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      Teeth rattling, Mary leaned forward and rubbed the grimy window with her handkerchief, then peered into the gloom as the carriage rumbled over the rocky, ill-used road.

      It was late afternoon, the clouds dark as bruises. The bleakness of the sky echoed across the wide, barren landscape: scrubby grass, bare rocks, and the jutting cliffs of Greymere.

      The carriage swayed close to the cliff's edge. Her stomach flew into her throat at the sight of dark, churning waves far below.

      Focus, she told herself. Camilla needs a sensible companion. You'll arrive at the manor soon, make sure she's well, get a good night's sleep, and feel better in the morning. Dread filled her veins at the thought of what she might find—Camilla sounded so frightened in her letters.

      The carriage swung around a corner so sharply a wheel scraped against the rock wall.

      Mary closed her eyes. I'm here for Camilla. She focused on her oldest and dearest friend, remembering her letters from the past eleven months—since Camilla's marriage to Mr. Fortescue, when she’d moved to Greymere estate in this godforsaken corner of northern England.

      Mary adored Camilla’s sparkling green eyes, her wit, and her ability to find joy in even the dullest situations—such as a Bristol public ballroom. When they had come of age, their mothers introduced them into Bristol Society. They’d giggled at the stuffy gentlemen.

      And then he had arrived. Mr. Fortescue. Tall, ebony hair, pale flesh over sharp cheekbones, with a gleaming signet ring on his smallest finger. With an estate in the north.

      He’d caught sight of the prettiest woman there. They’d danced, and Camilla’s cutting remarks faded to dreamy smiles. Mary watched with shock as her dearest friend fell in love. A month later, Camilla married him, and Mary waved goodbye with a forced smile to the carriage carrying her friend far away. In that moment, watching the Just Married banner flutter in the wind, she hated Mr. Fortescue more than anything.

      The carriage grinded to a halt, shaking Mary from her thoughts. She peered through the grimy window.

      A gothic castle stared back at her, looming in the shadows.

      Bit dramatic, she chastised herself, opening the door and throwing down the step.

      Camilla had written that the manor house was more medieval castle than grand country estate. A moldering heap of gray stone with moss and mold showing in the cracks, Greymere sulked on the edge of the cliff. An actual turret shot high, piercing the dark clouds above. No gaslights flickered through the dark windows.

      Mary gulped, tightening her grip on her valise.

      “For an extra sixpence I can take you back to the village,” came the coachman’s dour voice. He eyed the house doubtfully from his perch.

      “No,” she said faintly. “I’m visiting Mrs. Fortescue during her confinement.”

      The man shrugged, pulling his old-fashioned tricorn hat low on his brow. “Watch yourself. It’s haunted.” He clicked his tongue, snapped the reins, and the carriage rolled away.

      Mary threw her shoulders back. If this was the state of Camilla’s home, no wonder her letters turned melancholy. Raising her chin, Mary ventured across the broken cobbles of the courtyard, up the lichen-covered steps, and gripped the rusty knocker.

      The door flung open before she could knock.

      Camilla filled the doorway, cheeks flushed and eyes shining. “Mary! What are you doing here?” One hand pressed against the stone doorframe, the other rested on her large, pregnant belly.

      Mary blinked. “I wrote that I was coming.”

      “Oh.” Camilla laughed, putting a hand to her cheeks. “I must’ve forgotten. The days all run together here.”

      Stung, Mary opened her mouth, but didn’t know what to say. In the past they’d been bosom friends, nigh soulmates. And now Camilla hadn’t remembered her visit?

      Delight flickered through Camilla’s eyes, and she grabbed Mary’s hand and tugged. “Come in. I’ve missed you so. Mr. Fortescue will be pleased! We so rarely get company.” She released Mary’s hand once they entered the dim foyer, and called over her shoulder. “Simmons, please take Miss Phelps’s things.”

      Mary set her valise down to untie her bonnet strings, looking around.

      Camilla stood, hands protectively wrapping around her belly, beaming, her eyes feverishly bright. She was nearing slender, and it worried Mary. Camilla’s collarbones were visible above the fichu, and her soft, rounded chin was sharper than Mary had ever seen. Camilla was supposed to be a lush, bountiful woman with curves and powerful thighs. Slender wasn’t right for her.

      Mary’s alarm grew as she noted dust on the granite tabletops and streaks in the massive hanging gilt mirror. This wasn’t like Camilla, either. When they’d been girls, Camilla had delighted in envisioning her future household.

      A stiff, whey-faced man stumbled forward, limbs jerking like a puppet on strings. “Madam.” He lurched for Mary’s valise, his gray hair unfashionably long and falling across his face.

      Mary forced a smile. “Thank you.” She looked to Camilla. “We can take tea while a housemaid readies a chamber for me, if you like.”

      Camilla flushed. “No housemaids, there’s just Simmons and Mrs. Faraday.” She called to the butler and requested he pass along to the housekeeper that they’d take tea in the drawing room.

      Simmons grunted and left without a bow.

      Mary blinked. Only two servants for this massive house?

      Camilla drew Mary into a dreary-looking parlor, mildew staining the wallpaper. A fire burned in the fireplace, but it wasn’t enough to banish the damp chill that hovered.

      Mary pursed her lips, taking a seat in one moldering wingback chair. “How are you?”

