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CHAPTER ONE
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The gates of Blackthorn Hall were open. 

Lydia Ashcroft slowed anyway.

The iron posts flanked the drive, black and ornate, slick with late-afternoon lake mist. 

Beyond, the gravel road curved through bare trees and moss-softened stone walls, disappearing just long enough to suggest distance before the house emerged.

As Lydia pulled in, a single black leaf twisted on one fang of the gate, fluttered with the shiver of metal against metal, a sound as thin and cold as a warning. It had always done that. 

Blackthorn never revealed itself all at once. It preferred an approach. This time, though, Lydia noticed something new: The print was faded, but beneath the crest she could just make out the words: Private Property As she passed, a distant memory stirred, sharp as glass. Blackthorn had always had secrets, but lately, local reports had hinted of missing files and unofficial visitors after midnight. She told herself the sign meant nothing. Still, a tremor of unease worked beneath her composure, as if the house was waiting for her to cross the threshold and discover what had really changed.

Lydia’s hands tightened on the steering wheel.

She hadn't been back in three years. Not since Edward’s funeral. Not since standing in the front hall in a black coat and expensive heels, while people who had feared her father all their lives spoke about his discipline, his standards, his devotion to family. She remembered thinking then that death made liars of people who spent years telling themselves they were only being polite. What she didn't say, as the words about devotion circled the room, was that all she could think about was the way his nails had been perfectly trimmed in the casket, as if even in death, he wouldn't allow a margin for human mess. She couldn't stop picturing herself ripping the roses from the spray on his coffin, scattering petals in the echoing hall just to prove something unspoken and ugly remained beneath every polished memory. The thought had frightened her, then and now: how quickly the sharp things surfaced, hungry for air.

She drove through the gates.

The crunch of gravel under the tires sounded too loud in the quiet. Woods flanked the drive on both sides before thinning into open stretches of winter grass, the land sloping gently in places and then leveling again. Through the trees to her right, the lake flashed silver and cold.

Blackthorn Hall appeared slowly, wing by wing.

Dark stone. Tall, mullioned windows. Slate rooflines rising steeply and vigilantly against a low, gray sky. Ivy clung to one side of the house, bare and dark for the season. Its tangled grasp bruised the western facade. Chimneys lined the roof like sentries. As Lydia watched, one high window caught the light and flashed, quick and sharp, as if acknowledging her arrival. A faint, almost inaudible creak shivered through the eaves, and for a breath she had the impression of something inside the house exhaling; a subtle sigh that disturbed the hush and faded before she could be certain it had happened at all. 

The house was beautiful in the disciplined, costly way old houses often are: all proportion, permanence, and the quiet threat of outlasting more than it should.

Lydia hated that it still had the power to impress her.

She parked near the front steps and turned off the engine.

Silence settled at once. Not silence exactly. The small sounds underneath it persisted: wind moving through branches, water somewhere beyond the slope, the ticking contraction of cooling metal beneath the hood. Yet the larger quiet of the place remained, waiting for her to acknowledge it. Lydia felt it gather in her chest, the thick hush pressing against her lungs as if the house itself were waiting for some concession. 

Her pulse climbed, sharp and insistent, the old tremor in her hands returning without invitation. In the pause, a memory flickered: her father's voice in the hallway, clipped and certain, making the silence a verdict. She realized she had been holding her breath, unable to let it out until the quiet gave her permission.

Her phone buzzed in the passenger seat. She glanced down. Nina Calloway, Brightline Books

Lydia stared at the name until the screen went dark again.

Her editor had called three times that week and left two voicemails she hadn’t listened to. The second arrived that morning while Lydia was on the interstate, heading north. The phone inside the cup holder erupted with Brightline’s sharp custom ringtone, slicing through the muted hush of the car and making her flinch. 

For a moment, the insistent digital chirp seemed to rattle the cold windows, settling over the steady hum of tires on gravel like an urgent demand. Lydia ignored it, watching winter sunlight flicker across the dashboard, but the sound lingered, echoing its unfinished business. 

Later, when she parked, the voicemail icon still pulsed at the corner of the screen: Hi Lydia, just checking in, hope you’re settling in. If you have a minute, let’s talk about the manuscript timeline. 

The words pressed themselves into the thick quiet of the car, crowding out ordinary thoughts. Her half-finished manuscript sat in her bag like a threat.

The message was easy enough to imagine. 

Checking in. How are you settling? How’s the work going? Can we finally talk about where the book is?

The answer to all of it was the same.

