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Chapter One

Light drew me back from oblivion. The sun’s rays pooled around 
me through a crack in red velvet curtains and spilled across the 

floor. Shimmering flecks of dust hovered in the air. I waved to stir 
them. They floated through my palm. 

I gasped and jerked my hand back, staring at it. Through it, 
really. Even when I covered my eyes, I could see the furniture on the 
other side of the room: a grandfather clock with its hands stopped, a 
side table and sofa, and a framed painting draped in black.

Someone had died.
I turned my translucent hand back and forth. Yes. Someone had. 
My eyes tingled, but no tears came. I raced to the curtains to 

fling them open. My fingers passed through their thick folds. Trem-
bling, I wrapped my arms around myself and paced. It was a night-
mare. I would wake up. Everything looked solid and real, though. 
Everything except me.

I fled the room. My skirts swayed but didn’t rustle, nor did my 
corset squeeze my ribs. The memory of them clung to me, but I’d 
moved beyond their pressures.

A housemaid dressed in black for mourning strolled down the 
wide hallway, dusting delicate side tables. She didn’t glance in my 
direction even when I hurried closer. 

“Hello?” my voice rasped out.
The girl shook her dust rag and walked through me.
I didn’t feel anything. No pressure, no chill. Just the mental dis-

comfort of having someone much too close. Then she was gone to 
her next chore. 

What had happened to me? I ran shaky fingers over my face, my 
hair, my bustled dress. No injuries marred my body, but did ghosts 
remain as they were when they died, or did they return to some 
earlier state? How was I supposed to know? I straightened slowly. I 
couldn’t even remember my name.
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“Help!” I tried to push my faint voice past my isolation. “Can 
anyone hear me?”

Nothing. 
A black smudge stained my right index finger. I rubbed it and 

turned my hands over to find another mark on my left palm. Not a 
blotch, but traces of writing, difficult to read on my translucent skin. 
I squinted at the word: Limes. 

What on earth did that mean? Was I a cook? At least it was likely 
just the remnants of ink and not some supernatural warning. If God 
wanted to send me a message in the afterlife, I was certain He’d have 
something more important to talk about than citrus. 

I traced the phantom word, and a memory of writing it flashed 
through my mind. I’d been glancing over my shoulder, fingers trem-
bling. The steel nib of the fountain pen had pricked my skin. My 
fingers twitched at the recollection of pain. I blinked several times 
and flexed my hand. 

The rest of the memory hung just out of reach. There was some-
thing I needed to do, some important task left unfinished. That fit 
my notion of ghosts. Didn’t they—we—always have a purpose bind-
ing us to this world?

Not that it did me much good if I couldn’t recall my task. Per-
haps I was an incompetent ghost. That word rang in my memory: a 
sneering male voice chiding, “Silly, incompetent girl.” Heavy disap-
pointment settled over me. I had failed.

No, I’d prove him wrong. Whoever he was. I’d finish my task. If 
I was dead, failure wasn’t going to be my legacy.

I squeezed my eyes shut. It made no sense that I could see 
through my hand and not my eyelids, but I was grateful for it.

It might be easier to remember what I was supposed to do if I 
knew who I was. Who I’d been. Drat. I shook my head. I thought 
death was supposed to be peaceful, not confusing. 

I studied my dress. It was blue silk with a pleated ruffle around 
the bottom. I touched one of the brass buttons on the bodice. My 
clothes seemed solid enough under my fingertips, as did the rest of 
me, but when I turned, my skirt twirled through the side table. The 
dress was not especially fancy, but too fine for a servant or cook. Had 
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I been the mistress of this grand house, possibly, or the daughter of 
its master? It seemed like an easy question to answer. The shrouded 
painting likely showed the deceased.

I glided back into the room and pinched the black fabric, imag-
ining the cool touch of silk against my skin. My fingers met without 
catching a fiber. I pursed my lips and tried again. Nothing. Not as 
easy as I thought, then. I drifted out of the room.

