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If it hadn't been for the curse, Cricket never would have come here.

Berwick was a tiny speck of a rural New England community, more like a cluster of farms than a town at all. According to Cricket's limited research, there were some mining operations nearby as well. Still, it was the sort of place Cricket would have only sought out if her life depended on it, which unfortunately it did. 

Outside the train window, the trees sped by, creating dark green and gray-blue smears across her vision. 

Cricket wished she was heading north. If only she could flee back to the seclusion of the mountains, the deep forests and deeper lakes. Her family's home, a great stone house where she'd grown up, had sat perched high above one of those lakes. 

You could sit on the back terrace and look down across the dark waters of the lake. All around the house had stretched forests and mountains barely interrupted by any human settlements, the nearest town being many miles off. The only thing that could be heard from that terrace most days was the sound of the wind through the trees, the lap of the water, and the cry of dark birds circling overhead. 

Cricket loved it there more than anywhere else on earth.  

Early on in their marriage, Cricket had tried to convince Walter to move into the big stone house and make it their own.

He'd scoffed. "Out in the middle of nowhere?" He'd said like it was the most absurd thing he'd ever heard. "Why would I want to do that? No, much better to stay here, close to Mama and civilization." 

‘Here’ had been Walter's townhouse in Westchester, an easy train ride to both New York City and his own family's home in Connecticut. Cricket did not care for its fashionable interior or its well-manicured exterior. She particularly did not like that it existed in such close proximity to her mother-in-law or, quite frankly, that Walter also lived there. 

Too many nights she'd lain awake in bed and dreamed of fleeing north. 

Now sitting on the slowly rocking train, she supposed she was, just not as far north as she would have liked. 

The train came to a lurching stop and Cricket stood, gathering her skirts up enough to not trip over them. She made to pull the carpetbag down off the rack above her head when one of the train porters called out to her. "I'll get that for you, Madam." 

Cricket obediently stepped back out of his way and let him pull the carpetbag down for her and carry it out of the train and onto the platform. The air was pleasantly cool and crisp against her face when she exited the train. 

"There you go, Madam." The porter smiled at her. A young man with impressive sideburns. "If you can just direct me to the carriage or parties waiting for you?"

"No one is waiting for me," Cricket told him, taking the bag from his hand herself. "But thank you for getting it down for me." 

His brows furrowed as he took in her appearance, her fine dress and shoes in the deepest of mourning black. Cricket knew she looked like a lady, not the daughter of a farmer. She wasn't exactly going to blend in here but that couldn't be helped. She hadn't had time to find more appropriate clothes. 

It was already getting late in the day, and no doubt he was wondering where she was planning on spending the night if there was no one waiting for her arrival. It was a good question, one Cricket had been trying not to think about during her long hours on the train.  

She pressed a coin into his hand before he could share his opinion on her situation and headed down the road at a brisk pace. 

Her carpet bag was too heavy. She had to carry it with two hands. It knocked painfully against her shins with every step, slowing her pace somewhat. On top of that, the road that led from the train station turned out to be beaten dirt, which her dainty button boots had not been made for. 

She clenched her teeth and trudged on. 

From time to time there would be a gate on either side of the road with a number or a name on it, but none of them was the house she was looking for. She had expected the houses to become more closely set in, indicating that she was drawing near whatever passed for Berwick town proper. Instead, the houses seemed too thin, with even longer stretches of fields and wooded areas on either side of the road and fewer gate posts as she went along. 

Cricket's boots were beginning to rub the sides of her feet painfully, and she had to pick her way carefully down the road to keep from turning her heel on a stone or pothole. The trees on either side of the road became thicker, a veritable wall of green foliage, their branches spreading out overhead until it felt at times as if she was walking through a deep green tunnel. She took several deep breaths, breathing in the scent of pine trees and green leaves mingling with the scent of dirt. 

Even though her emotions were a tangle of anxiety and foreboding, she felt herself relax just that little bit. 

