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Chapter One

“Zoe, you know that I love you and support your life choices, but please don’t meet up with this person.”

My best friend gasps. She only saw Rupert’s picture ten seconds ago, but her heartbreak is palpable. “Why? He looks like a poet who works in finance. He has a tortured past and a trust fund. And he’s six-five!” She rams her phone into my face, and I barely manage to dodge it.

“There’s no shot he’s six-five,” and that statement has so many red flags, I don’t know which to tackle first.” I push the phone away, careful not to swipe anything on her freshly opened dating app. “His facial hair is aggressive, and not in a good way.”

“A man with a mustache isn’t for the weak.”

“He looks like all your exes,” I tell her. “You’re reaching for the past.”

Zoe groans at my assessment. “Will you pull your psych degree out of your vag for one minute and embrace the opportunities in front of us?”

I look around as requested. We’re in a dark, dank hallway of Hampton Court Palace. It’s raining outside, and barely any better inside. The only people in our vicinity are an elderly tour group, and every one of them has a wet cough.

“Which opportunities are you referring to? We’re in a museum on a Tuesday. We’re also the only people in here who can use the stairs without assistance.”

“You know what I mean,” Zoe counters. “We’re in England. We’re twenty-four. We’re on a much-needed girls’ trip and you’d rather be back in the room crocheting instead of meeting people and having fun.”



Okay, this is where I draw the line.

“That is offensive,” I retort. “I don’t crochet, I embroider. And I happen to be at a critical point in my needlework.”

Zoe shakes her head like a woman in mourning. “When you say shit like that, I swear a cold breeze washes over me. I can feel the wrinkles of despair taking shape on your tits.” Zoe was a creative writing major. She has a way with words.

“That’s a stunning visual. On that note, me and my sad, saggy tits are continuing on with the tour.”

I make my way farther down the hall, discreetly adjusting the passport carry-case that I’ve been wearing under my shirt for the past eight days. It’s more or less unisex lingerie for international travel documents, and I regret nothing.

Zoe catches up to me a second later, linking her arm through mine. “Lily, stop. I’m not trying to nag you. I just want you to take a break. You’ve studied and worked nonstop for the past seven years.”

“I am taking a break,” I assure her, glancing around until my gaze lands on an ornate painting. “And I’m having fun. Look, a portrait of a rich guy in a ruffled flea collar, and he has a mustache. Do you think he could join us tonight instead?”

“Depends on the age gap you’re looking for,” she replies, waggling her eyebrows.

I walked right into that one. “You are a troubled woman.”

“I know,” she says, giving my arm a squeeze. “I like that about me.”

She nudges my side with her hip, and I can’t hide my smile. Zoe is the spicy queso to my chips. She’s a fearless, filter-less human chihuahua who will bite the kneecaps off anyone who dares to wrong me. In other words, she’s the light of my life.



“Compromise. I’ll tell Rupert to bring a friend and we’ll all meet up at a pub. If they suck, we’ll ditch them.” I give her a semi-intrigued look and she goes on. “I just want you to put yourself out there again.”

I take a deep breath, and Zoe makes her please-say-yes sad face, which she knows I can’t resist. “Fine,” I eventually answer. “But only because I’m touch starved and even a cordial handshake would sexually sustain me for the next six months.”

“Yes!” Zoe cheers. “I’m going to make sure you have the best handshake of your life tonight!” I chuckle at her elation as we stop walking. “Now, I’m going to the chapel to beg forgiveness for the sins we’re definitely not committing tonight.” She unweaves her arm from mine, granting herself free rein to thrust her hips in her favorite dry-humping gesture.

“Should you really be doing that outside a place of worship?”

“Probably not. Learn some fun facts for me.” She nudges her chin toward the headphones that are weaved around my neck, just above my fiery red hair.

I dutifully reposition the headset over my ears. “No. I refuse.”

“See you in ten!” She disappears past a pair of thick wooden doors, and I turn to focus on the vast corridor in front of me. Heavy green curtains dangle down the tall, paneled walls. They’re decorated with a delicate floral pattern, but it reminds me more of subtle snakeskin, seeming more sneaky than regal. Centuries-old artwork is framed over the fabric, varying in scale from massive to miniature. The cathedral windows lined opposite the paintings are my favorite. Speckled with the still-falling rain, they’re gorgeously melancholy, and I have the insatiable urge to don my comfiest wool sweater and fill a journal with prose of female rage.

Alas, the palace closes at five thirty.



Stepping forward, I press play to resume my paused audio tour, and the steady British narrator picks up where she left off.

You are now entering the Haunted Gallery of Hampton Court Palace. In 1541, Catherine Howard, Henry VIII’s fifth queen, learned that she was to be charged with adultery, a crime punishable by death. Legend has it that Catherine, terrified and desperate, broke free from her rooms and ran along the processional route in the hope of finding Henry in the Chapel. Just before Catherine reached the door, she was seized by guards, who dragged her away, struggling and screaming. If the king did hear her frantic pleas, they went unanswered.