Badly. If she missed the deadline this time, the contract would be gone, and her third strike in publishing would be public; her name a cautionary headline before the end of spring. But lately, the risk felt larger than her career alone. Blackthorn itself was being watched now. She had seen the warning signs, heard the talk in town. If she failed, it would not only be her own future slipping away, but also the uneasy questions lingering over her family home: What was really hidden here? Who might come looking? And what could be exposed if she left things unfinished?

She opened the car door before the phone could ring again.

Cold air hit her face. She stepped out, closed the door, and stood for a moment in the drive with Blackthorn Hall rising above her and the lake wind moving through the hem of her coat.

The front door opened before she reached it.

“Miss Lydia.”

Graham Mercer stood in the doorway with one hand braced lightly against the frame, as if he had been watching for her arrival from somewhere deeper inside. He looked much the same as he always had, only leaner through the shoulders, more weathered. Iron-gray hair, pale brown eyes, a lined face shaped more by weather than comfort. His waxed jacket was zipped halfway up over a collared shirt, and his work-roughened hands held a ring of keys that chimed once when he stepped back to let her in.

“Graham.” Lydia climbed the front steps, and he took her overnight bag before she could stop him.

“The drive all right?”

“Yes.”

“The road by the west turn can ice after dark. Better this time of day.” He glanced toward the car. “Is that the rest of it?”

“It’s mostly books.”

He gave the smallest nod, as if that made sense of everything.

Inside, the front hall was cold enough to remind her that Blackthorn never truly warmed, no matter how many fires were lit. As she stepped in, her breath fogged in the air, dissolving just above the threshold; the stone underfoot leached heat from her soles, fingertips numbing even inside her gloves. Black-and-cream stones underfoot. The chandelier above. The staircase curved upward, with its polished banister and family dignity. The air carried layered scents Lydia knew too well: wood polish, old paper, extinguished fire, cold stone. Nothing had changed. Or too little had.

Graham shut the door behind her with care. “The heat’s been on since yesterday. Kitchen’s stocked. I had fires laid in the library and your room.”

“My room?”

“It seemed simpler.”

Lydia looked toward the staircase. “That’s fine.”

“The generator’s been checked. The pantry’s full enough to get you through the week, or longer, if you’re not feeling ambitious.” His mouth moved in what might have been the ghost of humor. He hesitated, keys, tracing a silent path across his palm. “I stocked your mother’s tea in the cupboard.”

Lydia glanced at him, but Graham’s eyes slid past hers. “And your father’s marmalade, though I expect it’ll outlast us both.” He cleared his throat, softer now. “There’s fresh coffee, tea, milk, eggs, and bread. Soup waits in the fridge, and Mrs. Donnelly left a casserole because she can’t help herself.”

Lydia almost smiled. Mrs. Donnelly had been producing casseroles through every death, storm, and local scandal within twenty miles since Lydia was twelve. “Thank you.”

Graham set her bag down beside the stairs. The keys sounded again in his hand, then went quiet. “The boathouse is still locked at night,” he said. “Though the latch on the side door sticks. Best not to force it.”

Lydia blinked once. “I wasn’t planning to go to the boathouse.”

“No.” Graham’s expression didn’t change. “Of course.” He wasn't unsettling. Nothing about him was theatrical or sly. He was simply someone who had spent years in a place full of unspoken things and had learned to move around them, never pretending they weren’t there. As he adjusted the keys in his hand, his eyes slid briefly past the corridor on the left, lingering just a moment too long before he caught himself and returned to his measured stillness. Even now, in her family home’s front hall, Lydia sensed Graham knew which rooms she’d avoid before she did. “I can stay long enough to carry the boxes in,” he said.

“That’s not necessary.”

He looked at her, directly. She saw him note the tension at her mouth, the sleepless bruising under her eyes, the disciplined knot of her chestnut hair, and the expensive simplicity of the clothes that were now armor. Then he nodded. “If you change your mind, you’ve got my number.”

“I won’t.”

Another almost-smile, this one gone before it fully formed. “Thought you might say that.”

He crossed to the console table and set a folded card beside a silver bowl meant for keys. “That has the emergency numbers, generator instructions, and mine; Grounds are clear enough near the house, but the path down to the lake’s slick in places.”

Lydia took off her gloves finger by finger. “I remember the grounds.”

“Yes.” His gaze flicked once toward the corridor leading to the back of the house, then away. “I suppose you do.”

Something in the way he said it raised a faint, unreasonable irritation in her. As if the house and everyone connected to it had already decided she was stepping back into a version of herself she had no interest in meeting again. It sparked a quick choice, almost a reflex; she straightened her posture, smoothed the fabric at her wrist, and let her chin lift a fraction, schooling her voice and face into impassivity. She wouldn't let them see how easily she could still be pulled off-balance.

