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        As the line between the living and the dead begins to blur, and Harrowgate’s buried horrors claw their way to the surface, Isabella must decide if Rhys is her protector… or something far more dangerous.

      

        

      
        For readers who crave haunted manors, brooding heroes, slow-burn desire, and chilling ghostly mysteries, this standalone historical gothic romance will leave you breathless.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR EVE SILVER’S GOTHIC ROMANCES

          

        

      

    

    
      "Silver expertly matches a brooding sense of atmosphere with a generous measure of suspense…"—The Chicago Tribune

      

      "A dark and delicious gothic. I gobbled it up in a single sitting. Oh, how I have missed books like this!"—New York Times bestselling author Linda Lael Miller

      

      "Riveting! A dark, steamy and twisted tale!"—New York Times bestselling author Lisa Jackson

      

      "With her ability to create the perfect chilling atmosphere, a dark, tormented hero and an intrepid heroine, Silver rises to the ranks of Victoria Holt and Daphne du Maurier…"—RT Book Reviews

      

      “…an outstanding tale about two wounded souls with so much feeling and emotion that there were times my eyes became a little misty…Eve Silver deserves praise for this complicated and moving story.”—Fresh Fiction

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Eve Silver

      All rights reserved.

      

      This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, locations, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or have been used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, locales, or events is entirely coincidental.

      

      The uploading, scanning, and distribution of this book in any form or by any means—including but not limited to electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the permission of the copyright holder is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized editions of this work, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

      

      Darkest at Dusk

      eISBN: 978-1-988674-37-7

      paperback ISBN: 978-1-988674-39-1

      hardcover ISBN: 978-1-988674-38-4

      www.EveSilver.net

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY EVE SILVER

          

        

      

    

    
      BOOKS FOR ADULTS:

      HISTORICAL GOTHIC MYSTERY ROMANCE:

      REVENANT ROSES SERIES

      (Books in this series can be read in any order)

      Darkest at Dusk

      DARK GOTHIC SERIES

      (Books in this series can be read in any order)

      Dark Desires

      His Dark Kiss

      Dark Prince

      His Wicked Sins

      Seduced by a Stranger

      Dark Embrace

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      URBAN FANTASY, PARANORMAL, AND SCI-FI ROMANCE:

      THE SINS SERIES

      Sins of the Heart (Book 1)

      Sins of the Soul (Book 2)

      Sins of the Flesh (Book 3)

      Body of Sin (Book 4)

      Sin’s Daughter (Novella, can be read at any point in the series)

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      NORTHERN WASTE SERIES

      (Eve Silver writing as Eve Kenin)

      Driven (Book 1)

      Frozen (Book 1.5)

      Hidden (Book 2)

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      COMPACT OF SORCERERS SERIES

      Demon’s Kiss (Book 1)

      Demon’s Hunger (Book 2)

      Trinity Blue (short story)

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      DARK MAFIA ROMANCE:

      BOOKS WRITTEN AS BECCA KANE

      The Vegas Vicious Series

      Twisted Fate

      Ruthless Vow

      Dark Promise

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      BOOKS FOR TEENS:

      THE GAME SERIES

      RUSH

      PUSH

      CRASH

      

      
        
        Join Eve’s VIP Reader Group for the latest info about contests, new releases and more! www.EveSilver.net

      

      

      
        
        Follow Eve on Bookbub!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Book Description

      

      
        Praise for Eve Silver’s Gothic Romances

      

      
        Also by Eve Silver

      

      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Eve Silver

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The asylum crouched behind a high wall slick with moss. Rain slid down the iron spikes and gathered in the grooves of the gate like tears. Metal bars blocked the windows. Inside, the corridor smelled of limewash and soap, of scrubbed stone and stagnant water. Edging closer to Papa, close enough that the wet wool of his coat scratched her cheek, Isabella Barrett made herself smaller. Smaller still.

      He patted her hand.

      “Only a consultation,” he had said that morning, his voice gentle and frayed, his gloved hand closing around hers as the carriage wheels struck puddles and dirty water fanned against the windows. She had nodded and lied with her eyes as she always did when he asked if she was afraid. She had practiced that lie in the looking glass, widening her eyes, keeping her chin steady. It was not that Papa would be disappointed or angry. It was that he would feel guilt that he had allowed fear to touch her. And that, she could not abide.

      When she had been very small, the translucent people had been interesting, even pretty. Imaginary playmates, Papa had called them, when there were no real children to be had. But the years had taught them persistence, and the whispers had grown more insistent, braiding through her days and nights. New people found her when she left the house. They reached for her, touched her, pleaded with her. And she pleaded in return—for peace.

      By the time she was eleven, Papa had no longer smiled or patted her head.

      He had begun taking her to doctors and she had been poked and pinched and prodded. They had given her tonics. They had prescribed hot baths. Cold baths. Open windows. Closed windows. Stoke the fire. Bank the fire. She had been bled and purged and dosed with all manner of vile potions. Nothing quieted the voices or stilled the visions. Only pretending helped, and even then, just a little.

