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Chapter 1 – Oscar
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The many etiquette classes Grandmere sent me to taught me a lot, but there was one thing they never covered: is it rude to inform your boyfriend that he’s brought you to a painfully haunted town for your romantic getaway?

Julian looked so happy, leaning against the railing on the ferry like a golden retriever with a PhD. He even closed his eyes and tilted his face up to greet the breeze as we approached the dock. The dock where a cluster of men in various stages of raggedness waited, staring out to sea as if waiting for someone or something. Their clothes were old-fashioned—truly old-fashioned, not like my own homage to Victorian finery with the convenience of modern fabrics and cuts. No, these men were in weather-worn garb from centuries past and didn’t seem to notice us at all as the ferry bumped into its slip. Julian turned his grin on me as the ferryboat captain threw a heavy rope onto the old dock, where it landed with a plop. I fought back a shiver, not at all related to the ancient seamen.

The taciturn ferryboat captain, Cap-just-Cap, as he had introduced himself on the mainland, jumped from the boat and wrapped the rope around a large metal cleat with ease. He’d said precisely three words since introducing himself (mind your head), and I’d almost forgotten we weren’t alone until the rope sailed past.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Julian said. “It looks so peaceful. Professor Tomlinson said this end is quite secluded and perfect for a romantic getaway.”

I smiled and nodded in turn, glancing at the dead men who were now drifting toward us. No, not drifting, walking, I realized, but their feet were a good inch or two above the current dock’s surface, their steps following some long-gone path. “It looks very charming,” I said, glancing back to see Julian looking at me with a tinge of anxiety around his eyes. He wanted this getaway to be good for us; a chance to be together without the pressures of the show crushing against us.

No, I couldn’t tell him. He’d be heartbroken. The entire point of this getaway was to get away.

Well. And have very loud sex without having to worry about Ezra, CeCe, Harrison, the neighbors, the mail person, or random passersby overhearing.

(We’re very enthusiastic, apparently).

Broken Palm Island and the tiny resort town of Rosie Sands had been his pick—close enough to our next filming location that we wouldn’t have to rush the trip, far enough from everyone that we wouldn’t have accidental meetings on the street or just stopped by to tell you... visits from production team members.

It was a strange feeling, really. Not necessarily a bad one, but just... strange. Being far from the people we’d been living cheek to jowl with for nearly a year.

Or longer, in the case of Ezra and myself. Even when we didn’t share a hotel room or a flat, we saw one another nearly every day, and on the days we didn’t, we spoke frequently via text or FaceTime.

We stepped off the ferry and onto a dock Julian declared so cool, but I suspected to be nothing more than barnacles holding hands in formation, and were met by a sallow, sad-looking woman in high waisted jeans and a sweater far too heavy for the weather. “Our ride,” Julian murmured, looping his free arm through mine. “Sandra Cochrane. She manages the home we’re staying at.”

Sandra Cochrane was wide-eyed, pinch-mouthed, and near-silent. She held a piece of paper with Weems/Fellowes on it and stared at the ferry with a hungry gaze, fingers crumpling the edges of the paper as the ferry’s horn sounded and one old man tottered onto the ramp with a plastic grocery bag, nearly worn through, dangling heavily from his wrist. As he passed, I took a peek and drew back—it was full of wet, sandy mussels. Just... sitting there. Taking the ferry to the mainland. “Is that even legal?” I asked. “Aren’t there some sort of laws about transporting live animals or seafood?” Or tiny, disgusting monsters with sharp little edges and creepy little pseudopods and... ugh.

I wasn’t expecting an answer, but one would’ve been nice.

Mussels... so creepy. Between them and barnacles, it was a wonder my skeleton didn’t just leap from my body and run away whenever we went to the beach, so badly did they make my skin crawl. Which I probably should have told Julian before he made the final arrangements for this trip, but he’d been so excited when one of the fellows from University of the Upper Coast mentioned the island during one of their conversations. He’d been trying to woo Julian into applying for the lecturer position in their parapsychological research department and part of me suspected he’d mentioned it as a wink wink nudge nudge suggestion, but Julian had pounced on it for us. The idea of spending some time alone together was tantalizing and, frankly, felt like it would be a relief from the pressure and stress of the previous months.

