
        
            
                
            
        

    Chapter One
Charlotte Steele laid down her book and sighed. Her candle was nearly burned down all the way, and was flickering resentfully. She was seated at her dressing table in her bedroom, devouring the latest novel of intrigue. It was some time after midnight, although she did not know the exact hour.
She glanced between her book and her candle, wondering if she would have enough light left to read another chapter. In the novel, there were pirates about to enter a castle in which a poor damsel was held prisoner – and one of the pirates was secretly her one true love, in disguise in order to rescue her. Charlotte did not want to begin what was bound to be the thrilling climax of the book only to have her candle leave her suddenly in darkness.
She knew that if she left her bedroom and ventured out into the servant’s quarters to procure herself another candle, someone was bound to catch her. She had been forbidden by her parents to read this late, and while she was of marrying age and would not be punished as if she were a child, she did not want to face the look of disappointment on her mother’s face.
Charlotte’s eldest sister, Lucy, had been married the year before. Her other two siblings – her brother John and sister Alice – were not yet of marrying age, although John was nearly so. This left Charlotte as the sole object of her mother’s matchmaking aspirations.
Charlotte wanted none of it. An odd young woman, she kept often to herself and preferred books to the company of most men. She was out in the woods far more often “than was good for her” and had once arrived home carrying a wounded squirrel, much to the horror of her mother and the guests who had been in the parlor.
Charlotte’s tendency towards using her own mind instead of following social norms in the  sheep-like manner of her peers was what would make her mother look disappointed if she were to learn of Charlotte’s continued habit of reading novels late in the evening. What to Charlotte was a perfectly reasonable use of her time would seem to her mother to be a troubling act of defiance – and Charlotte knew it.
She was about to admit defeat and blow out her candle when a thought struck her. She straightened in her chair, and glanced up at her reflection in the mirror. Hazel eyes surrounded by a tumble of thick dark hair blinked back at her, and her reflection grinned.
Charlotte stood up, lifted her candle gently, and padded on stockinged feet over to her fireplace. It was late summer, and while that evening was not cool enough to warrant a fire being lit in her room, the fireplace was stocked with logs.
Charlotte had never lit a fire herself before, but she had watched it being done and she understood the basics of the operation. She scuttled back to her dressing table and procured a few sheets of paper from a letter that her very dull cousin Francis had sent her, and tucked those between the logs. Then she held her failing candle flame to the pages. A vibrant curl of orange light began to hover over the logs as if by magic. More of the paper caught fire, turning black and vanishing into the flames. Then the fire began to lick the sides of the logs. Charlotte held her breath, watching the frantic dance of the flames.
The logs caught fire. Charlotte gazed at the flames for a moment with a gleam of triumph in her eye, and then she walked back to her dressing table and picked up her book. She sat down with it in front of the fire, and read until she’d turned the last page.
“You look tired,” said John as Charlotte sat down to breakfast the next morning. Charlotte glanced at him and saw that his eyes were twinkling.
John was seventeen, with a long grave face and a boyish sense of humor. He laughed often, surprising those who took him at first sight to be of a melancholic temperament. Charlotte did not have favorites amongst her siblings, but she and John were cut from the same cloth. They understood each other best. 
“You do look rather pale, dear,” said Mary, Charlotte’s mother, entering the dining room behind John’s chair. John gave Charlotte an apologetic glance for accidentally alerting their mother to Charlotte’s fatigue. “Did you sleep well?”
“I’ve slept better,” confessed Charlotte, guessing that she had had her head upon her pillow for no longer than four hours, if that.
Mary placed her hand on Charlotte’s forehead, brushing her hair back slightly. “There are circles under your eyes,” she fretted.
Charlotte moved her feet under the table. She would not have minded if her mother’s concern was for her health, but she felt certain that it had more to do with her now less-than-desirable appearance.
“Will that be of any particular concern today?” Charlotte asked, trying to distract herself from her frustration by taking a sip of tea.
“Not today, exactly, but the Laurence’s ball is two days from now, and you must look your best,” said Mary, sitting down.
Charlotte’s mother was a small woman, impeccably dressed, and filled with a quick energy that sometimes made Charlotte feel overwhelmed. She knew her mother loved her and meant well, but they often did not understand one another.
Charlotte was spared having to respond by the simultaneous entrance of her father and her sister, Alice.
Charlotte’s father, Edmund, was a large man with a booming laugh. For a wealthy gentleman of means, he was surprisingly jovial. Sometimes Charlotte thought he had more in common temperament-wise with the tradesmen she saw joking in the city streets than with the straight-laced gentlemen of their acquaintance. She felt that their social circle might have sneered at him a bit if he were not so irresistibly pleasant – and well-off.
Alice was fourteen. She had thick red hair and wide green eyes, and a slender, fragile figure. She made Charlotte think of a fairy – and Alice had a quiet, musical laugh which added to the impression.
The meal commenced. Charlotte found comfort in the stimulating warmth of the tea: it helped awaken her sluggish brain. She did not regret her decision, but she’d seen her maid eye the fireplace with a dark look that morning, and she wondered if word would reach her mother after all.
The post had been laid next to her father’s place at the head of the table, and he began to read it as he munched pastry.
“What’s this?” he muttered, after a swallow. He looked up eagerly, meeting eyes with his wife. Charlotte’s heart sank. Any news that was sure to delight her mother would probably have the opposite effect on her.
“My aunt Augustus writes us with some stimulating news, my dear,” said Charlotte’s father. He paused to take a sip of tea for dramatic effect.
The feather tucked into Mary’s elaborate hairdo shook slightly as she wobbled her head eagerly.
“Do tell, Edmund dear,” she said, and took a sip of her own tea to steady her nerves.
“Lord Windermere is visiting his cousin Sir Ernest Blakely,” said Edmund. “He’s arriving tomorrow.”
“Why, the Blakelys will be attending the Laurences’ ball,” cried Mary. “Which means that Lord Windermere will be attending also.”
Mary and Edmund kept making excited faces at one another while their three children looked around the table in bewilderment.
“Who is Lord Windermere?” asked John.
Edmund glanced once more at his wife, and then cleared his throat. “He is a gentleman of esteemed reputation, who I have not seen since the days when I was courting your mother.”
“He’s your friend, then?” Charlotte asked.
“Well, no, I can’t say that,” said Edmund. “I don’t know that I’ve ever said more than half a dozen words to the man, and that was twenty years ago.”
“But he has an esteemed reputation?” Alice asked innocently. “What has he done?”
“He’s very rich,” said Mary, wasting no more time on ceremony.
Charlotte realized that she was curling her toes uncomfortably inside her shoes. If her parents were excited about a wealthy man visiting their social circle, it could only mean one thing. And he was as old as her father.
“He lives for most of the year in Windermere Hall,” said Edmund.
“One of the most famous houses in all of England,” chimed in Mary.
“It has a reputation even more esteemed than that of its owner,” said Edmund.
“A very beautiful house,” said Mary. “Almost a hundred rooms.”
“I’ve heard of that house,” said John. “They say it’s two hundred years old. It’s built of stone and it overlooks the sea. It’s reputed to be a veritable castle.”
Charlotte’s toes stopped curling, and her ears pricked up. She was not about to marry a man for the sake of his house, but here at least was something which interested her.
“Is he married?” Alice asked, glancing at Charlotte. Alice knew of Charlotte’s aversion to being thrown at the head of various men.
“He was,” said Mary, dropping her voice. “She died, poor thing.”
Charlotte blinked at her mother. There was clearly a harrowing story behind the statement, and Charlotte begged her mother with her eyes to tell it. Mary, however, did not look in her daughter’s direction and took another sip of tea.
Edmund began to read another letter, and soon turned the conversation towards the affairs of their relatives. Charlotte’s mind, however, remained on Lord Windermere. A squirming thought appeared in the back of her mind: what if she could like him? She did not despise all men – in fact, some of the ones that her mother had hoped she’d fall for she might have liked under different circumstances. She disliked foppish, self-centered, or loud men. But perhaps Lord Windermere’s age would not repel her, perhaps it meant that he had a wise heart, and would appeal to her…
She glanced up to see John watching her. She could tell by the way that he met her eyes with a questioning glance that he guessed the subject of her musings. She winked at him, making sure their mother did not see her do it.
Charlotte returned to her breakfast, finding herself eager for the first time to attend a ball.




Chapter Two
The evening of the Laurence’s ball arrived. It was a cool evening, just cool enough to make one shiver slightly in the night air.
“This will keep the indoor temperature more pleasant,” remarked Edmund as they got into the family carriage.
Charlotte smiled at her father. She was seated between Alice and her mother, and she felt rather squished. She was feeling less eager to go to the ball now that she had been primped and pampered and advised on her hairstyle and choice of gloves for the past two and a half hours.
She was wearing a white gown, which shimmered slightly in the moonlight. It was edged with lace, and there were white lace ribbons wrapped around her dark hair. Charlotte had admitted, when being turned towards a mirror, that she did look rather fine – and the effect of her dark beauty was more striking by moonlight than by candlelight, if she had known it.
They drove through the countryside. Charlotte did her best to view the landscape around them through the window of the carriage, but she could only catch a glimpse of trees here and there through the darkness.
She could hear the Laurence’s estate before she could see it. She became aware of a dim babble of voices, and then a splash of golden light fell through the carriage windows as they pulled up to the front of the house.
Charlotte looked up at the impressive stone building as she was helped down from the carriage. A flicker of joy passed over her eyes. Buildings were something that never failed to intrigue her, even when people did. The Laurence estate was a regal old house, filled with paintings and statuettes. Charlotte had only been there once before, and she was eager to explore the house for a second time.
“Posture, Charlotte,” her mother reminded gently as she swept past her.
Charlotte had a habit, not of slouching, but of craning her head forward a little as she looked about her, or of leaning slightly to the side as she peered around corners. Charlotte was unconscious of it unless informed she was doing it, since her focus was on observation, not on her appearance. It was not ungraceful – and indeed, many of Charlotte’s potential suitors had found it alluring – but Mary saw only that it was not decorous.
Charlotte pushed her lips together slightly and took on the posture of a high-backed chair. She fell into line behind her mother and father, and John and Alice followed behind her.
They stepped into the house, and the noise of the ball became louder. Charlotte felt excitement ripple through her. She again felt a mysterious interest in Lord Windermere, and wondered when she would see him. Was he that man there? she thought, as a fair-haired man around her father’s age passed by them through the hallway.
“The Steeles,” were announced at the entrance to the ballroom, and Sir Laurence stepped forward to greet them.
“My dear Edward,” he said warmly, shaking Charlotte’s father’s hand. “It’s been too long. And here is your lovely family. My, my, Charlotte will be catching the fancy of at least one of these young men tonight.”
Charlotte curtsied, wondering what it would be like to be a young man and be told to choose a young woman to pay special attentions to. She was not sure if she would find it more or less agreeable to be expected to initiate a flirtation. At least as things currently stood, she was free to rebuff unwanted advances.
The Steeles made their way farther into the ballroom. Charlotte admired the chandeliers glittering above them, and the marble pillars encircling the room.
She could see both her parents looking around for someone, and she was sure it was Lord Windermere. After a while, her father shook his head at his wife.
“Perhaps he’s not yet arrived,” Mary whispered.
“Shall we?” John asked, turning to Charlotte.
She grinned at him, and took his hand. She and John were each other’s favorite dance partners. Charlotte enjoyed dancing, but never with people who she had to make mincing conversation with as she stepped in circles around them.
Before Mary could protest, John and Charlotte took their places for the next dance. As the music started, Charlotte found herself peering around the room, also looking for Lord Windermere.
“Are you looking for the mysterious Lord?” John asked as the dance began. He and Charlotte exchanged a glance as they exchanged places.
“I confess I am,” Charlotte said.
“Are you anxious to meet him or to stay away from him?” John asked, knowing his sister’s tendencies towards men.
“To meet him,” Charlotte said, watching John’s face take on a look of surprise. “I’m intrigued by the story of what happened to his wife,” she said hurriedly. “Or rather, the story we did not hear.”
“Are you going to introduce yourself and immediately ask after his departed wife?” John teased.
“No,” Charlotte said, smirking at her brother. “I may never know – but I am interested.”
They continued the dance in silence. When it was over, Alice flounced up to them and took John’s arm.
“My turn,” she cried girlishly. Alice loved balls. She was of a quiet temperament unless greatly excited, and then her gentle energy took on a giddiness which was endearing.
John grinned and turned back to the dance floor with Alice on his arm.
“He won’t be able to meet any young women if he only dances with his sisters,” Charlotte heard Mary say as she stepped back to the area against the wall where her parents were waiting.
“He’ll meet a young woman when the time is right,” said Edmund cheerfully.
Charlotte envied John. Since he was to inherit their family’s estate, he could choose whoever he wanted to marry. Charlotte and Alice were under a great deal of pressure to “marry well.”
Since her parents were involved in their own conversation and had not noticed her return, Charlotte decided that it was an opportune moment to step out into the quieter portions of the house. There was a doorway leading out of the ballroom directly to her left, and Charlotte stepped through it.
She took a few paces into the dimly lighted hallway and breathed deeply. The sounds of the ball faded as she continued to walk. The hallway where she found herself was lined with large windows that looked out onto the moonlit garden. A few wall-mounted candles cast a warm glow on portions of the hallway, but for the most part Charlotte was surrounded by a blueish twilight created by the moonlight pouring through the windows.
She continued to walk until the sounds of the ball could hardly be heard. She stopped to admire the paintings she saw hanging on the walls. For the most part, they were family portraits, but there was an occasional landscape or still-life which she found intriguing.
After a time, she forced herself to turn around. It would not do for her mother to begin to fret over her absence – and, Charlotte did not want to admit it, but she was still curious to meet Lord Windermere.
She started back along the hallway, but stopped halfway down it. To her right, a door which she had not paid attention to on her way was ajar. She pushed it open slightly, and saw to her delight that the room was filled with books.
Charlotte stepped into the library, and inhaled the scent of paper. A small fire crackled in the fireplace and two candles flickered on a table on the far end of the room, but for the most part the room was swathed in shadow. She stepped up to the first bookshelf and began to trace the titles of the books with her fingers. Some of the spines were decorated in gold lettering, and they glimmered in the faint light.
Charlotte took out a book here and there and turned a few of its pages – her intention to return to her mother quite forgotten. She was becoming swept up into the story of a one-armed lieutenant, when a strange feeling came over her. She looked up from the book, and listened. She had not heard any sound that she was conscious of, but at all once she had become certain that she was not alone in the room.
She whirled, her eyes scanning the shadows around her.
The clock ticked on the mantle, and the fireplace crackled contentedly.
She was just about to turn back to the bookshelf, when her eyes settled on one of the armchairs placed before the fire. A face was peering around the edge of it, staring at her.
Charlotte gave a cry. The face disappeared for a moment, and then a man stood up from the chair.
“Forgive me,” he said, bowing. “I was not aware there was anyone else in this room. I’m afraid you startled me as much as I startled you.”
Charlotte stared at him, her heart pounding. In the dim light, his face looked foreboding: his dark hair was swept back to reveal dark eyes and a hawk-like nose. His mouth was long and thin, and while his expression was kind, she could see the lines of deep-seated anger drawn across his face.
She curtsied, and stammered, “I’m sorry I startled you.”
“No harm done,” he said, smiling slowly. His eyes flickered over her body in a way that caused her to adopt a posture her mother would have applauded.
There was something about his eyes. They met hers, and did not look away. She stared into his eyes, almost defiantly, refusing to be the one who looked away first.
They stood there with locked eyes for more than a minute. Charlotte felt her heart beating faster, and her body growing warmer. She felt drawn to this man in a way she had not experienced before.
“Are you fond of reading?” he asked at last, still not taking his eyes away from hers.
Charlotte found that she was breathless when she responded, “Yes, very.”
“I am as well,” he said, moving towards her.
She stepped backwards, not sure what she was afraid of. Neither of them broke the eye contact, and in a moment he was standing at her side.
“Have you read Dante’s Inferno?” he asked. He turned towards the bookshelf, breaking the eye contact at last. Charlotte felt herself inhale deeply, feeling a release. He had not lost their game, however: somehow the power was still his, and they both knew it.
“I have,” she confessed. She had smuggled it from the library of a friend of hers. It was not considered proper reading for a young lady.
He turned to look at her, his expression admiring.
“I am surprised,” he said in a soft voice.
“I ought to return to the ballroom,” Charlotte said, knowing well that it was not seemly for her to be alone in a room with a man.
“Allow me to take your book,” the man said.
Charlotte closed it – it had remained open in her hands in her distraction – and handed it to him. His hands found hers unnecessarily as he took it, and his fingertips brushed against the back of her hand. Charlotte felt something ripple through her – a mixture of sensations that she liked, and sensations she did not.
She looked up into his eyes again, seeing that he was gazing down at her face. She felt mesmerized, drawn in, as if there was something deep in this man that was calling to her, seeking to be uncovered.
“I should also return to the ballroom,” the man said. “Would you allow me to accompany you?”
“I would,” said Charlotte, finding that she did not wish to be parted from him.
He offered her his arm and she took it. She could feel a tense energy in him, as if there was a fire raging beneath his calm surface. A volcano, she thought.
They walked back down the hall together. He stopped them once or twice to make comments about the paintings, and looked at Charlotte with the same admiring look with which he looked at the paintings when she responded in kind.
She realized, just before they stepped into the ballroom, that he was entranced by her mind, and the realization made her warm to him.
Somehow she knew – she must have – for when Sir Laurence approached them, crying, “Lord Windermere!” she was not at all surprised.
“I see you have met Miss Steele,” said Sir Laurence. “We were wondering where you both were.”
“We met just now at the edge of the room,” said Lord Windermere.
Charlotte assumed that he lied for her sake, to omit details that would appear improprietous. The casual sincerity with which he told the lie, however, unnerved her. He made it sound absolute truth.
She could see clearly in the brightly lit ballroom that he was indeed as old as her father. There were lines in his forehead and around his eyes – not many around his mouth, she noted, which meant he had not smiled as often as he’d frowned. She found that it made him more interesting to her, however. He had lived a life twice as long as her own, and must have seen many things she had only read about.
At that moment, Charlotte’s mother and father approached them through the crowd. Charlotte was still standing close to Lord Windermere since disengaging herself from his arm, and Mary looked at her with an expression of eager incredulity.
Introductions were made, and Edmund shook Lord Windermere’s hand with enthusiasm.
“How have you been, Lord Windermere?” he asked, his jovial nature appearing more energetic than usual next to Lord Windermere’s hawk-like stillness. “It had been many years since I’ve seen you.”
“I have been drinking the cup of life, tasting of both its joys and its sorrows,” said Lord Windermere.
Edmund blinked, and Charlotte felt again a confusing mixture of emotions. She admired the way Lord Windermere spoke both honestly and poetically in response to a question that was usually answered insincerely, but he spoke it with a cold bluntness that was almost rude. Dismissive.
“Yes, we were so saddened to learn of the loss of your wife,” said Mary. A highly ironic statement, since she was in fact thrilled that he was in a condition to potentially marry her daughter.
Lord Windermere’s face was unreadable. Charlotte thought she saw a shadow pass across his eyes, but he simply bowed and made no other response.
Seeming eager to change the subject, Sir Laurence asked about the health of the Steele family, and the conversation turned towards common topics. Charlotte and Lord Windermere seemed to hover on the outside of the group, listening not to the merry babble of their acquaintances, but to the subtle movements of one another.
A lull in the conversation occurred just as the music of the current dance was slowing to a resolution.
“Miss Steele,” said Lord Windermere, turning towards her. “Will you do me the honor?’
She curtsied, and took his offered hand by way of answer. As she and Lord Windermere passed out of the circle, she caught sight of her mother’s look of delight, which made her both irritated and pleased.
The next dance was a slow and steady one. As it began, she seemed to find her tongue again at long last, and spoke to Lord Windermere as they began to circle one another.
“What brought you to the library?” she asked.
“I detest the company of other people,” he said. “They are loud and unintelligent.”
He said no more than this, but made eyes at her as if to say that she was an exception to this rule.
Since she had not won their game of eye contact, she felt determined to win their game of conversation.
“And books are people who are both silent and intelligent,” she said. “The best company.”
He nearly stumbled in the steps of the dance, almost stopping to stare at her.
“You must have read a great many books in your time,” she continued, enjoying his power being off-balance at last. “What is your favorite?”
“Dante’s Inferno,” he said.
“Why?” she asked, touching her hand to his in the dance and looking up into his face. She was startled by the dark look she saw there. He was staring over her head, seeing things that were not in the room with them.
“Because in it those who have committed crimes are punished for them,” he said.
Charlotte blinked at him. “Very categorically,” she said. She had disliked Dante’s Inferno: it had seemed to her the writings of an arrogant man imagining atrocities upon his enemies. “Each trespass was assigned a level of hell, as I recall. Not something feasible in England, unless our system of justice is greatly altered.”
He glanced at her, but his expression was still dark.
“What punishment would you render to someone who had stolen your horse?” she asked, curious now to see what he would do if she continued to prod him. “If you had full control of justice?”
“Anyone could have my horse freely,” he said. “Or my house or my goods or my family name. There are other things more precious.”
Charlotte could feel the anger crackling inside of him as she touched hands with him again. She almost did not dare speak her next words.
“What things?” she asked. She thought of his wife.
“My sanity,” he said, and the dance ended.