“I’m not here for long,” she said. As she spoke, her fingers worried the hem of her sleeve, twisting the fabric tight above her wrist. The gesture was automatic, her knuckles paling with the effort to keep her voice steady. Just long enough to work, she told herself, but the pull of the cloth betrayed the lie better than words ever could.

Graham met her eyes. “No?”

She heard the edge in her own voice and disliked it immediately. “Just long enough to work.”

He nodded once more, accepting the lie or not bothering to challenge it. “That’s all, then.” He moved toward the door, then stopped with his hand on the latch. “Miss Ashcroft.”

“Lydia is fine.”

His pause was brief, but she noticed it. “Lydia.” He adjusted the word carefully, as though trying it against years of habit. “The house has been shut up most of the winter. Old places make noise when they wake.”

She almost laughed. “Is that supposed to comfort me?”

“No.” He opened the door. “Just seemed fair to mention it.”

The cold air slipped in around him. Lydia watched him walk down the steps, cross the drive, and disappear toward the side where his truck was parked out of view. 

A moment later, the engine started. Gravel crackled. Then the sound receded down the long curve of the drive until Blackthorn Hall was left to itself again.

Left to her.

Lydia stood in the front hall, one hand still inside her glove, listening to the silence reassemble around the house. Then she picked up her bag.

Her bedroom looked almost exactly as it had when she was seventeen, only more expensive and less alive. The bed had been made with fresh linen. The old bookshelves still lined one wall. A window seat faced the orchard, the winter branches black against the dim-blue sky. Someone had opened the curtains. Someone had dusted every surface. A fire had been lit in the grate, though it had burned down to a steady red core. On the dressing table, the silver-backed brush set caught the last of the afternoon light, and as Lydia entered, the faintest trace of her mother's rose-powder perfume seemed to rise from the bristles, ghosting the air. The handle, she remembered, had always been cool and smooth beneath her fingers, its weight belonging unmistakably to someone else. The subtle scent and the remembered chill pressed sharply against her composure, sharper than sight alone, evidence that some memories could never be fully sealed away.

Blackthorn had not truly been lived in for years, only maintained like a mausoleum: not from love, but because letting it decay would have signaled weakness. 

The entire house seemed steeped in a cool, ghostly hush, the air tinged with a persistent trace of cold ash and old lilac, a scent that clung and unsettled in equal measure. Sometimes, Lydia thought it was the smell of time refusing to pass. This time, though, beneath the familiar haze, there was something sharper, an undercurrent she couldn't name. She felt it in the quiet at the top of the stairs, in the way her own shadow seemed to bend oddly on the faded runner, as if the house itself were bracing for something that had not yet arrived. For the first time, Lydia wondered if the silence here wasn't just the absence of voices, but the waiting hush before a door is forced open and secrets spill out. 

And now, with official warnings nailed to the gate and rumors skimming through the town like warning shots, Blackthorn’s hush felt newly dangerous, a silence that might not hold for long.

Lydia set her bag at the foot of the bed and crossed to the dressing table.

The silver-backed brush set still sat in its tray. Not hers. Helena’s.

For a moment, Lydia only looked at them: the brush, the hand mirror, the comb with two missing teeth,. Small, elegant things that her mother had once used so regularly that seeing them now felt more intimate than finding a diary.

Helena Ashcroft moved through Blackthorn Hall as if she might bruise the air itself. Eyes like pale smoke, a voice barely above a hush, hands tuned to silence. She was an exquisite absence: a woman fading at the edges by her own careful intention, leaving each room faintly expectant, as if kindness were a kind of secret. Even before the cancer, she carried a luminous exhaustion, visible only if you paused to see her outlined softly against the window. After the diagnosis, gentleness became a precision: Lydia would only understand it years later, the peculiar strength it takes to perfect the art of vanishing with grace.

Lydia touched the brush once, lightly, then pulled her hand back.

No. Not yet.

She unpacked mechanically. Laptop. Chargers. Toiletries. Two black sweaters. Jeans. Silk sleepwear she never should have bothered to bring. Three annotated copies of her own manuscript, as if changing the form might somehow alter the failure.

She left the pages for last.

The title sat on the cover page in a font she had once loved and now wanted to strike through with a knife. THE QUIET THINGS WE BURIED.

It was meant to be the book that righted things. The one that reminded people who Lydia Ashcroft was after two disappointing releases and a year of increasingly sharp industry concern disguised as support. 

It was also different. 

This time her story cut into the uneasy space between personal loyalty and public exposure, pushing into the secrecy of the small, irreversible betrayals that shape the family. The manuscript uncovered not just what was buried by her family, but how those hidden truths can ripple dangerously into national consequences. 

