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      Mum always said, “When the lanterns were lit, any respectable woman would be tucked in bed.” But Evelyn refused to turn back, not now, not knowing how Miss Brown would gloat. She missed Mum and London, even the smell.

      At least back home, there were gas lanterns to light your way if you were caught out after dark. Here in the country, nightfall cloaked her like a burial shroud, and the cavernous silence echoed with each footstep. A chill wind blew. Evelyn wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders. Each of her footfalls on the gravel crunched like the gnashing of teeth. She imagined a beast approaching her from behind, its hot breath on her neck. A dog howled, and she stumbled, teetering close to falling on her face.

      A shadow darted across the road, and Evelyn’s heart slammed against her rib cage. Perhaps it would be better to go back and face Miss Brown’s mockery than risk being some monster’s supper.

      “Who’s there?” A shiver ran up her spine.

      Silence answered.

      It was an animal. The howling had to have been an old farm dog. Evelyn looked back toward Thornwood Abbey. A few candles remained lit in the windows. Not everyone had gone to bed. Miss Brown must be waiting up to see her run back, scared. Miss Brown had warned her about the forest and how girls went missing from time to time. Evelyn had scoffed and dismissed it as simple, country folk superstition. As a girl, she used to pretend fairies would come to visit her and beg for sweets. But those were fairy tales and childish imagination.

      The distant light of The Fairy Bride, the local pub, beckoned to her. A warm cider by the fire would take the bite out of her fear. And being among the working folk of the village would be a balm for the soul. An aching loneliness had settled on her since she’d arrived. She hoped the tenants and farmers were not like the posh servants back at Thornwood Abbey. They might welcome her into the community and soothe this longing for companionship. The other maids mocked her for her inexperience working in such a grand house. She’d have a drink and return before curfew. That would wipe the smug smile off Miss Brown’s face.

      A frigid wind ruffled her shawl and brushed chilly fingers along her nape. Footsteps thumped on the gravel behind her. She dared not check and instead burrowed into the thick fabric of her shawl and strode forward. Yellow light spilled from behind the opaque diamond-shaped glass of the Fairy Bride. The door swung open, and local patrons tumbled out, their laughter drifting on the air. Almost there.

      Someone grabbed her shoulder.

      Evelyn screamed and took a swing at her assailant, eyes squeezed shut. They caught her wrist, and she pulled to escape, but they held on tight.

      “Please let me go. I never did no harm to no one,” she sobbed. Her chin wobbled.

      His mocking laughter shocked her like a splash of cold water. Through tear-clustered lashes, she peered up at Mr. Thorn’s smirking expression. His smile felt intimate, as if they were sharing a private joke, but she didn’t know the punchline. Evelyn had never looked at him up close before or examined his uncanny features. Mr. Thorn’s long hair bordered on obscene and framed his dark almond-shaped eyes that peered into her soul. In her twenty-one years, she had never seen a gentleman half as beautiful as Mr. Thorn, and he a gardener no less! It seemed ludicrous that someone as gorgeous as him spent his days toiling in the earth.

      “Miss Smith, it’s a bit late for you to be out and about,” Mr. Thorn said.

      “Mr. Thorn! You nearly scared the life outta me. I thought you were one of those terrible creatures Miss Brown warned me about.” She’d worked herself into a frenzy over nothing. Fairies and monsters weren’t real.

      “There’s no need to fear. It is only me,” he said with a grin. “Since we have happened to meet, would you like to join me at The Fairy Bride for a drink?”

      She pressed her hand to her lips to stifle the surprised “oh” that was threatening to spill from her lips. Mr. Thorn was a different sort of danger. Men who knew they were handsome wielded it like a sword. She knew better, of course. And had avoided him when he came around, or when the other maids tittered over him working in the gardens in nothing but his sweat-soaked undershirt...

      To even consider a dalliance would be to spit in the face of Mum’s sacrifices. It had been Mum’s dream that she work in the house of a highborn lord. She couldn’t risk such a fortunate position by dallying with another member of the staff. Those types of things were what got a maid dismissed or worse with a baby in her belly and the man scarce.