Chapter Three
For the remainder of the evening, Lord Windermere kept close by Charlotte. She felt both frightened by and drawn to him. She danced the majority of her dances with him, but for the rest of them they did not speak.
It was late when Edmund decided that it was time for their family to depart. They began their goodbyes, and Lord Windermere kissed Charlotte’s hand in parting.
“May I call on you, some time when you are at home?” he asked.
She hesitated. Something deep within her cried out to her to refuse him.
“You may,” she said.
He looked into her eyes, and smiled a slow smile. She found herself returning it – and then she was following her family out into the night air, and being helped into their carriage. As soon as the doors of it were shut and it had rattled a stone’s throw away from the Laurence estate, Mary began to clap her hands almost gleefully.
“Did you ever see anything like it?” she cried. “He’s absolutely taken with you, Charlotte. Mark my words, there will be a wedding. Absolutely taken.”
“He did seem to admire you immensely,” Edmund said, beaming at his eldest daughter.
Charlotte could feel John looking at her intently. She glanced at him, and then looked away again quickly – too embarrassed to confess she had not minded the attention. Or, she didn’t think she had. Her feelings seemed to be a writhing tangle of contradictions, and she wanted to get away someplace quiet so she could think.
John chuckled, guessing what her embarrassed silence meant. “Well, well,” he said quietly.
“Is Lord Windermere the tall dark one?” Alice asked. Alice had been dancing nearly all evening with a swarm of eager young men, and had not had much of a chance to observe what was happening with her sister.
Everyone seemed to be waiting for Charlotte to answer the question.
“He is,” she said, finding that her throat seemed to have something stuck in it.
“He’s handsome,” said Alice, and then added with the honesty of youth, “for an older man.”
“What he lacks in youth he more than makes up for in money,” said Mary serenely.
“But do you like him, Charlotte?” Alice asked, turning towards her sister. Charlotte could see her earnest eyes in the faint moonlight.
“I…I don’t know,” Charlotte said. “I don’t dislike him.”
Edmund guffawed. “That’s resounding praise from our Charlotte!”
“I’m sure you will grow to like him,” said Mary in a whisper, squeezing Charlotte’s knee.
Charlotte smiled at her family but felt her stomach twist. The truth was that she both liked Lord Windermere and feared him.
Lord Windermere called on Charlotte the next afternoon.
She had been restless all morning, wandering about the garden with a book in her hand that she never sat down to read for more than two minutes at a time. Part of her hoped that Lord Windermere would change his mind and not call, and part of her was anxious to see him. She was not enamored, she decided. She was curious. She felt a fascination for the man and the mystery surrounding him that demanded answers to her questions.
Just after she, Alice, and her mother had stood up from their afternoon meal – John and her father were out on business – a servant entered the dining room to announce that a Lord Windermere had sent a note: would Charlotte Steele be at home within the next hour?
Mary simply gave Charlotte a look of rapt excitement, and Charlotte left the dining room to write a response to Lord Windermere. She sat down at a desk in the drawing room, took out a piece of paper, and dipped the pen in the ink pot.
Her hand hovered over the paper, shaking slightly. She considered informing him that she would not be at home, and immediately setting out across the countryside to make the statement true. Then she shook herself. Such an action would be cowardly, she told herself.
(Cowardly? Or prudent?)

She pursed her lips and composed a brief note informing him that she would be home all

afternoon.
Once the servant had taken the message, Charlotte found that her restlessness was gone. Now that she had made her decision and she knew that Lord Windermere would be calling within the next hour, she felt perfectly calm – if a little intrigued.
Her mother, however, was not calm. Mary insisted that the servants re-dust the entire house, and put fresh flowers in various rooms. She hounded the gardener into making last-minute alterations on the garden which did nothing to improve its appearance, and then she focused all of her attention on Charlotte.
Feeling that it would be more tiring to argue, Charlotte allowed herself to be changed out of the green dress she had been wearing and into a pale violet one. Then her hair was done.
“If it is too elaborate, he will think that I am trying to win his favor,” protested Charlotte.
“You are trying to win his favor,” said Mary. “Looking your best for a man is the first sign that you desire his attentions.”
Charlotte did not answer, but silently asked her reflection in the mirror if she did desire Lord Windermere’s attentions. Her reflection did not reply.
Exactly an hour later, a carriage pulled up to the Steele residence. Alice scampered to the window and looked out, gave a tiny squeal, and dashed back to her chair where she serenely resumed her needlework. Mary, who was sitting next to Charlotte, patted her daughter’s knee. Charlotte sighed and put down her book, knowing she would not be able to read another sentence as they waited for Lord Windermere to be admitted.
Charlotte could not see the entrance to the house through the window from where she was sitting, so she simply listened. Both Mary and Alice made a pretense of going back to their needlework during the wait, but Charlotte simply sat, listening to the clock tick and the sound of voices coming faintly from the front door.
The door to the sitting room opened, and a servant announced, “Lord Windermere,” with a saucy look at Charlotte. So the gossip had permeated the house, had it?
Lord Windermere entered. Charlotte had been wondering if he would appear less daunting if she saw him amidst the familiar warm hues of her home, but he had the opposite effect. He seemed to take darkness with him.
Darkness, and an almost other-worldly charm, she thought, as he bowed and smiled his slow smile at her.
She and her mother and sister had stood upon his arrival, and they curtsied after he had bowed.
“Welcome to our home, Lord Windermere,” said Mary.
He did not speak, but inclined his head graciously.
There was a terribly awkward silence. Everyone knew that Lord Windermere had come to see Charlotte, and Charlotte knew that she should speak, but she had absolutely no idea what to say. She found herself wishing that John was there.
“I wonder if you might like to talk a walk around the garden with me, Miss Steele?” asked Lord Windermere, looking at her almost impishly as if he guessed her discomfort.
She inclined her head regally. “I would,” she said, feeling both pleased by his rescue and irritated by the slight smirk that was playing across his long lips.
They walked out into the garden together, Charlotte painfully conscious that her mother and Alice would be peeking at them from the windows.
Lord Windermere seemed to be aware that they would be watched as well, for he did not offer Charlotte his arm again as he had in the dark hallway. They walked slowly around the garden for nearly an hour, talking of books that they had both read and their impressions of them.
Charlotte found that she enjoyed speaking to Lord Windermere. He often disagreed with her, but rather than be dismissive of her contrary opinions, he seemed to be quietly delighted by them. He did not respect her as an equal, she decided, but he was intrigued by her mind.
As they talked, winding their way energetically through the pathways of argument, Charlotte became more drawn to him. She felt determined to somehow earn his respect. Their subtle power-play continued during their conversation, and Charlotte felt stimulated by it. Here at last, was a real adventure within her own quiet existence – a chance to take action of some kind. Lord Windermere made her feel as though her words mattered, for the first time in her life. The taste of power went to her head like an intoxicating drink.
That evening, after dinner, Charlotte and her family gathered in the drawing room as was their custom. Alice and Mary sewed and chatted, Charlotte read, and John and Edmund played cards. This evening, Charlotte approached her mother, who had providentially seated herself in a far corner of the room. (Perhaps it was not providentially. Mary was a sly woman, who knew her daughter’s dislike of a conversation that ended up involving the entire family.)
Charlotte sat down on the footstool next to her mother’s chair, her hands clasped. She wondered how to approach the subject of her inquiry gradually. She looked up at her mother, still frowning in concentration, and saw that her mother was smirking at her with a bright twinkle in her eyes. Sometimes Charlotte could see that, despite the fact that her mother seldom understood her, she loved her very much.
Charlotte inhaled and decided to come right out with it.
“What happened to Lord Windermere’s first wife?” she asked.
Mary’s smirk vanished, and she blinked a few times. “It isn’t proper to speak of the dead, Charlotte,” Mary protested.
“Mother,” Charlotte said emphatically, “I feel I need to know.”
Not wanting anything to stand in the way of her daughter being willing to be courted by Lord Windermere, Mary sighed and leaned forward.
“Well, to be perfectly honest, Charlotte dear, I don’t know much about it,” she said, almost in a whisper. “None of us do. We knew that Lord Windermere had a wife, a very beautiful little thing, and then it was all over the countryside that she’d died suddenly, and he was no longer going to parties, or visiting his friends, or anything like that. A great tragedy.”             
Charlotte watched her mother’s face, wishing that she was unable to see that her mother, rather than genuinely pitying Lord Windermere and his late wife, found it all really very interesting.
“That’s all you know?” Charlotte asked after a moment’s pause.
Mary stared into the space above Charlotte’s head for a few moments, concentrating.
“They said she was wearing a white dress when she died,” she said. “But who knows if that is really true or not.”
Charlotte thanked her mother quietly, and stood up to return to her reading. Mary, no longer feeling the call of Providence, also returned to the family circle around the fire.
Charlotte’s mind kept wandering from her book. She glanced up often into the flames. Her imagination kept picturing a beautiful woman in a white dress, lying dead in some unknown, dark place, and Lord Windermere weeping over her body.
He called on her every day for a week. Charlotte’s misgivings were never lulled into slumber – sometimes he would respond to one of her statements with such a dark look in his eyes that she would feel herself go cold. His anger was never directed at her, but he would stare outwards through the trees, seeming to bring a shadow into the brightly lit garden.
His visit to the Blakelys was to end after two weeks time. When the time for his departure approached, he asked for an audience with Edmund.
Charlotte’s heart started pounding when she heard the news. Surely he could not be intending to propose so soon? She felt a tremor pass through her body at the thought of marrying him. She could not say yes – but something in her knew that she would also not say no.
Lord Windermere arrived at the Steele’s residence and went into her father’s study for half an hour. Charlotte was too well-bred to eavesdrop, but she paced around the hallways, wondering what was being said. Alice was too young to have scruples about eavesdropping, and crept quickly past the door of her father’s study on cat feet so as to hear part of the conversation.              
“They are talking about September,” Alice whispered to Charlotte, passing her in the hallway.
Charlotte frowned. Surely her father was not planning a time for a wedding without her consent.
Lord Windermere left her father’s study and went straight for his carriage. By that time, Charlotte was pacing in the garden, and he stopped by her on his way. He seemed buoyant, but said nothing. He simply bowed, and kissed her hand.
Perturbed, Charlotte watched his carriage drive away, and then she fairly raced into the house.
“What did he say?” she asked her father breathlessly, finding him in the hallway. Her entire family crowded around both of them within a matter of seconds, all anxious to hear the answer to Charlotte’s question.              
“He had invited you – and John – to stay at Windermere Hall in September,” said Edmund.
Charlotte could not tell what her father thought of the request. All she could see on his face was his curiosity as to how she felt about the offer.
“Well!” cried Mary, clapping her hands together. “This way you can inspect the house before it’s yours, Charlotte!”
“So he is trying to seduce Charlotte with his house?” asked Alice, smirking and fairly bouncing with interest.
“Alice!” cried Mary. “’Seduce’ is not a proper word for young ladies to say. And hardly applicable under these circumstances.”
Charlotte smiled weakly. Although she trusted that Lord Windermere’s intention was marriage, she did rather feel that he was trying to seduce her. And she also had an uncomfortable feeling that it was working. She longed to see Windermere Hall, and would have agreed to the visit even if she was not drawn to the person of Lord Windermere himself.
“I will go,” she said simply, eager to resolve the conversation so that she could sneak away to a solitary place to think.
“Well, of course,” said Mary. “It would be senseless to refuse him, that might damage the whole venture.”
“And I will go as well, of course,” said John, glancing at his mother with a look of impatience and then looking at Charlotte reassuringly.              
“Well, that’s settled then,” said Charlotte, smiling pleasantly and then turning abruptly to exit the house before her mother could protest.
She walked quickly through the garden and towards the woods that lay near her family’s house. She knew that her sudden departure would read to her mother as disappointment that Lord Windermere had not asked for her hand, but she did not care.
The truth was that she did now know what she felt. There were too many conflicting feelings inside her. Was she disappointed that Lord Windermere had not yet asked for her hand? No, she was not. She felt sure that he intended to do so in the future, and that this request was leading to that other. She felt eager to travel, to visit a new location and stay in a famous old house. And she felt both eager and unsettled at the thought of spending so much time with Lord Windermere.
In a flash, she realized what was at the core of her emotions. Lord Windermere had just made a power play, and won it. She would now be within the walls of his own kingdom, behind his own doors.
She felt herself shudder. She was glad that John was going with her.