I can handle this, I told myself. Just stay off the beach. There’s plenty to see here without hanging out on the sand all day. I glanced at Julian and smiled. Exhibit A.

Julian tapped his cane on the dock—an affectation he picked up only a day or so before from god only knows where, but I found charming and annoying in turns. Though I suppose, given my own assortment of eccentricities and affectations, I had little room to talk.

Julian caught my eye and his grin broadened. “There’s our ride,” he said, grinning. “Come on. Let’s grab the bags.”

She jerked her chin in the direction of a rusty minivan that had been top of the line in the early nineties but seemed to be a hodge podge of replacement parts and attempts at painting over damage. “The Ford Aerostar of Theseus,” Julian murmured as Sandra shoved the crumpled sign into her hip pocket and wrestled the van door open. “If no part of it was ever touched by the original owner, is it still the same minivan?”

Sandra grunted, giving the door an almighty wrench to force it open about a foot. “Here,” she muttered, her voice far softer than I was expecting, a gravelly sort of whisper. “Gonna have to squish in. Nothin’ else for it.” She strode back to us and grabbed our suitcases—we’d sent most of our things on ahead with Ezra and Harrison, who also had custody of our filming and investigation equipment while Julian and I had our little week-long holiday. Still, the bags weren’t inconsiderable. Two hard-sided cases, each holding a week’s worth of clothes (okay, maybe a bit more than a week—I like to have options) and other items. Sandra heaved them into the cargo area effortlessly before trudging to the driver’s side door and yanking it open as if it had offended her somehow.

“Well,” Julian said with a tinge of unease, “this is definitely quaint.”

“Does quaint mean something different in America than it does in England?” I asked, turning myself sideways to squeeze into the back seat. “Oh, god, I think I’m stuck!”

“It’s your shoe. Hold on,” Julian muttered, bracing his good side against the van to help me wiggle my foot loose from where it’d become wedged between the seat and the door. I popped free with a grunt, twisting to face Julian as Ms. Cochrane started the minivan with a rattling, crunching grind.

“Sorry,” I said. “We need a sec here. Julian’s a bit compromised.”

She looked back over her shoulder and frowned at us both. “Should’ve gotten him in first,” she pointed out. “Then he wouldn’t have to be tryin’ to figure out how to climb in with that cane and jake arm of his.”

I winced—she was right, and guilt nipped at my heels as I scrambled forward to try to help Julian. “Here,” I started, “let me—”

“No, no, it’s fine! I promise,” Julian swore, handing me his cane. “I’m just glad Ezra isn’t here because I know this would end up on social media.”

Julian managed to wiggle his way into the van with minimal bruising and only one low-voiced curse of aggravation, scooting to sit next to me as he slid the door shut with a mighty heave. “Sorry,” I muttered. “I should’ve thought—”

“I didn’t even think about it myself,” he huffed. “It’s fine. I promise. Don’t let this bother you this week, okay? We’re here to relax and... and get to know one another better, okay? No distractions, no filming, no work. Just us.”

Ms. Cochrane made a funny, almost sad noise as she shifted the minivan into drive and pulled away from the pavement, onto the worn blacktop road in front of the ferry landing.

Julian’s fingers closed around mine, tugging me a bit closer—at least as much as our worryingly loose seat belts would allow. “This place is beautiful,” he murmured as we drove past a thick stand of towering trees with broad, glossy leaves and huge white flowers. A faint whiff of something lemony and herbaceous made it through the barely cracked window, followed hard by the salt-life-sharp tang of seawater and warming asphalt. The road followed the beach for most of the drive, the pale-yellow sand to our left and thick stands of palms and magnolias to our right, interspersed with salt-washed cottages and the occasional boat up on some sort of trailer or props.

