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          JULIAN

        

      

    

    
      Oscar was doing his best not to wince whenever the plane jounced with another wave of turbulence, but the fact I was squeezing his fingers into a fine paste wasn’t helping. “Keep going,” I muttered, eyes closed tight. Heinrich had had the right idea, I thought wildly. He’d begged off the trip to England, ostensibly because he’d taken several client appointments in New York but confessed, at the last moment, he was still wary of the curse that seemed to have befallen so many in his circle back home. Sudden, unexpected deaths had driven him stateside in the first place and he’d be damned, apparently, if he chanced his luck setting foot back on British soil.

      I was starting to think maybe I should’ve offered to stay with him and keep him company.

      “We really are going to be okay,” Oscar promised, the soothing tone of his voice prickling my nerves. “The pilot⁠—”

      “Yes, yes. Training, skill, yada yada yada. But my fears are irrational at best and”—I swallowed bile as the plane hit a pocket that made us drop several feet and a shrill scream erupt from some rows behind us—“well-founded at worst. I’m more than aware of the science behind this and, while I’m not an aerospace engineer—” Another bounce and rattle. “Shit!”

      “Where was I?” Oscar mused, pushing into my snowballing panic-ramble. “Ah, right. So, Charlotte is a cousin of sorts on my father’s side. My grandfather’s sister’s granddaughter, I think. She and her daughter live in France, I believe. Nadine moved back in with her recently.” Oscar hummed thoughtfully, staring off into the middle distance. “Charlotte never said exactly why, but I think it had to do with money. Anyway, my mother didn’t have much in the way of family when she died, other than Dad and me. Her own parents died when she was very young. Her mum had… let me see,” he faltered. I wouldn’t—couldn’t—open my eyes but I knew without seeing that he was making that thoughtful expression that was surprisingly hot, the one where he pinched his lip between thumb and forefinger and sort of unfocused his eyes a bit.

      Okay. I might be biased.

      “Mum’s mum died of pancreatic cancer when she was just thirty-something and Mum was about three. Mum’s brother—my uncle, ah… Clark, I think. Yes! Clark!—died in Afghanistan when he was twenty-two and Mum was sixteen. And her dad died soon after.” He hesitated again. “He, ah. He showed himself out, according to Grandmere.”

      I did chance a small peek then. The lights were still off except for the strip of safety lights down the aisle at floor level. It wasn’t much but still enough for me to make out the lines of Oscar’s face and Ezra slumped on his opposite shoulder, sleeping the sleep of the well-medicated (lucky bastard). The other passengers around us were either ignoring the turbulence entirely or white knuckling it with tense silence. Oscar’s expression was pensive, very calm despite the unpleasantness going on around us. Almost like he wasn’t even part of it. I wondered if I needed to add a new section to my research, something about mediumship and whether it equated to the ability to dissociate from situations. “Your mother had no other family?”

      Oscar glanced at me, a surprised smile touching his lips when he saw my eye open and peer at him. “Hello there,” he murmured just loud enough for me to hear. “I was wondering if you were talking in your sleep.”

      “Applying cat logic. If I can’t see it happening, it’s not happening.”

      “I always knew you were a cat person.”

      At his shoulder, Ezra snorted, jerked, and twisted a little, his head flopping in the other direction. Oscar reached out and tugged him back, so he wasn’t leaning into the aisle. “Whatever he got from that doc in a box back in Houston, I need to get me some too,” I complained. Oscar chuckled softly.

      “To answer your question, not as far as I know. Her parents were both only children, according to Grandmere. And Grandmere never really spoke of Mum or her family much at all.”

      I opened my other eye. “That seems kind of weird. Only one kid? In that day and age? She never talked to you about your mom or her side of the family at all.”

      Oscar gave a restless shrug at that, focusing his gaze on our joined hands where I was still clutching him in a death grip. “She didn’t even talk about Dad much, either. I think the loss of her only child made discussing him too painful even years after his death. And Grandfather…” He trailed off. “Well, he followed Grandmere’s lead on many things.”

      Another rattling bounce and a flash of the seatbelt sign, reminding us to stay seated and strapped in so they’d be able to find all our bodies with the wreckage later. Even Oscar tensed up at that one.

      “So,” Oscar sighed, dragging the conversation back around to the previous point, “Charlotte is my grandfather’s cousin.”

      “Cousin twice removed, actually.”