      Now Dr. Hargreaves, the third doctor she had seen in as many weeks, met them in the corridor of St. Jude’s. He was a narrow man with a narrow mouth and a smile that was all teeth and no warmth. “Mr. Barrett.” A pump of Papa’s hand. “Miss Barrett.” His glance landed and lingered, his expression cold and hard.

      Matron joined them, a stout woman with wide shoulders and a thick neck, rings of keys at her waist, her mouth pinched prim with importance.

      Papa settled Isabella’s hand in the crook of his arm as they were shown along a row of doors, each with a small square of glass webbed with wire. Isabella gasped as a face suddenly appeared in one, nose scrunched against the pane, eyes wide and unblinking. The pane fogged with the man’s breath and cleared again, fogged and cleared, and still he pressed against the glass.

      When a woman drifted along the corridor beside them, a pale seam of cold moving with her, Isabella took care not to glance her way.

      A palm slapped a wired window. A howl carried through a door, answered by another that came from deep in the bowels of the building. Isabella’s pulse jumped.

      From within the wall came a tapping, slow and deliberate. Tap…tap…tap. The sound threaded up her spine on icy fingers. She began to count her breaths to drown it out—one…two…three…four—then lost count and started again.

      “We prescribe hydrotherapy,” Dr. Hargreaves said to Papa. “Music. Fresh air. Gentle work. We are not practitioners of the former age’s cruelties.” He smiled his all-teeth smile.

      Keeping her eyes directed straight ahead, Isabella stepped past a little boy sitting cross-legged in a square of light on the tiles, a boy Matron walked straight through. The hum that began at the edge of hearing rose, a thin, needling chorus she had learned to bear over the years. Usually, it was accompanied by a drift of cold and a feeling of being watched. But today, it was muted, soft, even sad. Hopeless. The feeling wormed through her bones like a January storm. It was this place, she thought, that made even the wraiths sad.

      Dr. Hargreaves brought them to his office, a small white room with a clean desk and two hard chairs. Matron crossed her arms and positioned herself at the door. When Papa moved to sit with Isabella, Dr. Hargreaves shook his head. “I will see her alone, if you please.”

      “I do not please,” Papa said, and positioned himself behind Isabella’s chair. “You will see my daughter with me in the room.”

      The doctor frowned, then smoothed it away and looked to Isabella. “Tell me about the things you see. The things you hear. Be precise.”

      She had practiced sounding precise while being imprecise. And so, she said, “Sometimes, I dream badly and wake with a start. Sometimes, the house creaks and I mistake it for footsteps.” She lifted one shoulder. “When I was younger, I heard a woman humming in the afternoons. I told Papa I could hear Mama.”

      He wrote something, nib scratching, his cold gaze flicking to Isabella then away.

      “Hallucinations following bereavement are quite common,” he said.

      “My wife died when Isabella was born. She never knew her mother,” Papa said.

      The nib paused, then resumed. “A sensitive disposition, then. Perhaps, you have indulged a fancy, Mr. Barrett. Grief is a family ailment. It can be transmitted. I am certain that with care, your daughter can recover in time.” He rose. “I suggest we further tour our facility. To reassure. To make plain that we are a house of science, not a gaol.”

      Isabella looked back at Papa. She wanted to ask him if they could leave, to say that she did not wish to tour this place.

      Papa’s jaw tensed, then he nodded at the doctor.

      They passed the women’s ward, all whitewashed arches and iron beds. A girl stared at the ceiling and twisted her face in unnatural ways. In the corner, a woman sat on a rumpled bed, hugging herself and rocking to and fro. Both the woman and the girl were quite real.

      They turned down a narrower corridor. More doors with wired panes.

      Tap…tap…tap.

      “Quiet rooms,” Matron said.

      “To calm agitation,” Dr. Hargreaves added.

      Papa said nothing.

      On they walked until they reached a door with no window. With a flourish, Matron drew a key and unlocked it. Dr. Hargreaves opened the door, soundless on well-oiled hinges. Isabella glanced inside. The walls were bare. No furniture adorned the space, only a straw mat upon the floor. There was no window, no air, no light but what crawled under the door.

      “A seclusion cell,” Dr. Hargreaves said. “A period of solitude can work wonders on an excitable disposition.” He offered an oily smile. “Step in.” When Isabella hesitated, he added, “Unless you see something inside… Is that it? A spirit? A ghost? Oh, I know what you said in my office earlier, a whitewashed tale of hearing footsteps when the house creaks. But I have consulted with the doctors you saw before me and am well versed in your case. I know what you’ve claimed before. Hearing voices. Seeing people who are not there. You can be honest here. I cannot help you if you are not honest, my dear.”

      Isabella glanced at Papa. He was frowning, his jaw set.

      “There is no need to be afraid,” Dr. Hargreaves murmured and gave the smallest nudge.

      She stepped over the threshold just as Papa said, “No.”

      The door slammed. The sound clanged like a bell. Iron was cold against her palm as she seized the handle. It did not yield.

      “Papa,” she said, her voice high and thin. Do not leave me here. Do not lock me away. Papa!

      “Open it,” Papa said, voice carrying through the door, calm and flat.

      “Just a moment,” Matron replied. Keys chimed.