      On the other hand, it always took a while to make friends in a new place. The staff at Thornwood Abbey were a particularly closed-off lot. They were all born and raised in the village. When Mrs. Morgan selected Evelyn, an outsider for the coveted lady’s maid position, it hadn’t made matters any easier. She never thought she would be this lonely. Having someone to talk to would be nice. If they were in a public place, she would be safe from untoward advances.

      “Miss Smith?” he prompted.

      A flush burned her cheeks. “Yes, that would be lovely.”

      He offered her his bent arm, and she pressed the barest tips of her fingers to the cotton sleeve. Together they went into the pub, where he ordered her a drink. They sat at a table by the fire. The cider was spiced to perfection, and when Mr. Thorn’s hand brushed against her, it set her entire body aflame. A village girl came by, batting long lashes at Mr. Thorn, but he dismissed her without taking his eyes off Evelyn. The night seemed to pass in a happy blur; one drink turned into several. And before she knew it, her head was pleasantly fuzzy.

      “It’s getting late. Shall I escort you home?” he asked.

      “That would be lovely.”

      Mr. Thorn got up to settle the check. Whispers followed him. A few patrons remained. They crossed their arms and whispered to one another out of the corner of their mouths. The weight of their accusatory stares fell on her. Evelyn shifted in her seat. She didn’t want to get a reputation among the village as being immoral. It seemed they were no different than Thornwood Abbey. How was she going to make a life here if the who neighbors were so hostile?

      Perhaps it had been a mistake to come here with him. She’d been so swept up, she hadn’t considered the consequences. If they left together, tongues would only wag further. Even if nothing happened, her reputation would be harmed. She slid out of the front door to wait for Mr. Thorn outside. She caught his eye on the way out, and he inclined his head as he smiled at her. Her heart filled with that warm glow all over again. Maybe she had misjudged him. Nothing about their interactions this evening had suggested any ill intent from him.

      The cold outside did little to staunch her good cheer. Let the villagers think what they wanted. She’d done nothing wrong. Mr. Thorn had shown her kindness, unlike the rest of the stuck-up staff.

      She rocked on the balls of her feet back and forth as she waited. Minutes passed, and Mr. Thorn did not join her. That village girl must have detained him. If she went back to check, it would only raise more questions. But she hated to walk home alone. Beyond the ring of yellow light from the Fairy Bride’s window, darkness loomed. The creeping sensation of being watched had not gone away.

      A song drifted on the night air. It wrapped around Evelyn like an embrace. It seemed to be coming from the woods across from the inn. The Fairy Bride sat along the main road that led to the village proper. As it did in much of Thornwood, the woods enclosed the building. Vines slid through cracks in stone walls, and roots disrupted paved roads.

      The song pulled at Evelyn, calling her forward. Come to us, it seemed to be saying. Dance, my child. Let your fears go.

      She inched toward the edge of the light where the path met the forest. The allure of the song was undeniable, but if she strayed too far, Mr. Thorn might think she’d gone ahead without him. Where was it coming from? And who was singing? She stepped into the shadows, hesitantly at first. As she drew closer, a sense of surety settled over her.

      She stumbled over a rock and fell to her knees. Pain shot up her leg. The song stopped. Darkness enveloped her. Even the light of the Fairy Bride had disappeared. Had she wandered farther into the forest than she meant to?

      It took her eyes a moment to adjust. A sliver of the moon gave little light. Tall trees loomed on all sides and blocked the road from view. A figure approached. The stars outlined his form in a thin string of light. He stood back and hid his face from view.

      “Can you help me? I wandered from the road.”

      He did not speak and did not move to help her.

      “I tripped over a rock. My mum used to say I’d trip over my own breath.” She laughed as she stood. As she tried to regain her feet, he slammed her back down. Body pinned by the shoulders, she fought against him as he straddled her waist.

      “What’re you doin’?” She kicked her legs and wriggled her torso, trying to break free to no avail.

      “Hush,” Mr. Thorn said. His voice was husky, and his breath was warm against her face.

      “What are—” he covered her mouth with his hand, stifling her words.