It had been too long since she'd been in the company of trees.  

She almost walked by the stone pillars set on either side of an iron gate among all that green. 50 Church Lane was carved into one of the pillars. Cricket stopped in front of the gate, letting her carpet bag fall to the ground, and stared through the gate at the house.  

It was not terribly big, a modest-sized brick two-story building. The house she'd grown up in had been three times as large, and even Walter's fashionable townhouse had been bigger. Ivy snaked its way up the front of the house, and the yard in front was an overgrown mess of brambles and bushes that had been allowed to grow as they pleased for a very long time. 

Cricket felt some of the tension leave her shoulders. She still felt on edge, her stomach roiling and her heart beating just a little bit too fast, but there was something about the house in all its wild run-down glory that pulled at her. It reminded her of the dust-filled forgotten places and deep forests of her youth. Different enough from the pristine parlors of her in-laws’ house to make her think that maybe she'd made the right decision coming here.

She pushed the gate, which opened surprisingly easily, and made her way up the path toward the house. 

Once in the yard, she could see that the space was not completely uncared for. Someone had cut back the grasses and foliage from the path but simply had not bothered with the rest of it. Likewise, the stone steps leading up to the house had been cleared. 

Standing at the front door, she could see that the house was in good repair underneath the ivy, not nearly as neglected as the yard. She reached out and pulled the chain beside the door. Deep in the house, she heard the heavy ring of a bell, followed by a very long silence. 

She was just about to reach for it again when the front door was pulled open. 

A man stood on the other side of the door, partly in shadow. 

He was taller than she was, with a large stomach and wide-set shoulders. His hair was dark, and he was wearing the somberest suit she'd ever seen outside of a funeral. Like a mirror image of herself, he was dressed in pure black right down to his shirtsleeves. He frowned at her. "Can I help you?"

She squared her shoulders. "Mr. Throckmorton, my name is Gertrude Mallory." She began the speech she'd spent the last week composing and the better part of the day practicing in her head. "No doubt you don't know who I am, but I am the widow of Walter Mallory, your late cousin twice removed—" 

"I am sorry for your loss, Mrs. Mallory, but I don't take callers and I've not been in communication with my family for quite some time." He started to swing the door shut. 

"Wait!" Cricket stuck out her foot, wedging her already abused boot in the doorway. "I know I'm a stranger and I respect that you don't want callers, but I don't have anywhere else to go. My mother-in-law has cursed me, and I need your help."

He paused and considered her for a long moment, but then he shook his head. "I am sorry, Mrs. Mallory, but I can't get involved in family affairs." He nudged her boot out of the way with the toe of his own shoe and shut the door.

Cricket stared at it as the lock was thrown for good measure. 

She stood there, listening to herself breathe, wondering if there was any possibility that he might open the door again. 

Minutes passed. The door did not open. 

She sank down onto the stone steps. Her feet hurt with a dull throbbing pain, except for the side of her heel, which burned from being chafed raw. Her stomach felt leaden, but she was grimily sure that sooner rather than later she would start feeling the pangs of hunger instead. 

She rubbed one hand across her forehead. 

There might be a tavern somewhere in Berwick, but she didn't much feel like traipsing through the growing dark on her own trying to find it. Besides, even if she could find her way into Berwick, she had no money with her. She'd spent it all to buy the train ticket to get out here in the first place. She'd been desperate and hadn't let herself think of what she'd do if Mr. Throckmorton turned her away. 

Dusk was gathering fast around her. Cricket pulled her knees up close to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. Surely he'd come back out if she waited long enough. He wouldn't leave her to sleep on his front stoop; he couldn't be that heartless. 

Still, he was related to Walter, Lydia, and Mrs. Mallory, so maybe he was. 

At least it was too early in the year for her to worry about the temperature dropping below freezing that night. 

Cricket stood on sore feet and picked up her carpet bag, heading farther up the road until she came to a tiny weather-worn church at the corner. She climbed the wooden steps up to the whitewashed double doors and pulled on the handle, but the doors were locked tight. There would be no chance of her sheltering in the sanctuary like a hunted noble of old tonight. 