I stop to stand in front of what seems to be a royal family portrait. Henry is sitting front and center, looking puffed-up, pale and constipated in his over-the-top kingly garb. If this is how he looked with Tudor-era airbrushing, then God knows what he looked like in real life.

Catherine was eventually beheaded at the Tower of London along with her suspected lovers, Thomas Culpepper and Francis Dereham. Her body remains entombed in the Chapel within the Tower walls. Many believe that Catherine’s ghost can be seen running through this very gallery, wailing for mercy as she tries to reach the king. Catherine was Henry VIII’s youngest queen. He was fifty at the time of her death and went on to marry again.

“Asshat,” I mumble, switching off the recording and finding the king’s likeness even grosser than I did ten seconds ago. A dependable theme in history is that there’s a surplus of powerful perverts, and they always seem to be men.



Thank goodness we no longer have that worry in modern times. Ha.

It’s thoughts like these that’ve led to my current romantic dry spell. I tried to date, I really did. Especially last year. I approached my search for love like I would a psychosocial experiment—with curiosity, openness, and objectivity. Even when going for my PhD took everything out of me, I went on a date every other Saturday for six months, meeting up with potentially murderous Tinder dabblers and partaking in less perilous, though more embarrassing, singles’ pickleball and game nights. Scientifically, my findings were a failed experiment. Non-scientifically, they were a dumpster fire. The DMs I received in the process were unadulterated nightmare fuel. If I had a dollar for every angry boner pic that sprung forth from my inbox like a haunted jack-in-the-box, I could buy this castle.

So, when Zoe suggested a girls’ trip as a mental reset, it didn’t take much to get me on board. She’s a devout Anglophile who had her heart set on the windswept shores of England, and I was more than happy to hop the Atlantic with her. We’ve visited all the main tourist attractions, and today’s visit to Hampton Court Palace is our last palatial hurrah. We’re flying back into LAX in two days.

Reaching the end of the hall, I’m reading through a Haunted Gallery informational placard when I start to hear music playing. It’s soft but insistent, leading me to look down at the audio device I’m holding. The screen still says it’s paused. I pull the headphones off, but the music keeps playing, growing louder and louder. The melodic instrumentals have an underlying harshness to them. The beat is jittery. I can decipher an organ, a horn, and the sharp pull of strings. Maybe this is how they announce the palace is closing? I tilt my gaze up, trying to find the speaker system, but see nothing but the white painted ceiling.



“Excuse me,” I say to a woman who’s folding up a paper map a few feet away. “Do you know what that music is for?”

Her eyes are confused as she looks back at me. “What music, dear?”

“Sorry. Never mind.” She walks past me as the music kicks up with a pulsing drumbeat. My ears start to thrum. Loud noises have always been overpowering for me, and as I feel the familiar tightening in my rib cage, a sweet, soft voice begins to sing.

“Pastime with good company, I love and shall until I die. Grudge who lust but none deny, so God be pleased thus live will I …”

The music surges, and I feel a slicing pain behind my eyes.

“Does no one hear that?” I lift my hands to my ears, trying to block out the screeching sound. I think I’m yelling, but I can’t be sure. Whipping around to look for help, the few other visitors in the hall are either admiring the art or talking among themselves. No one has heard me. It’s like they don’t see me at all. The voice sings again, sounding so close that I start to wonder if it’s coming from inside my own head.

“The best ensue, the worst eschew, my mind shall be. Virtue to use, vice to refuse, thus shall I use me.”

The lyrics fade into a high-pitched hum, and my chest constricts. I can’t catch my breath. I’m slipping into a panic. I try to think of the calming techniques I recommend to my patients during their episodes, but all rational thought feels out of reach. The only word in my consciousness is “chapel.” I need to get to the chapel. I don’t know why, but I know that I do.

My life depends on it.

I take off in a run, and I don’t stop. My thighs are burning, my heart is pounding, but I’m almost to the chapel doors. They’re closed now. Weren’t they open before? Everything else is muddled, but I can see the doors clearly. The chips in the dark wood. The rusted iron of the hinges. I reach my clammy hands out to push against them—they’re so cold that they burn, and before I can force them open, everything goes dark.

“Catherine …”

This voice sounds far away. It’s not Zoe’s. Or the one I heard singing. This one is deep and steady. Pulling me back to break the surface even though I want to stay where I am.

“Can you hear me?”

I blink my eyes open as the world slowly comes into focus. I’m laying down with my back to the floor, and the first thing I see is a pair of soft green eyes. Mossy green with a ring of blue around the edges. I take in the bigger picture, finding that the eyes belong to man with a well-defined chin and wavy chestnut hair. He seems my age, no more than mid-twenties. His facial features are almost perfect except for his nose. It’s crooked at the base, seeming forced back into place. He must have been in a fight or two. “Are you well?” he asks through a crisp British accent. He slips a hand under my back, helping me to sit up.