Sandra muttered something under her breath as the road jinked to the right, cutting in toward the center of the island, and the town of Rosie Sands broke through the palms. “Holy crap,” Julian muttered. “It’s the town that time forgot.”

“It’s adorable,” I protested gently. “It looks like a postcard from the thirties or something.”

Everything was a vaguely washed-out candy hue, the sun and sea breeze doing their best to buff away anything brighter than pastels and earth tones. The buildings on the main street—possibly the only street, I realized, as we hadn’t turned off the ragged asphalt drive from the ferry landing yet—were all in that round-cornered, low-slung style I’d seen in black-and-white movies when I was a boy, old American films where men wore hats all the time and the women were always sharp and quick.

I tore my gaze away to glance down at my phone, buzzing with an incoming email alert. It was from Charlotte, a distant aunt on my father’s side. Her email was succinct and, frankly, a bit painful: Oscar, I would like to apologize if my email yesterday overstepped. It must be a shock to find out I exist after so many years. If asking you to visit so soon was too forward, I’m sorry.

Julian’s hand atop mine drew me back to the moment. “Hey, this is just for us, remember?” he chided gently. “Charlotte can wait a few days.”

I nodded. He was right. We’d made a promise this trip was just us, no work or outside drama. Just a chance for us to be together without anything pressing in on us. “You’re right,” I murmured. “It’ll keep.”

“Ray-Don’s is the only grocery on the island. He’s got everything you could need. The resort has a little quick-mart type thing, but it’s limited and overpriced,” Sandra said, bitterness coloring her words.

“Holy cats,” I muttered as we cruised past an old-fashioned grocery store, the kind with massive displays of produce out front and handwritten signs advertising the specials instead of corporate-printed jobs. “It’s like something out of Back to the Future.”

Sandra nodded in the direction of the man standing in front of the store, carefully arranging a pyramid of sweet corn. “Ray-Don grows most of it himself,” she said, nodding in the direction of a barrel-shaped man standing next to a pyramid of small watermelons. “Safer that way, he reckons, knowing what we’re all eatin’ and not havin’ to rely on the mainland.”

“Ray-Don,” Julian repeated slowly. “Ray. Don.”

Sandra glared in the rearview mirror. “Yeah. Ray-Don Smithers. His mother was a Noonan, one of the founding families, but married into the Smithers grocery dynasty. The Smithers folks have run the grocery here since 1911.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Ray-Don,” he murmured when Sandra whipped her attention back to the road. “Like the radioactive element.”

“I’m sure he has a glowing personality,” I muttered.

Julian’s choked laugh earned another sharp glare from Sandra as she sped the minivan past the low-slung block of pink-washed buildings bearing old-fashioned signs painted on the sides: Delia’s Baked Goods and Fresh Coffee—Get Your Day Started Right!, Pirate Pete’s Boat Rentals and Bait, Wreckers Treasures Resale and Consignments. A few people were in front of the shops, but none paid us any mind. We were there before most things were open, from the looks of it, and Sandra speeding through the small village didn’t seem to bother anyone. The road took a rather sharp turn to the right, and I realized we were making a circle. “There’s only the one road?”

Sandra nodded. “We don’t need any more than that. All the houses and shops are on this side. The other side...”

“Is what?” Julian asked when she trailed off and fell quiet. “What’s wrong with the other side?”

“Nothing. It got sold to developers after the last world war. Before that, it’d belonged to Rosie Sands for centuries, but after it got snapped up like that, it’s been a tourist destination for folks into sport fishing and the like.”   

The rest of the ride was prickly. Sandra’s eyes were fixed straight ahead, and her lips pressed into a thin line as she sped up, rocketing us toward Honey Walk, the cottage Julian had rented for the week. I had the feeling she’d just open the side door and lose us into the Atlantic on a hard turn if she could get away with it, but Sandra got us to the cottage in one piece.