She trudged back to Mr. Throckmorton's house, her other options depleted. 

Lights were on in the house now, bathing the windows with a warm glow.

Cricket tugged the doorbell chain again, but this time no one came.  She sat down on the stoop, debating if she should actually spend the night there. On the stoop, she'd be in full view of the road. While there was the gate between her and any passersby, it wasn't locked and that made her feel vulnerable and exposed. She stood again, picked up her carpet bag, and stepped off the path and into the overgrown wilderness of the yard.

She pushed her way through the long grass, the ends of the prickly blades sticking and pulling against her long skirts, the ground sinking slightly under the heels of her poor boots. She put her hands up, using her forearms to push through the overgrown shrubbery heading toward the back of the house. 

Her way was barred before she got there. Around the side of the house, she came to an ancient wood fence separating the front yard from the back. The fence was covered in ivy and other creeping plants. 

Still, it really wasn't that high. 

Cricket dropped her bag into the weeds on the other side, hitched her skirts up as high as possible, and curled her hands around the top of the fence. It took her a few tries to get herself up and over it. Luckily, true to her name, Cricket was small and light and deceptively strong. 

When she dropped into the weeds and scrub on the other side of the fence, she had scrapes across both knees and her dress was definitely torn in at least one place. Her hair was no doubt a mess, and there were flakes of deadwood and dirt under her fingernails and sharp little burs stuck all through her clothing. A certain wild exhilaration filled her chest. It had been so long since she’d been allowed to be dirty and unkempt. 

The backyard was just as overgrown as the front. Cricket couldn't tell if there had been a garden there at one point or if there was a stone walk or terrace under all of the tall grasses, weeds, creeping ivy, and overgrown bushes. It was just a tangled mass of terrible, glorious, untamed greenness. 

Cricket bared her teeth at it, half in triumph, half in warning. She picked up her bag and waded in. 

She found a stone bench among the tall grasses when she almost fell over it. It was covered in a thick layer of leaves and other dead and dried plant matter. She cleared it off and sat on it, swinging her legs around to put her feet up too. 

Behind the bench and to either side, what once must have been decorative bushes had gone wild, spreading out and pushing up so that her position on the bench felt like sitting in a green cave. 

A safe haven for birds, insects, small creatures, and now, Cricket.  

Cricket pressed her hands against her face and wondered what she was going to do. Staying on the bench for one night was one thing, but then what?  

Would Throckmorton call Mrs. Mallory when he found her here? Would she need to go back? 

I'd rather die, she thought fiercely, but the terrible truth of it was that she wasn't sure she would. 

For a moment she imagined selling what few possessions she still had and using that money to buy a train ticket to take her farther north, back to her parents’ house. She could lie on the shores of that still dark lake and let the curse take her. 

Yet there was a fire that burned inside her still, a tiny wild thing with teeth and claws that said stay and fight. 

She clenched her hands into fists until her dirty nails bit painfully into her palms. 

Mrs. Mallory would not win. 

Walter would not have the last laugh from beyond the grave. 

Above, the sky had darkened. The birds had gone quiet, and she could hear the whisper of a soft breeze through the leaves of the plants around her, the sounds of small night animals beginning to stir, and the hum of insects. Beyond her little green alcove, the air filled with the winking light of fireflies drifting through the air. 

Cricket's stomach grumbled but she ignored it, stretching out farther so she could lie as comfortably as possible. She let her eyes drift shut. Bone-deep exhaustion from the stress and exertions of the day settled over her despite how hard and cold the bench was underneath her. 

Sleep took her but only fitfully, surrounded as she was by unfamiliar noises in an unfamiliar place. She dreamed of being watched from beyond the green cave around the bench. A large, hulking animal with gold eyes and a hungry, waiting mouth. 

