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Chapter 1

	"I have $7,500. Can I get $7,600?" The auctioneer looked past Daniel to where the only other interested party in the hall sat, and Daniel held his breath.

	It didn't really matter. Whether $7,500 or $75,000, he was going home with A Portrait in Blue one way or another. Still, he was relieved when the auctioneer called the sale.

	"Sold for $7,500 to number 86."

	Two young guys in dark pants and white button-ups hefted the piece, one on each side of the elaborate gold-toned frame, and removed it swiftly from the elevated platform, as two more similarly dressed men placed another framed oil painting into the exact same spot.

	The bidding began again, but Daniel's interest was elsewhere, and he stood up, going to seek out his prize, hoping to hit the interstate before the mid-day rush.

	He found it among the other pieces--pottery, furniture, silver, and small trinkets--that had sold earlier on in the auction.

	He stopped in front of it as he waited for the line at the payment counter to dwindle, drawn to the portrait just as he had been the sketches.

	"I guess congratulations are in order."

	Daniel smiled but didn't quite manage to pull his gaze away from the painting. He couldn't, not after having obsessed over it since the moment he'd discovered the James Canteel cartoons of the piece among the papers of Liely House all those weeks ago. Now that it was in front of him, he found himself wondering if the unnamed woman staring down at him from the oil looked like an Ainsworth.

	Or maybe he was only wondering if he did.

	"It's a beautiful piece." That voice again. It held a polished, high-tea accent that reminded Daniel of a middle-aged couple who'd fostered him for the three months prior to his sixteenth birthday. "I'm glad to see it go back to the family."

	Daniel did look then, surprised anyone recognized who he was.

	"Oh, don't be so shocked." The stranger gave him a smile. He was an attractive man, well-dressed and nicely put together. And Daniel got the distinct impression he was older than he appeared. "Liely House is pretty much the talk of the town. A real-life Ainsworth finally come home to claim his birthright."

	"The real story isn't quite so romantic, I assure you." The man laughed at that and so did Daniel. The moment finally bringing him back fully to the here and now.

	"They never are."

	It was only then that Daniel recognized the gentleman and gave him an apologetic smile. "You were the one bidding against me. I--"

	"Outbid me and broke my heart? Yes, that was me." He grinned as he said it, and Daniel was relieved there appeared to be no hard feelings. "If it had been anyone else, though, we'd probably end up in a fistfight in the parking lot."

	"Thank God for that then. You're not really dressed for a scuffle."

	He wasn't. His expensive sweater and tailored trousers were a shocking contrast to Daniel's jeans and hoodie.

	"I suppose not." The man reached into the inside pocket of his jacket, pulled out a small white card, and handed it over. "I'm Claude, by the way. Strange Objects."

	"Daniel Blair." Daniel took the offered card and studied it. He wasn't yet familiar with the small village towns dotting the cape on his way to Liely House. He'd only driven through them a handful of times since taking possession of the place, but he thought he recognized the street name. "You're an antiques dealer, Mr. Strange?"

	"Claude, please. And yes."

	"I'm curious." Daniel slipped the card into his pocket. "What's your interest in A Portrait in Blue? Seems as if I'd be the only interested party."

	Claude smiled wide. "Why don't you let me buy you coffee and I'll tell you all about it."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	Stewart swatted vainly at a dusty cushion before finally giving up and settling on the rose and cream-striped upholstered chair. "Are you sure about this?"

	Daniel laughed, placing yet another cardboard box labeled BOOKS onto the room's rather fragile desk. "Are you kidding? Look around you."

	He waved at the floor to ceiling shelves--empty now even of the fine layer of dust that had been there the week before--and to the polished wood and iron steps that led to the narrow ledge of the library room's second floor.

	"It's--"

	"Perfect." And a place Daniel could imagine calling home. The type of place he'd always secretly dreamed of living. "Do you know it was built in 1860? Pre-Civil War.

	"Yeah, I get it. Just, not to sound too Eva Gabor but...New York. Manhattan. Jesus."

	"You could never find a place like this in the city. Even if I did, how the hell would I afford it?"

	"You seem to forget." Stewart crossed his legs, eyeing the high ceiling of the room as if he expected the carved wood panels to crash to the floor at any moment. "You've got money. In fact, you're loaded. Yet you live like you're back in school, surviving on boxed macaroni and cheese and Top Ramen."

	"I eat better than that."

	"Yeah, but not by much." Stewart studied him and his all-business face softened. "I know there was a lot of ugliness back there. I understand wanting to leave it behind. But don't throw the baby out with the bathwater. You know, book nine is out-performing even the publisher's expectations. It's time to write the next book. Past time."

	"I've told you." Daniel stopped poking through the boxes and frowned. "There isn't going to be a book ten."

	"Good Lord, you were serious? You can't leave James Castle with a shattered leg and a broken heart. Your readers deserve more than that."