Unsympathetic paintings lined the long hallway. The women in 
the pictures cradled books or fans or tiny dogs. Drapes of pearls, 
lace, and intricate beading enriched their gowns. Even the lady in 
the freshest portrait, with her tiny waist, blonde curls, and huge bell-
shaped skirt, looked dreadfully old-fashioned compared to me. My 
straight, dark hair and unadorned dress didn’t belong in this distin-
guished company. 

I didn’t know who I was, but I was learning who I wasn’t. 
If I wasn’t a member of the family, then the servants weren’t in 

mourning for me. Someone else had died. Perhaps I wasn’t the only 
ghost. I quickened my pace.

My hand slid through the first doorknob I grabbed. The solution 
was obvious, but I hated it. With a sigh, I stuck my head through the 
door. The rooms along the corridor were like the one where I woke: 
neat, silent, and in need of dusting.

Then I came to the library near the end of the hall. When I 
stepped through the door, peace enveloped me in imagined warmth 
and my worries slipped behind me: the feeling of returning home. 

Glass boxes displayed scientific collections, and colorful maps 
decorated the walls, their edges swimming with sea serpents and 
mythical beasts. Books in many languages filled the oak shelves, 
grouped roughly by topic. I gave a start. I understood the titles: 
German, French, even a little Latin and Greek. How many young 
ladies read Latin and Greek? Certainly not silly, incompetent ones. 

I bit my fingernail and frowned. My frown deepened to a scowl 
as I studied my ugly-looking fingers. My skin was smooth, but the 
nails were ragged and chewed down. It seemed I had some bad 
habits. I turned my attention back to the books.

They covered every topic I could imagine and some that seemed 
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preposterous. An entire bookcase at one end of the room was devoted 
to alchemy and magic, many of the titles in Greek, difficult for me 
to decipher. I shuddered and glided back to the novels, itching to get 
lost in one. Daylight slipped past as I perused the shelves and studied 
the displays. 

A rustle whispered through the room, like a breeze brushing past 
dry leaves. I blinked and looked around. The sound came again, 
though nothing stirred in the stillness.

“Hello?” I asked faintly.
An answer rasped through the library like the last breath of a 

dying man. The voice was too faint to hear clearly, but one word res-
onated in the room and pierced my mind with cold determination.

Return.
I whirled, looking for the source of the otherworldly message, 

but I was alone. Or perhaps not. My back crawled with the feeling 
of being watched.

“Return?” I called. “Where? What am I supposed to be doing?” 
Echoes of despair stirred in my chest, bringing vague memories 

of the cold oblivion I’d just escaped. Wherever I’d come from, I 
didn’t think it was heaven, and I didn’t want to go back. Hovering 
on the edge of the living world, at least there was light and hope.

A sigh rippled through the library, followed by an oppressive, 
watchful silence. 

“Well, that wasn’t at all helpful,” I muttered.
The lingering force of the voice’s command tugged at me. I took 

a step against my will. Toward what, I couldn’t guess. It might be 
easier to obey than to stumble along blindly on my own. 

The haughtiness of the voice reminded me of the man who had 
called me incompetent. It roused fear and anger beneath the surface 
of my hidden memories. Whatever I might be, I was no one’s puppet. 
I grasped that conviction and forced myself to be still, my legs trem-
bling against the need to obey.

The distant whinnying of horses and rattle of carriage wheels 
pierced the quiet. The pressure on me dissipated, but my hands still 
shook. Was something pursuing me, even beyond the grave? I shud-
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dered and drifted to a window, scowling at the heavy curtains before 
sticking my head past them.

A coach stood far below in the curved drive of the house, black 
crêpe hiding the coat of arms on its side. From my vantage, I could 
see little of the men crowded around except their hats. Two silk top 
hats stood out from the workers’ caps. They all moved together and 
apart like dancers at a country ball as the men unloaded the carriage.

I gathered my skirts out of habit and rushed to the sweeping 
staircase at the end of the corridor, gliding down two flights to the 
entrance hall below. Servants scurried through the house in a bustle 
of efficiency, carrying trunks upstairs and sweeping the white cloths 
from furniture. I shied from their paths, avoiding further proof that 
I had all the substance of starlight. 