Every time she woke, ears and eyes straining through the darkness, there was nothing there. 
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When Cricket woke, blinking against the gray light of early morning, the first thing she saw was a pair of trouser-clad legs. 

That jolted her wide awake. She made to spring up on limbs gone numb and heavy from too long sleeping in the cold on a slab of stone. Instead, her body jerked ungracefully like a newly landed fish, and she fell off the bench into a crumpled heap on the ground. 

"You know this is grounds to have you arrested for trespassing," Throckmorton said, his deep voice conversational. "And maybe also vagrancy." 

Cricket sat up and bared her teeth at him, no longer caring what he thought of her. Yesterday she'd been ready to tell him whatever he wanted to hear, to play the damsel in distress, stroke his ego, and to call upon his gentlemanly sense of mercy.  

That was before he'd literally turned her out onto the street for the night, knowing full well she had nowhere to go. 

Now she was cold, hungry, dirty, and not interested in being nice to him.

"Luckily for you, the closest constable is several towns over and I'm not on very good terms with him," Throckmorton said. "Why on Earth didn't you get a train ticket last night and go home?" 

"I told you I can't," Cricket snapped, standing and shaking her skirt out as best she could. "I don't have the money for a ticket, and even if I did, I am not going back to my late husband's mother." 

"I will give you money for a ticket," Throckmorton said. "And a little extra too, if it will get you out of my garden. You can go wherever you please." 

"Trust me, I would love nothing better." Cricket clenched her hands. "But like I told you yesterday, I am cursed; not as a figure of speech, but an actual, honest blood curse. I must reside with a member of my late husband's family or I will die."  

Throckmorton stared at her for a long moment. "I suppose you should come inside, then." 

He turned back toward the house. Cricket picked up her bag and followed him. 

They crossed the overgrown garden, creating a path of trodden-down grass all the way back to the house, where Throckmorton pushed open a door and ushered her through a stone-floored entryway and into the kitchen. 

Everything seemed slightly old and used, but the kitchen table, the huge cast-iron range, and the floor was surprisingly scrubbed and clean. Enough so that she felt a pang of guilt for tracking her dirt-caked boots across it. 

"Sit." Throckmorton pointed at one of the battered wooden chairs at the kitchen table. 

Cricket sat while he pulled a mug off a shelf and poured tea into it from a gently steaming teapot. 

Throckmorton put the cup of tea in front of her, then pulled a loaf of bread from the bread box, sliced off a large wedge, and gave it to her along with a butter dish, a knife, and a pot of some sort of dark-colored preserves. 

Cricket immediately reached for the knife and began buttering the bread as Throckmorton kicked out the chair on the other side of the table and dropped into it without ceremony. The chair groaned a little under his bulk as he slouched comfortably into it and crossed his arms over his chest. 

"All right, Mrs. Mallory, please explain what is going on." 

"I married Walter Mallory five years ago," she said. "I knew of course at the time that Walter and, for that matter, the Mallory family's primary interest in me was my money. My family, you understand, is quite wealthy. But I don't know, I suppose I thought when we were married, we'd be able to get along." 

She paused, taking a sip of tea and warming her hands around the mug. It was a commemorative mug with an illustration in blue on one side depicting some sort of exciting sea battle, half worn away now. 

Her mother had fallen into such a dark place after Cricket's father had died, and the morphine, that had always been her weakness, had consumed her life. She had worried so much about Cricket's future. Cricket had thought at the time that finding some genial, if rather pedestrian, young man to marry would soothe her mother somewhat and secure her own future besides. She'd thought at the time that Walter seemed like that sort of inoffensive young man. Their engagement had made her mother happy, even if she hadn't lived to see them actually married. 

Cricket shook her head, trying to draw herself back to the current conversation. "We didn't get along. I was not the biddable wife he wanted me to be, and he turned out to be a spoiled child and not a very nice person."  

"That has been my experience of the entire Mallory family." Throckmorton's voice was dry, but his expression remained grave and somewhat unreadable.