      Dizzy with fear, Isabella turned a slow circle. Nowhere to go. No seam to pry. Only barren walls and ceiling and floor that she could barely make out in the paltry glow that eked under the door. She pressed her palm against the wall, smooth and cool beneath her touch.

      Tap…tap…tap said the wall, delighted.

      The air at her back tightened, colder, heavier, bringing the chill of cellar stone and the smell of old damp leaves. Something touched her ear, something like breath or the weight of being not-alone. She could not see in the dark, but she knew the presence of a wraith as well as she knew her own fear.

      “Open. The. Door,” Papa said, each word its own blade. “Now.”

      A key grated. The latch lifted. A slice of light cut the dark, burning her eyes. Then she saw Matron’s scowl, the doctor’s thin patience, and Papa, pale and unyielding. Heart pounding so hard she thought she might retch, Isabella stepped out as if she were not fleeing.

      “That will do,” Papa said. “We are finished.”

      “We should admit her⁠—”

      “We should not,” Papa cut in, clean as a knife.

      He settled Isabella’s hand in the crook of his arm and walked her through the corridors, past the wired windows and the faces behind them, out into the rain. The sky was a flat sheet of pewter, water stinging the air.

      In the carriage, Papa cradled her cheeks in his palms. “Isa,” he said, fear humming through her name. “You see nothing. You hear nothing. Never say it. Never show it. Never. One day I will be gone. I will not be here to protect you. If you speak then of voices and visions, they will lock you away. Do you understand?”

      The words scored deep. “I understand,” she whispered.

      It was no lie. She did understand. If she heard the voices, saw the wraiths, felt the icy touch of their fingers, then she was not of sound mind. Those not of sound mind were sent to an asylum with iron bars on the windows, cold stone walls, the sounds of distant screams. A place like St. Jude’s that would cage not only her body but her mind, until the whispers were the only company left to her.

      Leaning her forehead against the glass, she watched St. Jude’s recede into a smear of stone and water. She did not look at the wraith who sat in the opposite corner of the carriage, eyes like hollow pits, watching her. She fixed her gaze on the rain instead, and told herself, you see nothing, you hear nothing. Because she could not afford to look at it or others like it ever again.
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      Isabella Barrett woke to the sound of male voices, one low and calm, the other raised in anger.

      “You…you blackguard… Get out!”

      She jerked to a sitting position and swung her legs over the side of her bed, pulse flicking like a trapped bird. The angry voice belonged to her father, and that was nigh impossible. Malcolm Barrett was by nature calm and reserved; any display of strong emotion was limited to untrammeled joy when he discovered a rare manuscript or book or engaged in conversation about rare manuscripts or books. Only once, in the icy hallway of St. Jude’s when he had coldly ordered that a door be unlocked, had she witnessed him step outside his norm.

      Somewhere below, more words were exchanged, Papa’s voice and that of another man, the content of their discourse muted by the plaster walls and ceiling. But her father’s tone was unmistakable, and his voice, though lower now, still shook with the force of his wrath.

      Then he shouted, “Get out. Leave this house and do not return. Do you hear me, you wretch?”

      Never had she heard such insults cross Papa’s lips, not even in jest.

      Fingers fumbling at the tie, Isabella pulled her wrapper around her, cinching the quilted flannel tight at her waist. Her bare toes peeked from beneath the hem, pale against the threadbare carpet, cold prickling up through the nap, a draft nipping at her feet and ankles. She was by no means ready to be seen by a visitor, but etiquette lost value beneath the weight of her concern. She opened the door and inched out onto the landing as footsteps pounded across the floor below. The front door creaked open, then slammed.

      Papa muttered under his breath. Then he fell silent, the sudden lack of sound more jarring than his tirade had been. As Isabella set her bare foot on the top stair, her father yanked the door open once more and stormed out. The door slammed behind him, rattling in its frame.

      Intent on following him outside, Isabella rushed back to her room, grabbed her boot and tried to force it onto her bare foot, heel skidding along the lining.

      Then Papa’s voice came again, this time carrying from the street below her window, loud and rough. Kicking free of the half-donned boot, she then ran to the window and pulled aside the heavy gold brocade drapes. The glass was cold against her fingertips, a stark contrast to the firestorm of her father’s fury.

      Papa stood on the front walkway, hatless, coatless, his chest heaving with his rapid breaths. His right arm was extended, index finger pointing at a man Isabella did not recognize.

      The stranger was tall, the fine fabric of his well-tailored black coat accenting the broad, powerful set of his shoulders. His legs were encased in fawn-colored trousers, his shiny black boots planted firmly apart, a stance that suggested a refusal to yield. He stood like someone accustomed to wielding control, someone to be viewed with caution. Even the morning mist curled near but did not touch, as though it too was wary of his presence.

      But Papa showed no such hesitancy.

      “Begone!” he cried, his outstretched arm shaking with rage, head jutting forward, shoulders hunched with a fury never meant to be felt by a man of his normally mild disposition.

      A pulse of fear throbbed in Isabella’s breast. Papa was not well. His heart was fragile, his breathing often ragged. She had never seen him so enraged. A whisper of dread coiled through her, and she gripped the window frame so hard that her nails ached. What if this fury was the thing that ended him?