Chapter Four
In the weeks that followed, before her visit to Windermere Hall, Charlotte exchanged a few letters with Lord Windermere. Their letters were like their conversations, filled with intellectual gymnastics and cleverly-worded disagreements, and Charlotte found that she was thankful for tangible pieces of his mind. She could hold his words in her hand and scrutinize them. Their written conversations did not have the adrenaline rush of their verbal ones, but Charlotte felt more in control when they communicated this way – as if the power always remained in her hand. He could say whatever he wanted, but she would be able to slowly spin a calculated response.
She would sit up late at night, holding his letters in her hand and reading them beneath a flickering candle flame. She traced her hands over his words, as if she could touch him in that way, decipher his impenetrable mystery. Her attempts at sorcery were, of course, unsuccessful, but by the end of those few weeks she had formed an attachment to Lord Windermere that she could not have if she had continued to see him in person. The distance between them allowed her to feel safe enough to approach him with the tenderer places in her soul.
During the waiting period, Mary had several new dresses made for Charlotte. Charlotte was able to at last have her preferred choice of darker colors, since she told her mother than she thought Lord Windermere would prefer dark shades and that instantly settled the matter.
September arrived at last. The Steele house was a flurry of activity as Charlotte and John’s trunks were packed. They had arranged to stay with Lord Windermere for two weeks, and the day before their departure was spent packing and repacking and fretting about whether or not something would be forgotten. (All the fretting was done by Mary and Edmund, not by Charlotte and John.)
On her last evening at home, Charlotte wandered the garden at dusk, looking up at the warmly lit windows of her house. She was grateful that she knew that this would be waiting for her when she returned. Here was safety, and comfort, and familiarity.
And, a full day’s journey away, lay adventure.
“Windermere Hall,” Charlotte breathed, tasting the words on her tongue.
She was determined to learn Lord Windermere’s secrets. Only then could she decide whether or not she would give him her heart.
She and John were packed into the coach before dawn had fully awoken the sky. They waved to their parents and Alice, standing shrouded in the shadows of the early morning, until they could no longer be seen. Then Charlotte and John leaned back against their seats and looked at one another.
“Now,” John said. “Tell me what you truly think of this man.”
Charlotte smiled. She loved her brother. He raised his eyebrows, his long face wearing one of its gravest expressions.
“I don’t know,” she confessed.
John frowned. “You’ve spent a great deal of time with him,” he said. “Of what are you unsure?”
Charlotte looked out the window of the coach. “I feel drawn to him,” she said slowly, her cheeks flushing. She did not look at John. “But I do not know if I should. There is darkness in him,” she said. She turned at last to look at her brother and saw that he was learning forward, his frown deeper.
“Darkness?” he asked.
“I don’t know how to explain it,” she said. “The way he speaks or looks sometimes. There is a deep anger in him.”
“Has he ever become angry with you?” John asked.
“No,” Charlotte assured him hastily. “If he had, I believe I would then be sure that I should not be drawn to him. His anger is towards someone or something else. I wonder if that is what draws me towards him – my curiosity. I want to understand him, and he reaches to me without letting me close to him.”
John nodded slowly. “He does have a striking charisma,” he said. “I have never known another man with a magnetism like his. I must admit, Charlotte, I find it somewhat unnerving,” he said. “It is not natural for a man to be so universally liked despite having ungracious manners. I cannot believe that his wealth explains his attraction to everyone – you, for example, I am sure, are not tempted by his fortune. Just by his person.”
“He is very sure of himself,” Charlotte said. “I think people are drawn to his power.”
“Are you drawn to his power?” John asked, surprised. “I would not think you would be.”
“I enjoy contesting it,” Charlotte said, smirking slightly.
“Be wary of that, Charlotte,” John said. “If he marries you, he will not let you contest his power. You will be under it.”
Charlotte nodded, feeling her stomach twist. She looked out the window, and watched the sun light up the fields surrounding the road.
They travelled all day, stopping at two inns for meals. It was dark by the time they approached Windermere Hall.
Charlotte felt her heart beating in excitement as the coach began to ascend a hill. They could see nothing in the darkness, but the driver had informed them that they would be able to see Windermere Hall “any minute now.”
She peered out of the window of the coach, scanning the landscape around them. She could vaguely make out the outlines of low hills against the starry sky, but she could make out nothing else. The sound of the sea reached their ears faintly, and the air had the tangy scent of the coast. Then she saw it.
Against the sky, on a hill, glittered a sprinkling of windows. They shone with a light that was warmer than that of the stars, but somehow still appeared cold.
“There it is,” whispered John. She could hear in his voice that he, too, was eager to see such an ancient house.
“I wish we could see it fully,” Charlotte said.
“I think it is better this way,” said John. She could sense, rather than see, his grin. “Appropriately mysterious.”
The coach continued up the hill. Windermere Hall was lost in a bend of the road, and then appeared again, closer, and partially lit by its own light. Charlotte could distinguish turrets of stone and some colors behind the light of the windows, inside the rooms.
They drove up to the front of the Hall, and the coach stopped. Charlotte found that her heart was beating wildly. As if he could hear it, John reached out and put a reassuring hand on her arm.
The door to the coach was opened, and through it Charlotte could see the front door of Windermere Hall opening. In the patch of light, the silhouette of Lord Windermere stood looking down on them.
Charlotte was helped down from the carriage, and she looked up to see Lord Windermere’s features in the light from the doorway. His expression was calm, but his eyes had an eager light to them. As soon as she could see his face, her courage returned. She would not let him see that she was afraid.
He descended the steps to greet them, and Charlotte curtsied.
“Welcome to Windermere Hall,” said Lord Windermere.
At that moment, a scream split the silence. It was coming from inside the house.
“What was that?” John asked sharply.
Lord Windermere’s head slowly turned towards the house behind them.
“One of the maids, no doubt,” said Lord Windermere.
There was a tense silence. John and Charlotte stared at each other, and at Lord Windermere, who was still turned towards the house. He was frowning slightly, but seemed fairly unconcerned.
After a few moments, he turned his head back towards his guests and saw their alarmed faces.
“I will look into it,” he assured them, and smiled more suddenly that Charlotte had ever seen him do.
He finished descending the stairs, bowed to John, and took Charlotte’s hand and kissed it.
“My servants will bring your trunks to your rooms,” he said. “Meanwhile, I will take you on a tour of the inhabited parts of the house.”
“Would it not be better to leave that until the morning?” John protested. It was not polite of him, but he still had the impetuousness of youth.
“Not much of the house is inhabited,” responded Lord Windermere, fixing his eyes on John, his face expressionless.
Charlotte felt an odd thrill. What had made Lord Windermere seem otherworldly in her own garden and the Laurence’s ballroom made him now seem the ruler of some strange kingdom. He seemed to have an aura of stillness hovering around him, making him impenetrable. Charlotte had an impulse to grab his hand, just to see if he would react.
“I confess I am eager to see the house,” Charlotte said, glancing at John to assure him that her statement was sincere. “I am sure we could see much of it by the time our trunks are taken upstairs.”
John nodded. Charlotte could see that he was afraid. His adolescent manhood was fiercely protective without the benefit of experience and self-trust. She knew he was unsure of how to behave, unsure of how to handle his misgivings, and it rattled him deeply.
“Come inside, then,” said Lord Windermere. “There are refreshments in the library.”
He offered Charlotte his arm, and she took it, feeling as though she would rather not. The stone building towering over them gave her a feeling of awe – it made her heart beat faster both in anticipation and fear. Lord Windermere made her feel the same way – she did not want to be so close to his slowly-beating heart as she faced the insides of Windermere Hall.
But she took his arm, and seemed to sense his blood rushing rapidly through his veins underneath his calm exterior. They ascended the steps, and stepped inside the Hall.
It seemed colder inside. An effect of the stone, no doubt, Charlotte thought. John had been right to describe it as a “veritable castle.” The walls were of plain stone, hung with tapestries and mirrors. The mirrors reflected the three of them as they stood in the entryway, giving a visual effect of many people standing in the hall.
“Only the north wing of the Hall is inhabited,” said Lord Windermere, leading them down the hallway. Charlotte noted that the hallway was lit with torches rather than candles.
“Torches?” she asked.
“They are a tradition of Windermere Hall,” said Lord Windermere. “A tradition centuries old. They are always lit, from dusk until the sun is fully risen.”
“Do you produce your torches here at the hall, or purchase them?” Charlotte asked, looking at one of the writhing orbs of fire.
“We have a stock of torches in the cellars of the Hall,” said Lord Windermere. “We will not run out of them for at least another hundred years.”
He looked at her as he spoke, his eyes flickering over her features almost hungrily. She felt herself grow warm, as if the connection between their bodies was spreading beyond their arms. For the first time since her arrival, she realized that it was within her power to attempt to make the house surrounding her her own. She glanced around at the hallway and found herself recoiling. How could she ever feel at home in a place like this? She looked back at Lord Windermere and saw him smiling slightly as if he guessed her thoughts.
“Perhaps it will look less dreary in the light,” she said in a tone that was both defiant and flirtatious. After the words had left her lips, she regretted speaking. Now she had acknowledged what he had seen: that she was considering living there. She kept a coy expression on her face, however, determined not to lose their battle of power.
John’s words flew into her mind: “you will be under his power if you marry him.” At that moment, the servants who were bringing the trunks inside shut the front doors with a bang. Instantly Charlotte felt trapped. She glanced at John, and saw that he was looking at her with an expression on his face that matched her own feelings. She repressed a shudder, and turned to Lord Windermere with a smile.
He returned it, with an odd glint in his eyes that Charlotte found unsettling.
“Shall we explore the north wing?” he said.
Both Charlotte and John nodded – Charlotte appearing (and indeed, feeling, despite her misgivings) eager, and John appearing openly mistrustful, like an animal unwilling to enter an enclosed area.
They passed into the north wing of the Hall, Charlotte wondering what lay beyond the other doors. Three empty wings of damp stone and antique furniture. There would be faces of the dead hung up on the wall as portraits. Windows that were covered by shutters, refusing the light.
The north wing of the Hall was furnished in a more modern way than the entryway. Here the walls had been plastered and covered in wallpaper. It did not feel as cold. Charlotte could feel that she was inside a regular mansion in any part of England – but only if she imagined it. There was something about the regular walls covering the stone ones that felt like a lie. As if the house was pretending to be something that it was not.
Lord Windermere led them through various rooms, all beautifully furnished. Charlotte and John remarked politely upon the décor, which was in a fine – if somewhat outdated – taste.
“My mother furnished this part of the house,” said Lord Windermere. His tone, when he spoke of his mother, was more tender than Charlotte had ever heard it before. “She asked to make the north wing look more comfortable. She did not like the stone.”
He glanced at Charlotte, as if wondering how she felt about the stone. Knowing this, she looked at the walls, cocked her head slightly to one side, and then looked back at him with a slow, mysterious smile.
She did like the stone. But she was not going to tell him so.
They paused in the library for refreshments. This was Charlotte’s favorite room so far – lined from floor to ceiling with books of various shades and thicknesses. She considered marrying the man simply for his library.
Lord Windermere gave each of them a mug of some hot liquid. He did not specify what was in it, but it tasted of spices and made Charlotte feel warm and relaxed. There were also pastries on small plates – it was similar to a tea spread, but appeared more archaic.
After they had finished their refreshments, Lord Windermere led them upstairs. The staircase was made of a dark wood, ornately carved, and was narrow for such a regal house. Charlotte guessed that that was due to its age. It clung closely to the wall, turning one corner before reaching the landing that overlooked the whole room as a sort of balcony.
“Servants will be upstairs shortly to attend to you,” said Lord Windermere.
“And you will be going downstairs, to learn more about that scream?” prompted John.
Lord Windermere turned around and looked at him curiously. “Of course,” he said.
They continued onwards into the hallway that held their bedrooms. Charlotte and John had adjoining rooms, which she was grateful for. She said goodnight to both John and Lord Windermere in the hallway and shut her room door behind her.
Finally alone, she took a deep breath. The walls of her room were also plastered and covered in a wallpaper of deep green, and her trunk was sitting next to the fireplace, which had a comfortable fire crackling in it. Two windows on either side of the large, curtained bed looked out into the dark night.
She could feel her heart rate slowing. She listened to the sound of Lord Windermere’s footsteps fading away as he returned towards the staircase. She reminded herself that John was close by.
She began to walk around the room, looking at the etchings that hung in frames on the walls, and the curious little clock resting on the mantlepiece. She liked this room.
She walked over to one of the windows and looked out. She could not distinguish any features of the landscape, but she had a sense of expansive fields – and she could make out the moonlight glittering on the sea. She loved this house.
It frightened her, but she loved it. She felt as if she had stepped inside one of her novels. She wanted to take a candle and explore every inch of it after Lord Windermere and his servants had gone to sleep.
There was a knock on her door. Assuming it was the maid, Charlotte said, “Come in.”
John opened the door, looking grave. He stepped inside the room and shut the door behind him.
“I don’t like this,” he said, walking to one of the chairs placed before the fire and sitting down in it.
“It will be fine, John,” said Charlotte reassuringly. “I’m sure it was just one of the maids who screamed. She likely saw a mouse or some such thing. I’m sure a place this old cannot be kept free of pests.”
“I have more concerns than that,” said John. “Him, for example. The man’s eyes unnerve me. I hadn’t noticed it when he visited you, but here in his own element it is clear to me that he is hiding a great deal.”
“I believe that’s just his nature,” said Charlotte. “He is reserved about his feelings.”
“Not his feelings about you,” said John. “Those are clearly in his eyes. And that is the other thing I don’t like: you are flirting with him.”
Charlotte’s jaw dropped open. “John!” she protested.
“You are,” he said.
“I do not deny it,” she said hotly, “I am protesting you acting as though I should not flirt with him. That is my choice to make.”
“But have you really thought about what it is that you’re doing?” John said.
Charlotte merely gave him a look.
He swallowed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But I have never seen you act coy before, and I feel as though this man is changing you.”
Charlotte’s irritation subsided. “He is not changing me,” she said. “This experience is an adventure for me. I am experimenting with my actions. I will probably be changed before the end of it,” she admitted, “but for the better, I hope.”
John looked at her gravely for a moment, and then smiled his sudden bright smile.
“I see it is still you beneath those fluttering eyelashes,” he said. “Well, be careful Charlotte.” He stood. “Good night.”
“Good night, John,” she said. She stood and hugged him, something she had rarely done since they were children. He returned her embrace and parted from her with a gentle smile.
“If you are frightened, come get me,” he said.
She grinned. “If you are frightened, you may come get me. I will not be frightened.”
“Ooooo,” John said, imitating a ghost, and ducked out of the room before Charlotte could throw a pillow at him.
A few minutes later, there was a soft knock at the door and a voice said, “It’s the maid, if you please, Miss.”
“Come in,” Charlotte said.
The maid was a small girl, with wispy brown hair and a shyly eager expression. Charlotte guessed she did not get a chance to meet many women besides the ones who worked at the Hall with her. She curtsied.
“What is your name?” Charlotte asked, smiling at her.
“Alice, Miss,” said the girl.
Charlotte felt her heart ache suddenly, missing her sister. How foolish! she told herself – she had seen Alice that morning.
“That is my sister’s name,” she said. “It is a lovely name.”
Alice brightened.
Once Charlotte’s belongings had been put away inside the old wardrobe that loomed next to the fireplace and Charlotte was ready for bed, Alice said goodnight and tiptoed back into the hallway. As the door shut behind her, Charlotte felt a wash of loneliness. The Hall suddenly seemed so vast and empty.
“John is a door away,” she reminded herself. She remembered his ghost noise and smiled. She would fear no terror of the night.
Only one candle was left alight, and she carried it to her bedside and crawled between the covers of the large bed. The sheets felt unnaturally cold, as if they had not been slept in for years.
“Perhaps they haven’t,” she whispered, reprimanding herself for being spooked. “They are being slept in now.”
She thought of Lord Windermere, somewhere else in that vast house. Did he sleep on this same floor? Was he, too, only a door away?
She had an impulse to lock her door.
“Don’t be foolish,” she told herself.
She leaned towards her candle and blew it out. Then she lay back against the pillow and looked up at the canopy above her. She could hear the fire in the fireplace crackling faintly. Outside, night wind whistled through chinks of stone.
After a few moments, she pulled the covers off and slid her bare feet out onto the wooden floorboards. By the faint light coming from the fireplace, she tiptoed over to her door. There was a small metal bolt which she had noticed earlier. She turned it, locking herself inside.
Then she crawled back under the cold bedclothes and fell asleep.