"Yes." Cricket pressed her hands harder around the mug. "After our first real fight, I told him I would leave, and he told me I couldn't. That they'd arranged a blood curse when we'd been married so that if I tried to leave him, I would die. I thought he was bluffing at first. Walter was such a sniveling little snail—what would he know about curses? And Mrs. Mallory seemed far too holier-than-thou for something like that. So, I called their bluff and left."

To this day Cricket couldn't imagine Mrs. Mallory, who wielded her refinement and station as a weapon, crawling through the dark and the dirt. Digging and scratching into the rotting muck-filled places, giving of her self, hair, skin, blood, and spit before she pulled the curse, a gnarled and twisted root, from the ground itself. 

How many of Cricket's things must she have poisoned with it? Feeding it to her one scrap, one morsel at a time in her food, in her coffee, rendered down into the soap Cricket bathed with. It must have started from the moment Cricket and Walter had become engaged, if not before. 

That first meeting, when they had all sat stiff in Cricket's parents’ parlor sipping tea, had Mrs. Mallory managed to slip it to her even then?

Her stomach growled. She reached for her bread and began to eat to soothe it, even though these particular memories didn't leave her with much of an appetite.  "The first day I was fine, but the day after that, I began feeling distinctly unwell. The day after that I could barely rise from bed." 

She pressed her lips together, remembering her body shaking with fever, the blood that had come bubbling out of her throat, and the cold fear that had locked its claws around her. 

"So I went back," she said, "and as soon as I did, my health began to improve. Walter told me all about it eventually. They—meaning mostly his mother, I think—had been afraid from the beginning that I was too wild, that I would leave him. They could have lost my money. So they bound me to the family for the rest of my life." 

Cricket had wondered in the beginning if the curse might lift if Walter were to die, but that had not been the case.

"So you came to me because I am a relation," Throckmorton said. "But I am interested to know how you found out about me at all. I've been estranged from my family for quite some time." 

"As soon as I discovered the true nature of the curse, I began looking for a relation of Walter's who was not under the family's control," Cricket said. "Someone who wouldn't be swayed by the family's interests." It had taken her years of careful searching, research, and planning—the quietest years of their marriage, as far as Walter and Mrs. Mallory were concerned. She hadn't gone out of her way to be a good or proper wife, but she hadn't tried to run away, launch legal proceedings, or murder anyone. 

Instead, she had waited and planned her escape. 

"Walter died six weeks ago, " Cricket said, setting aside her now empty teacup. "And I knew I had to get away."

After the funeral, Mrs. Mallory and Walter's sisters had descended on the house with the intention of repossessing Walter's belongings and assets, including Cricket. Cricket didn't know what would have happened to her if she'd been moved into Mrs. Mallory's care, but she couldn't imagine it would have been pleasant. Walter had been the petty sort of bully that many privileged young men became. Living with him had not been pleasant or easy, but Mrs. Mallory's cruelty was a wickedly sharpened knife. 

Cricket had stolen enough money to buy the train ticket to Berwick and left the first chance she'd had.  

"I won't go back to Walter's mother," she said flatly. "I will die first." 

Throckmorton reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose and shut his eyes briefly. When he opened them again, they were as cold as stone. He leaned forward, resting his forearms against the table, all but looming across it. 

It reminded her, not pleasantly, how very large he was. Not tall, perhaps, but far, far heavier than she was. His arms were thick under the dark wool of his coat, and his hands could have swallowed her tiny ones up. 

She frowned at him, hating to feel small, although she knew full well that compared to pretty much everyone else, she was. 

"I don't want to be dragged back into my family's schemes," he said bluntly. "I don't know you, and I don’t want you here. As far as I'm concerned, you are a stranger. There is no one I know that I would be happy to share a house with, much less someone I've barely met." He stared at her hard for a long moment. "But of all the branches of my extended relations, I like and trust the Mallorys the least. You can stay here"—he raised one hand when she opened her mouth—"temporarily until I figure out how to lift the curse."  