      She undid the latch and opened the window just as her father snapped, “You are a trickster, a would-be thief. I will not part with⁠—”

      Papa cut himself off, his face twisting with something more than anger.

      Fear.

      But the stranger did not move, did not speak. He simply existed, tall and solid, his stillness unnerving.

      Papa’s hand went to his chest, fingers splaying wide. Isabella’s own heart lurched with concern.

      “You do not understand what you are asking,” Papa rasped, the words wrenched from him, harsh and discordant. “It is not safe. You would open a gate that can never be closed. One that might well swallow her whole.”

      “You speak of safety,” the stranger said, low and smooth. “But leaving her in ignorance is a danger of a different order.”

      Isabella stiffened. Her.

      Were they speaking of her?

      The moment stretched, tight and brittle.

      The man lifted his head and turned toward her window. From this angle, the brim of his hat concealed the upper part of his face. Though she could not see his eyes, she felt his gaze search her out, piercing through the crack in the curtains.

      The breath left her lungs in a sharp exhale.

      His attention was neither the polite glance of a gentleman nor the flickering assessment of a stranger. It was something deep and heavy and knowing, stripping away her layers, searching for something beneath her skin.

      A slow, suffocating sensation unfurled inside her, a certainty that he could see past her carefully constructed composure. Past her mask. Past the lie of normalcy she maintained.

      She did not know this man. And yet, she felt as though his gaze had plundered her secrets, laid her bare. As though he knew her, and all she fought so hard to hide.

      Her heart kicked hard against her ribs. She should look away. She should break the moment before it consumed her whole. But as the seconds ticked past, she did not move.

      Then Papa twisted to look up at her, his skin gray as ash, slick with sweat.

      She forced herself to step back, letting the drapery fall…but not all the way. A thin sliver of space remained, just wide enough for her to see the stranger below. He stood motionless in the street, tall and unwavering, his presence like a jagged rock just waiting to gouge the hull of any ship that drifted too close.

      The tilt of his head revealed the hard angle of his jaw, the hollows beneath his cheekbones, the line of his mouth. His hat cast a shadow over his forehead and eyes but did little to obscure the severe handsomeness of his face, all sharp planes and unyielding strength.

      There was no softness in him. Only calculated precision. Deliberate stillness.

      She swallowed, disconcerted, his attention unfamiliar, unwanted. Unbearable.

      And yet, she could not look away.

      A thread of something flickered at the edge of her thoughts. A strange, inexplicable connection, like a memory or dream she could not quite grasp. It slipped away, vanishing, a reflection swallowed by rippling water.

      Then a whisper came from behind her, soft and indistinct. Cold unrolled over the back of her neck, then pressed, pushing through cloth and skin.

      The scent of damp earth and icy metal curled into her nostrils. She went rigid as the air around her grew heavy and dense, pressing against her lungs.

      Words swirled through her thoughts, tangled and fragmented.

      See me…I am here…

      Not her words. Not her thoughts.

      She clenched her jaw, ignoring it all, ignoring the way the air changed, the room changed, the way the very fabric of reality quivered around her. She refused to look, refused to let her mask slip.

      The stranger still looked up at her window. He had not moved. Not an inch.

      Chest heaving, Papa puffed himself up, squared his shoulders and took a step forward.

      “Please, go,” she called down to the man through the open window, her voice just loud enough to carry.

      “Isa!” Papa cried. His right hand clutched at his chest, knuckles white. His face was flushed, rivulets of sweat streaking his temple and brow. “Close…that…window,” he said through heavy, gasping breaths.

      Isabella’s heartbeat turned sharp and frantic with worry.

      “Please go,” she repeated, her tone tight and strained. “Leave now, sir.”

      The stranger glanced at Papa then turned his gaze back up to her. He dipped his chin in the barest nod.

      “As you wish.”

      He offered a shallow bow and murmured something low, meant only for Papa’s ears. Whatever he said made Papa’s eyes narrow and his jaw tighten. The stranger turned and walked away, his measured gait marked by the almost imperceptible favoring of his left leg.

      Pausing at the end of the street, he turned and looked up at her window once more. He was too far away for her to decipher his expression, but she knew he turned back for her.

      Her stomach clenched. Her hands trembled. Deep inside, a feeling of apprehension and inevitability unfurled…a foreboding certainty.

      She had not seen the last of him.

      And when he returned, he would not be so easily sent away.
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      Rhys Caradoc did not look back until he reached the corner, and even then, he let himself have only a glimpse of the scene: the gold drape framing brown hair tumbling in dishevelled waves around a pale, oval face; a breath of fog; Barrett, bareheaded before the house, one hand to his chest as if to pin his heart in place.

      It had not been his intent to stir the man so.

      Isabella.

      He had hunted her, and now he had found her.

      The hum that lived at the edges of the world, the thin, maddening chorus of unquiet, had settled the moment she had opened the window. Not silent. Never silent now. But even with him standing in the street and her a storey higher, the noise had ebbed as if the wind had changed direction and taken the keening with it. A too-brief respite. A mercy that had allowed him to almost remember the sound of silence.