Chapter Five
Morning dawned pale and grey. Charlotte awoke to the sound of birds fluttering about on the sills of her windows. Pigeons. They cooed mournfully, but Charlotte found them to be omens of good fortune: they heralded the light of a new day.
She lay in bed for a while, knowing that it was still very early. She let her mind trace over the events of the day before. She analyzed Lord Windermere. Had he truly been so dark and unsettling, or had she and John both been tired and unnerved by the long journey and the darkness of the strange old house? They were both very young, she admitted to herself, and naturally given to fancy.
She found herself eager to see Lord Windermere that morning, to walk about his gardens and engage in another one of their stimulating conversations. She crawled out of bed and tiptoed across the cold floor. She went to the clock on the mantlepiece, only to find that it was stopped – something she had not noticed the night before.
She walked back over to the window. She knew there was no hurry – Alice would be arriving to help her dress at whatever time she was expected to awaken – but she liked certainty.
When she reached the window, however, Lord Windermere left her mind. She gasped. Spread out before her was an endless tapestry of greens and blues: the rolling hills and forests surrounding Windermere Hall, and the palest blue of the morning sky, and the grey-blue of the sea.
Begging a quiet apology of the pigeons, Charlotte unlatched the two sides of the window and pushed them open. A rush of tangy air, flavored with the cold of dawn, rushed at her. She inhaled deeply, closing her eyes and letting the wind brush against her face.
She stood there for almost half an hour. Finally she heard – faintly – the quiet knock of Alice on the door to her room.
“I’m coming,” she said, closing the window and hurrying across the room, throwing on a dressing gown over her nightdress as she did so. She unlocked the door, and opened it.
To her shock, Lord Windermere was standing there.
“Lord Windermere!” she gasped, unable to conceal her surprise. She felt herself turn crimson: thank goodness she had taken the time to put on her dressing gown -- she had considered going without it on the assumption that it was Alice at the door.
“Good morning,” said Lord Windermere, his eyes flickering over her body. He seemed pleased by how flustered she was. “You look beautiful,” he whispered.
She went rigid. He had never told her she was beautiful before, and to tell her so now, in such a suggestive manner, was indecent.
“I will see you at breakfast,” she said coldly, and shut the door in his face.
He knocked again, and she bolted the door.
She stood against it, trying to breathe slowly so he could not hear it. How dare he. How dare he.
She waited, listening for the sound of his footsteps walking away. It was a full minute before he did so.
Once he was gone, her heartrate slowed and she considered the situation with less wrath. She herself had awoken eager to see him, perhaps he had been innocently eager to see her as well. And perhaps he had assumed that she was already dressed.
Or he had wanted to see her in her thin nightgown, she thought to herself with an inward snarl. Her heart beat faster again, both in irritation and in something else. Warmth spread through her. And after all, was that so terrible? a small voice within her wondered. She was here because he intended to marry her – and she had made it clear she was considering it. If they were to marry, he would see her –
“But we are not engaged,” she hissed to herself, sitting down by her extinguished fire and pushing away the images that flocked into her mind. “He had no right to knock at this hour without warning me that it was he.”
Another soft knock sounded at the door. Charlotte whipped her head around in a sudden fury, and then realized that it might actually be Alice this time.
“Who is it?” she called.
“Alice, Miss,” came the unmistakable tones of the young girl.
Charlotte went back to the door and unlocked it, allowing Alice inside. She smiled at the maid and kept up a casual conversation with her – she did not want to appear flustered and incite any gossip amongst the servants. Alice would never guess what had happened with Lord Windermere minutes before, but Charlotte did not want the servants to think that she was frightened or fragile.
When she was dressed, Alice left her, and Charlotte stepped out into the hallway. She had no intention of telling John what had happened – she felt sure that he would have punched Lord Windermere by now if he knew – but she wanted to see him. She knocked on the door to his room.
He opened it, and grinned at her. “Scared of the ghosts?”
“Certainly not,” she said. “In need of breakfast. Are you ready to come downstairs?”
“Certainly,” he replied saucily in kind.
He shut the door to his room and he and Charlotte made their way toward the staircase. She found herself wildly eager to explore the house. She considered skipping breakfast to be able to do so without Lord Windermere knowing – she was sure that he would be hovering over her for the remainder of the day, and any tours she wanted to take she would have to take under his supervision.
But her stomach grumbled, reminding her how foolish that was. She was sure to be seen by a servant at least, if not Lord Windermere himself. She wanted to explore the other wings of the house, alone and at her own leisure, but she wondered if she would be allowed to.
She and John both remembered the hallways of the north wing clearly, and found their way easily to the breakfast room. Lord Windermere was there when they arrived, standing at the window with his hands clasped behind his back, looking out.
Upon their arrival, he turned. His eyes met Charlotte’s with a look she had never seen before: distress. He appeared worried that she would shun him after their earlier encounter – almost cowering. For a moment she wondered if it was an act, an attempt to manipulate her, but she brushed the thought aside.
She would not forgive him instantly, however. She returned his gaze with a haughty, cold look, and merely inclined her head when he bowed in her direction.
“Good morning,” John said, who thankfully had been too busy looking about the dining room to notice Charlotte’s attitude.
“Good morning,” said Lord Windermere, again in full possession of his regal aura.
Charlotte looked at him curiously. Even when he had looked at her with tender uncertainty, he had seemed to be wrapped in shadow, somehow. She had been too preoccupied to think about it when he was at her door, but her wonderings of the early morning – was he truly so dark and unsettling, or had it been her anxiety-induced imagination? – were answered. There was indeed something uncanny about him that both repelled her and drew her towards him like a magnet.
They sat down to breakfast and began to eat. Charlotte found that she was even more hungry than she’d thought; no doubt exhausted by the long journey and the strangeness of her adventures.
“Did you discover the cause of the scream last night?” John asked, as soon as he had sat down.
“I did not,” said Lord Windermere. “None of the women were willing to confess to it.”
Charlotte felt her stomach twist.
“Then who screamed?” she asked.
“Oh, I have no doubt it was one of the servants,” said Lord Windermere. “She was probably embarrassed at causing a disturbance and did not wish to confess to it.”
Charlotte frowned. It had been a loud scream, a very loud scream. It was possible that if some maid screamed so loudly over something insignificant such as a mouse that she would be embarrassed to confess it. But --
“There will be guests at dinner tonight,” said Lord Windermere, serenely, as if he was not changing the subject. “A few of the gentlemen who live near to Windermere Hall have been invited. And my brother shall be in attendance as well,” he added, his tone as unusually disgusted as it had been tender when he spoke of his mother.
“You have a brother?” Charlotte asked in surprise.
“A younger brother,” said Lord Windermere. “He does not live here, but will be visiting here for a few days. He lives in London.”
Charlotte and John both watched Lord Windermere, waiting for him to say more about his brother, but he did not. They glanced at each other. Here was more mystery, Charlotte thought. Or was it part of the same one? What had caused Lord Windermere’s bitterness?
Feeling that another change of subject was needed, Charlotte turned towards what was most on her own mind.
“I would like to see more of the Hall today,” she said. “Would I be able to explore the other wings?” She did not ask him to show them to her, in the hopes that he would be busy with something and allow her to explore them on her own.
“No,” Lord Windermere said, not unkindly but firmly. “You are not to leave the north wing or the grounds. You must not go in the other wings.”
Charlotte looked at him intently, almost defiantly. If she was to find answers, she might as well start by asking questions. “Why?” she asked.
“The past lives there,” he replied, avoiding her gaze.
For the first time, she felt as though she had won a power exchange between the two of them. Lord Windermere would not look at her. Instead of feeling triumphant, however, she felt disturbed. He had looked almost afraid when he said the words.
Sensing that it was useless to protest, she asked him how old the gardens were. He informed her that they had been last landscaped during the time of his grandfather, and then launched into stories of the history of the house. She and John listened with rapt attention. He was a good storyteller. He threw himself into his stories with the same energy that he pursued intellectual arguments: precise and alert.
At the back of Charlotte’s mind, however, was a gnawing certainty: she must see the rest of the house. If the past lived in the other wings, then perhaps she would be able to uncover some of the mystery surrounding Lord Windermere by going there.




Chapter Six
Lord Windermere took Charlotte and John around the gardens after breakfast. It was a clear, fine morning, and Charlotte reveled in the crisp morning air. She took Lord Windermere’s arm again, but found she did not mind it, as she had expected she would. He was a warm anchor in the chilly air, and she had a sensation that she was in fact the one with the power if she took his arm. He would think it was his, since she would be risking their potential marriage to refuse, but she wanted to lull him into a false sense of security. She would appear obedient and submissive, and find a way to explore the wings of the house behind his back.
She was also eager to meet Lord Windermere’s brother, and the other guests. She felt sure that she would learn something from listening to the conversations that would take place that evening, and perhaps she would be able to ask questions that sounded innocent enough but yielded her important answers.
The gardens were beautiful: a tasteful arrangement of shrubbery and trees that led down to the forest that grew behind Windermere Hall. They wandered mostly in silence, which was broken occasionally by Lord Windermere naming a rarer plant or explaining the purpose behind a certain pattern of the landscaping. John walked slightly behind Charlotte and Lord Windermere, eyeing Lord Windermere’s arm resting underneath his sister’s mistrustfully.                           
Charlotte admired the gardens openly, allowing Lord Windermere to see her genuine enthusiasm. She was not as drawn to them as she was to the house, but they still had a touch of antiquity about them which she found alluring.
After their exploration of the grounds, Lord Windermere said that he had work to attend to, and invited them to spend their afternoon in the library. Both John and Charlotte were fond of reading, and accepted eagerly.
Once alone the library, John and Charlotte sat next to one another on a sofa by the window and held a conference in low voices.
“I will confess to you that I desire to know more about him than he has been willing to disclose,” said Charlotte. “For example, his bitterness towards his brother is unexplained. I wish to know more about the death of his wife –”
“What is his reason for forbidding the woman who may become mistress of his house from viewing the whole of it?” said John.
“Yes,” said Charlotte. “I will not accept him until these things are explained. And perhaps not even then,” she said hastily, seeing the look of protest flicker across John’s face. “I am still attempting to decipher him.”
“What can I do to help?” John asked.
“Tonight,” Charlotte said, “do what you can to learn about Lord Windermere’s past from the guests. Do not ask anything too obvious of course,” she said, although she knew she did not truly need to warn him of this, “but you will be able to get away with more than I. I do not want Lord Windermere to know that I am trying to uncover his history, so any questions I ask must be subtle indeed, lest he overhear me or is told by one of his friends of my inquiries.”
“I will,” said John. “Although it will sound more suspicious coming from me than from you – you have a natural curiosity about the man that I do not.”             
“I trust you to think of clever, unsuspicious questions,” said Charlotte, grinning at him.
John smiled back at her faintly, but said, “Charlotte, I don’t like this. I wish you would just decide not to marry this man.”
A voice within her cried out that John was right.
“I have nearly done so,” she said. “I just wish to have all necessary knowledge before making a decision. Perhaps he is just coping with his grief in ways that appear to us unnerving.”
John gave her a look, and she swatted his arm.
The truth was that she knew she should not marry Lord Windermere – not unless she were to choose fortune and a house instead of a man for his own sake. But, in addition to her interest in the Hall, she was still drawn to him in a way that she wished she was not.
They were served a light luncheon in the library, and spent the remainder of their afternoon reading. Charlotte’s mind kept flickering from her book to the problem that lay before her: how to decipher the mystery without giving herself away as a detective. Part of her was inclined to trust her mind in the adrenaline of the moment, and speak whatever subtle questions or conversation-sparking statements conveniently presented themselves, but another part of her wanted to have a few options in her pocket, in case she was unable to invent anything on the spot. She finally decided on, “I have been told the late Mrs. Windermere was very beautiful,” “Have you been acquainted with Lord Windermere for very long?” and “My favorite part of Windermere Hall is the gardens.” They might not yield any fruit, certainly, but she could try them on various guests without appearing suspicious. If she was fortunate, she would encounter a gregarious gentleman who was inclined to gossip.
Within another hour, Lord Windermere returned to the library. He came over to Charlotte’s chair, and she stood and curtsied.
“Please, sit down,” he said, and remained standing over her shoulder, asking her about the book she was reading.
Wishing she had been able to concentrate on it better, Charlotte discussed it with him as well as she could, still appreciating the quickness of their conversation. She forgot to fear Lord Windermere or mistrust him, she simply enjoyed him – and found his regal bearing and energetic dark eyes…attractive?
A motion distracted her. She saw John standing up from his chair, giving her a dark look. She flamed up in anger in response to it. John had no right to become irritated over her flirting with Lord Windermere, if indeed flirting it was.
A small voice inside her reminded her that he was just being protective, and he was young and very afraid. And another voice in her cried out, as he opened the door to the library, “Wait! Don’t leave me alone with him!”
She continued to keep up an energetic conversation, however, not betraying her inward thoughts through her manners. Lord Windermere led her to various books that he recommended she read, keeping a respectful distance from her.
When the clock chimed five times, Charlotte excused herself, explaining that she was tired and wished to rest before dressing for dinner. Lord Windermere bowed, and said that he would remain in the library.
She slipped out of the door, and took a deep breath. Finally alone in the house, she paused often on her way back to her room, or took a few paces down unexplored hallways to catch a glimpse of what was at the end of them. She did not want to do anything she would not be able to easily explain if she was seen by one of the servants – she did not want to appear as though she was snooping. (Which, of course, she was.)
As she passed by a mirror, she was startled to see how pale her reflection was. She stared at herself for a moment, her skin appearing nearly white in contrast to her dark hair. Then she realized that the mirror, which was very old and speckled with dark flecks, had a greenish tint to it, which had concealed the red hues in her skin, causing her to look so pale.
Shaking her head at her own jumpiness, she continued on her way.
As she put a foot on the staircase, a thought struck her.
She could go into the other wings during the night.
She gripped the stair railing. It would be frightening, certainly, but if she could make her way through the north wing in the darkness, with an unlit candle, then she would be able to light one by the torches in the entryway, and make her way through the other wings of the house. There was a risk of running into whatever servant kept the torches in the entryway lit, but it was a risk she was willing to take.
All on one night? she wondered, her blood rushing as she continued to ascend the stairs. No, three different nights, she decided. It would not do to deprive herself of that much sleep and do an unthorough search of the Hall. If the other wings were as large as the north wing, it would take her many hours of the night to look through one of them.
Should she tell John? She reached the top of the landing and glanced at his room, where she assumed he was.
No, she would not tell him. He would worry, or forbid her, and she felt sure that two people were more likely to be caught that one – if they had to duck out of sight suddenly, the number of available hiding places would be cut in half.
And something in her simply wanted to be alone as she searched. Charlotte felt most focused in solitude, and she wanted to be able to make all her own decisions as she wandered.
And, if she was being perfectly honest with herself, she wanted the adventure of it. It would not be the same task if John came with her. This was something she wanted to face alone.
Her mind made up, she continued down the hall to her room.