The front doors stood open. I stumbled to a halt and stared out 
at the sunshine. If I stepped beyond the limits of the house, would 
the tendrils of supernatural power binding me to the earth whisk me 
back inside? Might I disappear forever? I shrank from the door. It 
wasn’t death that was frightening, but the looming specter of obliv-
ion. That was all I could see beyond the doorway.

I scuttled back into the tiled entrance hall where a butler oversaw 
the servants’ activity. His long, wrinkled face triggered no recognition 
in me. Either he and the gentlemen arriving were new occupants, or I 
possessed no memories of the people who inhabited this place.

I fidgeted with the dark locks hanging loose around my shoul-
ders. That seemed wrong. All the other women wore their hair 
pinned up. What was different about me? Perhaps I’d been insane. 
I straightened. That sounded familiar. Insane, locked in an attic by 
a disgusted husband, and then the house had burned around me. A 
hazy image of thick black smoke and crackling bursts of flame made 
me cringe. 

This house hadn’t burned, though. What was I remembering? A 
story, Jane Eyre. I’d read it so many times, it lived in my imagination, 
as vivid as real events. I grinned. My memories were still there, wait-
ing to be unlocked. I bit my fingernail, watching every person who 
passed for some glimmer of familiarity. 
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A pair of gentlemen sauntered into the hall. They had a fraternal 
resemblance, both young, elegantly dressed, and fair-haired, but the 
similarity ended there. The shorter man had a flat face, like a bull-
dog, with neatly trimmed hair and mustache. The tall one had long, 
wild hair framing a face made exceptional by his blue eyes and long 
eyelashes.

Both men wore suits of black bombazine for mourning, though 
elaborate black stitching enlivened the taller one’s waistcoat. They 
had to be close relatives of the deceased. The other deceased.

The bulldog-faced man clasped his hands behind his back, 
frowning at a white marble statue of a man wrestling a strangling 
serpent. The handsome dandy stared, open-mouthed, at the grand 
entrance hall, with its cut-glass chandelier and mahogany staircase.

“Baronet Springett,” the butler said, his slow words drooping 
like his wrinkles.

The dandy jumped and glanced over his shoulder. The bulldog-
faced man gave him a reproachful look.

“Yes, George.” The dandy laughed nervously. “You had me 
thinking there was a ghost about.” I stepped forward, but he went 
on: “What is it?” 

“We’ve readied the late baronet’s chambers for you, sir.”
The late baronet. That explained the mourning household.
“Oh.” The new baronet swallowed and looked at his short com-

panion. “That will be fine. Of course. Uh, John will require a room 
as well. He’ll be staying on, um…”

“As long as you need me, Edmund,” John said. “Mother asked 
me to put my studies on hold until you’ve adjusted to your new cir-
cumstances.”

“Of course, of course. Thank you. As always, I’ll rely on your 
steady head to guide us through this period of tragedy. Good old 
John.”

John’s frown deepened, and his chest rose in a quiet sigh. He was 
probably relied upon often, good old John. 

“Very well,” the butler said. “If you will follow me?”
Sir Edmund and John made their way up the first flight of stairs. 
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I drifted behind, hoping to learn more about the late baronet. Had 
he been fond of limes? From the landing, the house branched into 
an L, the short leg facing north and the longer one west. The men 
strolled down the north hallway and through an antechamber into a 
lofty bedroom. I peeked in after them.

An enormous four-poster bed with embroidered curtains domi-
nated the room. A single needlework tree filled the entire panel at 
the foot of the bed. Its branches curled and twisted to cover the wide 
space, with red fruit stitched so realistically I imagined plucking it 
from the picture. As Sir Edmund inspected his closet, I drew nearer 
to the garden scenes decorating the cream-colored bed-curtains.

My fingers slipped through the neat, smooth threads on the 
underside of a bluebird’s open wings. I lowered my hand and leaned 
in to study the embroidery. It must have been the work of a lifetime. 
My gaze flicked further through the scene, and I gasped and turned 
away in embarrassed understanding. It was the Garden of Eden, and 
of course Adam and Eve belonged there, but fig leaves were hardly 
my idea of proper attire.