      He pressed his lips together. Not a smile but an attempt. “Of course. Well, I never met her in person. Didn’t even know she existed till this past summer, actually.”

      “And now she’s offering you the keys to the kingdom,” I murmured.

      “Something like that,” he chuckled. “Maybe it’s silly of me, but I really am excited to do this dive into the family lineage.”

      “The Fellowes lineage,” I clarified more for myself than to remind him how one-sided his familial knowledge was—and would continue to be apparently.

      His glance this time was cool, pointed. “Yes.”

      Ezra snorted awake, patting his hoodie pocket for his phone. It took him a moment to come online and realize we were still on the plane and nowhere he could actually use it to engage in his favorite pastime, messaging Harrison. Not unless he wanted to shell out an arm, a leg, and his firstborn. “Shit, I was sure we’d landed,” he grumbled. The plane did a weird shimmy that made me squeeze Oscar’s fingers so tightly that I was worried he might have permanent damage. “Thought all this bouncing was you driving us down that damn road in St. Alban’s again.”

      Oscar laughed outright at that. “We never did find that hubcap.”

      “Thought Sinjun was going to have a stroke when he saw the damage,” Ezra added, the pair of them falling into decidedly boyish giggles. The sharp sound of the man across the aisle from us clearing his throat and hissing at them to have some manners sent them into another gale of laughter. Ezra caught my eye and added, “We’ll have to take Julian there. He’d love that weird old bookstore that smells like Branston pickle and stewed tea.”

      Oscar patted my clenched hand with his free one. “The smell is negligible once you get a look at the shelves,” he assured me. “It’s an antiquarian bookseller that gets the strangest things.”

      “Old man swore he had a collection of grimoires from the Middle Ages last time we popped in,” Ezra reminisced. “Wouldn’t show them to us though.”

      “Probably because you spent twenty minutes looking for the gay erotica section.”

      Ezra rolled his eyes. “Look, he could’ve just said he didn’t stock Maurice and I’d have let it go.”

      “Excuse me,” the man in front of us hissed, leaning to press his face close to the gap in the seats. “We do not need to hear about this!”

      Ezra leaned in, grinning at him. “Yeah, I know. So why don’t you pop your headphones on and stop eavesdropping, nosy parker?”

      The man blustered, ducking away and sinking lower in his seat.

      “Twat,” Oscar muttered.

      I felt a tiny smile coming on, despite the jostling of the plane. “Assuming we survive the flight, where else do I need to see while we’re here, then?”

      “Dolman’s,” Ezra said firmly. “They have the best fucking cake.”

      Oscar grinned fondly. “The Roman ruins near Aldcote. They’re not as grand as the more touristy ones but the few times I went to the house Charlotte’s staying at, back when I’d first gone to live with Grandmere and Grandfather, I remember running about in the ruins and finding a few coins. And one very annoyed Roman Domina.”

      “Oh! The London Bridge tour!” Ezra piped in. “The haunted one.” He made spooky fingers at me and Oscar, pulling a face. “Ooooooh, I’m the ghost of the tour guide’s history teacher, bemoaning their lack of attention in class which led them to tell people absolute shite about the bridge. Ooooooooh!”

      I couldn’t stop the snort that time. Oscar ducked his chin, trying to hide his own smile with a mutter of, “Don’t encourage him. He’ll think he’s funny.”

      “I’m fucking hilarious.”

      The soft click of the intercom cut through the tension of the cabin. “Ah, this is your, uh, captain speaking and we’re clearing this patch of weather in the next few moments. We ask that you remain in your seats until the seatbelt signs are off. We should be clear of the turbulence soon.”

      The screens on the seatbacks flickered with the next hard jolt. “The weather begs to differ,” I mumbled. “Shit. I can’t wait to get up again. My head, hip, and ass are all killing me.”

      Oscar gently but firmly disentangled our fingers and then wrapped his hand around mine again, this time keeping his hand safe from my death grip. “Did I tell you what Charlotte said about the family heirlooms she had for me? Apparently, she and her mother found several boxes at the old family pile in Rouen—not nearly as impressive as it sounds, I promise. It’s only about a hundred and fifty years old and⁠—”

      “Oh, only a hundred and fifty,” I teased shakily. The plane was evening out, the bumps further and further apart. But still, I clung to his hand. Ezra was already drowsing again, his phone clutched tight in one hand, ready for the moment we landed and cleared the gate. “How pedestrian.”