Chapter Seven
Lord Windermere’s guests arrived as the sun was setting. Charlotte and John, dressed in evening clothes, stood next to Lord Windermere on the steps of the Hall to greet them.
Charlotte was wearing a dark purple gown, nearly black, with a strand of purple beads strung through her dark hair. Lord Windermere had stared at her in open admiration when she had arrived downstairs, and part of her wondered if he had asked her and John to stand by him at the entrance so that he could show her off to his guests as his potential new wife. She would appear more his standing next to him in front of his house than she would standing on her own somewhere inside the house.
The first three guests to arrive were the gentlemen who lived near Windermere Hall. Charlotte was disappointed to see that there were no women accompanying them. One was a middle-aged bachelor -- Sir Whitnall – and the other two gentlemen – Mr. Stone and Lord Pembrook – were elderly, and Charlotte guessed that their wives had already passed on, or were not feeling up to travelling.
Sir Whitnall was a corpulent little man, with a balding head of ginger hair, and a bright smile. Charlotte liked him at once. He made her think of a pony – he walked boldly on his short legs as if he was in the habit of having to walk twice as fast as taller people in order to keep up with them, but he did not mind in the slightest.
Mr. Stone had silver hair and a long face. It soon became clear that he was somewhat deaf, which made him irritable. He was tall – or had been – he now walked with a cane, which he sometimes used to hit the ground for emphasis.
Lord Pembrook was still spry despite his white hair, and also somewhat on the corpulent side. He stood very tall, with his chin elevated slightly, as if he was merely tolerating the existence of all other members of mankind – it was clear he did not approve of them. (Charlotte, however, he approved of. Womankind was quite another matter.)
Last to arrive was Lord Windermere’s brother, and with him came another gentleman. Charlotte guessed that the other gentleman was a surprise to Lord Windermere, since he stiffened when the man stepped from the carriage. She felt sure of it when she saw Lord Windermere’s brother look upwards with a languid look that could only be described as saucy.
She knew he was Lord Windermere’s brother because of a similarity in the shapes of their noses, and the color of their hair and eyes. There the resemblance ended. Lord Windermere’s brother appeared younger, but mostly in attitude. He had the sluggish, disinterested energy of a fop. His face was pasty, his chin was weak, and his body thin: he was to Lord Windermere as a reed is to a rock.
The other man was a contrast to both of them. He was blond, and he had the physical form of a man who greatly enjoyed hunting and physical exercise. He clearly had a great deal of energy: he looked up at the Hall with a quick eagerness, and bowed to Lord Windermere and his guests with a precision of motion that was almost dance-like. Although he was not smiling, there seemed to be joy living underneath his skin. His lips looked as if they might split open into a grin at any moment.
“Thank you so much for extending your invitation to me, Lord Windermere,” said the man. “Edgar has told me so much about the Hall. It exceeds all expectation.”
“I did not invite you,” said Lord Windermere bluntly, eyeing the man with a hostility that could not be explained by the actions of his brother. “Edgar is fond of doing what he knows I will not like.” Lord Windermere spoke the last three words with an added crispness, staring at his brother as he did so.
The man, not embarrassed, glanced between the two Windermere brothers.
“Then I apologize for my presence,” he said. “Shall I seek shelter in a nearby inn?”
“That will not be necessary,” said Lord Windermere. “As long as you are already here, you may stay as long as my brother does.”
The man inclined his head. “I am grateful.”
“You have not told us your friend’s name,” said Lord Windermere to Edgar, a clearly-irritated expression on his face.
“Oh, didn’t I?” said Edgar with mock innocence. “Mr. William Stirling.”
Charlotte watched the conversation play out before her with great interest. She liked William Stirling: she felt as if he were the hero of a novel that she was watching come to life. She also felt sure that Edgar had chosen him on purpose to irritate Lord Windermere: Edgar and William had made no signs of being close friends, and William had a merry, unconcerned energy which was in stark contrast to Lord Windermere’s cold and regal demeanor. She felt as though she were watching a conversation between the sun and the moon, or between fire and ice.
Introductions all formally made, they went inside. The dining room table was elaborately set, with silver candlesticks and silver-edged dishes. Flowers had been brought in from the surrounding fields, and with the added energies of five new people, the Hall no longer felt so formidable, or lonely. Charlotte realized that she felt safe for the first time in twenty-four hours.
An extra place had to be set for Mr. Stirling, and an unwitting servant placed him on Charlotte’s right. That meant that Charlotte was seated directly between Mr. Stirling and Lord Windermere.
Charlotte stayed mainly out of the conversation, keeping herself occupied by listening. She would not be asking any of her planned questions until later, when she could speak to some of the older gentlemen without being overheard by Lord Windermere. And, now that she had met him, Charlotte felt sure that Edgar was someone who she should attempt to converse with. He would be eager to share anything remotely unpleasant about Lord Windermere, she had no doubt.
“Are you fond of walking, Miss Steele?” asked William Stirling, during a lull in the conversation that Sir Whitnall had kept rapidly spinning since they had all sat down.
Charlotte blinked, taken aback at being addressed unexpectedly. The eyes of every man at the table turned towards her: John’s protective eyes, Edgar Windermere’s languid eyes, Mr. Stone’s cold eyes, Sir Whitnall’s encouraging eyes, Lord Pembrook’s admiring eyes, Lord Windermere’s dark eyes, and William Stirling’s bright eyes, which appeared to Charlotte to be very kind.
“I am,” she said. “I often walk.”
“It’s the most standard way to get from here to there,” joked Sir Whitnall with a guffaw, and then the conversation was back to hunting and politics and horse racing. Every now and again, however, William would glance at Charlotte as if to silently ask her what she thought. She felt sure that if had been proper, he would have winked at her.
Once the dinner had concluded, the guests went into the drawing room. Charlotte felt the lack of any other women keenly, although she soon saw that it was to her advantage. Every one of the older men seemed to desire to flirt with her – whether he was conscious of the impulse or no – and she was easily able to converse with each of them.
The first gentlemen she spoke with was Sir Whitnall. He swooped her up as soon as they all entered the drawing room, asking her to practice her walking skills with him and take a turn with him about the room. She laughed pleasantly, and agreed.
She let him begin their conversation, and talk for most of it, wondering if perhaps he would feed her any useful information without her even needing to ask.
“I am not much of a traveler myself,” he said, as they paused alongside a beautiful globe that was on display on a small side table. “Have you travelled much, Miss Steele?”
“Not a great deal,” she said. “Windermere Hall is the most exciting place I have ever been to,” she added, hoping it would lure him into some discussion of the Hall and its history.
“Ah, never been to London then?” he cried, and proceeded to tell her all about that great city, despite her assuring him that she had, in fact, been to London.
Her conversation with Mr. Stone was short, since he spoke all his words loudly and expected her to ask all her questions in the same vein.
“I am having a charming time,” she said, when he asked her how long she had been staying at the Hall. “It is a beautiful old house. I am particularly fond of the gardens.”
“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t rain,” he barked.
“I am happy to be inside the house as well,” she said. “The library is quite extensive.”
“You’re pretty and you read, eh?” said Mr. Stone. “Oh, dangerous, dangerous.” He clucked. “You’re darker than the last one.”
“I beg your pardon?” Charlotte asked.
Across the room, she saw Lord Windermere’s head turn in their direction.
“The last one was beautiful too, but not like you are. You’re dark, and she was all pink and gold. Had a merry laugh. Head as light as a bubble.”
Charlotte wanted to ask, “Lord Windermere’s late wife?” but she did not dare, not with Lord Windermere watching them. And it did not matter. She felt sure that that was who Mr. Stone was referring to. “I only look so dark because of my dress, I’m sure,” she said coyly, as if she’d been offended by the statement. “I have been told that I look well in dark colors.”
Lord Windermere’s head turned away from them, back to his conversation.
“You do, you do. See that you don’t get caught in the rain,” he said, patting her hand, and went off to speak in a far more irritable manner to someone else.
She spoke with Lord Pembrook next. She took advantage of his eagerness to flirt with her and his ability to hear normally, and spoke to him in hushed tones.
“Of course, it’s simply the most beautiful house I’ve ever been in,” Charlotte gushed. Despite her low tones, John was near enough to hear her acting the part of the coquette and she saw him smirking. She did not want to overdo it, however. Lord Windermere knew her well enough to know that that was not how she normally behaved; she must not flirt to the extent that he noticed.
“My, my, have you never been to London?” Lord Pembroke asked.
Charlotte laughed airily and made a frustrated face behind her fan.
“Oh, I have,” she continued, “but it’s not the same as Windermere Hall. Why, I feel as though I’m living in a castle. The amount of history a house this old must have.”
“A castle is a fitting setting for a princess such as yourself,” said Lord Pembrook. “Have you been staying here long?”
Charlotte blinked rapidly to conceal her irritation.
“Only a day, really,” she said. “If I lived closer, I would want to visit all the time.”
Lord Pembrook smiled, as if realizing that she was too simple to know that Lord Windermere intended to marry her. Charlotte decided to use his low opinion of her intelligence to her advantage and ask simple questions.
“How often do you visit Windermere Hall, Lord Pembrook?” she asked.
“Oh, I haven’t been here in years,” said Lord Pembrook, almost as if surprised that she could ask such a question. “Not since --”
“Not since what?” she prompted, after allowing for the briefest of pauses.
“Well, not since….not for many years,” said Lord Pembrook.
But Charlotte had learned, essentially, that Lord Windermere had not had guests at Windermere Hall since the time of his wife’s death. She could also attempt to ascertain the year that that occurred.
“Really, how long?” she asked playfully. “Do tell.”
“Trying to guess how old I am?” teased Lord Pembrook. “Now, now, not for you to know. You’re young enough for the both of us.”
Charlotte attempted to not feel absolutely revolted and failed miserably. Sure now that talking to Lord Pembrook any further would be both maddening and unfruitful, she excused herself after another few minutes, claiming she needed to visit her room briefly but would return.
“I’ll be in my room for a few minutes,” she said to Lord Windermere, passing by him on her way to the door. In her own low voice she whispered, “You should not have invited so many wolves.”
He smiled at her sympathetically, and she stepped out into the hallway.
She did not intend to go to her room, however. She stood in the hallway for the count of a full minute, and then slowly made her way towards the library, which was located at the far end of the hall. She stood outside it, looking up at a painting hanging there as if she had never seen it before.
Exactly as she had expected, the door to the drawing room opened, and Edgar Windermere came out. He sauntered nonchalantly in her direction.
“Mind if I smoke?” he asked, pulling a pipe from his pocket.
“I do indeed,” she said, genuinely horrified that he would suggest such a thing in her presence, and eager to appear coldly aloof – as if him coming out to speak to her was not exactly what she had hoped would happen.
Smiling as if he’d only been teasing, Edgar put the pipe back into his pocket.
“Why do you not live at the Hall?” Charlotte asked stiffly.
“Already asking personal questions,” said Edgar. “Really, Miss Steele, I thought you were here to marry my brother, not me.”
“I’m not here to marry anyone as yet,” she said fiercely, her own indignation taking over her play-acting.
Edgar smirked. “Well, to answer your question, it’s because my brother bloody hates my guts.”
Charlotte had never heard a gentleman swear in front of a lady before. She became aware that Edgar smelled strongly of alcohol – but not, if she wasn’t mistaken, the brandy that the men had been sipping in the drawing room. It was something else, a smell that she recognized as alcohol but was not familiar with.
So he was drunk. That was very fortunate for her, as long as he kept his hands off her.
“What did you do to deserve that honor?” she asked, moving towards the library. She did not want to be seen with him in the hallway if she could help it.
“Oh, I don’t know,” said Edgar, following her like an unstable puppy. “Being younger. Being irresponsible. Flirting with his wife.”
She turned on him. “A habit you will be able to break in the future, I have no doubt.”
He grinned. “Well, you won’t let me flirt with you if you marry him, will you? She would.” His eyes got a glossy appearance. He looked around the library, as if seeing things that were no longer there.
“Caroline,” he said, with a drunken longing that was almost pitiful. “Most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. No offense,” he added, glancing at Charlotte. “But you’re like a dark night, and she was like a sunrise.”
So he had been in love with Lord Windermere’s wife. No wonder Lord Windermere hated him.
“And she enjoyed herself,” continued Edgar, beginning to circle about Charlotte as if imitating a dance. “She liked to be admired. All those old men in there, they used to admire her. She welcomed it. My brother always seemed to turn a blind eye. He thought she had eyes for only him.”
He laughed, and hiccupped, and pulled a silver flask from inside his coat pocket and took a swig of it.
“What happened to her?” Charlotte asked, almost in a whisper.
“She died,” said Edgar, shrugging, as if it didn’t really matter. “I woke up one day to a letter from my brother saying that she was dead. I came back for the funeral. He wouldn’t let me see her,” he added, his manner shifting dramatically in a moment and his voice suddenly full of tears. “He kept the coffin closed.”
Edgar stood, tears running down his cheeks.
“So you don’t know how she died?” she asked.
“No,” Edgar said. “Nobody knows. My brother wouldn’t talk about it. He’s refused to talk to most people for years. ‘Shut himself away from society,’” he said in mocking tones.
“I will leave you to your flask,” she said, feeling now more pity for him than revulsion. He raised his flask to her, and then flumped down onto a sofa.
She stepped into the hallway, and hurried towards the direction of her room. She guessed it was only a matter of time before Lord Windermere noticed the absence of his brother and came to make sure that he was leaving his potential bride-to-be alone. She wanted to be approaching from the opposite direction if he did so.
She walked all the way to the staircase, and then turned around and headed back towards the drawing room. She had just stepped inside the room when she saw Lord Windermere approaching the door. He stopped when he saw her, and his eyes took on a softer look.
“Ah, you’ve returned,” he said, inclining his head towards her.
“Did you fear for my safety?” she joked, pretending to be oblivious to Edgar’s disappearance.
“No, not yours,” said Lord Windermere.
She looked at him curiously, a sense of foreboding gnawing at her stomach.
“Sir Whitnall is about to play for us on the pianoforte,” said Lord Windermere, so gravely that it took her a moment to realize that he was joking. “I fear we may all be bored to death.”




Chapter Eight
Charlotte and John caught a moment together as Lord Windermere was saying goodbye to the three guests who were not to stay at the Hall.
“Did you discover anything?” Charlotte whispered to John.
“Not much,” he said. “I learned some about the Hall itself – it was built in 1602 and has always belonged to the Windermeres. One of the Windermeres was rumored to be insane, and his brother inherited the Hall instead of him. That was a hundred years ago, however, so I don’t know if the story is true or not.”
“Which guest told it to you?” Charlotte asked.
“Sir Whitnall,” he replied, and Charlotte had to agree that Sir Whitnall seemed to be the type who would innocently pass on a legend as fact.
“Did you discover anything?” he asked.
“Only a little,” she said. “Lord Windermere’s wife was named Caroline –”
But at that moment, Lord Windermere left his front door and began walking towards them. She stopped her sentence abruptly and smiled demurely at him.
She did not have another opportunity to speak to John that night. They returned briefly to the drawing room before Edgar announced loudly that he was going to bed, and the rest of them followed suit, murmuring quiet “goodnights” in the hallway.
Edgar and William’s rooms were off the same hallway as Charlotte’s and John’s, which increased Charlotte’s risk of being seen or heard as she made her way downstairs. After Alice had left her for the night, Charlotte waited at her door, listening. She kept her ear close to the keyhole until she had not heard a sound for over half an hour.
She had changed out of her nightdress after Alice had left, and into one of her darkest dresses – a green that would have passed for black in strong shadows. Clutching an extinguished candle in her hand, she stepped out into the hallway. She was barefoot, certain that she would be able to move more quietly that way.
She paused, her body alert and ready to run back into her room, and listened in the hallway. She could hear the sound of someone snoring faintly. Edgar, she guessed – or perhaps William Stirling. She found herself repressing a giggle at the thought of William Stirling snoring. Confident that everyone around her was asleep, she shut the door to her room.
She realized, as she began to creep down the nearly pitch-black hallway, that the presence of the other guests made her feel safer. The house no longer felt so vast and uninhabited. Surely it was not Edgar’s presence that made her feel that way – he was more of a clear danger than anything she had yet encountered in the house. It was Mr. Stirling, she admitted to herself, as if she should not let herself do so. She found that she still sensed him as a source of light and warmth, as if she could have opened the door to his room and seen him glowing slightly in his sleep.
He was kind and confident, she told herself, as she descended the staircase. And a reliable man. John, while filled with passion and as much loyalty as anyone could ask for, was still plagued with the uncertainty of adolescence.
Nervous lest some servants were still wandering about the Hall, she slowed down as she reached the end of the staircase and listened. No sound, except the wind whistling outside and the barely audible ticking of a clock somewhere down the hall.
She continued forward on cat feet, hardly able to see in the darkness. She placed one of her hands on the wall and guided herself forward by touch. She made a wrong turn near the library and realized it nearly a full minute later, and had to turn around.
At last she made it to the entrance hall. There the torches still flickered, and Charlotte lit her candle by them. There was no sign of a servant, and the torches appeared to be fresh, so she was unlikely to be disturbed.
She could see her own reflection in the many mirrors surrounding her. She looked pale, and there were circles under her eyes. The sight of her many reflections moving as she did was unnerving.
She walked to the end of the entryway, in which were doorways leading into the other wings of the Hall. She paused slightly before each entrance.
“The past lives there,” Lord Windermere had said. Whose past? His?
She found herself smelling the entrances. If one of the wings had been lived in more recently, perhaps it would smell less of decay?
She found that her theory was correct. One of the wings – the east wing – did not have the same aroma of mildew that the other two did. Holding her candle aloft, she stepped through the doorway.
She realized almost immediately that she should have brought shoes with her. Next time she would carry them along with her. The dust was so thick under her feet that she left footprints. That of course could not be helped, and she hoped that no one would venture into the east wing before more dust had covered her tracks, but the sensation of who knew how many years of dust being pressed under her bare flesh was not pleasant.
The initial hallway she walked through was of stone, as the front entranceway was, but when she had walked farther into the east wing, the walls were lined with plaster and wallpaper as they were in the north wing of the Hall.
“Curious,” Charlotte whispered, staring about her at the hallway she had walked into.
Although everything was still covered in a thin film of dust, none of the furniture in the hallway had been covered. She had expected white sheets to be swathing everything around her. And while she was thankful to not have so many ghostly-shaped unknowns surrounding her, she felt a cold thrill at the sight of a place that appeared to have been suddenly abandoned.
Her candle held aloft, she walked cautiously forward. It was uncannily quiet – she could no longer hear the wind outside the Hall, and all the clocks in this part of the house had stopped. The only sound that she could hear beside her own breathing was a faint rustling, and she wondered if it was rats or mice moving through the rooms around her.
“Perhaps it’s just a draft,” she told herself, watching her candle flame to see if it flickered. She was not usually afraid of rodents, but the thought of something running over her bare feet in the dark –
She squared her shoulders and kept walking. “I will bring shoes next time,” she muttered aloud, but the sound of her own voice echoing slightly in the stillness around her made her shudder.
She passed from room to room, her curiosity soon causing her to forget her fear. The east wing of the Hall had clearly been lived in recently – some of the furniture could not have been more than ten years old, its style of a recent design. Feeling her eagerness for discovery growing, Charlotte began to open drawers and cupboards. They still had objects lying inside them.
She found the drawing room. A shawl was lying draped over the couch. She took a few more steps into the room and gasped.
Over the mantlepiece hung a portrait. Charlotte walked quickly across the room and held her candle aloft to gaze at it.
It was of the most beautiful woman she had ever seen. Her painted features were delicate – almost doll-like – but her expression was one of power. Golden hair that seemed to glint in the light from her candle framed the painted face, and bright blue eyes gazed at Charlotte, threatening to blink. The red mouth was just about to expand into laughter. She was wearing a white dress.
Somehow, Charlotte knew that this was Lord Windermere’s first wife. She stayed staring up at the painting, her candle held high until her arm ached, feeling that it could somehow divulge secrets to her.
Fighting a sensation that the painted eyes would follow her as soon as she looked away, Charlotte glanced down at the base of the frame, and saw a metal label fixed there: Caroline.
Charlotte looked back up at the painting. The eyes had not moved.
“Hello,” Charlotte whispered.
At last she tore herself away, triumphant with the knowledge that she was learning a great deal on her first venture. This was where Lord Windermere had lived with his wife. And he had closed it up suddenly upon her death.
She reached a staircase, similar to the one in the north wing, and looked up it. Her heart almost failed her as she stared up into the darkness.
“The past lives there,” she heard Lord Windermere say, and she felt keenly the gloomy contrast between the upper floor where her brother and the other guests were still sleeping and this long-neglected emptiness –
But it did not feel empty. There seemed to be a presence of memories all around her. She felt as if if she walked up that staircase, she would find ghosts: those who used to sleep in the rooms that lay shrouded in darkness above her.
She took a deep breath and began to ascend the staircase, her skin prickling as if the darkness had begun to touch her. Spiders skuttled away from her as she walked, the steps draped in their webs.
She reached the landing and looked down the hallway. Every door in the hall was shut.
She crept forward, no longer noticing the dust under her feet because of the sensation of thick carpet padding her footsteps. It would have felt pleasant if not for the stale odor of decay all around her, reminding her that she was the first person to step there in years.
She turned the handle of the first door to her left, and pushed the door open. It creaked. Before her lay a bedroom, arranged and decorated similarly to her own. She stepped into the room, feeling for the first time as if she were intruding somewhere where she should not be.
The windows of the room were not shuttered, as all the windows in the lower level of the east wing had been. The curtains had not been closed, and moonlight flooded the carpet. Charlotte turned around and saw her footprints, like marks on a shore of grey dust. 
Something in her knew that this had been Caroline’s room. The dressing table was ornate, and expensive combs and toiletries were still placed across the top of it, as if they had been used that morning – before Sleeping Beauty’s curse caused a layer of dust and cobwebs to descend on the castle.
She stepped up to the wardrobe and gingerly pulled it open. Inside, only a few dresses hung. White, pink, and yellow. The colors of dawn. They shimmered in the light from Charlotte’s candle, as if eager to finally be seen again.
She stood for a while in the center of the room, looking around and wondering what kind of a person Caroline had been. She must have died in that bed. Its curtains were of a pale pink and white brocade, but it looked grey and pale from the distance Charlotte was from it.
Feeling her heart ache for this woman who she did not even know, Charlotte left the room and shut the door respectfully behind her.
She paused with her hand on the door handle, conscious of an odd – almost prickling – sensation that she was not alone. Apprehensively, she turned towards the depth of the dark hallway.
Standing in the darkness at the end of the hall, was a woman in a white dress, with golden hair hanging loose around her shoulders.
Charlotte did not scream. She felt as if the wind had been knocked out of her. She could not move, she was frozen, staring at the apparition of Lord Windermere’s dead wife.
The face. Charlotte could hardly see it through the darkness, but it was the same face as the one that had stared at her from the painting downstairs.
For three full heartbeats, Charlotte stared at the ghost. Then it opened its mouth and screamed – a long, wailing cry of protest, and Charlotte fled.
She had just enough sense in the midst of her terror to shield her candle flame from the draft of her motion as she ran. Her hand was burned as it jerked too close to the flame, but she hardly felt it. To be left alone in the darkness, unable to find her way back to the entrance hall, was unthinkable.
She ran back through the hallways she had passed through, sometimes only able to find her way by the sight of her footprints marking the dust. Occasionally she glanced behind her, half expecting to see the ghost suspended in air, flying after her in pursuit.
At last she reached the entrance hall. The lights from the many torches seemed almost blinding after her eyes had spent so long in the darkness. Dropping her candle on the stone floor, Charlotte ran up to one of the stone walls and fairly fell to the ground against it, sitting with her arms around her knees, staring at the entrance to the east wing and breathing heavily.
Somehow she felt as though the ghost would not follow her here, to the light. Slowly, her breathing slowed, and she leaned back more against the comforting solidness of the stone wall. The faint crackling sound of the torches was soothing, reminiscent of hearth fires, with connotations of warmth and safety.
Taking a shuddering breath, Charlotte stood up again. She wanted to return to her own room, to feel the comforting presence of John – and yes, of Mr. Stirling. The thought of him soothed her fear in the same way the light and sound of the torches did.
She stopped halfway towards where her candle lay when she realized that she would have to walk through the halls of the north wing in darkness. For a moment she froze, almost shaking in fear at the prospect. Surely everyone had now gone to sleep, surely she could walk back to her room with a lit candle –
She would not risk it. She did not know what she was going to do, what her knowledge would leads her towards in the morning, but she knew that Lord Windermere must not know what she had done. Or what she had seen.
Steeling herself, she picked up her candle and walked towards the entrance to the north wing. She stopped before entering to look behind her, and make sure she had not left dirty footprints across the floor of the entrance hall. She had not – and her eyes flickered over the entrance to the east wing, checking once more that the ghost of Caroline Windermere was not hovering amongst the shadows.
Charlotte stepped into the north wing and moved as quickly though its halls as she could, comforted despite its darkness by the lived-in smell of the rooms and the feeling of clean floors under her feet.
At last she made it to the staircase that led upstairs. She hurried up it, glancing behind her one last time. She told herself that it was to make sure that there were no servants still moving about the Hall, but she knew very well that a servant would have been carrying a light.
She reached the door to her room, stepped inside, and locked it behind her. Finding that she was shaking slightly now that her body was no longer steeled in courage, she took her candle over to where a fire was still flickering faintly in the fireplace. She lit it, and by it lit every other candle that was in her room.
She stood still for a moment, breathing – drinking in the wholesome smell of the fire and reminding herself that John was now only one wall away from her. She was thankful that he had not been with her – she knew that she would have felt less safe somehow if he had also seen the ghost. Knowing that he was asleep nearby, unafraid, make her feel as though the ghost had not reached her there.
When she had undressed, she stoked her fire and blew out the candles. Then she crawled under her covers, so weary that she had no doubt that she would soon fall asleep.
As she slipped from consciousness, she began to dream that the ghost of Lord Windermere’s wife was wailing outside her door, but she was not afraid – John and William Stirling were standing on either side of her bed, like two good angels.
“I don’t want to see the ghost,” dream John said.
“I have seen it,” dream William said, “but I am still not afraid.”