“I don’t know,” I answer. A wave of dizziness flares behind my forehead as I take a deep breath. He smells like honey and smoke as he stays crouched down beside me, looking me over with a scrutinizing gaze. I notice that he’s wearing a Renaissance costume. It’s a cross between a male ballet dancer and a lacrosse player, and if I’m honest, it kind of works.

I look down and see that I’m in a costume too, and from Party City this dress is not. I can tell from the tension against my rib cage that I’m corseted in. I lift my arms, and my pale blue sleeves have intricate silver detailing and are heavy at the wrists. Judging from the weight against my lap, I must be wearing multiple skirts.

“Why am I dressed like this?” I ask the man. “Where is Zoe?”



The young man is puzzled, sitting back a little on his heels. “I don’t know who that is. Shall I fetch one of the other ladies-in-waiting? Or a physician?”

I shake my head, twisting around to take in my surroundings. I think I’m still in the Haunted Gallery of Hampton Court Palace, but all the tourists are gone, including Zoe. The art and decor are different—still historic but newer. Less preserved, somehow. Maybe I’m in a back employee area. So many rooms were roped off and locked as Zoe and I walked around this afternoon. When I look forward, I see the chapel doors—the same ones I touched before I fell.

There’s a pit in my stomach as I push myself up to a standing position, feeling the full bulkiness of my garb. I sway on my feet and the young man quickly stands as he reaches out to steady me. He has a hockey player’s build and is tall enough that the top of my head barely reaches his chin. We’re closer than I thought. His cheeks warm, though his expression stays composed, as he takes a step back.

“My apologies, Lady Catherine.”

“My name is Lily,” I tell him. “Did Zoe sign us up for an immersive experience or something? Because if she did, I’m not into it.”

“Not into what?” he asks.

“Not into whatever this is.” I end up raising my voice a bit, and I realize that I’m also speaking in a British accent. Not just out loud, but in my inner voice, too. Sweet Jesus. Whatever head injury I sustained must have been catastrophic. I keep my neck straight just to be safe.

“I think I need a CT scan. Can you help me get out of here? And do you know where my cell phone is?”

“What’s a cell phone?”



I take a short, jagged breath. “Okay, I appreciate your commitment to the bit, but I need you to break character and tell me what the fuck is happening right now.” The man just stares at me with his mouth slightly open and I try to remain calm. “What’s your name? Or your character’s name. Whichever.”

He pauses before offering me a quick bow. “Lord Gainsford, at your service.” Then he adds, “But I prefer Simon. I met you when you first arrived at the palace.”

“Of course you did.” I kick my squared-toe shoe at my ninety-pound skirt. “Listen, Simon, I need to get back to my hotel and then probably go to a hospital. I’m being held against my will, and if you don’t let me go, you’re facilitating a crime.”

Simon furrows his brows and looks around before turning back to me, genuine concern softening his defined features. “Are you sure you are well, Lady Catherine? You don’t seem yourself.”

Anger creeps up my spine in a prickly burn. If I don’t get the truth soon, I am going to fight someone. “You know what? Never mind. I’ll figure it out on my own.” I walk off frustrated, growing even more frustrated when I sense Simon keeping pace behind me.

“It feels wrong to leave you in such a state,” he says, his words floating over my shoulder.

“I’m fine!” I bark back. “Seriously, please go.”

I walk faster, nearing the end of the hall when I pass an elaborate oval mirror fastened along the corridor. I catch my reflection out of the corner of my eye, and when I do, I stop walking. I also stop breathing. I retrace my steps and face the mirror fully. I stare and I stare, and it feels like the universe is closing in around me as I move close to the glass. My reflection isn’t me. The girl looking back at me is slightly younger than I am. She’s short and lithe, with a heart-shaped face and blue almond eyes. She’s the college version of Sabrina Carpenter and is so naturally beautiful that it’s almost upsetting.

I lean forward to get a better look. Simon stays at a fair distance behind me. His reflection is just as it should be.

“Why am I the only one who looks different in this mirror?” I ask quietly.

He says nothing, and I start to make little motions with my face. I raise my eyebrows. I scrunch my nose. Prettier-not-me matches every move.

I pull the veiled headband thing that I’m wearing off my head, running my fingers through the wavy hair that, according to the mirror, is sandy brown and at least a foot longer than mine. Dizziness surges again in my skull. My glorious Sadie Sink hair is my best feature. I’ve never dyed it. I never would. But I must have. I pull the unfamiliar locks between my fingers and look down, seeing and feeling them firsthand.