      “Oh, fuck off,” he growled with no malice, giving me a jab to the ribs. “Just for that, I’m making you ride in the back while Ezra drives later.”

      Thankfully, he did not.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we landed—almost twenty minutes late and one more bad patch of turbulence later that left the flight crew looking waxy and stunned—none of us were in a teasing mood. Oscar collected our rental car while Ezra and I wrestled our luggage to the sidewalk at passenger pick-up.

      Well, I say we. It was mostly Ezra. Part of my new reality, since the fall in Colorado, was getting used to my limitations. The occasional migraine with auras, or a random hemiplegic variety just for kicks, my decreased mobility, the fact I couldn’t do something as simple as elbow my way through a crowd to grab a suitcase without it ending with me wanting to cut my leg off at the hip to stop the searing pain… It all meant I was very aware of the fact I was changed, and it was frustrating as hell.

      Ezra shoved one of the smaller bags at me and flashed me a toothy grin. “Your hands aren’t broken. Take this one. And don’t look inside. It’s got a present from Harrison in there and I didn’t want the TSA to see it.”

      “Oh, ew,” I muttered, holding the bag away from my torso.

      His grin collapsed into a cackle. “Fuck off, it’s just toiletries, mate. I’m jerking your chain.” He shook his head, giving me a sharp elbow to the ribs. “Should’ve seen your face though. Damn it, I wish I’d thought to take a picture—would’ve been great for a blog post! C’mon. The reception in here blows and I want to call Harrison before we get on the road.”

      Ezra found himself a little nook outside between two pillars, out of the rumble and roar of traffic and speakers. Oscar gave him a fond, mildly exasperated look and nudged me back into the next nook over. “Well, hello,” I said, grinning down at him. “Come here often?”

      “Why, Doctor Weems, are you flirting with me?”

      A thrilling rendition of Return to Sender buzzed between us and Oscar sighed. “I don’t have to be psychic to know that’s Heinrich.” Closing his eyes and pressing his fingers to his forehead, he affected an airy, plummy voice. “And he’s sent four… no…six! Six emails since we departed Houston!”

      I poked him in the ribs—far more gently than Ezra would have done, thank you very much. “But you’re not psychic. You’re a medium. I have an entire section in my research on the difference and why the two are often conflated. It started in the early Victorian, when⁠—”

      Oscar pressed his fingers gently over my lips. “Julian. Darling. My love. I was being silly.”

      “I know,” I grumbled, muffled by his touch. “And I was sharing interesting information that touches on your field of work as well as your, well, you-ness.”

      He dropped his hand and gave me an odd, tiny smile. “My me-ness?”

      “Well, when you say it like that it just sounds silly.”

      “It sounded silly to start with,” he replied with just a hint of sass, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth as he checked the email. “I was wrong—only five emails. He must have slept in. Hmm.”

      “What?”

      “He wants us to check on Landon Price, one of his—well, Grandmere’s really—old associates. I don’t recall Heinrich being close to the man but,” Oscar shrugged, tapping out a reply. “He says he just wants to make sure Landon Price is all right as he’s been unable to get in touch with him.” He paused, glancing up at me with a faintly worried expression. “You don’t think⁠—”

      I knew which way Oscar’s thoughts were heading and, I admitted to myself, mine had dodged that way too. “I doubt your grandmother’s friend is dead,” I said bluntly. “I mean, god bless Heinrich’s heart, but he can be a lot, you know? Maybe this guy is just avoiding his calls.”

      Oscar hesitated again, flipping his phone between his hands. “You’re probably right,” he muttered with a sigh. “I’ll pay him a call tomorrow, maybe the day after, once we get settled in.”

      Ezra bounced over before I could reply. “Wotcher, Oz?” he sing songed, grinning so wide it must’ve hurt his cheeks.

      “Just about to head over to the car rental desk,” Oscar said. “Charlotte is expecting us by tea, which is plenty of time to get out of here and to the house. Unless,” he hesitated, giving Ezra a careful, guarded glance. “Unless you’d like to make a stop or something on the way?”

      Ezra’s gaze narrowed. “Nope,” he said, popping the p hard. “There’s nothing—no one—I need to see on the way anywhere.”

      “Are you certain?”

      I glanced between the two of them, not quite able to put my finger on what felt off. “Everything okay?”