In a crowded field of thrillers, Lydia's book is a story in which the sharpest threat is not physical violence but exposure, the way a family's old silences could ignite fire in the present. The one that silenced the whisper, maybe her best work, behind her. Maybe the darkness in her earlier books had given way to polish. Maybe she had started writing Lydia Ashcroft novels instead of writing anything true.

She remembered once, at thirteen, sitting cross-legged on the dusty attic carpet with a journal too honest for its own good, caught mid-sentence by her father’s shadow on the doorway. He read only a single line before closing the book, his expression cool and considering, then told her in measured tones that privacy was not the same as secrecy, that unchecked feeling could unsettle order. Later, her mother’s pale hand touched her shoulder, a gentle suggestion to leave a few pages blank next time. Even now, Lydia felt the echo: truth could be mistaken for disloyalty, rawness for carelessness. Blackthorn Hall itself pressed her into the shape of its expectations, teaching her early to choose her words like armor and to finish every story with the windows closed. After all these years, Lydia feared she had learned the lesson too well.

The irony of that thought pressed coldly against the back of her throat.

She carried the manuscript downstairs to the library.

If Edward’s study had been the cold center of Blackthorn Hall, the library was its quieter counterpart. Books from floor to ceiling, old leather chairs near the fire, a long table beneath the windows overlooking the orchard and the side lawn. Lamps had already been switched on against the gray afternoon, their amber light making small circles against the gathering dark. Graham had left kindling stacked beside the hearth and a fresh pot of coffee on the sideboard.

Lydia set the manuscript on the table and stood looking at it.

Then she sat. Opened the document on her laptop. Placed her fingers on the keys.

Nothing.

The blinking cursor waited in a clean white space beneath the last paragraph she had written three weeks ago in her apartment in New York, after four hours of deleting more than she kept. 

Somewhere in the hall, the old grandfather clock struck the hour, its chimes cutting through the hush and tallying time she couldn't reclaim. The sound lingered, each note a measured push against the emptiness of the screen, an urgent reminder that silence was not the same as stillness.

Her heroine stood in a house by a body of water, listening to footsteps overhead.

Lydia stared at the sentence until it blurred.

She deleted the last line. Wrote another. Deleted that too.

The room was too quiet. The fire was too low. Her own breathing too present. 

From somewhere overhead, a floorboard creaked, sharp as a pencil snap in the hush. Outside, the lake gave a distant, hollow splash, a sound just loud enough to make Lydia glance at the window, as if the house itself was unsettled by her presence. The noises threaded through her concentration, each intrusion stoking the restless irritation coiled beneath her skin.

Outside, evening was sliding over the grounds. The orchard beyond the window had become all dark branch and suggestion, and farther off, if she leaned just enough, she could glimpse the hard silver of the lake through the trees.

She should have stayed in the city.

No. That wasn’t true. In the city, she had sat at her desk in a beautiful apartment she barely inhabited and watched January become February while her deadline sharpened into something like humiliation. Here, at least, she could tell herself the silence might do what pressure hadn't.

She tried again.

A paragraph. Two clumsy lines. A sentence that sounded like someone imitating her from across a room.

Disgust rose hot and immediate.

She shoved back from the table so abruptly that the chair legs scraped the floorboards. The sound cracked through the library and was swallowed by the house at once.

Lydia closed her eyes. When she opened them, she became aware of something else.

Not a voice. Not a movement exactly. A feeling.

That particular sensation of not being alone in a room you know is empty. A soft thud sounded above, the kind a settling house makes, old pipes or ancient beams flexing after dusk. For a heartbeat, the ordinary explanation threaded through her fear, comforting and believable. But the quiet that followed was too deliberate, too pooled and watchful, as if the room itself were waiting for her to breathe wrong and reveal herself.

She turned toward the doorway.

Nothing.

Only the long corridor beyond was shadowed at the far end. The faint reflection of lamp light on polished wood. The outline of family portraits she hadn't looked at closely in years.

The house has been shut up most of the winter. Old places make noise when they wake.

Graham’s voice echoed with strange clarity. Or had he phrased it differently? 

As she stood, Lydia found herself replaying that warning, its words blurring and shifting at the edges. Had he only said that old places make noise, or had there been something more, some undertone she missed in the hush? Or was she only remembering it now because the sense of a presence pressed so near, every half-heard word seeming possible, every familiar voice waiting in the quiet, ready to become something else.

She stood very still.

Then, annoyed at herself, she crossed to the library door, looked both ways down the hall, and found exactly what she already knew she would find.

No one.

She checked the drawing room. The front hall. The base of the stairs.

Empty.

By the time she returned to the library, her own pulse had begun to embarrass her.

She sat down again, this time with a hand wrapped around the full coffee mug Graham had left beside the pot. It had gone only slightly cool.