My hands aren’t the same either. These hands are small and delicate and in no way look like they’ve been kissed by the California sun for twenty-four years. Every memorable trace of me is gone—along with my sanity.

I can’t be another person. I’m having a psychotic episode induced by my fall. I suffered a traumatic brain injury. That would explain the hallucinations and my illogical English accent. But if that were the case, I doubt that I’d be aware of my psychosis. And Zoe would be here.

I slap myself in the face, and mirror-me does the same. “Wake up, Lily! Wake up right now.” Switching gears, I start pinching myself anywhere I can reach. My cheeks, my arms, my new hands. My skin is blotched and red when I move on to my chest.

“Forgive me for asking, but is there a reason why you’re tweaking your nipples?”



I glare at Simon, who is now standing beside me, looking like he’s trying not to laugh. “Dude, get out of here! You’re zero help whatsoever.”

He clears his throat as he averts his gaze. “My apologies. I’ll leave you.”

I feel a flash of guilt as I look back to the mirror, watching as he turns and walks off. I’m still watching a half second later when his reflection freezes mid-stride.

“His Majesty, the king!”

We both hear the echoing voice. Simon immediately moves to the outskirts of the corridor. I focus back on my reflection and touch my cheeks. My hallucinations are so real. So petrifyingly real.

“Did you not hear? The king comes.” I only just catch his tense words as Simon appears beside me again. The king comes? Comes where? On what? “Turn about and curtesy,” he says, grasping my wrist and pulling me back from the mirror. He’s so much bigger than me that it takes minimal effort on his part. I glance up and catch a flicker in his eyes – impatience tempered by the urge to protect. He stations me a few feet to his left as the double doors burst open at the end of the hall. My eyeline snaps to the sound, just in time to watch the ostentatious arrival of a wall of a man. An older, bearded wall of a man.

He walks with authority and a pained limp. The laces of his red and gold costume are wide across his chest, and his massive sleeves are trimmed with fur. He moves through the space like he owns it. Judging by the entourage of ten-plus people trailing behind him, maybe he does.

He’s close now, and I can’t tear my eyes away. This is the king? Or the person they cast to play the king? Personally, I would have gone in a different direction. The “king” is right in front of me now. He looks to be in his fifties or sixties. His eyes seem younger, maybe due to the boyish smile he’s casting down on me.



“Catherine, my darling.” His voice is friendly as he reaches for my hand and places a kiss to my knuckles. “I know I promised that we would go out riding this morning, but there is an urgent meeting of the privy council. I shall see you for dinner this evening in my chambers and will think of nothing but you until then.”

He gives my hand a tender stroke and walks off before I can register what the hell just happened. Looking down the hall after him, I inch closer to Simon.

“Who was that?” I ask in a hushed tone.

He looks back at me with real worry in his eyes. “I should think you know him well.”

“Pretend that I don’t.”

Simon observes me for a second before he replies, “That was Henry VIII, Supreme Head of the Church of England.”

He’s so sincere. I can tell that he believes what he’s saying, and it makes my head hurt. I watch the departing group continue to move down the corridor when “Henry” turns at the last moment, giving me another doting smile before he disappears through a set of doors.

“I must go,” Simon says, now walking backward and following in the direction of the entourage, clearly an attendant of the “king’s” meeting. “I wish you a swift recovery, Lady Catherine.”

He gives me a careful look as he leaves, and just like that, I’m alone. A suffocating silence settles in the air, spurring me into action. I need to leave, too. I need to leave now. I power walk like a fiend, moving though endless halls and stairwells as fear tightens its grip on my throat.

Sweat is beading down my neck when I finally find a door leading out. The glaring sun hits my face and it’s a complete contrast from the gray skies and rain that Zoe and I walked through no more than an hour ago.



There’s a flurry of activity in the stone yard I find myself in, with hundreds of people dressed in different variations of old-fashioned clothing. This can’t be a historical reenactment. There’s a guy openly peeing beside a horse trough, and the signature scent in the air is inflamed body odor. I mix in with the crowd, getting bumped and jostled as I waddle along in my hoopskirt from hell. When I see a woman my age walking near a hay cart, I instinctively reach out and touch the sleeve of her simple brown dress. When she stops to face me, I try not to be intimidated by her epic stare down.

“I’m so sorry to bother you, but can you tell me where we are?”

The woman takes in my disgruntled hair and flushed face. She crosses her arms across the laces of her dress with an amused grin. “Well, you’ve seen better days, haven’t you, love? We’re outside the palace, aren’t we?”

I nod my head and glance behind me, taking in a view of the palace from the outside. Then I turn all the way around. The exterior is different. There’s no white stone that I saw with Zoe—only red bricks now. It’s also more compact. Fortresslike. Something to fear as well as admire. This isn’t the Hampton Court Palace I walked into this afternoon.

A nauseous wave comes over me as I turn back to the woman. “And by any chance, could you tell me what year it is?”