Chapter Nine
Charlotte awoke to light falling across her face from the window next to her bed. For a moment she felt simply warm and comfortable, and then the events of the night before rushed back at her.
She sat straight up, her heart pounding, feeling slightly sick. She ran her hand across her forehead, remembering the sight of Caroline Windermere’s ghost standing at the end of the dark hallway – a shock of white in the swirling fear in her mind.
Wondering if it had all somehow been a dream, she pulled the covers back and drew one of her feet towards her. There were the traces of dirt and dust, the soles of her feet almost grey with filth.
Feeling that she must wash them at once, Charlotte went to her wash basin, covered a towel in water, and then sat down before her extinguished fire and scrubbed at her feet. She would have to hide the filthy towel from Alice, at least for now, or the girl would ask questions. Charlotte walked back to her bed to inspect her sheets – they had faint streaks of filth on them, but they were not particularly noticeable.
Charlotte hit the dirty towel on top of her wardrobe, and then got back into bed to wait for Alice.
After a breakfast during which Charlotte’s mind was allowed its needed wandering by Edgar talking almost incessantly about subjects that no one else had any interest in, William asked if they might venture into the gardens and the woods.
“I have no objection,” said Lord Windermere. “You may do as you like.”
“I would also like to walk in the garden again, and view the forest,” said Charlotte. She had not been able to speak privately with John that morning, and she guessed that she would have a better opportunity to do so if the entire party was out and about.
Lord Windermere did not look pleased, but he inclined his head towards Charlotte. “Of course, Miss Steele,” he said, “whatever you wish.”
She smiled coyly at him, and he smiled at her in return.
She found that she now associated him with the dark, decrepit east wing of the house. She felt as though part of him still lived there, his grief roaming about the rooms that he would not return to, his mind lost in the dark hallways. Perhaps she could draw him out of it.
His words, “the past lives there” passed through her mind again.
Did he know? Had he also seen the ghost?
“Miss Steele?”
Charlotte realized that she had been staring at her teacup, oblivious to the conversation around her.
She looked up to see William Stirling’s kind eyes blinking at her from across the table.
“I beg your pardon,” she said, smiling politely. “My mind was elsewhere.”
“I asked if you had ever been to the woods at Havendom,” William repeated. “John tells me that you live close by there.”
“Once,” Charlotte said, glad to recall the pleasant memory. “To an extent. We picnicked there once, and some of us ventured a ways into the woods. John has been able to go there more often than I.”
This led the conversation almost immediately into hunting, and Charlotte’s mind was able to wander again at will.
Another hour later and the entire party was stepping from the Hall into the gardens. Lord Windermere did not give the same tour of the grounds that he had given to John and Charlotte. At first he walked close by Charlotte, with John trailing like a protective puppy behind, and Edgar and William bringing up the rear.
After a while, however, Edgar slipped away from the group and returned to the Hall. William moved forward and started up an amiable conversation with John, which caused Lord Windermere to turn around and see that his brother was missing.
“Where did Edgar go off to?” he asked William, almost sharply.
“I believe he returned back inside the hall,” said William, not intimidated and holding a steady eye contact with Lord Windermere.
Lord Windermere’s thin mouth seemed to become thinner.
“Please excuse me,” he said. “John, I give you lead of this party. Don’t venture into the woods until I’ve returned.”
He walked away from them, his back stiff and his pace hurried.
The three of them watched him until he was back inside the Hall.
“Well,” William said, turning to John and Charlotte with a bright grin. “I wonder what it is he doesn’t want his brother doing.”
John looked at William with one eyebrow raised, as if he wasn’t quite sure what to make of him. “He’s your friend, I think you might know that better than us.”
“Oh, I met Edgar a week ago,” said William. “Now that I know what I know of this place and its owner, I believe he invited me here on purpose to irritate his brother. I get the distinct impression that Lord Windermere would prefer it if I was not here.”
Charlotte cocked her head slightly to the side as she listened to him. His perception of Lord Windermere and his brother on such a short acquaintance was impressive. To be sure, she had made the same guesswork of the situation, but she was unusually good at that sort of thing.
William saw her scrutinizing him, and smiled. “Do you have theories, Miss Steele, as to why Lord Windermere might not want me here?”
Charlotte blinked at him. “He is a man of many secrets,” she said at last.
A dilemma lay before her. She had a perfect opportunity to tell John what had happened the night before without a chance of Lord Windermere overhearing, but she could not abandon Mr. Stirling to his own devices without appearing rude.
William watched her as she thought, her frown deepening.
“Is something troubling you, Miss Steele?” he asked, his voice soft.
She looked up and met his eyes. They were kind and steady, and she felt again an impression of warmth. She decided to follow her instinct that she could trust him.
“There is something that I must tell John,” she said, “urgently. Mr. Stirling, I have decided to take you into my confidence. I must swear you both to utmost secrecy concerning what I am about to tell you.”
John looked at her with slightly wide eyes, his expression concerned. William nodded his head, his reaction quick but grave.
“You have my word,” he said.
Charlotte inhaled, finding that her breath shuddered as she recalled the events of the night before.
“Let us walk away from the house,” she said. “I do not wish us to appear to be in conference, in case we are watched from the Hall.”
She began to walk towards the farther parts of the gardens, and John and William followed her, their expressions a mixture of concern and interest.
“I feel that I must know Lord Windermere better before potentially accepting a marriage proposal from him,” said Charlotte, deciding to waste no time on ceremony. “He is deeply embittered by something that occurred in his past, and I guess that it is connected to the death of his wife. Since I do not feel at liberty to ask him about his past, I decided to see if I could find answers in the other parts of the house.”
John stared at her. “You went into the other wings of the house? Alone? In the middle of the night?”
Charlotte found herself grinning. “I did,” she said.
“What if you had been seen by one of the servants?” John protested. “Why did you not ask me to come with you?”
“I walked through the north wing in the dark, and lit my candle by the torches in the front entryway,” said Charlotte, choosing to ignore the second question in the interests of time – she did not know how long she had until Lord Windermere returned from the house. “I only went into the east wing of the house.”
“That must have taken a great deal of courage,” said William, looking at Charlotte as if he was seeing her for the first time.
Charlotte’s heart warmed, pleased, but she merely inclined her head briefly at William and continued.
“It was clear that the east wing had been lived in recently, not more than ten years ago. Some of the furniture was modern.
“What was odd,” Charlotte continued, her heart beginning to beat faster as she neared the climax of her story, “was that none of the furniture was covered, and objects were lying about as if that part of the house had been abandoned suddenly.”
John and William seemed to be holding their breath. Charlotte felt almost as though the air around them grew colder.
“I found a portrait of Lord Windermere’s first wife, Caroline,” Charlotte said, her voice growing unsteady. “Then I went upstairs and opened one of the first doors in the hallway. I believe it had been her bedroom. I found no important information there, but I began to have an odd sense that I was not alone.” Charlotte inhaled, and paused. “I beg you to believe that I had not taken leave of my senses. When I stepped back outside the room, I saw Caroline Windermere.”
John inhaled sharply, and William stammered, “You saw –”
“I saw her ghost,” Charlotte said. “I saw a pale woman standing in a white dress as the end of the hall. Her features were the same as those of Caroline Windermere.”
John, too young to feel the freedom to curse, merely uttered a grunt of shock. William said nothing, but frowned at the ground as they walked with a great intensity.
Charlotte found herself walking more quickly in agitation. She knew that John would believe that she had truly seen what she claimed to – she was not given to fits of nerves – but she wondered if Mr. Stirling thought that she had been dreaming on her feet, or imagining things.
“I expect you are going to tell me that this occurrence could be explained by the way the mind can react to stress,” Charlotte began, addressing William, but he held up his hand politely to stop her.
“Not at all, Miss Steele,” he said. “I was thinking that the three of us should return to the east wing tonight, to learn what more we can about this ghost.”
Charlotte’s jaw dropped. Amidst her shock and fright at the prospect of returning to that dark place, a consciousness that she liked William Stirling a great deal almost made her smile. Instead of treating her as a frail woman who must be sheltered, he asked her without hesitation to put her courage into use again.
“What can we do against a ghost?” John asked, his fear making his voice climb slightly.
“Talk to it, possibly,” said William. “I don’t know much about ghosts, but I don’t think I would fear one much with two such sturdy people as you, John and Charlotte Steele, beside me. We can all three of us have candles, that should shed a proper amount of light onto the situation.”
Charlotte wondered for a moment if William had made a play on words intentionally, but in the next instant John was saying, “I am game if you are, Mr. Stirling, but Charlotte, are you able to return to that place so soon after your experience last night?”
William looked at her as if he knew what her answer would be, and was just waiting patiently for it before continuing to discuss their plans.
“I will go,” she said. “I don’t believe I will be too afraid if both of you are beside me.”
“Excellent,” William said. “How long should we wait after everyone else has gone to bed to venture forth?”
“I waited until I had not heard anyone stir for a long time,” said Charlotte. “But we will have no way of communicating to one another once we are inside our rooms.”
“Let us say midnight, then,” said William. “Let us make our meeting place John’s bedroom so that we do not startle one another in the darkness of the hallway.” He smiled as if it was all great fun.
“I shall open my door at midnight,” said John gravely, and only Charlotte knew that he too was being jovial about the situation.
Charlotte felt as if a great weight had been lifted from her chest.
“Thank you,” she said to both of them, but mostly to William. She did not think that they would be able to learn anything by attempting to find the ghost again that night, but being given a chance to face her fears in a way that she could handle was precious to her.
“Our host approaches,” said John, glancing at the Hall.
Charlotte turned to see Lord Windermere walking towards them, with Edgar following close behind, as if Lord Windermere had an invisible hand on his ear.
“With his brother in tow,” said William.
“What do you know of Edgar Windermere?” Charlotte asked William, thinking of the way Edgar had behaved the night before.
“Not enough,” said William. “I’m not sure which came first, Edgar’s debauchery or his brother’s deep disapproval of him.”
“I’m not sure what caused Edgar’s debauchery,” said Charlotte, watching the two brothers as they approached and thinking of Edgar’s love for Caroline, “but I feel sure the disapproval came first.”
There was a brief moment of uncomfortable silence when the Windermeres returned to the party.
“Where were you, Edgar?” asked William, sounding pleasantly casual.
“I decided to go back inside to the library,” said Edgar, almost whining. “I don’t see why all this fuss should be made about it. You’d think my brother was afraid I’d steal some of the family fortune. Can’t even spare me a pair of silver spoons, eh, Arthur?”
Charlotte looked at Lord Windermere. She had never heard his first name before. His dark eyes looked coldly at his brother, and she sensed again a tempest of emotions beneath his powerfully still exterior.
“Are you fond of reading, Mr. Windermere?” she asked, taking the arm that Lord Windermere offered to her as they began to walk towards the forest. She could feel again the rushing of Lord Windermere’s blood under her arm.
“No, not really,” said Edgar. “But it’s terribly bright out here.”
Lord Windermere inhaled slowly though expanded nostrils, and William steered the conversation towards literature.
After a short time, they reached the edge of the forest. Pine trees towered over them, blowing slightly in the wind. The path that led into the woods was dappled with golden light and stretches of deep shadow. They started down it, and Charlotte inhaled deeply of the pungent odor of the pines. The woods seemed both asleep and intensely awake, poised to spring if caught off guard.
“There is a hunter’s cabin up that hill,” said Edgar, pointing through the trees to a hill beyond the one on which Windermere Hall was placed. “We could stay there for an evening and hunt. Rough it, what?”
“It has not been tended to for many years,” said Lord Windermere. “No doubt it is fallen into disrepair.”
“Ah, yes, because you don’t really hunt,” said Edgar, “with all these miles of land surrounding you. Nor do you invite people to come hunt on your land –”
Charlotte wondered if Edgar was again drunk, that he would so break the rules of propriety by openly provoking his brother in front of the other guests.
“That’s enough,” said Lord Windermere, his voice as sudden and commanding as a thunder clap.
Edgar stopped talking, licked his lips, and slunk around to where William was walking, to make plans with him to hunt in the woods while they were there.
Charlotte walked with Lord Windermere in silence, feeling his presence next to her like a power that was near her but not yet over her. She noted that he seemed to belong in these woods in the same way that he belonged in the Hall; their solemn wildness matched his.
She realized with a jolt that the odd sense of foreboding that had never left her since she arrived at Windermere Hall was this: she was surrounded by Lord Windermere. He seemed to be a part of his house, and his grounds, and she could not escape the feeling that wherever she went, he would be able to find her.