One slightly carsick piece.

And when I say cottage, I’m only using that word because it was what was on the sign in front of the house. “I’ve seen smaller castles,” I muttered. “Christ...”

Honey Walk poked out above a thick stand of trees that swayed gracefully in the sea breeze. Sandra rolled down her window and poked a code into a battered metal box by the wrought-iron gate and, a moment later, it hissed and creaked open, sliding back into glossy dark shrubs lining the front fence.

“Work on Honey Walk started in the late 1600s, but the final construction didn’t take place until over a century later,” Sandra said with a tinge of pride, the brusque tone of voice from the ride over dissolving under the warmth she felt for the house. She moved the minivan slowly up the drive, gravel crunching beneath the tires as she crept toward what looked like a carriage house. She slammed the car to a stop with little care for the transmission and motioned us to get out. It took some doing but Julian managed to get out without tangling his cane in the seatbelt, and I followed with an ache in my knees from the cramped back seat.

“Leave your bags,” she ground out. “I’ll get ‘em. Follow me and I’ll show you the inside.”

We dutifully followed, slightly nervous ducklings in her wake as she strode up the crushed shell and gravel path and stomped up the rebuilt wooden porch. “This isn’t the original, obviously.” She sniffed, pausing at the door and rummaging through a heavy ring of keys from her low-slung hip bag.

“Are those the originals?” Julian asked, interest definitely piqued. He leaned forward, braced on his cane, as he tried to see the keys in her hand. Sandra closed her fingers around the hasps and glared.

“Yes. You’ll be given your own key to the interior rooms and the exterior doors, but I ask that you leave them here,” she pointed to a metal box on the porch, “if you leave the grounds for any length of time.”

Julian nodded eagerly. They both turned their eyes toward me, so I joined the bobble head brigade. Sandra, apparently satisfied, unlocked the door with a heavy thunk of the lock and pushed it wide. Inside, instead of the dark cavern I’d been expecting, the foyer was an explosion of color and textures. Sleekly polished dark wood was juxtaposed with the colorful spill of light coming from a high-set stained-glass window overhead, positioned as a skylight. Bright shapes made of colorful light covered us and I couldn’t help my pleased laugh. “I’ve always wanted to live inside a kaleidoscope,” I admitted to Julian, who gave me such a tender smile I couldn’t look at him for long because it made me want to tear up. “This is beautiful.” Turning my hands palms-up, I grinned as they were bathed in green light from the design above.

Sandra unbent a little, pleased by our admiration of the home so far, if I had to guess. She left us to ooh and aah over the foyer while she headed back to the minivan to retrieve our bags. “This is beautiful,” I repeated, and Julian smiled, dipping his chin to kiss the top of my head. “Admit it—you picked it because it’s a historic home and your history-loving heart couldn’t resist.”

He huffed a small laugh. “Maybe. But the fact it’s remote without being cut off from the world, and on the beach without being swarmed by tourists in tiny swimsuits and carrying plastic coconuts full of sugar water mixed with rum helped.”

“You charmer,” I teased, and he kissed me again, slower this time. I made a noise of pleased surprise and slipped my arms around his neck, returning the embrace.

Sandra’s return—and the heavy thud of her dropping our bags—drove us apart. “The bedrooms are upstairs,” she said, her flat tone even more pronounced. She swanned past, keys dangling from her fingers, and headed up the wide, sweeping staircase leading to the second level.

“Are you sure you can handle the stairs?” I asked quietly.

“They’re shallow enough. And the PT that works with my doctor said I need to start trying them now.” We gingerly picked our way up the steps after Sandra, leaving our bags behind for the time being. I cast another glance at the window as we reached the landing, pausing to admire the expansive stained-glass design. “Is it original?” I asked.

Sandra made a flustered noise, embarrassed almost. “Mostly. Part of it was damaged during a hurricane in the late 1700s.” She pointed to an upper corner where a piece of glass that looked to be about the size of my hand shone bright and clear, the one uncolored piece in the image. “The original piece is long gone,” she added glumly. “It can’t be replaced.”