      She tried to scream, thrash, make any noise. The pub was a few feet away. Someone would hear. Someone would come to help. Wouldn’t they?

      He tore her blouse with one hand. Her chest heaved with her shaking breaths.

      “Please.” Her pleas were muffled by his hand as hot tears rolled down her cheeks.

      A cold knife brushed her skin as he cut through her gown and petticoat. Her flesh pimpled in the evening’s chill.

      “Don’t worry, my pet. I don’t want your body. I’m only after your heart,” he whispered into her ear as he thrust the knife hilt-deep into her chest.
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      The woman in white crept toward Catherine. Her eyes, like bottomless pits, bored into her.

      Catherine froze on the threshold of the morning room. The woman in white inched closer even as a servant walked through her as if she were made of mist.

      Catherine closed her eyes and counted to ten as Dr. Armstrong had taught her. She wasn’t real. She wasn’t there.

      She opened them, and the woman in white’s gaunt face filled her vision. A red stain spread out from the empty chasm where her heart had been cut out. Catherine jerked her head backward and pressed her hand to her mouth to suppress her scream. The servants, who were busy placing dishes on the long table covered in crisp white linen, didn’t notice Catherine. She couldn’t catch her breath; her heart pounded. Not today, not on the first morning of her new life. Lord Thornton would arrive at any moment and find her staring at nothing. He would ask unwanted questions, questions she’d been trying to avoid since they met.

      Counting always worked before, but if she couldn’t shake the vision, perhaps she could just ignore her. Closing her eyes, Catherine marched forward, stiff-legged, over to the banquet table. When she opened her eyes, the ghost was gone, and rows of gleaming silver cloches in a row awaited her. First breakfast. Though she had no stomach for it, she would go through the motions at least. Hands trembling, she reached for the cloche that covered the dish in front of her. An icy hand curled on her shoulder. Catherine yelped and threw her hands up, dropping it. It struck another platter and made a loud bang as it crashed onto the floor.

      All eyes turned to Catherine, including the dead stare of the ghost whose glacial grip had not slackened on her shoulder. A shiver ran through her.

      The ghost touched her.

      They never touched her.

      A chill sliced her down to the marrow.

      “Lady Thornton, please let us serve you,” Mr. Hobbs, the butler, said as he picked up the cloche.

      She stepped out of the way and out of the grip of the ghost. Mr. Hobbs hardly came up to Catherine’s chin, and over the top of his head, the woman in white watched her with hooded black eyes. Not real. Not real. She chanted it in her head over and over like a talisman.

      Being in a strange place, the uncertainty of her position was taking a toll upon her mental health. She was having a fit, nothing more. Catherine stared at the bald spot on the top of Mr. Hobbs’ head as he nodded to the footmen who uncovered steaming mounds of sausage, toast, and eggs. The scent of cooked meat and eggs turned her stomach. Mr. Hobbs ladled hefty portions onto her plate, more than she could ever possibly eat. At Elk Grove, breakfast consisted of cold gruel in a chipped bowl. The staff didn’t let them have hot meals in case a resident burned themselves.

      The woman in white hovered at the fringes of her vision and swatted at Catherine’s arm; the ghostly hand passed through her and raised her gooseflesh. Catherine yanked her arm back and elbowed Mr. Hobbs.

      He turned to her with a pinched expression. “Lady Thornton?”

      “That’s plenty,” she mumbled.

      “As you wish, my lady,” he said with narrowed eyes.

      A footman pulled out a chair at the table beneath a window. Outside, the sky was a muted gray, and the garden beyond was obscured by fog. Mr. Hobbs carried her plate for her, and Catherine took a seat. She kept her head down to avoid the woman in white who continued to hover around her. The visions never lingered. They were never this insistent. What had changed? Was she getting worse? Hands in her lap, Catherine tugged at the hem of her sleeve hard enough to rip. She’d come this far; she wouldn’t go back. Not to Elk Grove, not to the room. If she were to be Lady Thornton, she had to act like it.