      Madness, he had been told. And for a time, locked away behind a thick door with a wired window, he had believed it.

      But what he had learned from the written notes of a dead man had suggested a different answer.

      He had come today to buy what could be bought and to measure what could not, to make offers and cajole acquiescence. He had not come to frighten a scholar into apoplexy in his own street.

      With a clarity that came too late, he thought of the way the man had said, “swallow her whole.” Not break. Not harm. Swallow. A word with a throat and entirely different implications. He filed it away with the others.

      His plan redrew itself: offer of employment again, but sweeter…wages paid in advance, the restoration of a library long starved of attention. If Barrett still refused, there were other avenues to consider: debts, habits, collectors. He would not use force. He would only invite necessity to do its work. Villainy wore many names, and of them, collector of rents was one the world forgave. He would make immediate inquiries of the owner of the house that Barrett rented, discover what price he must offer to purchase it outright.

      He ought to leave London now and let things cool. He ought to think only of locks and shut doors, of the ash-stink that crawled from the north wing at night.

      He ought not to think of dark hair and dark eyes, the precise tilt of a chin at the window, the way the curtain had allowed a slivered glimpse and no more.

      The air to his left went a degree colder; he did not turn. He had learned long ago not to acknowledge their presence.

      Setting off once more, he favored his left leg as little as pride allowed. The ache sang along the old burn scars, a useful hurt, keeping a tally. He would have both the woman and the other half of the book, one way or another. He would empty his house of the thing that had brought so much death to his door, had made a pyre of his father and called it kinship. If the only key to that lock was a living one, if Isabella Barrett was the mechanism by which his goals could be achieved, then he would arrange it. Gently, if he could. Otherwise—not.
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      “Who was he?” Isabella asked as she joined her father at the breakfast table. He was already seated, a steaming cup of black coffee clutched between trembling hands, his breakfast of shirred eggs, ham, and toast barely touched.

      As he lifted the cup to his mouth, his fingers shook so badly that the liquid sloshed over the rim and onto the tablecloth, a dark blotch marring the pristine white.

      She took a sip of her tea, forcing her tone to remain soft and even as she prodded him. “Papa?”

      His gaze remained on his plate rather than lifting to meet her own.

      “No one.” The words came too quickly. “He is no one.”

      She set her cup down with exaggerated care. That was not an answer, it was an erasure.

      “He is not no one,” she said, the sharpness of her growing concern leaking into her tone. “You were in the street shouting like a fishmonger at someone.”

      He exhaled on a ragged sigh then pushed his plate farther away, the silverware clattering. Isabella narrowed her eyes.

      An icy hand settled on her shoulder, sending a chill spreading through her like frost spidering across a windowpane.

      The hand was not real.

      And yet, it pressed cold through flesh and bone.

      Breath, damp and frigid, touched the curve of her ear. The hem of a translucent, colorless skirt wavered at the edge of her vision. She glanced up into a face that was the color of lead then back down to her plate.

      Too slow. Papa caught it.

      “What are you looking at?” His voice was sharp, frayed at the edges.

      “I was not looking at anything,” Isabella said, her fingers tightening around her fork. “I was looking away from you in exasperation.”

      He did not smile. He knew the shape of the lie. Suspicion hovered, but he let it pass. Isabella lowered her gaze to the tangible things on the table…bread, tea, the gleam of cutlery.

      The clang of a door slamming shut. Cold iron on her palm.

      Tap…tap…tap.

      Never say it. Never show it.

      Lessons learned in a whitewashed corridor with a door that locked from the outside. She had trained herself not to look when the ghosts glided into her line of sight, not to flinch when their fingers, frigid and clawed, brushed against her skin, leaving trails of icy dread.

      But sometimes, when she was not wholly focused on not looking, she did look as she had just now.

      Isabella sighed and took another sip of tea, then reached across the table and pushed her father’s plate back toward him. With a soft exhalation, he resumed his meal. The woman floated to the corner and stayed there.

      Only when her father was done, the last morsel swallowed, did Isabella say, “Who is he, Papa? Why were you so angry?”

      “He is a scoundrel.”

      Isabella arched a brow. “So you indicated with a variety of fascinating words. Why was he here?”

      Papa hesitated. “He wanted something I am not willing to give him,” Papa said, his voice rough, his mouth turning down, his shoulders slumping forward.

      “One of your books?” That was the only possibility that made any sense at all. Papa was ferociously protective of his collection.

      “The books are not—” His gaze flicked to hers, then away. He clutched the edge of the table as if to anchor himself. “Something more precious than that.”

      The words sent a sharp, uneasy pang through her chest.

      Papa grabbed Isabella’s hand. “If you see him again, do not speak to him, do not acknowledge him.” His grip grew uncomfortably tight. “Do you understand, Isabella?”

      He sounded desperate and old and afraid.

      Widening her eyes, she made her voice sincere. “I will not speak to that man. If I see him, if he approaches me, I will not engage. There, is that better?”

      Even as she said the words, she knew them for the lies they were. If the stranger were before her now, she would not only speak to him, but she would demand answers.

      Papa let go of her hand and stared at her in silence.