Julian was practically vibrating with the need to say something—no doubt about restoration techniques or the decorative style of the glass. He navigated the next few steps on his own, slipping his arm from my loose grasp. “You’re the caretaker, correct?”

Sandra nodded slowly. “Yeah. For a bit now.”

“Then you’re the one to ask. Have you read Doctor Colleen Sewell’s paper on color preservation in antique stained-glass using nondamaging UV blocking compounds?”

Sandra’s eyes widened for a moment before she set her expression into unimpressed lines and gave a sharp nod. “We were in grad school together. Haven’t spoken much since I left my research position though.”

Julian made an excited, happy noise suspiciously close to a purr—that’s my man, a giant cat with a PhD—and started excitedly talking at Sandra about the implications of Sewell’s research. Sandra unbent a bit more and started nodding. The pair of them perched atop the stairs on the narrow landing, leaving me several steps down.

My phone buzzed again. I took it out and glanced down to see a message from Ezra.

Ezra: I’m going to assume you died on the crossing in a very tragic, Victorian way.

Ezra: Death due to being rained on or something equally Dickensian.

I smirked, glancing up at Julian. He was rapt with the description Sandra was giving, despite her curt tone. I thumbed out a reply.

Me: Not Dead Yet: A Memoir by Oscar Fellowes.

Me: And excuse you, my death would be Austenite, never Dickensian.

Me: Just ignore the fact she wrote during the Regency and my aesthetic is more Victorian.

Ezra: Your retro is even retro. Or something. So how is the trip?

Me: Good. Ish. Did you know it’s perfectly legal to just carry mussels around like they’re not the gods’ most terrifying creatures?

I glanced up at Julian and Sandra. She was holding forth in a surprisingly genial manner about the history of the home’s restoration, and Julian seemed fascinated. My phone buzzed again to see Ezra’s response, and I frowned.

Me: Were that many laughing emojis really necessary? And there’s a fucking clam emoji? WTF?

Ezra: I think they’re oysters but yeah, totes necessary.

Ezra: G2G in a sec. We’re going to NOLA for the week! OMG!

Ezra: Harrison rented some fancy hotel room in the French Quarter. He’s being all cute and shy about shit.

Ezra: NGL I think I’m totally gonna put out.

Me: Slag.

Ezra: Love you too, Ozzy. Text me, yeah? Or call. Whatever. It’s weird not being in the same place.

I sent a string of hearts and weird smiling face emojis, which I guess was the thing to do because Ezra responded in kind. Then went quiet.

He was right—it was weird.

I looked up at Julian and offered a small smile when he glanced back down at me. Sometimes weird is worth it, though.

It looked like I’d be kicking my heels for a bit, I realized, so I stretched out my legs on the lower steps and leaned back on my elbows to just take a micro nap and let the sounds of their conversation buzz pleasantly in the background.

It would’ve been relaxing, really, if the damn ghost hadn’t decided to try to scare the life out of me.

“She still on about the stained-glass?” he asked—boomed, really. I couldn’t see him, but I could certainly hear him right next to my ear. “She hasn’t stopped worrying about it since she got here. I swear, the first thing out of her mouth was, oh no, that repair is terrible!” He chuckled, and I could sense rather than see him leaning next to me, comfortable as anything. “You’re the medium, right?”

I glanced up at Julian. Sandra had her arms folded and was frowning thoughtfully now as he gestured toward the window, then went in on some minutiae about the window preservation technique and how it could be applied to... something. I don’t know. When Julian got going on one of his pet topics, I usually kind of zoned out a bit. Sometimes I felt a bit guilty for that, but the fact he seemed to sometimes forget I existed while he got into these conversations rankled enough to absolve me of any guilt.

Beside me, the ghost cleared his throat, their cold presence pressing closer, so I nodded.