She took a sip and forced herself to read the last page she had written.

Then the page before that. Then the first chapter.

By the time she reached the paragraph she had been fighting all afternoon, the coffee was cold, and the room was darker.

She read the final lines again.

Her heroine stood in the upstairs corridor, listening to the house settle around her.

Lydia frowned.

She hadn’t written that. She was suddenly sure of it.

The sentence itself was close enough to her voice that she could have missed it if she were tired, and she was tired, God knew she was tired, but no. That wasn’t the point. It wasn’t the rhythm. It was the choice. The placement. That subtle, precise shift from where the scene had been when she opened the file.

Her mind tried to corral the unease. A mental inventory flickered: had she locked the door after Graham left? Had any windows been left unlatched?  She ran quickly through the practical facts, nothing had moved, no sound but her own. She was alone. Of course she was. Still, the impulse persisted, a need to prove it by action. She set the mug down slowly.

Her gaze moved over the screen, then to the marked paper manuscript resting beside the laptop. The top page sat slightly crooked, just enough to catch her eye.

A thin, prickling chill moved over her arms.

She reached for the paper pages and turned them.

The first ten were as she remembered. The eleventh had been moved. Or maybe the twelfth. A paragraph was underlined in dark pencil, not heavily, not angrily. Just once, beneath a line she knew she wouldn't have chosen to mark.

Lydia stared at it.

The handwriting was neat. Spare. Deliberate.

She looked toward the door again, then back down at the page.

Beneath the underlined sentence, in the margin, someone had written four words. Too late. Start earlier.

The handwriting was firm, almost official, a style that suggested precision rather than impulse. Just below the words, a faint watermark showed where someone had pressed the pencil hard enough to leave an impression on the next page. Lydia hesitated, the chill of not knowing twisting through her. The phrase might have been a warning, a prompt, or something more. It was impossible to tell whether the note was meant as a veiled threat, a personal accusation, or a signal tied to the placard outside, the same unfamiliar seal stamped on the gate, poised between authority and intrusion. For an instant, she wondered if secrets in Blackthorn had become a currency for more than just family, and if some watching presence expected a different kind of revelation, one she hadn’t intended to provide.

She didn’t move.

The library seemed to contract around the pool of lamplight and the marked page in her hand. Beyond it, the house held its silence with old, patient ease.

Somewhere outside, over the dark water, a bird cried once and went quiet.

Lydia read the note again. Then she lifted her eyes very slowly to the doorway, where there was still no one at all.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lydia didn't scream.

The fact that this struck her first, with something like contempt, annoyed her more than the note.

Too late. Start earlier.

She sat in the library with the page, waiting for the panic she knew lesser people might allow. She had trained herself against such reactions long ago. Fear belonged to a different version of her, one she no longer permitted. Early drafts, crowded childhood rooms, the countless indignities of being watched for weakness: all had forged a kind of glassy pride in her reactions. Instead, she noticed her fingers tightening, the pulse at her wrist fluttering once and then steadying with something like disdain. The scent of old paper rose quietly in the warmth of the lamp, sharp and almost sour. What came was colder, meaner, a feeling closer to offense than fear. Humiliation at being unsettled in her own family home by four smug words in a stranger’s hand.

Someone had touched her manuscript. That was the fact.

There were other signs pressing at the edges of her awareness, smaller and more poisonous. The corner of one page in her manuscript was soft, as if it had been thumbed and put carefully back. A chair stood slightly askew from the table, the way someone might leave it after leaning close to read. Even the pile of drafts looked subtly shifted, a stack meant to conceal its disturbance but failing by a fraction. Someone had been close enough to read her pages. Close enough to mark them. Maybe close enough to stand in the library while she was upstairs unpacking, or even while she sat in the room itself, too wrapped in her own disappointment to notice.

But the first fact remained the center of it. Someone had touched her work.

Lydia set the page down on the table. Then she stood and went back through the house again.

She checked the front hall again, then the drawing room, with its lamps on, faded upholstery, and polished tables. The dining room was long and dim, silver reflecting a blurred version of her. In the kitchen, Mrs. Donnelly’s casserole sat untouched, beside Graham’s neatly arranged provisions. She checked the pantry, service corridor, and back stairs.

No one.