      “What is it, Papa?” she asked gently. “What has distressed you so?”

      He made a strangled sound and buried his fingers in the wiry, white hair that surrounded his head like a coronet, leaving the top of his scalp bare and shiny.

      “Was it a mistake?” he whispered, his voice raw. “Did I make a mistake? I thought I did right. But now, I do not know. I do not know.”

      Alarmed, Isabella jumped to her feet. She moved to stand at her father’s back, resting both hands on his shoulders.

      “Papa, tell me what this is about.”

      He turned his head and looked up at her over his shoulder. She was horrified to see there were tears in his eyes.

      “The books…the secrets—” He cut himself off and shook his head. “You’re a good girl, Isa. Always a good girl,” he said, patting her hand. He held her gaze for a long moment. “But what if I was wrong?”

      “Wrong about what?” Isabella asked with a flash of both fear and confusion. And then, recalling the moment when both Papa and the man had seemed to be talking about her, she whispered, “Wrong about me?”

      Papa rose to his feet and enveloped her in a hug, the action so unexpected that she fell silent.

      He smelled of tobacco and coffee and the tonic he used in a failed attempt to smooth the remaining strands of his unruly hair. She closed her eyes and hugged him back. His ribs beneath her hands were sharper than they had been a month ago. The weight of him, too little now, made her throat close.

      After a moment, he released her and stepped away, offering a strained, exhausted smile.

      “I love you, my girl. You know that. And if I made a mistake or two over the years, you know it came from a place of love, from my need to keep you safe?”

      His voice cracked, brittle as old parchment, before dissolving into silence.

      “Papa,” Isabella whispered. “Why are you saying these things? You are frightening me. Are you unwell? Shall I summon the doctor?” She rested the back of her hand against his forehead but found no indication of fever.

      “No, no.” He shook his head, caught both her hands in his and gave them a light shake. “Not necessary. Just an old man being foolish.” He glanced at her abandoned toast then forced a smile. “Sit. Finish your breakfast, my dear. I insist.”

      Befuddled, Isabella stood watching as her father left the room, muttering under his breath, snatches of his words carrying to her. “She was meant to be safe…It was never supposed to come to this… Maybe I should let her read them… I cannot… no, I must not…”

      The sound of his footsteps grew softer, fading down the hall. And then a pause. She heard him draw a single, ragged breath before he whispered, “Forgive me,” so faint she thought she imagined it.

      Almost did she chase after him, demand an explanation for his odd words and behavior. Almost. But he had already made it clear that he would not give her the answers she sought.

      And so, she let him go, listening to his footsteps on the stairs then the sound of the door to his bedchamber closing.

      She turned away from the doorway to find the woman in the corner watching her with hollow, burning eyes, fathomless dark pits in her translucent gray face. Those eyes conveyed both hunger and expectation.

      A different sort of chill crept in slowly now, curling through Isabella’s limbs, crawling up her spine like icy fingers. The cold pressed in, claiming her space, her breath. A silence, absolute and unfamiliar, roared in her ears. The wraith’s smile widened.

      And then, she vanished. The place where she had stood darker now, as if she had left behind a shadow that swallowed all it touched.
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      “Papa?” Isabella called as she tried the door to his study. Locked again.

      She paused, one hand poised to knock, the other tightening around the tray she carried, laden with tea and toast and the soft-boiled egg he’d requested over an hour ago, now cooling in its cup. A thin trail of steam rose from the teapot, the scent earthy and smoky with a hint of sweetness.

      She pressed her ear against the panel. At first, she heard nothing, then a rustle, a whisper, the flutter of pages turning.

      “Papa?” she called again.

      There came the scrape of feet shuffling closer, then the unmistakable groan of something being dragged across the floor. In recent days, he had taken to wedging the back of a chair under the handle of the door, determined that no one disturb his work. Was he dragging it into place again now, or away? She could not tell.

      “Papa, you must not lift heavy things. You must not exert yourself. We have discussed this,” she called through the door. She waited as a moment oozed past, then another, slow as pitch. When he gave no answer, she said, “May I come in? I’ve brought⁠—”

      “No!” The word cracked like a whip. “Not now, Isabella. Leave it there.”

      “But—”

      “I said leave it.” The words were impatient, cold, angry. They struck like a slap. Never in all her life had he spoken to her in such a tone. For a heartbeat, she could not breathe.

      Something was wrong. Had been wrong since the visit from the stranger, a man wrapped in shadow and threat.

      Each day since, Papa had increasingly withdrawn into himself. He shut himself away for hours at a time, emerging pale and trembling, his shirt damp with sweat. His hands, once steady and meticulous, now fumbled at the smallest task. He jumped at soft sounds. He whispered to himself and cast wary glances over his shoulder. Once or twice, she had caught snatches of words not meant for her to hear. “Two halves…the circle…hinge and key…not without a vow.”

      Two nights ago, she had found him kneeling before the brass-bound trunk in his bedchamber, the key trembling in his grasp. But he had not opened it. He had rested his brow to the lid and whispered, “Choice. She must choose. Free will. But at what cost?”

      She had remained frozen in the dark, aching to go to him, knowing she would be rebuffed.