I have to actively push down the urge to hyperventilate as I wait for her answer. She seems unsure whether she wants to reply at all when she finally says, “It’s the year of our Lord, 1540.” I breathe noticeably harder at her response, and the woman whips her arm up to cover her mouth. “You better not have the sweat!” she wails. “First time I talk to you rich lot and now I’m off to die for it!” She marches away with her mouth still covered. A man dressed in purple finery with a greasy goatee walks past me next, and I step in front of him to block his path.



“Excuse me, what year is it?”

He barely gives me eye contact, only puts his hands up and pivots around me. “No, no. I don’t speak to women. It’s a personal choice. Please respect it.” He continues on his way, and the crowd keeps moving, living their busy lives around me—their busy Tudor-era lives.

No. This can’t be real. I can’t be back in time. I just can’t.

But I think I am.

Okay, I need to focus on leaving this place; then I can figure everything out. I spot an exit in the distance, across the yard and through a short tunnel. I could go on foot, but it’s so hard to move in these clothes and I don’t know where I’m going. There has to be another way.

Looking to my right, I see a saddled horse tied to a railing. The last time I rode, I was five and wore a sweat-marinated helmet provided by the petting zoo. But if I’m going to go a substantial distance, it’s my only option. I nervously approach the animal, and the closer I get, the more I realize that horses are the size of dragons. I can only hope that it will trample me to death quickly, but as I place a hand on its coarse white hair, something strange happens—I innately know that I can ride this horse. It’s an inexplicable feeling I have in my gut, so loud and brazenly clear. Giving in to the sensation, I grip the saddle and hoist myself up like I’ve done so hundreds of times.

When I sit astride the horse, my skirt bunches up, revealing the stockings covering my ankles and calves. A collective hush falls over the crowd as countless heads turn to look at me. The women are shocked. The men seem hungry. Time to go.

I bring my salacious legs down at the horse’s sides with a firm kick, and we shoot off like a bullet through the yard. Adrenaline explodes in my chest as I sit deep in the saddle, aligning my body with the horse’s spine as I laugh instead of scream. Riding a horse at full tilt is a freedom I’ve never tasted before. The sound of hooves smashing against the stone beneath us echoes in my ears as we erupt through and out of the tunnel leading beyond the palace walls.

I’m still equestrienne drunk when we mellow our pace a few minutes later. I bring the horse to a gradual stop on the dirt road we’re on as I take in my new surroundings. There are grassy fields and trees as far as the eye can see. No electrical poles. No signs of technology. The impossible truth of where I am sets into my bones and sends a chill through me. I’m still deciding my next move when I notice a speck on the road in the distance. I shade my eyes as it gets closer and takes shape, revealing itself to be a horse and rider. In almost any other situation, I’d choose the bear rather than flag down an unknown man, but in this moment, I have to risk it.

The approaching horse slows as it nears, and I’m able to see the man astride it. He looks a little older than me, with tousled pitch-black hair that’s just short of his shoulders. His plain Tudor clothes are marred with dust, and his handsome but tired face mirrors my suspicion. He squints into the sun to get a good look at me. A split second later, his hard expression shifts to unguarded recognition.

“Catherine?” he asks, almost in disbelief. I don’t answer, and he instantly urges his horse forward, right next to mine. “Have I changed so much that you no longer recognize me?” His voice is inviting, almost magnetic—giving the impression that I should know him. “Or has the Dowager Duchess finally convinced you to hate the sight of Francis Dereham?”

Francis Dereham.

I know that name. Why do I know that name?

I focus inward to find the connection. I’ve always had a good memory, and my mind zips back to the audio tour I was listening to this afternoon. The narrator was talking about one of Henry VIII’s queens. One that he killed. She was executed with her lovers—one of whom was Francis Dereham.

I meet his hopeful gaze and take a breath, fidgeting with the reins in my clammy palms.

“What year is it?” I ask him.

“It’s 1540,” he answers.

I stagger in the saddle. This is actually happening, then. “And what’s my name?” I ask a few seconds later.

He doesn’t hesitate. “Who could ever forget Catherine Howard?”

A sickly buzzing fills my ears. I’m back in time. I’m really, really back in time—that or I’m in a hospital bed somewhere, dying from a brain bleed as I stay trapped inside a fever dream.

The voice. This all happened after that voice sang to me in the haunted gallery. My logical mind knows that it’s impossible. People don’t get thrown back in time. But somehow I’m here, and according to everyone, I’m Catherine Howard. Catherine Howard. Her name flashes through my head next. I was listening to her miserable tale on my audio tour. Catherine Howard is the girl who marries the king and gets her head cut off.

Holy shit, they’re going to cut my head off!

“Catherine, are you all right?”

I shoot eye daggers at him as only a yet-to-be-beheaded woman can. “Do I look all right to you?!”