He grunted. “Figured as much. I thought it might be him at first, but he’s not quite right.” The ghost chuckled. “I’ve met a few of your sort over the years. It gets easier to tell, once the fear wears off.”

“Fear?” I murmured. “Are you afraid of mediums, then?”

He chuckled. “Not as such. More... afraid of change, perhaps.”

“So, you’re not about to ask me for help, then?” I asked, turning in the direction I felt his presence. “Most ghosts do.”

I could hear a smile in his voice, I fancied. “I’ve been dead quite a while, my good man. Nothing is going to change that. Some of us have yet to learn that, I fear.” 

The rhythm of his speech was old-fashioned, his accent closer to mine than Julian’s, and I wondered just how old this ghost was. Usually, after a time, ghosts wear thin, like fabric folded and worn one too many times. This ghost, though I couldn’t see him, had such a strong presence that I was almost certain I’d feel his contours rather than a cold spot if I stuck my hand out in the direction of his voice. “Pardon me for being forward, but have you been here long?”

The ghost made a noise like a laugh, and I wondered If he was shaking his head, rolling his eyes at my rather rude question. “Long enough.”

“Oscar, you okay?” Julian asked, and the coolness of the ghost beside me flared, then vanished like fog in the sun. He and Sandra both were staring down at me with wildly different expressions: Sandra’s annoyed and bored, Julian’s openly concerned.

“I’m fine,” I assured him before he could try to come back down to me. “I was just lost in thought, staring at the glass.”

Sandra’s gaze narrowed, her lips pursing. “Your rooms are this way,” she said briskly. “Come on. Dinner’s at five, but you’re on your own for the midday meal today.”

Julian made some agreeable sound, but kept his worried eyes fixed on me as I trotted up the remaining steps and took his free arm. “I’m fine, really,” I promised, refusing to look back even when I felt the cool pull of ghost fingers on the back of my neck, trying to get me to turn.

***
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THE ROOM WAS SMALL but beautiful in that way only truly old places could be. Sandra pointed out the bathroom down the corridor with a muttered obviously not original nor true to the integrity of the build and all the cubbies and storage spaces in the room. “If you decide you don’t want dinner, contact me at this number before three so I don’t have to come all the way up here,” she added, slapping a small calling card down on the nightstand before striding from the room like he hounds of hell were at her heels.

“Tomlinson never mentioned the place was run by a fellow anthropologist,” Julian beamed, his expression freezing when he caught sight of whatever expression had settled on my face. “I, um... I apologize for getting so chatty with her downstairs. I didn’t mean to make you wait on the stairs forever just so I could natter.”

“It’s fine,” I promised, a hint of a laugh coloring my words. “At least we’re here, yeah? Survived the choppy tide, I didn’t throw up over the side of the boat, the island is beautiful, and we’ve got a house practically all to ourselves for an entire week. Just the two of us,” I reminded him, hoping he took the hint.

Julian’s smile was slow and warm, setting my heart racing at the familiarity of it. “Well, let’s start vacation, hm?”

“I love that idea.”

Julian held out his arms to me, and I all but bounced across the room to land on the bed beside him, mindful of his almost-healed injuries. Julian didn’t let me fuss for more than a second, wrapping his arms around me and pushing me gently onto my back. “Hello.” I grinned up at him. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“What’s a nice guy like you doing in a place like this?” he rejoined, making me roll my eyes at that cheesy old line.

“Well, I’m off for a bit of an extended dirty weekend, aren’t I? I met this adorable, infuriating, brilliant professor who is also rather easy on the eyes, he invited me to run away with him to this island paradise and I just couldn’t say no. Don’t let my boyfriend know—he’s the jealous sort.”

Julian’s cheeks were pink and eyes shining with mirth as he bent to nip my chin. “You’re such an ass sometimes,” he chuckled.