	"What? A happy ending? All tied up with a bow?"

	"No, I'm not saying that. You're the writer, I'm only your agent. But I think that...well, they deserve more than a fucking tragedy. Not after stringing them along for nine books and ten years of murder and foreplay. You've even got me wanting him to fall in bed with that fucking detective and I hate romance novels."

	That made Daniel laugh and he stopped poking through his boxes and walked over to stretch out on the sofa across from where Stewart pouted. "You're going to love the new book. I promise." Daniel didn't bother to mention that the book still only existed in his head.

	"Then tell me when you'll have it finished. Let's talk a new editor or signing tour. Something."

	"Later." Daniel sat up, unable to keep still. "I met someone."

	Stewart had been taking a breath to argue but that stopped him in his tracks. "A man?" He sounded entirely too pleased and Daniel knew he was thinking that if Daniel got laid, Castle would too.

	"Not for me. For you." And how perfect would it be if Daniel could have his old New England house, his view of the water, and his best friend all in one place?

	"Me?" Stewart nearly laughed. He'd never been hard up for a date. But to his credit, instead of dismissing the idea completely, he stopped himself and seemed to consider. "Where'd you meet him?"

	"An auction house." Daniel leaned forward and pulled the business card from the pages of a book on the low table in front of him and held it out.

	Stewart took the card. "Strange Objects?"

	"He's an antiques dealer. Deals in weird history stuff. Phrenology busts, Fiji mermaids, that kind of thing. He was bidding against me on a portrait." Daniel nodded to where A Portrait in Blue, looking massive in its brown craft-paper wrap, leaned against the far wall.

	Stewart was quiet, turning the card over in his hand, no doubt wondering what the hell had gotten into him. True, Daniel had never tried to fix him up. The man didn't need it. There was a reason Stewart Young always kept an overnight bag in the back of his car. He was smart, funny, and unquestionably handsome. Maybe more handsome now at thirty-five even than he'd been when the two of them had been thrown together as freshmen bunkmates in college--Daniel struggling to feed himself while paying for classes, Stewart, the grandson of a wealthy businessman, with money to burn.

	At nineteen, his sandy hair and pale eyes could have been Daniel's undoing if he hadn't also been the messiest fucking roommate on the planet. Of course Stewart made up for this shortcoming by pretty much feeding them both for their entire first three years of school and having a maid in once a week.

	"Why'd he want the portrait?"

	It had not been the question Daniel had been expecting but he answered, sure of his friend's response. "It's supposed to be haunted."

	"Haunted?" Stewart's face lit up, perfect brows raised in absolute delight. "How fucking delightful."

	"So you'll drive up to Plymouth with me tomorrow?" Stewart could grab that overnight bag in the back of his Mercedes and claim one of the dozen bedrooms Liely House had to offer. "Claude is expecting me around four."

	"How well do you know this guy?" Stewart still didn't seem convinced. Intrigued? Maybe, but not convinced.

	"We've had coffee a few times." And while it had become clear that he and Claude were not a match, Daniel had only grown more certain that Stewart and Claude would hit it off. "He invited me to check out his shop tomorrow."

	"Does he know you're trying to set us up?"

	"Of course not. I mentioned I may have someone with me, but he doesn't know why you'd be coming."

	Even with his answer, Daniel was almost certain the offer would be turned down.

	"Can we talk your next novel on the way up?" Stewart asked because of course he did. "Only in the vaguest of terms, obviously."

	"Are you saying you'll go?"

	Stewart smiled. "What the hell."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3

	When Daniel and Stewart stepped into Strange Objects, they found Claude on the top-most rung of an A-frame ladder.

	He looked over at the chime of the door, a large glass jar filled with something dark and murky held tight against his chest with one hand, his other hand pressed against the ceiling to steady himself.

	"I was about to give up on you." Claude smiled down, his eyes slowly drawn over Daniel's shoulder to where Stewart stood.

	"You're going to fall." As if brought to fruition by Stewart's words, the ladder wobbled, and the liquid sloshed against the glass. "Shit."

	They both leaped forward to help, but Claude had already steadied himself by the time they made it across the room.

	"I do this every day."

	"Yeah?" Stewart met Daniel's gaze and he gave a hint of a smile. Daniel thought it might have been approval. "But should you?"

	"Maybe not." After sliding the jar onto an inconveniently high shelf, Claude made his way down the ladder, hopping the last few steps, and held his hand out to Stewart. "Claude Strange."

	"Stewart Young."

	"So." Yeah, Claude Strange was exactly the right kind of handsome for Stewart. "Are you a fan of oddities, Mr. Young?"

	The subtle curl of Stewart's lips spoke volumes. "They have their charms."

	"Speaking of." Claude vanished through a door behind the vintage wood and glass counter. It was the kind of mammoth piece you'd expect to see in an old apothecary shop, or at the
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