      Now, she stood at his study door, worry dragging through her, slow and suffocating.

      “You haven’t eaten today,” she called through the panel. “Come now, Papa. Let me in.”

      When he made no reply, she hesitated, then lowered the tray to the floor, porcelain clinking. As she turned away, she caught a flicker of movement at the far end of the hall. A pale figure stood silent and still in the shadows…the woman, her gown translucent, her face blurred as though viewed through breath-fogged glass.

      “Not now,” Isabella whispered. “Please.”

      The figure did not move. Habit snapped its leash and Isabella fixed her gaze on the safe middle, spine straight, hands quiet.

      A torrent of fractured words and sounds slammed through her thoughts, sudden and sharp. And then the woman vanished, leaving only a dark, empty space behind. Relief came thin and weak. The quiet never lasted.
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      Before dawn the next morning, Isabella roused from uneasy sleep to the faint clink of metal against wood.

      She rose, pulled her wrapper tight across her chest, and stepped barefoot into the corridor. The floorboards beneath her feet were cold and uneven, their surfaces warped with age, the grain darkened by time.

      The door to her father’s chamber stood ajar, a flickering candle casting elongated shadows across the paneled walls.

      “Papa?” she called softly.

      He was hunched before the brass-bound trunk at the foot of his bed, his hands braced on either side as though to steady himself, his back bent beneath the invisible burden he bore. The room smelled of spent tallow and old paper, mingling with a sharp, metallic tang that made her nostrils sting. Something within her balked at that scent, her mouth filling with the taste of a bitten coin.

      Books lay scattered across the worn rug, their spines cracked, their pages yellowed and curling at the edges. They formed no discernible pattern, yet they surrounded the trunk like a guard.

      One folio had fallen open, its vellum margins marked in ink. Isabella caught an image, two semicircles nested together, like a broken ring reaching to be made whole. Before she could draw breath, Papa’s hand darted out, his palm flattening over the image. His eyes when they lifted to hers shone with a warning sharper than words.

      “What are you doing? You should be sleeping. You need your rest,” she said, her voice scarcely more than breath.

      He straightened abruptly, his features drawn and gray, the pouches beneath his eyes dark as bruises. Sweat clung to his brow, glinting in the candlelight. A fine tremor passed through his limbs.

      “You ought not to be here,” he said, his voice hoarse. “It is not safe.”

      “Safe from what?” Her tone was careful but the concern beneath it was not.

      “He has stirred what should have been left to rest. I should never have replied to his letter. Never opened the door. But he spoke with knowledge no man should possess. He made promises I was too weak to resist.”

      “You mean the stranger who came to the house? The one who made you so angry?” she asked. “What did he want?”

      “Not a book,” he said, turning his gaze to the floor. “Not truly. Though he would have been happy for that, too. No, he came seeking something else. Someone else.”

      She took a step backward. The words chilled her, though she could not say why.

      “Who was he?” she asked.

      Papa gave no answer. Instead, his gaze returned to the trunk. His hand rose to the chain around his neck, drawing forth the iron key he always wore, the one that belonged to the brass bound trunk before him. He pressed the key to his lips, as though it were a crucifix and he a man condemned.

      “I thought I could protect you,” he murmured. “But I was mistaken.”

      “Protect me from what?” Isabella asked, her thoughts spinning to the visions, the voices, the wraiths. Did the stranger somehow know of her madness? Almost did she ask, but fear stilled her tongue. Papa believed she no longer saw them, heard them… If she spoke of it, she would betray the truth and tear down all her carefully constructed lies.

      Papa leaned forward and began to whisper to the trunk itself, a low chant that seemed to vibrate within the very bones of the room.

      The candle flame flared tall and thin, its light no longer golden but tinged with blue at the edges. The pages of one of the open books lifted and rustled, stirred by no breeze. The air in the room grew heavy, close, clinging to her skin like damp wool. A shiver crawled through her.

      From the doorway behind her, a new sound arose. Soft at first, like the rustle of silk across stone. Then a whisper, faint and urgent, brushing the edge of her thoughts. She did not turn to look.

      Instead, she fixed her eyes on her father, his gaunt face, his hunched form, on the key still clutched in his clenched fist as though it alone might hold the darkness at bay. He shuddered, the candlelight illuminating the trembling curve of his mouth.

      “Go now, Isa,” he said without looking at her. “Leave me.”

      Distress suffused her at his distant, resolute tone. Her thoughts spun through events of recent days, back to the morning it had begun.

      And suddenly, he was there, the stranger, not in flesh but in memory, the man who had stood unmoved while her father’s fury buffeted him. His presence had filled the street. His gaze had pierced the glass, finding her, pinning her, seeing too much. It was not merely a fanciful notion. She had felt it that morning, silent, precise, inescapable, like a dagger sliding beneath her skin.

      “Papa, let me⁠—”

      “Please, Isa,” Papa cut her off. “Go.”

      She hesitated, her breath coming shallow and fast. Papa’s voice had always been her anchor, her compass. Now it was foreign, distant, devoid of warmth. Devoid of hope.

      The candle flame flared high and blue. The pages of the open books strewn across the floor lifted and danced in the still air. The whispers flew at her, curling around her like choking vines. She could not breathe. She could not think. There was something dark here, something evil.