Sir Edmund and John stood beside the bed, showing no reaction 
to Adam and Eve’s innocent state. I backed toward the doorway. 
Even dead, it would be shocking for me to linger in a man’s bed-
chamber. Still, I was too curious to stop eavesdropping.

“Bed curtains are unhealthy,” John said. “You should take them 
down.”

“Perhaps.” Sir Edmund trailed his fingers over the stitches of 
the velvety red roses, and I ached to do the same. “They’re beautiful, 
though. A work of art. If I do remove them, I’ll have to hang them 
on display.”

Now John looked at Adam and Eve and gave a short, barking 
laugh. “Not where Miss Ridgewell can see them.”

Sir Edmund sniffed. “She appreciates art.”
John bared his teeth in a grin. “I’m sure she’ll learn to appreciate 

just about anything when she sees Springett Hall.”
“John! Miss Ridgewell and I have been fond of each other for 

years. I’m certain the idea of my inheriting Uncle’s estate never 
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occurred to her. He wasn’t that old, anyway. I assumed he’d remarry 
someday.”

“This was always a possibility,” John mumbled, though Sir 
Edmund seemed not to hear.

“Well,” said Sir Edmund, circling the rug covering the spacious 
wood floor. “Is it right for me to take this room?”

“Of course. It’s your estate now.”
“It was Uncle’s, though. Didn’t he used to frighten you?”
“When I was quite small, possibly. Really, Edmund, what are 

you afraid of?”
Sir Edmund shrugged and paced past me into the antechamber. 

“Father should be here instead of me.” His gaze turned distant. “It’s 
almost poetic that two men who hated each other so much would 
pass on within weeks of each other. Maybe he and Uncle are at peace 
now.” 

He stopped in front of a portrait and pulled down its black veil. 
I drifted to his side, mesmerized by the figures in the painting. The 
man shared Sir Edmund and John’s fair hair, but his expression was 
all hard lines, his mouth a thin dash across his face, and his nose 
as sharp as chiseled wood. Even his eyes seemed to cut through the 
painting to stare into the room. 

The woman seated by his side was the same one I’d seen in the 
portrait hall with the elegant, bell-shaped dress. The harsh-looking 
man redeemed himself, and the whole picture, by the way he touched 
her shoulder, his gentleness conveyed across the years by the skill of 
the painter’s brush.

“I’d forgotten how beautiful Aunt Henrietta was,” Sir Edmund 
mumbled. “What a tragedy. She might have saved him.”

“You sound as if he were a terrible sinner,” John said.
Sir Edmund waved grandly at the painting. “Well, I’ll have to 

move it. I can’t work with him staring at me.”
John rolled his eyes. Sir Edmund ambled across the room and 

whisked the cover from one of the mirrors. The light glinting off its 
surface caught my eye. I tiptoed to stand behind Sir Edmund, then 
peered around him at the silvery image.

REVIEW COPY © Cedar Fort, Inc.

REVIEW COPY © Cedar Fort, Inc.



T h e  H a u n t i n g  o f  S p r i n g e t t  H a l l

9

The mirror showed only Sir Edmund. I stumbled forward, heed-
less of passing through the new baronet, and tried to touch the sur-
face of the looking glass, my hand trembling. A sob caught in my 
throat. I was really gone. Even if I did remember who I was and 
finish my forgotten task, I might be trapped like this, alone, forever.

“Do you feel a chill?” Sir Edmund whispered, glancing around.
“It’s probably just a draft,” John said.
Dusk dimmed the room. A vibration rang through me. I turned 

and caught the eye of the late baronet in his portrait. His glare 
pierced me from the canvas. Terror crept down my limbs, fixing me 
in place. Did his spirit linger too, stalking these halls? That was not 
the company I wanted.

The walls quivered, and the painting of the sharp-faced man 
and his lady crashed to the floor. I stumbled back. This was not my 
doing, I was fairly certain.

Sir Edmund rushed to the fallen image. 
Hazy darkness seeped from the floor. I screamed. The men didn’t 

hear, didn’t see. I tried to flee, but my feet wouldn’t obey. Black mist 
swirled around me, dragging me into the dark. 
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