. Can't miss it—biggest room besides the ballroom. Dr. Marsh spent most of her time there." She paused. "You'll find it... extensive."

"And the west wing?"

Mrs. Peabody's hands stilled on the teapot. "Still locked, miss. Have you found the key, then?"

"Not yet." The lie came easily. Imara wasn't ready to venture into the sealed wing, not until she understood more. "But I'd like to see what Helena was working with. The primary sources."

"The library's got those, right enough. More women's diaries and letters than any collection I've seen. Dr. Marsh acquired them from estate sales, private collectors, church basements. Obsessive about it, she was." Mrs. Peabody sat down across from Imara, unusual enough that Imara paid attention. "I'll tell you what I told her: those books aren't just paper and ink. The women who wrote them, they left more than words behind. You treat them with respect, you'll have no trouble. But if you're just mining them for your own purposes..." She let the sentence hang.

"I understand," Imara said quietly. And she did. She'd been mining women's stories for academic advancement, taking without giving, documenting without witnessing. Here, perhaps, she could do better.

After breakfast, she gathered her notebook, several pencils, and followed Mrs. Peabody's directions through corridors that seemed to shift slightly when she wasn't looking directly at them. The house's geography remained elusive, dreamlike. But eventually she found the library door—massive oak, slightly ajar.

She pushed it open and stopped breathing.

The library was enormous. Two stories tall, with a gallery running along three walls, accessible by a wrought-iron spiral staircase. Every available surface held books—shelved, stacked, piled on reading tables and window seats. The morning light filtering through tall windows illuminated thousands of spines in every color, every language, every era.

But it was the subject matter that made Imara's heart race.

She moved to the nearest shelf, running her fingers along the spines. The Diary of Anne Lister, 1791-1840. A collection of letters between eighteenth-century "romantic friends." Medical texts written by female physicians, their names footnoted rather than credited. Grimoires and herbal guides, trial transcripts from witch trials, ship manifests listing women who'd emigrated alone.

An entire section dedicated to "Female Friendships and Boston Marriages."

Another to "Medicinal and Poisonous Plants: A Woman's Compendium."

Mathematics texts, astronomy journals, philosophical treatises—all written by women, all marginalized or erased from mainstream scholarship.

This wasn't just a collection. It was a rescue operation. A deliberate preservation of knowledge the world had tried to destroy.

Imara pulled out her notebook with trembling hands and began to catalog. This was what she knew how to do—document, organize, create order from chaos. She moved methodically through the shelves, making notes on content, condition, cross-references. She lost herself in the familiar rhythm of scholarship, in the comfort of observable fact.

Hours passed. The light shifted. She filled pages with careful annotations, constructing a mental map of the collection's scope and significance. This could be the foundation for groundbreaking research. She could publish, make her name, prove her worth to the academic establishment that had dismissed her.

Then she reached the west wall and found the portraits.

They covered the space between bookshelves—dozens of them, different eras and styles, but all women. Some were formal oil paintings in gilded frames, others simple sketches or daguerreotypes. Each had a small brass plaque with a name and dates.

Margaret Ashwood, 1615-1657

Catherine Ashwood, 1642-1661

Anne Fletcher, 1828-1851

Mary Roberts, 1826-1851

The names from Helena's letter. The trapped women.

Imara moved along the wall, studying each face. Margaret looked stern and capable, herbs in her lap. Catherine was younger, defiant even in formal portraiture. Anne and Mary appeared in a single tintype, standing close, their hands carefully positioned so their fingers just touched at the frame's edge.

Then Imara reached the end of the wall, and her breath caught.

The portrait was larger than the others, oil on canvas, remarkably well-preserved. It showed a young woman—perhaps late twenties—in late seventeenth-century dress. Dark auburn hair fell loose over her shoulders, unconventional for the era. Her face was angular, striking rather than conventionally beautiful, with high cheekbones and a sharp chin. But it was her eyes that held Imara transfixed.

They were direct, unflinching, with a hunger in them that transcended the centuries between artist and viewer. They looked at Imara not as a subject looks out from a portrait, but as one person looks at another—with recognition, with challenge, with something that might have been hope.

The brass plaque read: Seraphine Ashwood, 1655-?

No death date. Just that question mark, hanging in space like an unanswered prayer.

Imara found herself moving closer, drawn by something she couldn't name. The painting was masterful—whoever had created it had captured not just physical likeness but something essential about the subject. A wildness barely contained, a ferocity tempered by sorrow.

"She's beautiful, isn't she?"

Imara spun around, heart hammering. But the library was empty. Had been empty this entire time. She was alone with thousands of silent books and the watching portraits.

"Hello?" Her voice sounded small in the vast space.

No answer. Just the settling creak of old wood, the whisper of draft through the chimney.

Imara turned back to the portrait, half-expecting it to have changed, but Seraphine's painted face remained exactly as before. Those eyes, watching. Waiting.

She retreated to one of the reading tables, needing distance, needing the familiar comfort of her notebook. She'd spent too long immersed in the collection, that was all. The house's strangeness was affecting her perception. She needed to eat, to rest, to approach this systematically.

But even as she tried to rationalize, she felt the weight of attention—not hostile, but curious. Assessing.

The library's light had shifted to afternoon gold when she finally looked up from her notes, blinking against the brightness. She'd documented three complete sections, cross-referenced materials, begun constructing an organizational schema. Work she could defend, cite, prove.

A sound made her pause—soft, rhythmic. Like humming.

Imara froze, listening. There—from the direction of the fireplace. Someone was humming a melody, simple and domestic, the kind
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