Chapter Ten
After an evening of conversation and some musical performances by John, Charlotte, and William, the guests and master of Windermere Hall retired to their rooms.
Charlotte changed out of her nightdress and into a dark purple gown as soon as Alice had left her room. She told herself that she should sit, or even lie down, to conserve her strength, but she spent most of her time waiting for the stroke of midnight pacing in front of her fire, which she stoked often out of restlessness.
She was not conscious of any strong feelings of fear -- what she felt for the most part was impatience. Her clock had been wound and ticked sympathetically along with her anticipation. She listened often for sounds in the hallway, wishing she had a means of peering into it without opening her own door.
Once, a door opened and shut. Charlotte hurried to her door to listen better, wondering if it was John or William coming with a message for her. She heard footsteps move away down the hall, and something about their unsteady rhythm made her guess that the person she was hearing was Edgar.
It was still an hour to midnight when she heard the footsteps return. A door opened and shut again, and this time she was close by her door when she heard it, and it seemed to be coming from the direction of Edgar’s room.
“What was he doing?” she wondered, her mouth forming the words. Feeling suddenly tired, she lay down in front of her door and stared up at the ceiling. “Probably seeking liquor somewhere downstairs,” she concluded, and realized how much tension she’d been holding when it went away.
At last midnight arrived. Charlotte carefully opened the door to her room and stepped out into the hallway. She wore shoes this time, with no attempt to carry them and put them on later – since she did not trust John and William to walk as silently as she could, there was no point in attempting perfect stealth through the north wing. She carried an unlit candle in her hand.
John’s door was ajar, and Charlotte hurried inside to find William already there, pacing before the fire.
John shut the door quickly and quietly as soon as she was inside. He looked solemn, but not frightened. Charlotte felt a surge of pride in him.
“I have two extra candles in my pocket,” said William, and Charlotte could see that there was another held in his hand. “I expect we are all agreed that we should pass through the north wing in darkness, as Charlotte was brave enough to do last evening.”
Charlotte and John nodded.
“When we get to the east wing,” said William, “I propose we venture immediately to where Charlotte saw the ghost and learn what we can.”
Warmth seemed to have gone out of the room. William did not voice their other purpose aloud, to speak to the ghost if they could.
John nodded, his face paler.
“Shall we go?” said Charlotte, her voice steady but her heart hammering wildly.
“Yes,” said William.
They stepped out of John’s room, and he shut the door behind them, plunging them into darkness. They stepped down the staircase, making far more creaks than Charlotte had the night before. They passed through the downstairs of the north wing in single file, with Charlotte leading since she knew the way. She held John’s hand to lead him, but also found it comforting to have someone to hold on to.
They reached the entryway with its flickering torches. Charlotte looked at the many reflections of the three of them in the mirrors as they lit their candles: William with his dark coat and his blond hair, his expression alert but otherwise unreadable; John, thinner in his frame and quicker in his movements, his face pale; and herself, her face and neck like ivory in contrast to her dark hair and dress, her expression almost defiant.
Fear left her as she looked at the three of them. The multiplied reflections made her feel as though she was part of an army, a sensation that did not leave her when she turned away from the reflections and they began to walk into the east wing. She trusted both of these men, and she trusted herself. If anything was able to be done, they would be able to do it.
Their candles held aloft, they walked along the same path that Charlotte had taken the day before. With the added light and company, the east wing appeared far less daunting.
“I want to show you the portrait of Caroline before we go upstairs,” Charlotte said softly, her voice seeming to be swallowed up by the darkness.
“I think that is wise,” said William.
They reached the drawing room, and Charlotte led them inside. Caroline’s portrait gazed at them from above the fireplace, her expression serene and almost amused, as if to tell them that she’d known they were coming.
They were halfway across the room when John gave a cry.
“Stop!” he said, his arm held out.
“What is it?’ Charlotte asked, her fear returning suddenly and with a vengeance.
“Look,” John said, pointing to the ground in front of the fireplace.
There, next to the set of footprints that Charlotte’s bare feet had tracked in the dust the night before, another set of footprints lay. They could not have been made by Charlotte, for they led straight into the wall.
“What on earth?” Charlotte whispered, a thrill tingling up her spine.
William walked forward and bent to look at the footprints. “I don’t know any ghosts who would leave these,” he said. “And they’re too large to be yours from last night, Miss Steele.”
“Not to mention the fact that they lead into the wall,” said John.
“Yes, there is also that,” said William, not without a touch of humor.
Charlotte moved closer to the other set of footprints. “There are two sets made by whoever this was,” she said, “one leading up to the wall and one leading away from it,” she said. “Perhaps someone merely walked right up to –” and then she stopped speaking. One of the footprints was only a heel print, pressed directly up to the edge of the molding. It looked exactly as if someone had walked through the wall.
She crouched down next to it, holding her candle to it. There could be no mistake – if someone had merely put a heel down and then pulled their foot back, the print of the heel would not have been as full as this.
“I don’t understand,” whispered Charlotte. “How could someone walk through a wall?”
“And a stone wall at that,” said William. He did not seem disturbed, as Charlotte and John were. He seemed interested, almost excited.
“It’s impossible,” said John. “What kind of a ghost leaves footprints?”
“And if it was a ghost,” said Charlotte, standing up and feeling the blood rush to her head, “it was not the ghost of Caroline Windermere, these prints are much too large for that.”
There was a pause. Charlotte saw William looking at both her and her brother as if waiting for something. At last he spoke.
“I expect you’ve both heard of secret passages,” he said. “In books, at least?”
Charlotte’s eyes widened. She had read of tunnels leading from one building to another, but never a door concealed in the stone wall of a house.
“You’re saying that there is a door here?” she said. “Concealed in the wall?”
“It seems almost impossible, I know,” he said. “I can see no handles or anything of the like, but believing that either a ghost left footprints or a solid man walked through this stone seems to me to be even more unlikely.”
“But who would be walking through here in the dead of night? And to what purpose?” asked John.
“He may not have come in at night,” said Charlotte, thinking of Edgar and his mysterious return inside the Hall that morning. “No one was here while I was here last night. As least –” she shuddered “ – I never saw anyone.”
Everyone was quiet for a moment, staring at the footprints.
“It seems we are in need of more answers than we were before,” said William. “Should we venture upstairs?”
“We should follow the footprints,” said John. “They lead somewhere and back again to this wall. We must find out where that is.”
They followed the footprints to the door of the drawing room. There were two sets of them, one leading away and one leading back. Sometimes they stepped over each other and other times they were distinct from each other. Charlotte thought she could detect an instability in the pattern of the stride which made her think again of Edgar. Had he been here just before? Had the footsteps that she had heard earlier than night continued on their way into this part of the house? These prints seemed fresher than the ones that she had made last night, which were already faded by a thin layer of fresh dust.
At the door to the drawing room, the footsteps became tangled with their own. Out in the hallway, they turned to the left and continued on, towards where the staircase lay. Sometimes they became tangled with the footprints that Charlotte had left the night before, but were usually distinct.
“I’m surprised we didn’t notice these earlier,” said John, as they followed the footprints cautiously down the hallway. “I expect there were no footprints besides Charlotte’s on our path to the drawing room, but they would have been visible at the doorway as we entered.”
“We might not have noticed them at all,” said William. “It is dark, and we have not been looking closely at the ground. You have a good eye, John.”
John did not say anything, but Charlotte felt sure that he was pleased.
The footprints led them to the staircase. When they reached it, Charlotte’s heart began to pound so violently that she could hear her blood rushing through her ears.
They walked up it, Charlotte taking the lead. She held her breath as she stepped into the hallway, braced to see once again the pale white form of Caroline Windermere, but the hallway was empty.
The footprints led to the end of the hallway.
“That’s where Caroline Windermere was standing,” Charlotte whispered, pointing to where the footprints led.
“That’s very odd,” said William.
They could not see the end of the trail of footprints from where they stood, it was concealed in darkness. They stepped forward slowly, and Caroline found that she had a hand on John’s shoulder – no, it was Mr. Stirling’s shoulder. She did not take it off, she was too afraid.
They walked to the end of the hall, and Charlotte gasped involuntarily. The footprints vanished – but clearly not through magic of any kind. The far end of the hallway had been swept clean of dust.
“What on earth?” muttered John.
Charlotte removed her hand from Mr. Stirling’s shoulder, and he crouched and inspected the floor.
“This is very odd indeed,” he said. “Why just this end of the hallway?”
“This is where the ghost was,” said Charlotte. “Right here.”
William stood up again. He frowned, staring at the ground.
“I wonder if Edgar Windermere was the one who made these footprints,” she said. “I heard him leave his room earlier this evening, and return before we departed.”
“Why didn’t you say so before?” John asked.
“I’m hardly feeling conversational just now, John,” Charlotte protested. “We are surrounded by darkness and ghosts.”
“Well, one ghost potentially,” said William calmly, still staring at the floor as he thought. “I also had that hunch, although my ear is not as good as yours, Miss Steele, and I did not hear him leave and come back earlier.”
“I heard someone,” said John, “but how did you know it was Edgar, Charlotte?”
“I don’t know for sure,” Charlotte said, “but whoever it was walked unsteadily. I guessed that it was Mr. Windermere.”
“We have a true detective in our midst, John,” said William, and when Charlotte looked at his face she was surprised to see that he was perfectly sincere.
“What are your reasons for believing it was he who made the footprints, Mr. Stirling?” Charlotte asked, hoping her blushing was not visible in the dim light.
“Nothing concrete,” said William. “Just a hunch based on his bitterness towards his brother. It’s clear he wants to make trouble of some kind – that’s why he invited me here. Who else would want to come walking in this place in the middle of the night?”
“And sweep up the footprints he made in the place where the ghost stood?” John asked.
Charlotte crouched down and inspected the floor. “I believe this floor was swept before these footprints were made,” she said. “Look, there is a thin layer of dust in the corners, and is it not disturbed as it would have been if someone had swept this as recently as these footprints were made.”
“But how could they have swept this part of the hall earlier than this evening if there is only one set of footprints leading this far down it?” protested John. “The only other set of footprints we could see in this hallway were yours.”
“There must be another entrance to this hallway, back here,” said William, stepping forward and starting towards the door at the end of the hall. “Leading to the servant’s staircase.”
“Of course,” Charlotte said, watching him try the handle of the door, her heart pounding. Part of her envisioned Caroline Windermere standing white and still behind it.
“It’s locked,” William said.
They were silent for a moment. William stood in front of the locked door, lost in thought. Charlotte walked to the door beside it, and tried the handle. “This one is also locked,” she said.
John tried the next door. “Locked,” he said.
Their fear of the supernatural forgotten, they tried every door along the hallway. Each one was locked, even the one that Charlotte had entered the night before.
“How?” Charlotte breathed, her fear returning. “How could all the doors have been locked from the inside? There are no footprints besides ours leading up to these doors.”
William ran his fingers through his hair. “Someone –” he paused “ – or something -- does not want us looking in those rooms.”
“If it was Edgar who came down this hallway earlier,” said Charlotte, “why? Why would he walk though a hallway of locked doors?”
“Presumably he has keys to the doors and entered one at the end of the hallway,” said John.
“But who locked the other doors? And how?” Charlotte said, not really asking the question so much as putting a voice to her confusion.
“I think we can learn no more here tonight,” said William. “Let us see what we can learn from Edgar tomorrow.”
“What, just ask him outright?” protested John.
“No, I believe we can be subtle about it,” said William.
Charlotte thought of her and John’s attempts to learn of Lord Windermere’s past from the guests at the party their second night there. She smiled.
“Edgar Windermere is sometimes quite ready to give information,” she said. “I believe he has a drinking problem.”
“He does indeed,” said William. “I hope he did not make himself unpleasant to you, Miss Steele.”
“On the contrary, he did me the service of providing me with information,” said Charlotte. “It was he who told me that Lord Windermere’s late wife was named Caroline. I could not have recognized the portrait or then the ghost without that information.”
They were all silent for a moment.
“I think we should go back to the drawing room and have a look at that wall,” said John. “See if we’re able to open it somehow.”
“You’re absolutely right,” said William.
Eager to leave the hallway behind, they started back towards the staircase. At the top of the steps, Charlotte turned and looked back down the hallway. It was empty, but she had a creeping sensation that one of the rooms was occupied.




Chapter Eleven
In the drawing room, they decided to throw reverence to the wind and light some of the candles that were still placed about the room, in order to see their work more clearly – and to give themselves an opportunity to blow out their own candles temporarily, which were burning low.
John and William paced before the wall that the footprints disappeared through so many times that the original trail was quite obscured. They looked behind picture frames for a handle or knob, and traced their hands along the wallpaper covering the walls to see if there was some sort of discernable outline of a door.
As they worked, Charlotte – feeling that too many cooks spoil a kitchen – kept her distance. She observed the wall from the farthest point in the room, wondering if she could see some sort of clue in the better lighting that the candles provided.
“Perhaps the lever is somewhere else altogether,” she wondered, beginning to look at all the walls of the room. The footprints of the mysterious wall-passer had been mostly trampled on, but she still could make out the basic pathway of them. At what points in the room had the walker been close enough to a wall to pull a lever or push on a handle? Did any of the undisturbed footprints show signs of the walker having slowed down?
Charlotte saw an undisturbed footprint close to the fireplace. She walked back and forth in front of the mantlepiece, inspecting it for anything that could be moved. A rustling sound caused her to look down, and she saw a crumpled piece of paper lying in the charred remains of an old fire.
“The movement of my skirt must have created a slight wind,” she thought, and crouched down to look at the piece of paper.
As her fingers closed around it, her heart began to beat faster. She could see that it was a letter, written in an elegant, swirling hand, and it was signed Caroline.
Charlotte stood up and uncrumpled the paper gingerly. Most of it had been burned away, but she could make out words and phrases here and there. She spread it out along the mantlepiece – which was of an antique design and very wide – and read what she could. Most of the letter crumbled into ashes as she smoothed it out.
“My dear – wishing the time – when you first – I could not help but – remembering the sweetness with which – blind to my folly – you – after this time, I beg – was not what it had seemed to me at first to be. Caroline.”
“John,” Charlotte said. “Mr. Stirling. Come look at this.”
The men turned around and saw how earnest her expression was. They hurried over to her, and she stepped back, allowing them to read the letter spread out on the mantlepiece.
“Great Scott,” said John.
“I can only assume that Lord Windermere crumpled this letter and cast it into the fire,” said William.
“How did she die?” Charlotte said, her voice almost a cry. The horror of the unknown seemed to grab at her throat. “For this fire to never have been relit since the letter was cast here –”
“Perhaps it was an older letter, that he took out and threw away in grief,” said William, but Charlotte got the impression that he was attempting to soothe her.
Charlotte thought of Lord Windermere’s deep bitterness. Was this letter related to his troubled past? How had his wife died?
“If only we could read all of it,” she muttered.
She crouched down and searched the fire for more remnants of the letter, but in vain. John and William returned to their search for a way to open the secret passage that they only guessed existed, and Charlotte stood staring at the letter, as if she could will it into becoming whole and legible again.
At last all three of them gave it up.
“It is dark, and the hour is very late,” said William. “I propose we leave all this and resume our search tomorrow night.”
“I agree,” Charlotte said with a sigh, her eyes aching.
They relit their own candles and then blew out the ones in the drawing room. Slowly and wearily, they walked back to the entryway.
“I will say goodnight here since we should not speak in the hallway when we return,” said William.
Charlotte again felt vividly the contrast between the dark, locked hallway they had come from and the almost identical one in which they were to sleep. She wished they did not look so similar.
“Goodnight,” Charlotte said. “I thank you both with all my heart for your assistance.”
They blew out their candles and journeyed through the north wing in darkness. They could not see each other once they reached the hallway where their rooms were, since they were so far from any uncurtained window, but Charlotte waved to both of them nevertheless. She found that she felt safe, more physically aware than she had been last night that they would be close by her while she slept.
She slipped into her room and locked the door behind her. Her fire was burning low, and she relit her candles by it.
Despite her fatigue, it was a long time before she went to sleep. She changed back into her nightdress, and then remained sitting in front of her fire for a long while, lost in thought.
The next morning, Edgar announced at the breakfast table that he wished to go hunting, and he invited John and William to go with him. (Perhaps he intended to slight his brother by not asking him to come along as well, or perhaps he was so certain of a refusal that he did not make an offer.)
“I propose we make a night of it,” said Edgar. “We can go out to that old cabin.”
John glanced at Charlotte. She knew what he was thinking. That would afford him and William an ideal opportunity to learn what they could from Edgar. It was not, however, technically proper for Charlotte to be left at the Hall with only Lord Windermere and the servants. Edgar had either forgotten that point, or did not care. She guessed that John was raising his eyebrows slightly at her to inquire more about her personal feelings on the matter, than for the sake of decorum.
Charlotte nodded slightly at him. She did not like the thought of being left alone in the Hall with Lord Windermere and the ghost, but she also felt strongly that this was too good an opportunity to miss. It was as if Edgar had volunteered himself to their plans.
When John still continued to look at her like a concerned frog, she said, “I think that sounds very pleasant, don’t you, Mr. Stirling?”
William looked at her, also silently questioning her. “It does sound as though it could have its benefits indeed,” he said. “Would you go, if you were in my place, Miss Steele?”
“I would indeed,” she said.
“Then I accept your invitation, Mr. Windermere,” said William cheerfully, deftly turning the conversation back to a tone of pleasantry.
“I accept as well,” said John. “Will you mind being here on your own, Charlotte?” he asked, as if needing to be absolutely sure.
“Not at all,” she said. “I am quite looking forward to it.”
She glanced at Lord Windermere, and when she saw his eyes, she wished she had not said it. There was something about his expression that made her think of an animal rising up on its haunches.
The conversation turned to plans for hunting, and besides a snide, “You talk as if these guns were your own, Edgar,” Lord Windermere did not participate in the discussion. Charlotte was left to sort through her anxiety about being left alone with Lord Windermere for a day and a night.
She trusted him not to molest her, certainly, despite his forward behavior outside her door. It was not that. She felt keenly that that was what he wanted: to be alone with her. It would be a step towards her becoming his wife; she would be a step closer to being fully under his power. To give him what he wanted was to lose more ground in their power struggle.