      Catherine picked up her fork off the table and clenched it so hard the metal bit into her hand. She stabbed her soft-boiled egg, and the yellow yolk bled across the blue pattern of the china. The woman in white stood in the center of the table, the white table cloth severing her torso as she leaned in, so they were nose to nose.

      “He is coming for you next. Leave while you can,” the woman in white said.

      Catherine set her fork back down and took a long shuddering breath, and closed her eyes. Get through breakfast. Greet her husband. Be the perfect wife. The footman and Mr. Hobbs hovered at the edge of the room, staring blank-eyed forward. How could anyone eat like this?

      The large, oaken doors to the morning room swung open with a groan. Catherine’s head shot up. Blessedly the ghost was gone at last. Mrs. Morgan, the housekeeper, strode into the room, one hand clutching the ring of keys at her hip. Catherine sat up straighter in her chair. Mrs. Morgan’s high-collared black gown and her severe expression reminded her of a cruel nurse back at Elk Grove who struck patients who behaved badly.

      “Lady Thornton, good morning. I hope everything is to your liking,” Mrs. Morgan said briskly.

      “It is, thank you,” Catherine said and bit her bottom lip.

      “Do you have anything I can help you with?”

      Catherine wrung her hands together. “When will Lord Thornton be joining me?”

      “His lordship takes breakfast in his study.”

      “Oh.”

      “The former Lady Thornton took her breakfast in bed,” Mrs. Morgan said with a sniff.

      Catherine blushed. She had assumed even someone as high born as Lord Thornton would share his morning meal with his family. When she’d been a girl, she had loved eating with Mama and Papa and enjoyed talking about their plans for the day. But it seemed she had a lot to learn about how to be a lady, if she wanted to keep her husband happy.

      “Then tomorrow, I suppose I shall as well.”

      “As you wish, my lady,” Mrs. Morgan said, her lips curling. “His lordship sent me to tell you that he ‘apologizes for not joining you on your first day at Thornwood Abbey but he hopes you be at your leisure and he will see you tonight for the dinner party.’”

      The dinner party. She’d almost forgotten. Lord Thornton insisted on having some friends from the neighborhood over to make introductions. After everything he’d done for her and her family, how could she refuse him anything? Even if crowds made her uncomfortable, she must endure it. When she was a girl, the symptoms were at their worst when Mama hosted parties. Tonight she would need to take extra care as to not make a scene. The last thing she wanted was for Lord Thornton to discover her madness. She needed to escape outdoors to feel the wind on her face, bury her hands in earth. At Elk Grove, working in the garden had always calmed her. Her surroundings might have changed, but nature remained the same. Catherine stood, pushing off from the table. Her chair screeched as it scraped across the parquet floor.

      “I look forward to it,” she lied. “If it’s not any trouble, could I go walk about the garden?”

      “As you wish, my lady. I’ll call Miss Larson to bring your coat.” Mrs. Morgan headed for the door.

      Catherine heaved a sigh of relief.

      Mrs. Morgan stopped on the threshold and turned to Catherine, her expression serious. “Be sure to stay away from the woods by the south end. It is wild, and people have been known to lose their way among the trees.”

      The hairs on the back of Catherine’s neck stood on end. On their way to Thornwood, they’d ridden through dense forest. The entire village seemed to be shrouded in mist and trees. It was sensible advice for someone new here but the creeping feeling of dread coiled around her. She looked over her shoulder to make sure the woman in white wasn’t hovering around her once more.

      Miss Larson brought Catherine a light blue coat, a straw bonnet with white trim, and brown lace-up boots. Dressed for the outdoors, Catherine stepped out into the chilly morning air. Fog shrouded the landscape. A fountain burbled at the center of the circular drive, which led up to black iron gates and the village beyond. Dense forest peaked through the mist. It encircled Thornwood Abbey on all sides. Mrs. Morgan’s warning rang in her ears. If she stuck to the garden paths, she would be fine. A dirt path wrapped around the back of Thornwood Abbey, and she headed in that direction.