She took a long, deep breath in through her nose as relief slowly washed through her body, replacing the fear that had lived there for far too long. 

"It sounds reasonable," she said. "And thank you." 

He made an impatient gesture with one hand. "I barely have a choice in the matter. I don't have a guest room, but you are welcome to the sunroom. There is a sofa in there which should be big enough for you to sleep on."  

He stood, gesturing for her to follow him, so she picked up her carpet bag and trailed along behind him. 

The doorway to the sunroom turned out to be right next to the kitchen, down a short hall and through a door that Throckmorton unlocked. It was a small room, the two outer walls made mostly of tall windows looking out onto the bedraggled and overgrown back garden. There were bookcases containing some very dusty old books against one of the other walls, and a few storage boxes and crates stacked against another. An ancient, extremely dead plant in a large ceramic planter sat on a small table next to the sofa Throckmorton had promised, which was covered by a drop cloth. 

"Make yourself at home," Throckmorton said a touch sardonically. 

"Well, it's far better accommodation than where I slept last night." Cricket dropped her bag onto the floor by the sofa. "Do you have somewhere for me to wash?" 

Throckmorton nodded and led the way back out of the sunroom, down the hall, and toward the rest of the house. They passed an open doorway that looked into a sitting room filled with bookcases, a few comfortable looking chairs, another sofa, and some actually living potted plants. There was another book-lined room, probably a study, to the left and a staircase leading to the second floor. 

The stairs took them to a long hallway with several closed doors on either side. Throckmorton pushed open the first door on the left, which revealed a narrow bathroom with a sink and tub. 

"Feel free to do what you need to do," he said. "I'll be leaving soon to run some errands. Meanwhile, make yourself comfortable, I suppose. But if all of this is some kind of elaborate ruse to rob me, I wouldn't recommend it."

Cricket couldn't imagine Throckmorton owned much worth stealing. From what she'd seen so far, this was not the sort of house in which grand heists occurred. She did not tell him this, though. 

"Here." He pulled out a metal ring of keys and extracted one, pressing it into her hand. "A house key. In case you want to go out." Then he was already turning away from her, heading down the stairs and toward the front door, where his hat and coat hung on a coat rack in the corner. 

Cricket drifted toward the stairs but did not descend, listening to him move around the front hall. The front door opened and shut. Cricket held her breath and counted to ten before slowly letting it out. 

She was alone. 

Slowly she descended the stairs, listening to how each of the steps creaked or settled under her slight weight. She went back to her abused carpet bag and opened it, fishing out some of the very few items of clothing she'd packed. Fresh underclothes, a plain blouse, and a utilitarian tweed skirt. Sitting on the still-covered sofa, she finally eased off her almost completely ruined boots and the socks underneath and wiggled her freed toes against the floorboard. She inspected the blister on the side of her foot and determined that once she cleaned it, it would be fine. 

Picking up her fresh clothes, she limped back through the house and up the stairs to the bathroom. 

The door did have a lock, to her relief, which she threw before turning on the taps and watching the deep bathtub fill. The room slowly began to fill with steam, and Cricket began pulling hairpins out of her hair and dropping them into the sink. Once her hair was loose, she stripped off the rest of her clothes as well and climbed into the bathtub. 

She dunked her head briefly under the water, scrubbed herself briskly with the brush she found on the corner of the tub, and made sure the sores and rub marks on her feet were washed out. 

Generally, she would get out of the water once the bare minimum of cleaning had occurred. She hadn't felt safe taking longer when bathing in quite some time. She didn't feel wholly safe now, in this strange house that belonged to a man she'd only just met. 

Still, she didn't rise out of the warm water quite yet. Her body ached and the water soothed it as her mind worked. 

There was a bone-deep relief making her feel lighter than she had in years. For the first time since she'd first laid eyes on Walter in her parent's parlor she was truly free of him, of his mother and the clutches of the Mallory family.