Chapter Twelve
John, William, and Edgar left for their hunting trip just after luncheon. Charlotte stood next to Lord Windermere, watching them start out towards the forest, guns in hands and packs on their backs and on the backs of the servants who went with them. John looked back at her as they walked away, his expression almost a panic of uncertainty. She knew he did not want to leave her there alone. She met his eyes intently, seeking to reassure him, but she did not want to nod with Lord Windermere standing beside her.
William also looked back, his expression to her what hers had tried to be to John: it will be all right. This is what we need to do. She met his eyes, and smiled slightly, feeling as if some of his warmth had flooded her.
She watched them until they had walked far enough into the forest that they were no longer visible. Then, feeling a sense of foreboding, she turned to Lord Windermere.
He was looking at her. She had not sensed his head move, and she did not know how long he had been watching her.
She smiled slowly, determined not to let her fear show, but she felt like a flower beginning to wilt under a frost. His eyes flickering over her face seemed to make her very muscles weak: his desire for her both frightened and intrigued her.
He did not speak, but his silence was like a siren call. The almost supernatural charisma of his eyes lured her, making feel as though she was falling under a spell. A wild thought of wanting to seek some talisman, some herb to ward off his powers flickered through her mind.
Scrunching her toes fiercely in her shoes, she steeled herself to keep her mind steady.
“You must not give him power,” she said to herself. “You will win this game.” “This battle” said a voice from deep in her mind.
“What do you wish to do this afternoon, Lord Windermere?” she asked, her voice steady and nonchalant.
“Whatever you wish, Miss Steele,” he said.
“I thought perhaps we could choose books from the library,” she said. “And sit in the garden with them. We could read to one another and discuss them.”
And that was what they did. Charlotte could not deny that it was a pleasant way to pass the time. For a few moments, she forgot that she was at Windermere Hall, and felt as though she were back in her parent’s garden with him. In those moments, the pressure of his looming power was forgotten, and she almost loved him.
In other moments, she was acutely aware of where she was, and that this was what her life would look like if she married him. Part of her cried out for it: this stimulating chess game, this adventure of her mind locked in with his. But she knew, somehow, that if she married him, the chess game would cease to be played this way. Slowly he would win all her pieces from her, and the entire board would be his.
They went inside for dinner, and after eating together – mostly in silence – they went into the drawing room together. Charlotte was beginning to feel keenly the impropriety of the situation. There were no servants standing inside the drawing room, as there had been in the dining room, and she found that her heart was beating wildly.
She sat down on a sofa, taking up a book that had been lying on a small table beside it. Lord Windermere sat beside her – closer than he had ever sat to her before.
She looked up at him, and held her breath. His eyes looked at her as they had outside her bedroom, and she could feel his energy leaning in towards her, calling to her, singing to her.
“My dear,” he said, and took her hand.
Was he about to propose? Charlotte’s mind went blank. She would refuse him. Of course she would refuse him. She would not marry this man. All her attempts to learn more about him and his past had left her with darker questions than before. There was darkness in him. She must not give in –
All at once his lips were on her lips and his arms were wrapped around her body, pulling her close to him as if he was a snake tightening his coil. Fire shot through her, both exquisite and distressing. Part of her wanted him, wanted the adventure of his touch – but –
“You will be under his power,” came John’s voice in her head, and she pushed Lord Windermere away from her.
“How dare you,” she whispered, her eyes furious. Able to breathe cold air again, she knew that what he had done was disrespectful of her person.
“Are we not soon to be one?” he asked, his eyes bright and eager, his voice pleading. She had never seen him so animated before. It was as if he was suddenly a young man again. “Can we not begin to enjoy one another now?”
Charlotte stared at him, her body growing hot and cold by turns at the prospect of what he was suggesting.
“You would ruin me,” she said, her voice barely audible.
“I would marry you,” he said.
“You have not asked,” she said coldly. “I have not accepted.”
“I know that I have not won you over fully,” he said. “I can see it in your eyes. Let me try to win you in this way. Let me give you a taste of what our nights could be like. The intimacy that two people can share that goes so far beyond the foolish pleasantries of conversation.”
She stared at him, her eyes wide. Her body was still flooded with warmth: but it was a red warmth, a stinging, frantic warmth. She wanted to touch him -- and she also wanted to slap his face and run from the room.
“Would you take me by force?” she asked, her heart hammering.
“No,” he said, but he paused slightly before answering, and a tremor passed through her, as if she was being turned inside-out.
“Get away from me,” she said, standing up and looking down at him, her voice icy. “John and I will leave here tomorrow.”
“No,” he said, but it was a plea. His voice was barely audible. For the first time, she saw fear in his eyes.
“I love you,” he said.
Charlotte stared at him. His face was pale, and his eyes had an almost frantic look to them.
“I’ve won,” she thought, feeling the opposite of triumph: a hollow grief. “I can destroy him if I decide to.”
“Lord Windermere,” she said. A myriad of thoughts raced through her mind. She could not refuse him now, not while he was looking at her like this. Nor could she accept him, or give him false hope. She remembered the first time she had seen him…all their conversations…the few moments in which he had laughed…the emotional intimacy they shared. She realized with a pang that he was the first true friend she had ever had outside of her own family. There were a few girls that she often spent time with and was fond of, but none of them had ever afforded her the sense of being able to use her being the way that this strange, dark, troubled man had.
“I also love you,” she said, “but I –”
She was not able to speak the rest of her sentence. Lord Windermere was on his feet in an instant, his arms around her and his mouth on hers again, his lips warm and moving eagerly against her skin.
She let him. She no longer felt fire or alarm, but a combination of detached interest and pity.
After a time, realizing she was not kissing him back, he stopped.
“What is it?” he whispered.
Charlotte, able to see over his shoulder when he pulled his head away, screamed.




Chapter Thirteen
The ghost of Caroline Windermere stood in front of the fireplace, her arm outstretched, pointing at Charlotte and Lord Windermere with a motionless white arm.
She wore a white dress, and her face and hair were white – but in some places the real color of her golden hair and pink skin was visible, as if her corporeal form was fighting to return in full.
Hearing Charlotte’s scream, Lord Windermere whirled his head around. His arms still on her waist, Charlotte felt him tense into rigid immobility.
 There was a moment of terrible stillness. Neither Lord Windermere nor the ghost moved, and Charlotte could feel herself shaking. Caroline Windermere’s eyes were closed, her head tilled back, as if she could see them through her eyelids.
She must do something. She must run away from there, shake Lord Windermere into motion – she must – Charlotte’s brain was racing – she must see his face. She wanted to step between him and the horror he must be feeling.
She pulled herself from his grip and stepped to where she could see him.
Instead of a look of horror, or grief, or love, the expression on his face was one of anger – if it could be called an expression at all. His face looked as if it had been carved out of stone – his mouth was set, his eyes hard.
Seeming to be stirred into motion by Charlotte’s movement, he turned around fully, his eyes still fixed coldly on the ghost. Charlotte did not know how he could bear to look at it so intently. She herself felt as if ice went through her chest every time she glanced at it. It did not move forward at all, it just seemed to hover slightly in space, swaying in the draft from the fireplace.
Lord Windermere spoke, his voice breaking the terrible silence like the crack of a shot from a rifle.
“Who are you?” he said, his tone sharp and commanding.
Charlotte stared at him. He must be in denial, she thought. She glanced again at the ghost – there could be no doubt it was the ghost of Caroline Windermere – unless someone else who had once lived there had had her features –
“Who are you?” he repeated, each word crisp and furious, a verbal blow. 
The ghost did not speak, but it stopped swaying. It froze, its eyes still shut.
“I repeat myself,” he said, with the energy of a wolf about to spring, its teeth bared, “who are you?”
The ghost did not move, unless to tremble slightly.
A thought began to form in Charlotte’s mind, her fear mixing with confusion, her emotions a wild tangle –
“My lord,” she whispered, the foremost thought in her mind that he had taken leave of his senses. “Is that not the ghost of your wife?”
Lord Windermere continued to stare at the ghost. For a moment, Charlotte wondered if he had heard her at all.
Then he spoke.
“My wife is not dead,” he said.
Charlotte felt as though all the air had been sucked from the room. Was he mad?
He turned to look at her at last, and she could see in his eyes that he was lucid and sincere. She had a sensation of being punched in the stomach.
“My wife is not dead,” he repeated, his voice hollow.
Charlotte could not speak. Shock took up too much room for any other emotions to make themselves known in her.
She turned again to look at the ghost, confusion twisting in her stomach.
“Then what is that?” she whispered.
The ghost’s head began to tilt forwards slightly. Its arm began to move slowly towards the floor. It opened its eyes. They were blue.
At that moment, the door to the drawing room burst open. William Stirling stood there, panting, his hair tousled as if he had been in a strong wind.
“Ah,” he said. “I see you’ve met Juliet.”
Lord Windermere whirled, his expression livid. “You did this,” he hissed. “Get out of my house.”
Charlotte’s heart was pounding. She turned to look at the ghost, and saw that it was breathing heavily.
“You’re alive,” she whispered, and the ghost looked at her, its bright blue eyes timid and alarmed.
“You did this,” repeated Lord Windermere, looking as if he was seconds away from rushing to William and taking him by the throat.
William stood his ground, his face calm. “I did not,” he said. “Your brother did.”
Lord Windermere’s hands unclenched.
“He did?” he said. It was phrased as a question, but spoken dully, as if he was not at all surprised.
Charlotte’s attention kept returning to the girl standing in front of the fireplace, now looking wholly alarmed as if she feared for her safety.
“Juliet?” Charlotte asked gently, stepping towards the girl.
The ghost nodded, small particles of something white floating down from her blond curls. Charlotte realized, with a surge of chagrin – and a touch of amusement – that the girl was covered in flour. The dim lighting in the drawing room had made believable an effect that would not have been feasible in daylight, but that did not prevent Charlotte from feeling like a fool.
“You’re safe, Juliet,” William said, also seeing the girl’s distress. “No harm will come to you.”
Juliet spoke, her voice a broad Cockney. “I didn’t mean no ‘arm,” she said. “But Mister Windermere offered to pay me more than I’d ever seen, and –”
“For goodness sake, be silent,” said Lord Windermere cruelly. He was staring at the floor as if still haunted by ghosts.
“Where is John?” Charlotte asked. “And Mr. Windermere?”
“They are still at the cabin,” said William. “We were able to learn everything from Edgar within an hour of sitting down to drink after dinner.”
“And what,” said Lord Windermere, his tone vicious, “do you mean by ‘everything?’”
Ignoring him, Charlotte asked, “Are the servants still there with them?” She had never gotten the impression that Edgar Windermere was a violent man, but she did not like the thought of her brother being alone with him.
“They are,” said William. “And we tied him to a chair. He did not become violent,” he added, as if he guessed Charlotte’s worries. “But as soon as I began to make preparations to return to the Hall, he realized that we intended to get involved in his schemes and he tried to run away.”
There was a moment of tense silence.
“Shall we sit?” said William pleasantly. “I expect there is a fair amount of explaining to do.”
Lord Windermere sat stiffly on the sofa where he and Charlotte had been seated before. There was a second sofa placed across from it, and William sat down there. Charlotte sat down beside him, her last threads of loyalty to Lord Windermere having snapped.
Juliet stood, blinking like a lost faun. Charlotte patted the sofa beside her kindly, and Juliet came to sit beside her. Once they were all sitting, Charlotte looked at Lord Windermere and realized that they were like a panel of judges seated before him.
“I will speak first, if that is agreeable to everyone,” said William, his words sincere and not mocking.
There was a brief silence during which no one protested, and he began.
“I will try to be brief,” he said, “but I have some difficult things to relate. I think it is perhaps best coming from me, since what we heard from Edgar was scattered and rambling, and indeed, I think he would be far less willing to speak of his schemes as a confession rather than as a boast.
“He remembered the legend of the two brothers of Windermere Hall – that the eldest brother lost his mind and the younger brother inherited. I’m afraid that was his plan,” William said, looking cautiously at Lord Windermere, whose face was set, his eyes fixed on the opposite wall. “He thought perhaps he could frighten you into insanity, or that you might be believed to be insane if you claimed to see a ghost regularly.”
Charlotte felt sick. She had not believed that people that she knew personally could be so evil.
“His scheme was hatched when he first saw Juliet in London,” William said. “He was struck by her resemblance to Caroline Windermere.”
Charlotte could envision the scene: Edgar catching sight of Juliet in some smoke-filled room in London, his heart stopping for a moment when he thought he saw the woman he had loved.
“The resemblance is only passing,” said Lord Windermere bitterly.
“Edgar felt that it was passing enough,” said William. “He decided to keep Juliet in the east wing, and have her use the Hall’s many secret passages to appear in the north wing at night. That is why,” he said, turning to Charlotte, “the back section of the upstairs hallway in the east wing was swept, and why you saw Juliet standing there that night. She and Edgar used the servant’s staircase to get her to one of the far rooms of that hallway, where she was staying.”
Lord Windermere looked at Charlotte, his expression blank – but she sensed that he felt confused and betrayed, wondering what she had been doing in the east wing.
“Oh Miss, I was ever so frightened,” said Juliet. “I heard someone walking around and I came out to see who it was. I thought you was a ghost for a moment, before you ran away.”
“I am sorry for startling you,” Charlotte said, inclined to be amused now that the ordeal was over. “But how were all the rooms locked without any footprints leading up to them?”
“Edgar came to visit me the next night,” said Juliet. “He said he’d tried to come during the day but he had been prevented by Lord Windermere. He came from a secret passage and then just walked through the main part of the wing,” she said, frowning as if troubled, “which we said we would not do, and he did not notice your footprints, Miss. When I told him that you had been there, he walked into all the rooms through passages that run behind them and locked them from the inside.”
“Are there really that many secret passages in the Hall?” Charlotte asked, wondering if there was a passage that led into her own room.
“Yes,” said Lord Windermere, avoiding her gaze.
“After locking all the doors, he walked back to the secret passage in the east wing’s drawing room,” said William. “John and I asked him about that. He said one of the bricks in the mantlepiece turns.”
There was another moment of silence. Charlotte collected herself, feeling as though she was trying to scoop fallen leaves into a pile that she could fit into her hands. She looked at Lord Windermere.
“You are still married,” she said. “Your wife is alive.”
He met her eyes, his gaze almost defiant, defensive. “I am married,” he said.
Charlotte continued to look into his eyes, lifting her chin slightly. “Why does everyone believe your wife to be dead? Where is she?”
“What, do you mean, is she locked in some dark room here in the Hall?” said Lord Windermere, his voice like a hoarse laugh. “Have I imprisoned my beloved wife like some mad fiend?”
“Where is she?” Charlotte repeated calmly.
“She left me,” said Lord Windermere, taking his eyes away from Charlotte’s. “She ran away with a Naval Officer eight years ago.”
Charlotte thought of the burned letter that she had found in the fireplace, and the east wing suddenly abandoned.
Seeming to resent the tense silence that followed his words, Lord Windermere continued. “She was a great flirt,” he said bitterly. “I was blind to it. I believed she loved me wholly. We had a great many parties at the Hall when she was here. We would invite the officers.”
He stopped speaking, the rest of the story clear in the expression on his face. Charlotte wondered what had been going on in the mind of Caroline Windermere. Had she known how much he loved her?
The fireplace crackled. Juliet looked timidly around at all their faces.
“What will happen to me?” she asked.
“You will go back where you came from,” said Lord Windermere coldly. “Unless my brother decides to take you in.”
“Are you going to press charges against Edgar?” Charlotte asked.
“I shall cut him off entirely,” said Lord Windermere. “That will be punishment enough.”
He did not say it, but Charlotte guessed that he did not want anyone to know the truth about his wife. A trial would drag that scandal through the whole of England.
“John and I have discussed leaving in the morning,” said William. “We will take Juliet and Edgar with us.”
He had left out Charlotte’s name merely by mistake, taking it for granted that she would be leaving with John, but Lord Windermere looked at Charlotte with a sudden, piercing glance of hope that smote her heart.
She looked into his eyes and shook her head. Part of her did not blame him: his wife was as good as dead to him – their marriage was over. Her departure had created a divorce. But Charlotte knew now beyond a shadow of a doubt that she could not marry him, even if he was legally free to do so.
“I hope you find happiness,” she said. She paused. “If – if you seek again to become remarried, as long as I have a letter from her hand telling me that she knows your secret and has accepted it – I will not tell anyone what we have learned tonight.”
“Nor will I,” said William.
“Nor I,” said Juliet.
Lord Windermere looked only at Charlotte. He nodded.
William stood.
“I think I shall turn in for the night,” he said. “John and the servants will bring Edgar back in the morning – when he is sober – and we will depart then.”
“You can sleep in John’s room,” Charlotte said to Juliet, taking charge of that choice. “I’d hate for you to have to sleep in that frightening place alone again.”
Juliet looked at her gratefully, and followed William out into the hallway.
Charlotte turned to look back at Lord Windermere. He was standing before the fire, gazing into it. For a moment she thought he would not turn in her direction, but he did.
“You were of my own colors,” he said. “I wish I had been able to choose you the first time.”
Charlotte looked into his eyes. She knew what he meant. “I think,” she said slowly, “that that would not have been best. We ought both to seek different colors in other people.”
He nodded, and turned his head back towards the fire.
Charlotte slipped out of the room, and found William waiting for her in the hall.
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The Thrilling Sequel to The Ghost of Windermere Hall:
The Manor
Alice Steele is delighted to travel to Bath, where she can be reunited with her sister Charlotte and partake in true adventures instead of simply reading about them. She is not prepared, however, for how much true adventure lies in her path. She first sees an elderly man whose appearance somehow fills her with foreboding. She then discovers an old diary in the house in which she is staying, which hints at horrors within the walls of an unnamed Manor. At a ball, she falls for a flirtatious red-headed gentleman, only to learn that he is the nephew of the foreboding man, and set to inherit the Manor itself. If she goes to the Manor, will she be able to resolve the curiosity that haunts her? Or will the horror of the Manor destroy her happiness?




The Girl with the Rose Tattoo
Ian meets a mysterious redheaded girl in an alley and lends her his jacket. When he meets up with her a week later to get it back, his life is turned upside down. As he and the girl flee an international gang of criminals, he is confronted with the additional problem of falling in love with her.




The Shapeshifter Stories
Erik is a shape shifter. He changes bodies and locations whenever he reaches a moment of intense bliss. His lover Tory travels across the world until she finds him again, guided only by the knowledge that he will be wearing a silver ring bearing a marking of flying birds. He cannot remember her until she kisses him. She woos him time and time again, finding that his sweet spirit stays the same regardless of his appearance. [Explicit.]




An Angry Cat, Toothpaste, and Seven Bras
"This is the story of how my Granny almost drove me crazy." Louisa May accepts a challenge from her eccentric grandmother: to go on a road trip and collect seven bras from strangers. Accompanying her is an angry cat named Sylvester. As she hilariously struggles with her task, Louisa May meets a waitress, a prostitute, a librarian, and a cop. A hysterical and heartfelt love letter to women.
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