      “Go,” Papa ordered.

      With a gasp, she turned and fled.

      And the whispers followed, eager as hungry dogs.
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      The house was silent save for the rain that fell in slanting sheets and the wind rattling the shutters. Water spilled from the gutters in thick, silvery ropes. The study door stood ajar. Isabella froze, wariness snaking through her. For weeks now, Papa had taken to locking himself in whichever room he occupied, barricading the door with chairs, chests, or stacks of books.

      But now, at the end of a long and silent day during which she had neither seen nor heard him, Papa had left the study door not only unbarred, but open.

      A fly buzzed at her ear. She brushed it away and stepped inside.

      When she saw him slumped in the worn, burgundy brocade chair he favored, eyes closed, chin resting on his chest, she forced a bright tone and said, “Papa, pray do not sleep here. You’ll have a crick in your neck come morning. You always do.”

      The air felt thick and stale. Darkness dripped down the walls and pooled on the floor at her father’s feet. Light from the dying fire painted one side of his face, leaving the other in shadow. One arm lay across his chest, fist curled at the base of his throat; the other dangled loosely, fingers slack. An open book lay on the floor.

      Isabella frowned.

      “You missed supper,” she said as she crossed the room and retrieved his book from the floor. She set it down with unwarranted care, unease coiling through her as she stared at it.

      Because a part of her knew.

      A part of her had known from the second she crossed the threshold.

      Still, she asked softly, “Are you hungry?” Her voice trembled as she turned back toward her father and stepped closer. “Papa?”

      His lids did not flutter. His chest did not rise.

      A cold, crushing weight settled over her, pressing inward, slow and merciless. It found the soft places beneath her ribs and burrowed deep.

      With a gasp, she fell to her knees at his side and cupped both his cheeks. His skin was too cold.

      Her breath hitched in her throat. Her voice broke as she whispered, “Papa…” The word came out small, her voice that of a child.

      She pressed her ear to his chest. Listened. Waited. Willed his heart to beat. Wishing so hard. Wishing in vain. The silence roared.

      A sob broke loose, raw and helpless, as she rested her cheek against the worn fabric of his sleeve. The shadows crowded closer, silent witnesses to her grief. A whisper slithered through the hush, curling into her ears, through her veins.

      The wraith by the fireplace drifted forward, one arm outstretched, fingers curled like talons. The ever-present whispers became a storm, growing frantic, clamoring to be heard. Gone…Lost…Darkness…Alone…So alone…Do you see me…Can you see me…See me…See me…Hear me…I am here…I am here…Let me in…Let me touch…Let me…

      Grief loosened the knots she tied in herself, rushing in through every gap. It was ever this way when she was unable to maintain the barrier that kept the wraiths at bay, when fatigue or strong emotions chipped away at her carefully constructed wall and the voices carried through the ethereal place that was not quite of this world.

      Cold sweat beaded on Isabella’s brow. Her chest tightened, bound by invisible cords, the whispers cinching tighter with every breath.

      He is dead…he is gone…gone…But we are here…we are here…

      In her mind, she cried out, “Leave me alone. Go away. Go away!” But aloud she said nothing. She longed to slam her palms against her ears to block the voices, but she knew from experience it would not help.

      She would still hear them.

      And they would still know she could hear them.

      But to admit by word or action that she heard them would be to admit she was mad.

      Never say it. Never show it.

      “Oh, Papa.” Her throat was thick, her mouth dry. Grief flayed her, her heart left naked and shivering.

      Limbs heavy, thoughts foggy, she pushed to her feet. The voices she pretended not to hear rose and fell, making her shiver, following her when she moved through the house, half-blinded by tears. She drew the curtains and stopped the clocks to mark the moment of her father’s passing. She hung black veiling over the mirrors to prevent his soul from being trapped in the glass. Not that she believed his soul was at any such risk. His voice was absent from the cacophony that surrounded her, which meant he was gone, truly gone, his soul no longer here.

      But she had no way to explain that to the servants, so she followed the rituals of death in order to mask the truth behind their familiar shape. She had learned to wear the pretense of sanity like a second skin—tight, fragile, always at risk of tearing away to reveal the madness beneath.

      As she carried out her grim duties, she thought that she could summon the housekeeper and the maid and the cook. Perhaps she should. But she felt it was her place as Papa’s daughter to see the things done with her own hands. So, she carried out the tasks alone save for the whispers that lifted the fine hairs at her nape.

      At last, she settled on the floor at Papa’s side and held his hand as the night crawled by, his still form draped in a blanket she had fetched. The shadows swelled and twisted at the edges of her vision, the whispers swelling with them. A pile of ash and a few glowing embers were all that remained of the fire when she roused herself hours later. By then, her tears were dry, and the whispers had faded to a rustle of dry leaves.

      Her hands found the chain at his neck, lifted it over his head, and drew the iron key free. Its weight settled in her palm like a brand. She curled her fist around it, her grip tight, her resolve tightening with it. Papa had worn this key always; now, she would do the same. The legacy it locked away was hers, whether she wished it or not.
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