      Ezra sniffed, jerking his chin up in a nod. “Fine. I’ll grab the car if you two want to canoodle a bit,” he said, forcing a grin that looked so patently false I wanted to wipe it off his face and spare him the misery. “I mean, since I can’t and all, might as well live vicariously through your sex life, right?”

      Oscar’s brief pause was telling. But he smiled, rolled his eyes, and reached out to feign giving Ezra a pinch on the side, making Ezra dance back and curse fluently, earning a scowl from a family of tourists all carrying Union Jack themed bags bearing the name of a tour company. “I’m going, I’m going. Make sure we didn’t forget anything, yeah? I’ll meet you at passenger pick up.”

      Ezra nodded again and I muttered agreement. As Oscar walked off, Ezra caught my eye and, lips pursed, gave me a sharp, quelling look.

      “Right. No asking what that was about. Got it.”

      Ezra’s look was coolly appraising for a long moment before he seemed to come to a decision, his expression smoothing out into calmer lines. Tipping his chin towards the tourists, he gave me a nudge. “Come on. Ozzy’s gonna be a bit. Let’s go fuck with the Americans. I’ll tell them Big Ben’s been replaced by Big Bertha. Rile ‘em up.”

      “They’re not going to believe you,” I said, trailing after him as he headed for the tourist bunch.

      “Bet me ten quid.”

      “Quid? You returning to your roots, I see.”

      Ezra grinned, giving me a jaunty salute, then beelined to the dad of the group and laid on the worst Cockney accent since Dick Van Dyke stepped in time.
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        * * *

      

      Oscar ended up driving, which was another change. Until recently, I’d been the one doing all the driving. Even though I’d known that, with this trip to England, he and Ezra would be the ones in charge of transportation and not me, the fact I literally could not drive made me feel a floppy kind of useless. Sitting up front with Oscar, listening to Ezra murmur to Harrison in the backseat thanks to the miracle of modern science and Hedy Lamarr, I found myself drowsing, vaguely glad I’d been to at least London before when I was an undergrad, so I didn’t feel like I was missing too much by napping on the way to Avesford. A few times, I tried to formulate questions for Oscar about what he hoped to get from this visit home, but my words were soft and slurred, barely discernible as language.

      Oscar reached over once and gave me a gentle push when I started to slump towards him. “Jet lag’s a bitch,” he said quietly. “If you can manage, stay awake a bit longer.”

      I nodded. “Sure,” I drooled. “That’s smart. Good idea.”

      His soft chuckle followed me into an exhausted nap.
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        * * *

      

      “This is it,” Oscar announced. I’d snapped awake when he shut the engine off and now, in the gloomy afternoon light, I was disoriented and thick, the travel grime finally making me itch and feel gross, making me wish we’d stopped at a hotel or something for a proper nap and a shower before I met a member of Oscar’s family for the first time.

      Hell of a way to make an impression, I thought, climbing out of the car after Oscar and Ezra. Ezra stretched, his back popping loudly in the quiet country air even as he let out a long, obscene groan. Oscar scrubbed his hands over his face, a complicated mix of emotions flitting across his expression. Sorrow, resignation, curiosity… hunger. The sort that came from the heart rather than the belly. The hunger of someone being offered a treasure they had thought unattainable.

      God, I was so tired. My analogies were purple, along with the bags under my eyes. “This place is huge,” I said, breaking the silence.

      Oscar shrugged. “Grandmere always felt it was too suburban.”

      I turned a slow circle, taking in the expanse of land surrounding the house. The front lawn stretched for over an acre, by the looks of it, with a wide gravel drive bordered by overgrown blackthorns and viney rose bushes with dried hips. It split near the house, one branch continuing on to what looked to be an old carriage house and the other curving slightly and widening before curving back on itself to make a gentle loop, rejoining the drive in a circle. Oscar had parked in front of the stone-paved entrance, glints of quartz in the steps picked out by the sidelights. The entire thing had a weird fairy tale feel to it, with the thick ivy wrapped around the posts holding up the portico and the bright green front door. “Suburban,” I repeated. “Seriously?”

      “Well,” Oscar hedged. “I think it was more the fact that this is where Grandfather died that kept her away.”

      Ezra shot me a look over Oscar’s head. “It’s not too late for us to grab a room at the Green Man. You know they’ve always got a few open.”

      “Yeah, because no one wants to stay there. It’s haunted as fuck.”

      Considering the source, that was really saying something. “Seriously?” I repeated. “And you don’t want to stay there, check it out?”