He sits up in his saddle, his shoulders tensing nervously. “I suppose you seem a trifle vexed.”

“That’s putting it lightly. It was great to reconnect with you, Francis, but I have to go.”



I kick the sides of my horse and he surges forward, leaving Francis and his horse in the dust as we go full throttle. I see an opening in a thicket of trees to the left and steer us into it. I need to come up with a plan, and I want off this open road.

Sharp branches slice at my cheeks as we race through the leaves. I can barely see two feet in front of me, and when I eventually can, I spot the fallen tree that’s directly in our path. It’s too steep to jump. I’ll never make it. I pull hard on the reins, and the horse bucks up with a pained cry. I lose my seat and go tumbling backward through the air. It feels like I’m in slow motion as my body collides with the uneven ground. Only one thought occurs to me before I black out: I am royally fucked.






Chapter Two

I hear singing again. Or chanting. It could be chanting.

Whatever the musical mode, I let my muscles relax as I snuggle deeper into my blanket, basking in the sleepy realization that I’m home in bed. I keep my eyes closed and pull the blankets up higher, running my hands over the surface and feeling the rich velvet beneath my fingers. I freeze mid-stroke when I remember that my blanket at home is a down comforter and is definitely not made of velvet.

Just then, the bed slumps, and I slant toward the weight that’s now resting on the mattress beside me.

“Catherine? Can you hear me? The whole court is talking about your accident. The king has ordered every mass at Hampton Court to be said for your recovery. You’re missing out on all the fun.”

God damn it.

I creak my eyes open, and a freckled young woman is smiling down at me. She eagerly grabs my wrist and lays her fingers flat against my pulse as her eyes sharpen in concentration. A few seconds later, she drops my hand back to the mattress.

“I knew you were awake,” she says with friendly impatience. “Your heart has been steady for hours, and your eyes twitch when I let the light in. Observe.”

She hops up from the bed, moving to the windows and whipping the curtains open. I shield myself from the sun like a freshly turned vampire, which makes her chuckle.

“Are you a doctor?” I ask as she moves back to my side.



The girl plops back onto the bed. “Your wit is still intact. That’s a good sign.” She turns to a man in a page boy outfit whom I didn’t notice by the door. “Tell the king that Lady Catherine is awake. Tell Mistress Marshall as well.”

He opens the door and scurries from the room, and the girl shifts forward to slide a hand under the small of my back. “Sit up slowly now. No brash movements.”

I do as instructed, and as I become vertical, I see a small platoon of nuns standing in the corner. The chanting culprits have been unmasked. The main one in front is slinging incense from a metal ball and chain as the rest remain focused on the prayer they’re reciting—or the spell they’re casting. One of the two.

“Do they have to stay?” I ask the girl.

She quirks her lips as she turns away from me to face them. “Sisters! Sisters!” The group pauses their religious rigors as my not-doctor gets up to speak to them. “Thank you for all you have done today. As you can see, our prayers were answered. The king will know of your pious victory.”

They look between themselves as the girl gingerly ushers them from the room. She closes the door and leans back against the sturdy wood.

“I’m surprised you had me send them off,” she says. “You usually revel in being the center of attention.”

There’s no bitterness in her voice, only warm amusement, and I get the sense that I can trust her. I sit up against the pillows behind me, fully observing her. Judging from her face, I’d guess she’s a few years younger than me. Maybe the same age as I apparently am now. Auburn hair peeks out from under the front of her veiled headpiece, and her long rust-colored dress makes her look like a mix between Maid Marian and the young nun from Sister Act.



“You must know me pretty well,” I tell her.

She shrugs. “I know you well enough. I’m very observant, and you’re quite forthcoming with your thoughts.” She moves toward me again, this time opting to sit in the wooden chair beside the bed. “Now tell me, what on earth possessed you to ride out alone? When that man carried you back, Mistress Marshall nearly fell into fits. You know that old crone hates us.”

“Who’s Mistress Marshall?” I ask. Then, for good measure, “And just to clarify, what’s your name?”

The girl leans forward with a discerning gaze, moving her finger in front of my face and tracking my eye movements. “Perhaps your fall did more damage than I thought. My name is Bessie Stanley, and I’ve been your friend since we arrived at the palace six months ago.” Surprise alights her face a second later. “Wait, are you with child, Catherine? Get your legs up and we’ll have a look.” She eagerly stands, and I pin the blankets to my waist like a roller-coaster lap bar.

“I’m not pregnant,” I assure her.

“How can you be sure? I have no doubt that the king would be pleased if you were.”

I reactively grimace. The king seems nice enough at the moment, but the thought of him being my baby daddy is pretty fucking sinister.

“I’m sure because I haven’t done that in over a year.”