On the second floor, she stopped pretending she expected to find someone hiding. Houses warped scale and sound, and Blackthorn did it with intent. Here, a footstep in one corridor might echo from another, distorted until the rhythm grew unfamiliar. The floorboards had a narrow creak, sharp and high, like an old violin string drawn tight. Pipes contracted in winter’s chill and let out sudden metallic groans, deep and troubled. Sometimes the radiator hissed, stretching the silence into something sly. These sounds gathered and slipped under doors, so persistent and varied they seemed to mock her watchfulness, voicing the house’s own bruised memory. People liked to whisper that Blackthorn had its reasons for remembering. Lydia recalled, too sharply, the old rumor about the midnight visitor: the night someone claimed a window on this floor had opened itself, and wet footprints appeared along the landing, stopping outside a nursery no one used anymore. When nerves ran thin, a soft tapping in a far room could mimic the cadence of her own heart, or the harsh cough of the pipes made her flinch, half-convinced it was a withheld word. Listening in Blackthorn was never idle; it felt deliberate, as if the house announced its presence with every restless shift.

She checked anyway.

Guest rooms. Linen closet. The closed door at the far end of the upstairs hall that had once led to a schoolroom no one had called that in twenty years. All empty.

She stood at the landing for a moment, one hand resting on the polished banister, and listened.

The house listened back. That was what it felt like, absurd though it was.

Lydia’s gaze moved toward the corridor leading to her parents’ old rooms.

No. Not tonight.

She went back downstairs instead.

The library remained as she’d left it: manuscript on the table, laptop open, a lamp burning low by the fire. Outside, the grounds and orchard were black silhouettes in the dusk. Here and there in the patchy grass beneath the twisted apple trees, pale shapes caught the edge of the lamplight—windfallen fruit half-sunk in the mud, one apple swollen and split, water pooling in its hollow like an unblinking eye. The lake was only a hard shadow in the dark, its surface blank and unrevealing, separating the house from everything beyond.

Lydia came to a stop beside the table.

The note was still there. Too late. Start earlier.

She read it once more, then bent closer.

Graphite, not ink. Pressed firmly enough to leave an impression in the paper beneath, but not so hard as to tear. The handwriting was controlled and clean, without any of the theatrical flourishes that men who wanted to frighten women sometimes seemed to imagine were effective. No all-caps menace. No slanting instability. Whoever had written it had done so with the calm assurance of someone correcting a student's essay. Or an editor.

The thought irritated her enough that she almost laughed.

She held the page closer to the lamp. The handwriting revealed nothing. If it was meant to look ordinary, it succeeded. If it had been truly ordinary, that would have been worse.

Her phone was in the pocket of her coat upstairs. For a long moment, she thought about going to get it.

What exactly would she do with it? Call Graham and say someone had underlined a paragraph in her manuscript? Ask if perhaps one of the cleaning women had wandered in with unsolicited craft feedback? Call Nina and confess that on the first night in Blackthorn Hall, she had already begun imagining editorial break-ins. She almost smiled at the idea, thinking, 'If I name the absurdity, perhaps it becomes manageable, a puzzle, solvable, less like fear and more like a draft to be revised.' "Revision notes," she muttered under her breath, as if labeling it could shrink it, make the intrusion something that could be footnoted or filed away.

She placed the page flat on the table and smoothed it once with the palm of her hand.

The paper beneath it shifted. She looked down and realized she had laid the marked page on top of another she hadn’t printed.

Not possible. Her paper copy had been current through chapter seven. The new scene, the weak one she’d drafted and re-drafted in the city, existed only in the laptop file.

She moved the top page aside.

The printer had produced the new page in the last few hours. She’d swear there had been no printer paper in the library when she sat down, yet now there was: one fresh sheet, brighter than the others, with a single paragraph.

Not a chapter heading. Not a full scene. Just one paragraph, centered halfway down the page as if it had been offered for her consideration.

Lydia read it.

Her heroine crossed the hall with the terrible composure of someone who already understood that fear could be useful if she aimed it quickly enough. Outside, the lake was black glass. Inside, the house held its breath. A chill tightened her jaw. Her mouth went dry, and the breath in her throat faltered.

It was good.

It wasn’t hers, not exactly, but the invasion felt intimate in a vicious way. Someone had written it with just enough precision to unsettle her, sharper and colder than anything she’d managed all afternoon. The words revealed a cruelty she both recognized and resented. For a moment, Lydia felt a cold edge of panic at what might be slipping from her grasp. If she lost control over her work like this, she feared she might also lose something more essential: her sense of safety within these walls, the fragile authority she held over her own story, perhaps even the boundaries of herself that writing had always protected. The prospect struck her with a depth she didn't want to name.

She eyed the printer behind the library desk, the one Graham must have set up. The paper tray was half full. No lights flashed. It sat with bland innocence, as if it had done nothing.

She crossed to it, checked the queue, opened the tray, and opened it again as if a second look might produce a witness.

Nothing.

She went back to the table and reread the paragraph. Then she tore it in half.

The violence of the motion satisfied her for less than a second.

She dropped the pieces into the wastebasket and finally reached for her phone.