      Oscar shrugged. “We can, if you’d like. But honestly, it gives me a headache. The few times I went with Grandmere when I was a boy, the ghosts were too loud. All of them were just so demanding.” He sighed and looked back up at the house again, a thoughtful and slightly confused expression settling over his face. “This place is quiet, though.”

      As if on cue, the door swung open, and a woman stepped out onto the glittering stone steps. “Oscar? It’s you! Hello!” She rushed down, brushing her hands down the front of her sweater and giving her short hair a smooth before reaching out to shake his hand. “So good to see you in person!” Her accent was light but present, with a lilt over some of the words and a fine blurring of consonants layered through her second language.

      “Charlotte,” he smiled. “It’s lovely to finally meet you face to face.”

      She grinned, and I could see the faintest resemblance to Oscar around her eyes and in the way her smile pulled at the corners. She was older than me by several years if I had to guess. Near fifty, if not a bit past it. Her russet hair had a few threads of silver mixed in, and the lines by her eyes weren’t going anywhere anytime soon. Definitely younger, though, than someone who should have been in Oscar’s grandfather’s cohort. Maybe her parents started late, I mused. Or she was a menopause surprise, like my own mother. Something which Grammy had never forgiven her for, really.

      “I’ve made sure the fire is laid in the main bedroom,” she said, clutching Oscar’s hand. “It’s still chilly here at night, and you know this old place doesn’t exactly have the best insulation.”

      His smile was soft, maybe a bit wistful. “I remember. I was telling Julian when we arrived⁠—”

      Her eyes snapped up, finding me and Ezra lurking a few feet away, by the car. “Oh. Yes. Your friends. I do hope I don’t bore them, prattling on about family history and such during their holiday. I know it’s not everyone’s idea of a good time.” Her smile was bland and polite as she regarded Ezra and me, her gaze narrowed and searching.

      Oscar laughed lightly at that, patting her hand where it still clung to his. “Julian loves history, the more detailed and obscure the better. And Ezra used to come here with me when we were younger, though not often. He knows the house as well as I do.” He cast Ezra a fond, speaking glace before waving me over. “Doctor Julian Weems, this is my cousin—er, cousin twice removed? Charlotte Valmont-Fellowes.”

      “Cousin is fine,” Charlotte interrupted, her previously warm gaze now ice sharp. “I read up on you. Anthropologist, aren’t you? Specializing in burial rites or some such.” She sniffed. “A skeptic. Not one of us.” Subtly, she moved closer to Oscar, protecting him from my malign skeptical influence, no doubt.

      Ezra muttered one of us, one of us, one of us under his breath, ducking his face to fuss with his hoodie’s raggedy drawstring. I barely managed not to snort aloud. “If you mean I’m not a medium, then that’s true,” I allowed. “But I can assure you that I’m 100 percent behind Oscar in all things.”

      Yeah, I know how bad it sounded. Ezra’s snort only underscored that. But Charlotte seemed mollified, her expression softening just a fraction. “Well. I have the suite on the upper floor prepared for your friends, Oscar, and I’ve given you the old master suite on the main floor. I⁠—”

      “Julian and I can share a room,” Oscar said breezily, missing the way Charlotte drew in a sharp breath and her lips crimped in apparent annoyance. Was she homophobic? Or just puritanical about unmarried couples sharing a bedroom? Or some secret third combination of both things that’d make the rest of this trip just delightful? “And if I recall correctly, there are three bedrooms on the third floor. Is the yellow one still open? I remember Grandmere had threatened to turn it into a storage room for Grandfather’s books and papers but judging by the sheer amount of them around the house where I grew up, I don’t think she ever made good on that.” He turned a sunny smile on Ezra. “Remember when we’d get tired of Grandmere’s visits with the others in her circle and build ourselves book forts in the upstairs study?” Shifting his attention back to Charlotte, he added, “I think Ezra should have the yellow room. It’ll be closer to ours and far less drafty than the upstairs suite.”

      He was smiling, still patting her hand almost absently, absolutely excited as a puppy with two tails, either ignoring or just plain not seeing the sour look on Charlotte’s face.

      “It’s fine,” Ezra put in, his attention caught by her expression as well. “The upstairs suite is the blue one, yeah? With the door to that funny wall attic? I don’t mind sleeping there.”

      “Please,” Oscar laughed, “you were piss-scared of that room when we were kids!”

