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Daughters of Fernham Manor

The Hidden Will

The rain had not ceased for three days.

It fell against the mullioned windows of Fernham Manor in relentless sheets, turning the gravel drives to mud and the moors beyond to a churning grey sea. Inside the great house, the clocks ticked on with indifferent precision, marking time that no longer seemed to belong to anyone. Lord Fernham had been dead for a week, and still the servants moved in hushed whispers, still the sisters took their meals in separate corners of the vast dining room, still the solicitor’s letter sat unopened upon the mahogany sideboard in the library.

Ellen Fernham stood at the window of the morning room, watching the water race down the glass in rivulets that distorted the skeletal trees of the eastern garden. She had stood here often as a child, though not as a Fernham child—as a servant’s child, then, before everything changed. Before the old lord had looked at her one day with something like recognition in his rheumy eyes and said, *Come inside, girl. You belong here.*

She still did not believe it, not entirely. Not after four years.

“You’ll fog the glass with your breath if you stand any closer.”

Ellen turned. Clara had entered without making a sound—she always moved like that now, as though trying to take up as little space in the world as possible. Her younger sister stood in the doorway with her sketchbook pressed against her chest like a shield, her dark hair escaping its pins in damp curls. Her eyes, the colour of winter hazel, darted once to Ellen’s face and then away.

“The solicitor is here,” Clara said. Her voice was soft, barely above a whisper, the way it had been since the accident. Since the fire. Since whatever had happened in the west wing that no one would speak of. “Violet sent me to find you.”

Ellen felt the familiar tightening in her chest. “Is she dressed?”

Clara’s mouth twitched—not quite a smile, but close. “She has been dressed since dawn. She changed three times before breakfast.”

Of course she had. Violet would meet the solicitor as though she were attending a ball, as though the reading of their father’s will were a performance rather than a reckoning. Ellen smoothed the front of her own plain grey dress—serviceable, respectable, the garment of a woman who had once been taught to scrub floors and still could not quite forget the feel of a brush in her hand.

“Then we should not keep them waiting.”

They walked together through the long gallery, past the portraits of Fernham ancestors who stared down with expressions ranging from stern disapproval to mild bewilderment. Ellen had memorized their faces during her first months in the manor, when she had been too afraid to sleep and too proud to admit it. There was Great-Aunt Margaret, who had run away to Paris with a musician. There was Uncle Thomas, who had lost the family fortune at cards and regained it at the racetrack. There was Lord Edmund Fernham, the first of their line, who had built this house on land seized from a monastery and then died of a broken heart when the monks cursed him.

Or so the story went.

The library door stood open. Inside, the fire crackled with a warmth that did not reach the corners of the room. Violet stood before the hearth in a gown of deep emerald silk that Ellen had never seen before—new, then, purchased against the expectations of mourning. Her golden hair had been arranged in an elaborate coil, and her hands were steady as she accepted a cup of tea from the servant.

Mr. Thorne, the family solicitor, sat in the leather wingback chair that had been their father’s. He was a thin man with thin lips and thin patience, and he had been coming to Fernham Manor for thirty years. Ellen had never trusted him. She had learned, in the servants’ quarters, to trust no one who smiled without showing their teeth.

“Ah,” he said as Ellen and Clara entered. “The remaining Misses Fernham. Shall we begin?”

Violet set down her teacup with a precise click. “We have been waiting, Mr. Thorne. For a week.”

“A week is not so long, when one is dead.” The solicitor opened his leather case and withdrew a sheaf of papers bound with red ribbon. “Your father’s instructions were specific. The will was to be read seven days after his passing, in the presence of all three of you, with no exceptions.”

Ellen moved to the window seat, positioning herself where she could see both the door and the fire. Old habits. Clara settled onto a footstool near the bookshelves, her sketchbook still clutched against her chest. Violet remained standing, her back to the flames, as though she were the one who held the power in this room rather than the thin man with the papers.

Mr. Thorne cleared his throat and began to read.

The language was dense, as these things always were—bequeaths and codicils, trustees and entailments. Ellen let the words wash over her, listening not for the legal phrases but for what lay between them. Her father had been a man who said one thing while meaning another, who hid his true intentions behind formal speech and careful courtesy. She had learned to read him the way she had once learned to read the weather: by watching the small signs, the shifts in pressure that preceded a storm.

“—to my eldest daughter, Violet Fernham, the sum of ten thousand pounds, to be held in trust until her twenty-fifth birthday or her marriage, whichever shall occur first—”

Violet’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. Ten thousand pounds was a fortune to most, but to Violet it was an insult. She had expected the estate, or at least its management. She had been running Fernham Manor since their mother’s death, and she had done it well.

“—to my youngest daughter, Clara Fernham, the sum of ten thousand pounds, to be held in trust under the same conditions—”

Clara did not react. She had stopped reacting to most things. Ellen watched her sister’s fingers trace the cover of her sketchbook in small, anxious circles.

“—to my daughter, Ellen Fernham—”

Ellen felt the words land like stones dropped into still water.

“—the sum of ten thousand pounds, to be held in trust until her twenty-fifth birthday or her marriage, acknowledging her as my legitimate daughter and heir of my blood, notwithstanding any previous circumstances of her birth or upbringing.”

The room went very quiet. Even the fire seemed to hold its breath.

Violet turned. Her green dress rustled like leaves in a warning wind. “Notwithstanding any previous circumstances? What does that mean, Mr. Thorne?”