Throckmorton had not turned her out and had said he'd try to help her lift the curse. Not that she fully trusted him to do that. There was always the possibility that he was out contacting Mrs. Mallory even now. But unless he did indeed mean to betray her, she had at least a little bit of time to work on lifting the curse herself. 

The water had started to cool, so she rose and climbed out of the tub. 

The sink was across from the tub, and there was no way of avoiding her reflection in it showing her small narrow face, now half obscured by a heavy tangled mess of dark wet hair. Cricket was bird-small and always had been, shorter than most and willow thin without any defining curves to her figure.

She was not a pretty young woman. Walter, along with his mother and sisters, had told her often enough how not pretty she was over the last five years. 

She'd never aspired to be—pretty or a woman. So, the fact that she was neither had never truly bothered her. Cricket was a changeling child, a thing that, while she might have some womanly features, was distinctly not a woman. In her truest form, Cricket liked to think she was a sort of goblin living in the woods somewhere with dirt under her fingernails and blood on her teeth. 

She heaved the hair out of her eyes. It curled by nature and would dry a mess, but she desperately hated combing it and only had for the last five years because Walter insisted. 

"My wife needs to look like a lady," he'd told her once, his grip on her arm hard enough to leave finger-shaped bruises. "Not an urchin child." 

She left it wild now and began putting on the clean clothes she'd brought with her instead. 

Once she'd done the bare minimum, she bundled up her dirty black dress and clattered down the stairs to the ground floor. She deposited the dress on the sofa in the sunroom and left to begin exploring the house. 

The kitchen she'd already seen, but she walked through it anyway, opening cupboards and rifling through shelves and inspecting the pantry off of it. 

She wandered out of the kitchen and down the hall to the sitting room, which turned out to be attached to a very disused-looking dining room, its sideboard cluttered with books, little knick-knacks, opened pieces of mail, and an abandoned cup of tea that had been there long enough to have a fine film of dust floating on the surface. 

The furniture in the sitting room was old and ordinary enough to look at, not cheap but not expensive either, the chairs showing several worn patches on the upholstery. The sofa had been torn across the back at some point, and it had been carefully stitched shut. 

The entire house felt shabbily middle class compared to the ostentatiousness of the house she'd lived in with Walter. There had been a sort of careless wealth about the house she'd grown up in as well. Every room in the looming stone mansion was filled with priceless art, heirlooms, and artifacts her father had collected around him. 

Cricket turned away from the repaired sofa and began to inspect the bookcases. There was an interesting mix of books. Throckmorton seemed to have a little of everything—novels, history books, science books, books on politics, horticulture, poetry, mythology, and folklore. 

She ran her fingers across the spines and wondered how hard it would be to access her father's money, and if she could, whether she might be able to buy Throckmorton's cooperation over the long term. On the other hand, Mrs. Mallory was no doubt in contact with her father's banker, and there was always the chance that she'd manage to squeeze Cricket's whereabouts out of the man. Maybe best not to risk it right now, although it was something to keep in mind. 

The bathroom she'd already seen, and the next door down the hall opened onto an ordinary bedroom with just enough of a lived-in look to make her think it was Throckmorton's. She considered searching the room—it might give up important clues about the nature of the man she was going to be living with for the foreseeable future—but she hesitated at the door. Actually going inside seemed too much of a violation, and she turned away without entering and pulled the door shut. 

There was another door on the right side of the hall, but it was locked when she tried it. 

Back downstairs, she discovered the door to the cellar between the kitchen door and her sunroom.  

The smell of wet earth hit her as soon as she unlatched it and pulled it open. There was no light that she could see, and a rickety flight of wooden stairs descended into darkness. Cricket took two steps down, peering below her, but even with the light from the open door, everything was bathed in murky shadow. She did not go any farther down but turned back toward the house and light instead. 

That brought her back to the sunroom, her bag and dirty clothes waiting for her in the dusty sunlight filtering through the windows. 