      Dew clung to the lawn and soaked the hem of her skirt as she brushed against it. The air here in the country felt crisp and clean. Gravel crunched pleasantly beneath her boots. Flashes of green shrubbery peeked between veils of gray fog. Ash and oak trees lined the path, which led to a white Grecian style gazebo with marble benches to sit upon. Catherine brushed her hands against the cool stone. It kept winding upward and through a hedge maze. The acres that surrounded Thornwood Abbey were expansive, and she could see herself exploring for months or years and still not uncovering all of its secrets.

      She passed by the hedge maze, promising herself to visit another day, and headed to a barren row of the orchard at the far end of a grassy field. In her favorite book, Lady of the Moors, Tristan, the novel’s hero, professed his love to Angelique in an orchard. Catherine strolled beneath the skeletal branches and grasped one with a single bud waiting to bloom. This small vessel brimmed with potential life, a flower, and later fruit. Right now, the garden slumbered, but this bud was a promise of spring. It had always been her favorite time of the year, nudging the plants to awaken, and seeing their petals and leaves unfurl to bask in the sunlight after the cold winter.

      Catherine’s thoughts swirled with plans for plantings. Would it be too bold to ask Lord Thornton for a little patch of earth to call her own? There was so much here, and many parts had grown wild. Just in case, she hunted about for the perfect location, one which would get the right amount of sunlight and shade but also wouldn’t attract attention. What she liked most about gardening was the silence and solitude of it where she could be alone without fear of others.

      As she wandered, Catherine came upon a patch of tangled vines a few meters from the path. The star-shaped leaves with dark green tips and pale green centers were like nothing she’d seen before. She went to investigate.

      A breeze prickled the hairs on the back of her neck. Catherine looked up as the fog shifted, exposing a copse of tangled dark trees. Two dark, knotty oaks grew side by side, and their boughs entwined together as if they’d grown that way. Their branches fused together, and it was impossible to see where one began, and the other ended. The strange vine tangled between them. On closer inspection, she could see pinky-sized black thorns. She’d never seen anything quite like it.

      A faint song drifted on the wind. Catherine strained her ears to hear it. It seemed to be coming from behind this thorny oak. She inched closer, careful not to scratch herself on the thorns. The unearthly song became clearer though the words were spoken in a language she did not know. The singer sounded as if they could be a man or a woman. Though she didn’t know the words, it beckoned to her. They wanted her to step through the doorway. Her eyes darted over the trees and vines. If she squinted, it nearly looked like a pair of doors. What a strange tree. Catherine extended a hand toward the twin oaks, her finger hovering over the point of a thorn.

      “Be careful,” an amused male voice said.

      Catherine jolted backward and threw her hands up.

      “I didn’t mean—” Catherine said.

      A handsome man with long, dark hair and a tall, lean build stood a foot from her. His white teeth flashed as he smiled at her. His beauty unnerved her. Once, when she was very young, she thought a beautiful glowing man with pointed ears had appeared from among the trees in a park in London. When she had told Mama about him, she had told her to not make up stories. That man wasn’t real, though. Like the ghosts and other things she saw, they were just figments of an insane mind. Catherine closed her eyes and counted to ten.

      He chuckled. “Are you hoping I will go away if you close your eyes? It doesn’t work that way.”

      She opened her eyes. He hadn’t disappeared. Perhaps she had made a mistake? He wasn’t translucent as a ghost, nor did he have pointed ears like the man in the park. Catherine pressed her hand to her mouth. What had she done? She should say something, or he might rightfully think her insane.

      “Pardon me, I thought I was alone.” Catherine bowed her head and addressed the ground.

      “Not many people wander this far from Thornwood or this close to the Thorn Dweller’s woods.” He took a step closer to her. His gaze was fixed upon her, and it made her heart race. His eyes were a vibrant green.

      “Thorn Dweller’s woods?” She swallowed past a lump in her throat as she gestured to the pair of oaks.

      “Did no one warn you about these woods? These woods are home to the Thorn Dwellers. Those that hear their song are lured into their world and never come out again.” Another step. Her heart must have been pounding hard enough for him to hear it now. Was that why Mrs. Morgan had warned her to stay away? But what were the Thorn Dwellers? It sounded like a fearsome creature, but there was no such thing.