The solicitor adjusted his spectacles. “It means, Miss Fernham, that your father wished to make explicit what had perhaps been implicit: that Ellen Fernham is entitled to the same consideration as her sisters, with no legal distinction based upon the manner of her introduction into this household.”

“You mean because she was a servant.” Violet’s voice was flat. “Because she scrubbed our floors and emptied our chamber pots before Father decided to acknowledge her.”

“Violet.” Ellen spoke quietly, but the single word carried the weight of years of swallowed anger. “Not now.”

“No.” Violet shook her head, and the golden coil of her hair trembled. “No, I think now is precisely the time. We are to hear our father’s final wishes, are we not? Then let us hear them plainly.”

Mr. Thorne continued reading, his voice carefully neutral. “And to all three of my daughters, I leave the remainder of my estate, including Fernham Manor and all lands appurtenant thereto, to be divided equally upon the fulfillment of certain conditions as herein described.”

The room seemed to grow colder. Ellen drew her shawl tighter around her shoulders.

“The conditions are these,” Mr. Thorne said, and something in his tone had changed—a note of reluctance, perhaps, or of professional distaste. “Each of my daughters shall spend the forthcoming social season in London, residing at Fernham House in Berkeley Square. During this season, each shall complete a specific task, as set forth below.”

He paused. Ellen saw his fingers tremble slightly against the paper.

“To my daughter Violet: you shall secure a proposal of marriage from a titled gentleman of unblemished reputation, and you shall bring that proposal to completion before the season ends. The gentleman need not be wealthy, but he must be noble, and he must be unconnected to any scandal or impropriety.”

Violet’s face had gone very still. This was what she had wanted—a season, a chance, a husband of rank and consequence. But to have it commanded from the grave, to have her inheritance made contingent upon it, turned opportunity into obligation.

“To my daughter Clara: you shall speak at least one hundred words in public before the conclusion of the season, at a gathering of no fewer than twenty persons, and you shall do so without written assistance or musical accompaniment.”

Clara made a sound—a small, wounded noise, like an animal caught in a trap. She pressed her sketchbook harder against her chest, and Ellen saw her knuckles go white.

“To my daughter Ellen: you shall discover the identity of your true mother, and you shall present proof of that identity to the family solicitor before the season ends.”

Ellen felt the words strike her like a physical blow. She had spent four years not asking that question, not pulling at the thread that might unravel everything. She had been a servant girl, then a foundling, then a Fernham by decree but not by blood. She had made her peace with not knowing.

And now her dead father had commanded her to find out.

“There is more,” Mr. Thorne said quietly.

No one spoke.

“If any daughter fails to complete her assigned condition by the end of the season, she shall forfeit her share of the inheritance entirely. That share shall be divided equally between the other two, provided they have fulfilled their own conditions. If two daughters fail, the third shall receive the entire estate. If all three fail, Fernham Manor and all its lands shall pass to the Crown.”

Violet laughed. It was not a pleasant sound. “He has turned us into players in his game. From beyond the grave, he moves us like pieces on a board.”

“He has given you a chance,” Mr. Thorne said, and Ellen heard something almost like kindness in his voice. “He could have left you nothing. He could have let the law decide. Instead, he has given you a path.”

“A path,” Violet repeated. “A path with three impossible conditions.”

“Not impossible.” The solicitor gathered his papers and returned them to his case. “Difficult, perhaps. But not impossible. Your father believed in you—all of you. More than you know.”

He rose to leave, but paused at the door. “One more thing. Your father instructed me to tell you that the conditions are not arbitrary. Each one conceals a truth that he was not able to reveal in life. He asks that you trust him, even now.”

Then he was gone, and the three sisters were alone with the fire and the rain and the weight of a dead man’s demands.

Violet moved first. She crossed to the sideboard and poured herself a glass of sherry, drinking it in a single swallow. “I am to catch a titled husband like a fish on a line. Very well. I have spent my entire life preparing for exactly that.”

Clara had begun to cry—silently, the way she did everything now, tears sliding down her cheeks without a sound. Ellen went to her and put an arm around her shoulders, feeling how thin they were, how fragile.

“One hundred words,” Clara whispered. The words seemed to cost her something physical, each syllable extracted like a tooth.

“We will find a way,” Ellen said. “We will find a way for all of us.”

But even as she said it, she felt the impossibility pressing down on her chest. She was to discover the identity of her true mother. She was to unearth a secret her father had carried to the grave. She was to do it in one season, in a city where she had never been, among people who would look at her and see a servant playing dress-up.

Outside, the rain continued to fall, and the clocks of Fernham Manor ticked on, indifferent and implacable, marking time that was no longer anyone’s to waste.
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The Weight of Silk

The journey to London took six hours by carriage, though it felt like six days.

Ellen sat with her back against the squabs, watching the moors give way to farmland, and the farmland give way to villages, and the villages give way to the grey sprawl of the city’s outer edges. Clara had fallen asleep an hour into the journey, her head resting against the window, her sketchbook slipped from her fingers to the floor. Violet read a novel—or pretended to read, her eyes moving across the same page for the better part of two hours.

They had not spoken of the will since that morning in the library. They had packed their trunks in separate rooms, taken their meals at separate times, climbed into the carriage as though they were strangers bound for a funeral rather than sisters bound for a season.
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