Her hair was drying tangled, still tumbling into her face. She needed to comb it and pin it up out of the way again, but just thinking about it made her tired and angry. She pushed the heavy mess away with a frustrated sweep of her hands but didn't try to fix it nicely in any way. 

Instead, she looked around the little sun-dappled room. The sunroom would be perfect for a greenhouse, Cricket thought, once more reminded of her father's big house and the greenhouse she'd had there, the plants and flowers she'd grown. 

Neither of her parents had been plant lovers, but for as long as Cricket could remember, she'd loved nothing more than to get her hands into the dirt. She was forever coming back from the forest or lakeside with a cutting to try to propagate within the safety of her little glass sanctum.

Her laboratory, her father had called it. When she'd visit his sickroom in the afternoon, he’d ask, "What are you working on in the laboratory today, my little Cricket?"

Her mother hadn't been as supportive. "It's a strange pastime for a child," she'd once said, her lovely face pinched up in a frown as she elegantly draped herself across a wicker chaise lounge on the veranda overlooking the lake.  

Still, she'd allowed it as she allowed Cricket to do most things whether or not she approved.

Cricket had always suspected that her mother was more relieved to have her out of the house than anything else. It wasn't that her mother didn't love her, more that she found most things to be exhausting and anxiety inducing, raising a child very much included. That Cricket spent most of her time out of sight and out of mind, running wild in the forest or holed up in the library or the greenhouse suited her mother just fine. 

Whenever they had guests, which was rare, Cricket would make a point to wash, do up her hair, and put on a nice dress. She'd found that was all the placating her mother really needed. 

She walked over to the potted plant in the sunroom, reaching out to touch one of its brown and dust-covered leaves. It dropped off as soon as her fingertips brushed against it and fluttered down to the cracked earth at the bottom of the pot. She contemplated it, wondering if she’d be able to bring it back to life if she cut it down and watered it diligently. Probably not, but she dug out a pair of gardening shears from her carpet bag and cut off the dead growth anyway before going to fetch water from the kitchen. The soil in the pot was so dry that it took her several minutes to get it to absorb any of the water at all. Once the water began to penetrate down into the pot, it took as much as she could pour on it. She only did the one cup from the kitchen, not wanting to swamp it. 

Cricket straightened up from the sad little potted plant and pulled the drop cloth off the sofa, revealing very faded, old-fashioned rose upholstery. When she sat on it, the springs groaned and a small cloud of dust was flung up into the pool of sunlight around her. It was not particularly comfortable, but it was a good deal softer than the stone bench. She let her head fall back and her eyes drifted shut. For several long moments she sat, body relaxed, thoughts settling like fallen leaves coming to rest. 

When her eyes blinked open at last, a movement out of the window caught her eye. It was a quick, dark flash at her peripheral vision that nonetheless made her jerk around, her gaze sweeping across the garden. 

There was a woman in the yard. 
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​Chapter 3
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Cricket froze, like a small animal catching sight of a predator. 

The woman was not close to the house, standing knee-deep among the weeds and tall grass. She was dressed in stark white as far as Cricket could see, a mass of blonde hair pinned artfully on top of her head. Her face was mostly turned away from Cricket, so she could not clearly make out the woman's features. 

For a moment there was something about the woman that reminded Cricket so much of her mother that her entire body ached with it. 

As Cricket watched, the woman's head lifted as if she had heard something. Cricket took several quick steps forward in order to get a better look. She had forgotten about her carpet bag on the floor and stumbled when her foot caught on it. Spitting out a curse, she straightened up as quickly as she could, but when she looked back out the window, the woman was gone. 

It could have been a neighbor, Cricket told herself, her gaze sweeping back and forth over the yard. It could have been a vagrant like Throckmorton had accused her of being that morning. Certainly, she'd found that it wasn't exactly difficult to break into the backyard. Yet the space had seemed deeply disused, without any sign that there had been other people traipsing around back there besides herself. 

She pressed her lips together, picked up the water glass she'd used for the plant, and went back into the kitchen to deposit it into the sink. 
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