No signal. Of course not.

She walked to the window and held the phone higher, angling it uselessly toward the dark. One weak bar blinked into life, then vanished.

Blackthorn had always been unreliable that way. On the wrong side of the weather. On the wrong side of too much stone. Too far from anything that cared about convenience. Edward had once considered the inconvenience a virtue. She could almost hear him, the rasp of his voice carrying the faint tang of pipe smoke, insisting that isolation was a privilege and not a punishment. 'This is how a real house keeps its secrets,' he would say, running his thumb along a window latch that never quite closed, his shirt forever smelling of tobacco and earth. For years, Lydia had both admired and resented that certainty in him, the way he seemed immune to the loneliness she found so heavy here. There was always guilt threaded through the comfort, the way he passed off solitude as strength, refusing to admit what they were trying not to remember. Some part of her still longed for his approval, even as she learned to survive what he called silence. Every time the signal failed, it felt like the house colluded with his favorite excuses, protecting them from the outside and from each other.

'The house doesn't need to be reachable every second of every day, Lydia. That is the whole point of having a house.'

She could hear him well enough in memory that for one disorienting moment, it felt like he had spoken in the room behind her.

Lydia lowered the phone.

The fire had sunk deeper. The library was colder now, the edges of the room receding beyond the reach of lamp light. She became aware that she had not eaten since noon and that the coffee in her system had curdled into something sharp and hollow.

Fine. She would eat something. She would go over the locks once more. She would sleep. Tomorrow, with daylight and less theatrical nerves, she would figure out whether Graham had let someone in before he left or whether some paper she’d printed in the city had gotten mixed among the others, and she was losing perspective because exhaustion had started eating holes in reality.

That explanation, while thin, still offended her less than the alternatives.

In the kitchen, she stood under the old pendant lights and ate half a slice of bread with cold butter because the thought of heating anything felt suddenly absurd. The room was warmer than the front of the house, practical in a way the rest of Blackthorn never had been. Counters. Crocks. Copper pans. The black square of the window over the sink.

At one point, she became aware she was listening. For what, exactly, she couldn’t have said. Not footsteps. Not a voice. Something more humiliating than that. 

Her gaze flicked to the kitchen counter, where the salt cellar sat a finger's width out of line with the breadboard. She was sure she had left them flush. Near the back door, a pair of boots had shifted, toe turned slightly outward as if an unseen guest had risen and meant to join her. The sensation of a presence just beyond action gathered itself in these minor wrongnesses, as if the house had turned slightly toward her and was waiting to see what she would do next.

She set down the knife. “Ridiculous,” she said aloud, and the sound of her own voice in the kitchen startled her.

She left the bread on the counter and went to check the back door. Locked.

The mudroom door beyond it was locked, too. She tested the latch anyway. Solid.

The service corridor stretched empty, narrower and dimmer than the main rooms. Old hooks, cupboards, the back stairs rising in a tighter turn than the main one. The runner on the steps was worn nearly flat.

When she was seventeen, she used to take those stairs two at a time at night, shoes in one hand, pulse in her throat, because there were routes through Blackthorn Hall that looked invisible only if you had grown up inside them.

She didn't think of what those routes had led to. Not yet.

She climbed the main staircase slowly, phone still in hand, and paused on the landing to look down into the front hall below.

The chandelier was dimmed before Graham left, casting an amber glow on the stone floor and lower banister. From above, the hall looked less like a place for living and more like a stage for a family.

Her bedroom door stood open. She halted.

Had she closed it? Surely she had. She remembered the pull, the click. Certain. But the gap now yawning, black and uneven, the wood angled just so. Maybe not. Maybe. A pause. The air around her tightened, crowding her lungs. The facts scrambled, as if the hinge itself had undone her memory. She was certain she had closed. Wasn’t she?.

Lydia stopped moving. Perhaps she hadn’t. Perhaps the latch was old and hadn’t caught properly. Perhaps air pressure from the other rooms' opening and closing had shifted it loose. Perhaps old places made noise when they woke, and doors, like sentences, moved if left unattended.

She crossed the landing and pushed the door wider.

The room looked unchanged. Fire low in the grate. The bed was turned down. Her toiletry bag was open on the dressing table. The coat was draped over the chair by the window. For a moment, she stood there, seeing everything and trusting none of it.

Then she noticed the brush. Helena’s silver-backed brush lay at a different angle in its tray. Not by much. Only slightly canted, the handle rested against the edge instead of being aligned with the comb and mirror, the way she remembered it.

Lydia went perfectly still. 'You touched it,' she told herself. 'You touched it and forgot.'

But she hadn’t. She was suddenly sure she hadn’t. The certainty came with such force that she didn't argue with it.