Bessie rolls her eyes, giving me a “sure, Jan,” kind of look. “Of course you haven’t,” she says. “Is your memory really altered, Catherine, or are you playacting?”

I slide my hips back as I sit up taller on the mattress, trying to gauge how I should approach this. I need to be smart. I need to use everything I can to my advantage.



“Things just feel fuzzy,” I decide to say. “It must be from the accident. Maybe that’s why I don’t seem like myself.”

Before Bessie can respond, my bedroom door swings open, revealing the entrance of a severe woman in a gray dress with a mean downturn to her mouth. Her headpiece isn’t rounded like ours. It’s pointy like a roof, and she says nothing as she stops to stand in the center of the room.

Bessie’s gaze lowers. “Good afternoon, Mistress Marshall.”

The woman scowls at her in return before focusing on me. “You’re awake.”

I carefully nod, and Bessie steps closer to my side. “She is, thankfully. I’m sure you’re relieved, as are we all.”

If “relieved” means unleashing violent hellfire from her eyes, then yes, this lady is very relieved.

“And tell me, Catherine Howard, just what were you doing outside the palace walls?”

I turn to Bessie, and she nudges her chin for me to answer. “I don’t remember exactly,” I hear myself reply.

Before I can say more, Bessie shoves my head back into the pillow. “Her fall seems to have addled her mind, Mistress Marshall. These things sometimes happen after such an injury.”

The woman takes a step closer. “In that case, let me remind you that I am the mistress of the maids and any dishonor you bring to yourself, you also bring unto me.”

“I’m sure the malady is only temporary,” Bessie says. “No doubt Catherine will be back to her captivating self in an hour, and she is so very grateful for your concern.”

“So grateful,” I echo. “Very grateful.”

The woman pauses before turning to Bessie. “If she is recovered, the king will want an audience with her. See to it that she reaches him without incident.”



“Yes, Mistress Marshall,” Bessie replies.

With a final stare and a slow exit, Mistress Murder leaves the room, closing the door behind her with a thud.

Bessie and I let out a collective breath. I’m not someone who’s easily intimidated, but I might have just peed a little.

“Well, that was fun,” Bessie muses. “Worry not, Catherine. Once we are married, she won’t be able to lord over us anymore. We’ll be ladies of the court, and she will remain just as she is. Then I’ll tell her what I think of her.”

“Will you really?” I ask skeptically.

Bessie takes a beat. “No. I would cut off a toe rather than look her in the eyes.” A second later she claps her hands together and flings back my blanket. “All right. You heard the woman. The king doesn’t like to be kept waiting. I’ll fetch a maid to assist you.”

My mouth is open to respond, but the door has already shut behind her. Alone with my thoughts and the after-smell of scary lady and incense, I twist to lower my feet to the floor. I get up slowly, thankful that I don’t feel dizzy as I begin to walk the length of the room. I think best when I’m moving, and right now, I need a game plan.

I need to get home. That’s my number one priority. My only priority. No—I also need to fit in, avoid suspicion, and not get my head cut off from my body. I need to accomplish all these things, but if I’m going to accomplish any of them, then I need to understand the rules. Knowledge is power, always.

I pause by the window, watching as the sun begins to set. My hand twitches. I want to check my phone to see the time. I want to look up everything I can about Catherine Howard so I can figure out what to do. What not to do. If I learn from her mistakes, then I can do better, and I can get out of here with my head intact. I need to be calm. I need to be strategic. And I need to get back to the Haunted Gallery.

My white nightgown brushes the bed as I continue to pace, and a soft knock sounds at my door. A no-nonsense-looking woman in a simple dress enters, telling she’s here to dress me. I don’t know which of us is less excited.

Thirty minutes later, I’m sewn into what feels like an inflexible scuba suit on top and multiple parkas on the bottom. The dress itself is beautiful, emerald green with touches of gold. I try to carry it gracefully, but I’m pretty sure I look like Bigfoot who just got spotted in the wild. I stay at Bessie’s side as we make our way to the king’s rooms, and I feel jumpier with every matching step we take.

“What do you think about my relationship with the king?” I prompt her. I want to ask for specific details. How did it begin? How far has it gone? But open-ended questions and active listening will enable me to learn the most.

Bessie looks at me with an inquisitive upturn to her eyebrow before glancing forward. “It’s an honor, of course. The king adores you, and you have certainly benefited from his attention.”

I stay quiet, hoping she’ll want to fill the silence. A second later, she does.

“I know you said that you know what you’re doing, but do you truly, Catherine? Being the king’s favorite is thrilling, to be sure, but four queens have already sat on the throne, only to be plucked back off again in some way or another.”

Well, I’m glad old Catherine knew what she was doing, because I sure as hell don’t. We stop at a pair of heavily armed doors, and Bessie studies them before turning back to me. “I’m sure you’re right, though. What you have with the king is different.”

Famous last words.