      “It felt funny,” Ezra reminded him archly. “That was the room where you found that highwayman, remember?”

      “He was such a tosser,” Oscar moaned, rolling his eyes heavenward. “This was before we really knew much about Ezra’s abilities,” he added as an aside to Charlotte. “He just knew the room made him uncomfortable.”

      “It was more than that,” Ezra muttered, but Oscar was going on, hell-for-leather.

      “It’d be better to move him down to the same floor as us—those rooms are fairly friendly.”

      Charlotte hesitated, then gave a sharp nod. “Of course. I should have thought to ask first. I apologize.”

      “It’s fine,” I said quickly. “Nothing to apologize for.”

      “Still. I’ve swooped in like I own the place and am not simply a relation, kindly allowed to stay here,” she murmured, abashed. “Maman always said I was, hm. J’etais autoritaire. Bossy?” Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes, but it was apologetic. “Apologies,” she added, “sometimes, it’s just easier in my own language.”

      “Please,” Oscar chided gently. “We’re family. Now, I can’t wait to see those boxes you were telling me about,” Oscar continued, fairly vibrating. “Grandmere never told me about them. Julian, Charlotte has a dozen or more boxes of family artifacts dating back to the mid-seventeenth century!”

      “Seriously?” I breathed, unable to quell the twinge of excitement. “That’s amazing!”

      Charlotte’s expression was guarded. “They’re our family heirlooms. It is always a bit unsettling to think of them as artifacts,” she admitted. “They’ve always been in our possession, never in a museum or collection.”

      Her defensiveness was understandable but also surprising. “I never thought otherwise,” I protested.

      “Of course. I was just getting tea started. I’m sure you’re hungry after so much travel.”

      Oscar linked his arm through hers and the pair of them trotted up the sparkly steps and disappeared into the house.

      Charlotte closed the door behind them.

      “Uh…”

      “I’ll bet folding money she locked it too,” Ezra muttered, shouldering his duffel bag. “C’mon. Let’s get inside before she deigns to allow us to sleep in the dog run tonight.”
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          OSCAR

        

      

    

    
      “I really must apologize. I meant to go to the shops earlier, but time got away from me. I’m afraid what I’d planned for tea might be a bit too thin for four people.” Charlotte stirred a pot of broccoli cheese soup with a sort of loose grace that made me think of a heron, with her fine bones and quick movements. “I hadn’t planned…”

      “Oh, we’re not fussy,” I said, brushing Charlotte’s polite concern aside as I stepped past her to peer into the fridge. “There’s stuff for sandwiches. It should go with the soup, I’d think!” 

      Charlotte’s smile was stiff, as was her nod. Embarrassed, I thought. “Of course. Soup and sandwiches. Classic tea, right? I’m afraid that, for all our English ways compared to our neighbors in Rouen, tea is something I’ve never quite mastered. The meal, I mean.”

      “It’s my favorite meal of the day,” I admitted blithely. Charlotte winced as the cabinet I’d opened slammed shut by accident, gunshot loud in the small kitchen. “Shit, sorry!”

      Her smile then was tight and small, and she busied herself with the soup again, doing her utmost to avoid looking at me. “It is nothing. Nerves. It has been a very busy month or so, between travel and organizing things.”

      Ah. Nerves. Nerves, I got. Lord knows I still felt pangs of nausea before a séance, or whenever I remembered the camera was pointed right at me on filming days. “It’s my turn to apologize,” I offered. “It was an accident, but I’ll try to be more careful in the future.” 

      She brushed my concerns off with a very Gallic shrug as she moved the soup off the hob. “Eh, I’m just so used to the quiet. Maman always said I needed to be around the living more,” she added with a tiny chuckle. “Get too into my own head.”

      “Kindred spirits,” I said with a quick grin in her direction. “Grandmere often told me the same thing.”