She crossed the room in three quick steps and looked down at the tray.

Beneath the brush, something pale showed where nothing pale had been before. A folded scrap of paper.

Not fear this time. Something colder. More deliberate.

Lydia set the brush aside and picked up the note.

The paper was thick, torn from the edge of one of her printed manuscript pages. On the blank side, in the same neat graphite as before, someone had written: You always begin with the house.

She stared at it.

The room felt suddenly altered in some structural way she couldn’t name, as if the old familiar geometry of objects had shifted by an inch and left her standing inside its wrongness.

Her first instinct was to fling the note away. Instead, she unfolded it.

On the reverse side was part of her own chapter three, severed mid-sentence, where someone had torn the sheet. The cut edge was clean enough to be almost tidy.

She turned back to the penciled words. You always begin with the house.

It was criticism. Not a threat. Not yet. Worse, in some ways. There was intimacy in that line. A familiarity with her books that went beyond a casual reader and beyond the average industry parasite who thought reading jacket copy qualified as expertise. Whoever had written it knew her patterns. Knew how often she used architecture before blood, rooms before motive. Knew her work well enough to be annoyed by its habits.

Lydia felt the truth of it, in the way only a practiced vulnerability can sting. She always began with the house because it was the only certainty: walls and doors, floorplans, history. The house offered structure when she couldn't trust her own mind to stay orderly, a container for chaos she didn’t dare name. As a writer, she returned to rooms and their thresholds because it let her control when and how fear arrived. As a person, she drew comfort from the clean geometry of imagined spaces: if you map the house correctly, perhaps you can find everything that's hiding inside. Maybe she hid there, too, in the blueprints and foundations she built on the page, making the house speak first so she wouldn't have to. Perhaps her stories always started with the house because she still didn't know how to begin with herself.

Lydia sat down abruptly on the edge of the bed. The mattress gave beneath her weight. The note shook once between her fingers before she steadied it.

There were people who knew her books this well, she thought. Students. scholars. readers with whole online accounts dedicated to cataloguing what they called recurring Ashcroft motifs. Men who waited in signing lines too long and looked at her as if her pages were a mirror she had made just for them. Women who cried at events and told her she had written the loneliness of girlhood better than anyone alive. Critics who called her merciless when what they meant was accurate.

This could be a reader. A trespasser. Someone who had known Graham would be here, who had watched the house reopen and slipped inside before she arrived.

The thought made her stand again.

She crossed to the wardrobe, opened the lower drawer, and found what she already knew was there because Edward had believed in preparedness more than comfort.

The flashlight worked.

The small brass letter opener beside it wasn't a knife and would be laughable in any practical confrontation, but Lydia picked it up anyway and slid it into the pocket of her sweater before she could feel ridiculous about it.

Then she went back downstairs a third time.

This search took longer.

She checked under tables and behind curtains, which offended her self-respect even as she did it. Heartbeat. Silence. She opened cupboards in the butler’s pantry. Another step. Another cupboard. She tested the windows in the drawing room and library. Windows secure. Pulse drumming in her ear. She went as far as the back service hall and the narrow door that led down to the cellar stairs. Her breath was high in her chest. Hand on the latch. She stopped, aware of her heart beating louder than the quiet house, and decided she was not, in fact, descending into a stone basement with a flashlight and a letter opener because someone had written notes in the margins of her work.

Not tonight.

Instead, she went to the front hall and engaged the heavy deadbolt Graham had left open for her arrival. Then she checked the mudroom again. Then the library.

The torn paragraph still sat in the wastebasket where she had dropped it. The underlined page lay on the table under the lamp.

Nothing else had moved.

Lydia stood in the center of the room and listened hard enough to hear the blood moving behind her ears.

The house gave her nothing back.

At last, she gathered the pages into one stack, aligning them with more force than necessary, and carried the manuscript upstairs to her bedroom. She closed the door. Locked it, though the lock was old and symbolic and probably useless. Then, dragging the small writing desk from beneath the window, she felt a tremor in her fingers, small at first, then insistent, the way fatigue crept into the bone and set it trembling. By the time she wedged the desk hard against the door, her vigilance felt stripped raw, a brittle film stretched over the muscles in her arms. The movement left her more exposed than defended, as if determination cost something vital each time she acted.

The effort left her breathing faster than it should have.


She switched off the overhead light and left only the bedside lamp on. Shadows collected in the corners of the room at once, soft and watchful.


On the bed, the manuscript looked indecently calm. Lydia sat cross-legged against the headboard and read through the pages she had brought upstairs, searching for anything else out of place. A line she didn’t remember. A mark she hadn’t made. A hidden note waiting between
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