A knock comes from inside the room, and one of the four guards swings a door open.

“I will visit you later,” Bessie whispers. “Have fun.”

She touches her arm to mine and leaves the same way we came. As she does, a group of men exit the king’s rooms, all in fancy Tudor attire. They greet me with cordial nods as they file past. Only the last one stops, and he’s the only one I recognize.

I look up to meet his warm green eyes just before he gives me a little bow. “Simon?”

He stands up tall. His gaze lingers on mine as a shadow of a smile crosses his face. “Lady Catherine. I’m glad to see you well.”

I give an awkward Downton Abbey curtsy in response before straightening back up, tugging on the cuff of my sleeve as I do. “As well as one can be, given the circumstances.”

Simon rests his hands behind his back, and I can’t help but notice how broad his arms are as they jut out to the side, even through the thick shirt he’s wearing. “What are the circumstances?” he asks.

Oh, you know. I’m in the wrong era. I’m in the wrong body. I’m the next historical bachelorette who’s going to be murdered in a crime of passion.

“It’s just been a long day,” I opt to answer.

Simon’s mouth pulls in a way that says he doesn’t entirely believe me. “And are you restored to your usual self?” His gaze is calm, but I also see the underlying curiosity. Whatever I said to him this morning was un-Catherine-like enough for him to notice. I need to keep a close watch on him, which shouldn’t be too hard since I have yet to peel my eyes away from him.

“I was … confused. From my fall. Sorry if I seemed off. And for yelling at you.”

“Don’t be sorry,” he says. “I rather enjoyed it.” I angle my head at his response. I don’t hate the thought of his enjoying our interaction, but I also can’t focus on that now. Simon ducks his chin, like he’s trying to hide the laughter pulling at his lips as a silence falls between us. “What I meant was, I liked talking to you. That’s all.”

His admission catches me in a way I wish it didn’t. Our eyes hold until he glances back into the king’s rooms, and his posture stiffens as he turns his gaze back to mine. “I should get on,” he says. But he doesn’t get on. He stays rooted in place, drawing me into the stillness with a look that’s charged with something I don’t quite understand. My breath slows. I’m wondering if I should step closer or back when he suddenly gives me a small nod, like he’s regaining control, and bows. “Good evening, Lady Catherine.”

He straightens and walks past me. I’m determined not to say anything but can’t help the uneven “Bye, Simon” that slips out of my mouth when he’s a few feet away.

He looks back at me over his shoulder with the faintest curve of his lips and my stomach instinctively tightens. As he disappears down an adjoining corridor, I have to mentally shake myself to remember the very real danger that I’m now in. Still, no one in this murder castle should have such a devastating smile.

With Simon out of view, I turn back to the doors but make no move to step forward. Several seconds pass, and the guard holding the door open gives me a confused get-in-there look. I take a bracing breath and step inside. I’m entering the lion’s den, but at least I know that I am. I wonder if Henry’s other lady loves knew what they were walking into.

As I cross the threshold, my step falters as I take in the candlelit room. I was expecting a medieval sex dungeon, but this feels more homey than anything else. A breeze sweeps through the lavish stone space from the casement windows, and the logs snapping in the fireplace serve as a soundtrack. A dining table is set on the far side of the room, and a smaller round table is on the side where I’m standing. Two high-backed wooden chairs are positioned across from each other, and sitting in the one facing me is the king. When his eyes meet mine, he smiles like he means it.

“Catherine. Praise God you’re well.” He stands to greet me, wearing a thick velvet brocade of red and silver. It has huge padded sleeves, and he’s sporting thickly tailored britches. I notice that his beard is on the thinner side as he takes my hand in both of his, once again kissing my knuckles as he steers me toward the small table.

“Come. Sit, my sweet, and tell me how you are.” I ease into my chair as he slides into the one across from me. “Would you like something to eat? Perhaps some wine? Just tell me what your heart desires and it will be yours. I care for nothing so much as your happiness.”

His attentive blue eyes stay on mine as I swivel to the left, trying to sit comfortably. “Thank you. I’m fine for now.”

“Of course,” he says, sitting back in his own chair. “Shall we play cards as we usually do? Or would you rather we just talk?”

There’s an almost physical twist of temptation in my gut. The psychologist in me is frothing at the mouth to have a talk therapy session with Henry VIII. The papers I could write! The case studies that could be developed! But I shake the urge off. To him, I’m Catherine. And talking is a two-way street. If I sound like me, he’ll get suspicious. And what I need now is to fly under the royal radar.

“Let’s play cards,” I answer.

Henry smirks and scoops up the deck that’s set on the table. “My competitive girl. It brings me such joy to see you recovered. When I was told of your injury, the fear nearly overpowered me.”



His relaxed shoulders and calm demeanor don’t align with the body language of an overly stressed person.

I nudge my chair closer to the table. “I’m sorry I
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