      “They did. I apologize. I’ll be going then. It was a pleasure, Mr...?”

      “My apologies, my lady. My name is Ray. Ray Thorn.” He smirked.

      The hairs on her arms stood on end. The unearthly song had lured her here, and the tales of creatures in the woods made her uneasy. It was all likely superstitious nonsense, but she would not linger a moment longer. With a quick bow of her head, Catherine ran for Thornwood Abbey and not once looked back, fearing if she did both he and the forest would be gone.
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      Catherine picked at the fabric of her silken gloves as voices drifted up from the parlor. The guests had already arrived. She hooked a finger under the string of pearls she wore. They’d been a gift from Lord Thornton. For most of her life at Elk Grove, she’d lived in rough spun cotton dresses. Patients weren’t permitted anything finer than that.

      Along with the pearls, he’d given her an emerald green dress made of silk and lace. It was covered in intricate beading, and layers of fabric, and the weight of it felt as if it might crush her. The hallway that led from her room ended upon a landing overlooking the foray. To each side of her were curved staircases that led down onto the main floor. After her lady’s maid, Miss Larson, had dressed her in Lord Thornton’s gifts, she was told to wait here to make their grand entrance.

      While she waited on Lord Thornton, the sun set. The broad windows across from the landing let in the pink and purple light of another dying day. Servants came around and lit the chandelier that hung above the foyer.

      Night swallowed the interior of Thornwood Abbey as the sun sank below the tree line. To each side of her, the wings of the manor were veiled in darkness. A pale face hovered at the end of the hallway.

      Catherine looked down at her feet as she rubbed her arm where her skin pebbled. Footsteps approached. She swallowed past the lump in her throat and took a second look. A maid lit the candle sconces along the walls, and flickering light danced on the dark-wood panels. Her face had been illuminated by the candle. Catherine had mistaken her for a ghost.

      Catherine exhaled. Parties already made her nervous. She didn’t need the added complication of another fit. She didn’t want to give a bad impression to Lord Thornton’s family. Everything had to be perfect.

      A pale hand with blackened nails wrapped around the banister beside her. The woman in white was back. Catherine squeezed her eyes shut. There was nothing there. It wasn’t real. Not tonight. Please spare her just this evening. She counted down from ten. Apart from the distant chatter of their guests, the manor creaked, and the wind blew outside the windows like a sad lament or a painful moan. It was, in a way, a strange comfort. Each night at Elk Grove, she’d fallen asleep to the cries of the other residents.

      A hand clasped upon her shoulder. They were going to take her to the room! Catherine lurched back, and her rear brushed against the banister, and she threw her hands out to steady herself. Lord Thornton seized her arm. Catherine tensed her shoulders, screwed her eyes shut, and pressed her lips together to stifle a whimper of fear.

      “Catherine, I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to startle you,” Lord Thornton said.

      She peeked her eye open and took in Lord Thornton’s face. He stood close enough that she could see the faintest freckling on his cheekbones. Lord Thornton didn’t try to drag her to the room, nor reprimand her. His mouth turned down at the corners. When he grabbed her arm, she had acted on impulse. This wasn’t Elk Grove, and Lord Thornton was not one of the nurses or Dr. Armstrong. She was safe here.

      “Lord Thornton, forgive me,” she said, a little breathless as her cheeks burned.

      “We’re married now. You should call me Edward, and I will call you Catherine. Lord and Lady Thornton sounds much too formal, don’t you think?” He put his finger under her chin, lifting her gaze to his.

      “If it would please you... Edward,” she mumbled as she averted her gaze.

      It felt wrong to address him in such a way. She was beneath him. He claimed he loved her, but she couldn’t say with confidence she returned that feeling. She hadn’t married for love but out of desperation. Either she marry him, or return to the asylum. Wearing this fine gown and gloves, having a servant dress her and do her hair. It felt unnatural. As did being called “my lady”. She felt as if she had donned a costume and was to take part in a play. But she didn’t know the lines.

      Mrs. Morgan ascended the stairs toward them. Lord Thornton
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