“Just sometimes? Tch. I need to up my game.” I stretched up, brushing my lips against his before pressing the tip of my tongue against the corner, teasing entry. He made a happy, rumbling sound in his chest for that, relaxing back and taking me with him. Kissing without having to be mindful of a timeline was delightful, I decided.

I wanted to mention it, but that’d mean the kissing would stop while I talked and that just wouldn’t do.

We were lazy with it, even though we were both hard as anything, gently, distractedly moving together as hands began to wander. Jaw, throat, chest, hair, bums... We were mapping one another with delicate, seeking touches. The room was warm to start with but grew positively muggy, both of us sweating and slick by the time Julian nudged me back so we could gulp for air. “Is it weird that making out like that is easily one of the top five sexual experiences of my life so far?”

“Definitely need to up my game,” I sighed with mock-sadness. “I was sure that time between episodes one and two, when Ezra went to the museum with Harrison and we had your apartment to ourselves for a few hours, and you got the ice cubes—”

Julian’s cheeks were bright pink when he pressed his fingers over my lips. “Alright, alright. I won’t rank the sexy times.”

I nipped his fingers till he pulled them away. “Why are you embarrassed for me to talk about our sex life in front of you?”

“I’m not!”

“You just covered my mouth,” I pointed out, not unkindly. “And you’re blushing.”

“I’m not embarrassed. Just...” He sighed, shaking his head. “Awkward, I suppose. We’ve done things that former partners and I never have—” Pausing, he sighed again and let his head fall back on the pillows. “Less embarrassed and more thinking about it turns me on and I’ll absolutely come in my pants like I’m new at this,” he muttered.

I trailed my fingers down his chest, following the thin line of fine hairs that thickened just below his navel, turning into the nest of curls at the base of his still-hard cock. Julian’s eyes fluttered closed, his exhalation sounding like yes as I wrapped my fingers around his length.

The tremendous crash downstairs was a more effective cock-block than sharing an apartment with Ezra. We both flew apart, Julian shouting in surprised pain when he rocked onto his bad hip. “What the fuck?” he demanded, scrambling to sit up.

I was less encumbered and got to my feet first, shoving my feet back into my shoes. The room wasn’t huge—it took all of three steps to get to the door and fling it open. “Hello?” I called. “Sandra? Are you alright?”

Dead silence.

Julian was shrugging on his shirt when he reached the door. “Maybe something fell over.”

“It sounded big,” I murmured. “Come on. If something’s broken, we need to let Sandra know. She seems the sort to blame us for falling masonry or the like.”

Julian made a disgruntled sound and grabbed his cane from beside the door before we picked our way down the stairs.

All was as we’d left it, as far as I could tell. Sandra hadn’t offered us the tour, but it didn’t take much to tell the rooms—even the ones we hadn’t seen before—were in order. Nothing was on the ground, no cabinets hung from the walls, no dishes broken in the kitchen. Everything was museum-neat. And very distracting for Julian. “Sorry,” he muttered, dragging his attention away from the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves in what was either the home’s library or a very nicely appointed study. “Just... books.”

I smiled faintly, linking our fingers as he stepped out of the room, starting to reply when the soft murmur of low voices brought us both to a halt.

Tipping my head to one side, I strained to hear where they were coming from, but it was like catching fog. “It sounds like they’re in there,” I murmured, nodding at the study. “But...”

“It also sounds like the voices are coming from further down the hall,” Julian finished. We both stood still for several long moments, the hushed rumble of voices rolling like waves, one moment beside us and the next far away, bouncing off the glossy wood walls of the corridor before coming back to the study. “I can’t make out what they’re saying.”

“Me either,” I whispered. “They sound angry, I think. Or just intense.”

Julian nodded.

“You know what I have to do, right? It’s a compulsion.”

He groaned. “But we’re on vacation,” he complained.

At his pointed look, I shook my head a little and admitted, “Fine, I was thinking the same thing. Shall we?”

“After you.”

We stepped back into the study. The voices fell silent. A heavy, expectant air smothered us, wrapping around us blanket-like.