      “Oh!” Camilla blushed again. “Good, good.”

      Was she…embarrassed? Flustered? By what—the state of her home? Or did she not want Mary to visit?

      “Your home is beautiful,” Mary said in the thick silence, wondering where her friend was. Mary had always been the awkward, quiet one, broomstick-thin with mousy brown hair.

      Camilla let out a strangled laugh. “It’s terrible, I know. I had so many plans, but….” She pinched her mouth shut.

      “The pregnancy kept you from it?” Mary guessed.

      Camilla opened her mouth, clearly searching for words, when the door opened and an elderly woman burst in with a tea tray.

      The woman was so frail she made Mary look full-figured. Her limbs moved with the same jerking motion as Simmons, and the china rattled on the silver tray as she set it down. With half a curtsy, the woman left again, making not a sound.

      Mary looked at Camilla in alarm. “She should’ve retired ages ago! Surely there’s younger people in the village willing to work.”

      Camilla poured tea, gaze firmly fixed on the painted cups. “The villagers dislike coming up here—they say its haunted. I offered triple the normal rates for laborers, and not a soul appeared.”

      The back of Mary’s neck prickled. “Is it? Haunted?” She poured a dash of milk into her cup and sipped.

      “I’ve not seen ghosts.” Camilla picked her words carefully. “But…it has not been as welcoming a home as Mr. Fortescue promised.”

      A sour feeling settled in Mary’s stomach. “And how is your husband? Are you still madly in love?” Her heart clenched.

      Camilla blushed and stirred her tea. “I’m glad you came. I’ve been lonely, especially with the baby coming soon.”

      Despite her curiosity, she let Camilla change the subject. “Of course. I was worried for you, for some of the things you said.”

      Camilla waved it away. “Pay no attention to my letters. I was emotional, worrying about the house and the baby and how to be mistress of this place. Mr. Fortescue set me right. I shouldn’t have worried you unnecessarily.”

      Mary frowned. “You told me you feared for your safety. That the seacliffs were beckoning. You heard noises at night. How the servants were more excited over this pregnancy than your husband. Are you still having nightmares?”

      Camilla set her jaw and looked Mary in the face. “Everything’s fine. I just lost my head a bit, it’s common for pregnant women.”

      Mary was skeptical. But before she could argue, a deep, shuddering thud rolled up from the depths of the manor, billowing across the floor. She set a hand to the shivering tea tray. “What was that?” She stared at Camilla, eyes wide.

      Camilla’s face pinched, faint shadows under her eyes. “When the sea roughens before a storm, the waves hit the seacliffs.”

      Mary swallowed. “But…isn’t the castle far enough back from the edge of the cliffs that this shouldn’t shake the foundation?”

      Camilla shook her head. “Only a few feet separate the manor wall from the cliff.” She wrapped her arms around her belly. “But worry not. Greymere has stood for four hundred years and it shan’t be falling into the sea for four hundred more. Mr. Fortescue promised me.”

      “Are you certain? If we can feel the waves against the rocks, surely it must be weakening the foundation.”

      “Do you know the history of the place?”

      Mary shook her head.

      “The Fortescue forefather who built Greymere was a knight. Back then, this house was nowhere near the sea. There was enough land to hold a hamlet further out, closer to the cliffs.”

      “What happened to it?”

      Camilla shrugged. “Over time the whole field was lost to the sea. But the village was settled, further down near the shoreline, where it’s safer. And the Fortescues turned to business. They’ve never been a prolific family. One son begets one son begets another.”

      “Is your husband’s family all gone?”

      She nodded. “His mother died giving birth to him, and his father passed away five years ago.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “They say he went mad. I’m all he has.” Camilla sighed. “I’m sorry I forgot you were coming. This place has a way of making me forget the time. And with my nightmares, I never sleep much.” She rubbed her temple.

      Mary laid a hand on Camilla’s shoulder. “Why don’t you rest now? I spent most of the day in a carriage. Let’s both nap before supper.”

      Camilla brightened. “Yes. I’m sure your room is ready. Supper is at eight in the dining room of the main floor.”

      When they were girls, they’d clamber into the same bed and whisper the night away. She’d fall asleep to the sound of Camilla’s breathing.

      Camilla hauled herself out of her chaise. “I’ll be so happy to no longer be pregnant,” she said with a laugh. “It’s dreadful, truly. I can’t wait for the baby to be here.”

      “Just a few more weeks,” Mary murmured, following Camilla out the door.

      Camilla took a dusty lamp from a sidetable and brought her up a flight of stairs, down three twisting hallways crawling with shadows, and to a heavy wooden door with an ancient lock. “Here.”

      Mary opened the door, but Camilla’s hand clasped hers suddenly. “Take this.”

      Mary glanced down to see an old iron key in her hand. She looked up at Camilla in surprise.

      Camilla’s face creased with worry. “Just so you feel secure.” For a heartbeat, her thumb caressed the soft center of Mary’s palm.

      “Do I need to lock my door at night?”

      Camilla shook her head. “No, the house is perfectly safe. But…” she bit her lip, looking further into the shadowy corridor. “It’s for peace of mind.” Her gaze flickered back to Mary’s, and she smiled again. “I lock my door every night. I want you to have the same option.”

      Mary threw her arms around Camilla. I’m worried about you. I don’t want you here. I wish we had a life together. “I missed
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