The room is holding its breath, I thought, stricken by fancy. The house is waiting. “My name is Oscar Fellowes. This is my partner, Julian Weems.” Beside me, he stiffened. I could practically hear his scrambling thoughts—partner, what did he mean by that, oh my god, wait is boyfriend too much what—and shot him a quelling glance. He pressed his lips into a thin line and stared straight ahead at the massive painting of a ship under full sail, secured over the room’s cold stone hearth. “We don’t mean to interrupt your conversation, but we couldn’t help but overhear you. Is there anything I—we—can help you with?”

It didn’t take much effort to open myself to the supernatural. It had been part of me for as long as I’d been alive, easy to access as breathing most of the time, but standing in the study at Honey Walk, opening to potential spirits wasn’t as easy as typical for me. Instead of a small nudge, opening the metaphorical door just a crack, they flew wide, blinding me inside and out. I couldn’t hear Julian’s words, just his sudden sharp tone as everything blurred out and became dark and cold. The world heaved, rolling toward me, then away, sending me sprawling onto my back. Voices exploded around me, muddled and thick, only one word standing out: Fire.

The darkness shifted, patches growing lighter while others deepened, taking forms like people. One of them moved close to me, reaching out a hand to cup my face.

Their voice wasn’t so much loud as... surrounding. It filled my head, expanding to press against the inside of my skull. Not yet. You’re not ready for me yet.

“Oscar! Jesus Christ—” Julian’s voice was too loud, too sharp. My eyes peeled open like paper with too much glue. He was leaning over me, face close to mine, pale save for the dark rings of his eyes as he stared down at me. “Can you hear me? Say something!”

“I’m okay,” I said, though the way my voice slurred and muddled would paint me a liar. “Did I fall? What—”

Julian helped me sit up, wincing at his own pain but brushing off my attempt to apologize. “No, it’s fine. I’ll live.” He pushed up awkwardly to stand as I rose, limping to rest against the heavy leather armchair near the hearth.

“Are you sure? Maybe you should lay down for a bit.” His hands fluttered up, reaching for me before he tucked them away under his arms, folding them across his chest as if he wasn’t on the verge of a minor freak out. “Naps are never a bad idea,” he offered weakly.

I frowned. “I’m not infirm, Julian.”

“No,” he agreed. “But—”

“And you’re not going to be able to do some of this on your own,” I reminded him. “And we’re on holiday!”

I hadn’t meant to raise my voice at that end, but the way he drew back, looking abashed, made me realized I’d been almost shouting. “Sorry,” I muttered. “Just... we’re on holiday. The entire point was to not do this.”

“So, you’re willing to ignore the ghosts crashing around and having what sounds like a very stressful HR meeting?”

I nodded, albeit a bit reluctantly. “Unless it gets worse,” I forced out. “Yes. The caveat being if they approach me, I’m not going to ignore them.”

He nodded in return. “Deal. So. We just... don’t investigate this.”

“Mmm hmm.”

“Feels weird.”

“Definitely.” I blew out a heavy breath and shook my head, trying to clear the thick cobwebs that were encroaching. “I need some fresh air.”

Julian glanced at his watch and offered me a small, careful smile. “It’s only a little past ten. Want to go into town for a bit, maybe grab lunch, do some sightseeing?”

I nodded, then paused. He’d give me a look, I was sure, hating being reminded of his new limits when it came to endurance and movement but needs must. “Are you sure you can manage? Maybe Sandra will let us use her van.” Not bloody likely, but worth a shot in asking if Julian needed me to.

He scowled, mostly to himself. “The PT and my doctor both said I needed to walk more. It’s not more than a mile into town. I’ll be fine,” he said with a sort of grim firmness to his tone. I held out my hands palm-out in a no harm meant gesture. “Let’s go, before the sun gets much higher.”

I let him lead the way, standing aside as he opened the door for me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the dark shape of someone watching from the foyer corner, gone when I turned to look at them fully.
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