      “Maman said Violet did not care much for this residence, which is a shame. It’s quite beautiful, in its simple way, and very old. Historic,” she corrected with a small smile. “I’ve found several little graffiti hidden on some of the outbuildings. So and so, 1891. L-heart-Y, 1901.” She giggled at that, pressing her fingers to her lips for a moment, holding in her pleasure at her discoveries. Clearing her throat, she made a dusting gesture with one hand, brushing away the amusement as she added in a more serious tone, “Seeing it all in situ like that, the weight of the history… it’s heavy but not unpleasant. Nadine and I lived in Rouen. There are many old homes there that are broken up into apartments. Or, ah, flats? Yes, flats. Some, they are in historic homes. Not part of the national scheme, obviously, but old and valuable.” She shrugged again. “So, we could not live there, as other distant family had them open to tourism and the graduate students. Still,” she sniffed again, an affectation that would get annoying soon I wagered. “It was always very important to me that I knew our truth. Living in our little place in Rouen, it was frustrating at times, being so removed from our roots. Being here, knowing that the Fellowes family has not only kept it in their hands but still lives in it?” She sighed. “We were—are—very proud of our history, yes? As Fellowes, and as mediums.” 

      A twinge of guilt burned my throat as I nodded. During our emails, then later texts and messenger chats, Charlotte had not let on much about her personal circumstances other than she and her daughter, Nadine, both lived in Rouen. And they were both working to keep the family history intact and alive. Should I have known, I wondered, that things did not seem to be so well for them? “Your daughter—Nadine, right? She’s helping you?”

      Charlotte’s expression was arrested for just one moment, then she nodded furiously. “She’s going to be so sad to have missed your visit. She was keen to meet you, Oscar. She’s heard so much about you, not only from the bits of media you’ve popped up in, but thanks to the community of mediums as well, yes? You’re very well known.”

      “Ah, well. That’s… that’s kind of what led me here,” I admitted dryly. “I’m well known to everyone but myself.” My tone was light but the knowing look she sent me told me it was also transparent. I hadn’t exactly been subtle in my later emails with her, hungry for information about my family and our long line of mediums.

      Maybe I’d come off as desperate but, when we weren’t face to face, I didn’t much care. Now, standing in the kitchen just feet away from this cousin of mine, I was starting to feel a creeping sort of awkwardness that was going to spill out in a ramble soon if I didn’t get my shit together. 

      Ezra’s laugh followed by the low murmur of Julian’s voice reached down the stairs and into the kitchen. Charlotte glanced towards the door, her smile fading fast as she wiped her hands on her trousers and motioned for me to join her at the worktop to help prepare the sandwiches. “Speaking of our relatives, I have something to show you. Well. Many somethings. Which is your entire reason to be here, yes?” 

      Her laugh sounded forced and taut, mocking. My stomach executed a lazy flip at the sound, a pang of seven-year-old Oscar being mocked from the sidelines at sports day still lodged firmly in my chest. So I smiled in return and returned her earlier shrug. “I suppose so. You know, I haven’t been here in ages. When Grandmere was alive, she didn’t like coming here much. Grandfather did—he said it was quiet and he could think better here than at their home in London or, well, any of their other properties, but Grandmere…” I trailed off, gazing around the refurbished kitchen that still managed to complement the original structure of the house. “I have a bit of a memory of Grandmere choosing the fittings for the kitchen. It was just before Grandfather died.”

      Charlotte’s hands stilled. “He died here, did he not? In the study.”

      “Fell asleep, never woke up,” I murmured. “I wasn’t here. He’d come down on business, from what I remember. Grandmother never liked much to talk about his passing. Which, considering our line of work, is a bit ironic, hm? She’d talk to other people’s dead often. But her own?” I reached out and took a piece of lettuce from the plate by Charlotte’s hand, biting into it for something to do, something to keep from babbling more than any actual hunger.

      “Sometimes,” Charlotte said slowly, not looking up from the plate of sandwich fixings before her, “when we are close to the spirits, it becomes exponentially more difficult to communicate. We know them too well. And when they do not respond as we would expect them to, it becomes… Hm. Problematic? Is that the word I want?”

      I crunched the lettuce leaf, her words tumbling about and finding purchase as I considered that. “Has that been your experience?” It hadn’t been mine. The memory of my encounter with Grandmere during our summer holiday still sat heavily with me, outweighing all the times I’d tried to reach my parents and failed. Maybe there’s a trick to it Grandmere never taught me.

      Charlotte finally darted a glance my way. Her cheeks were very pink, and the set of her mouth screamed embarrassment. “My own abilities are nowhere near yours,” she murmured. “The few spirits I’ve been able to communicate with… It has been unsatisfying for both parties.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head, a smile tugging at her lips as she waved me off. “Ah, never mind me. I suppose I’m just a bit tired, you know? It’s been a long week, getting ready for your visit.”

      My curiosity was definitely piqued—there’d been a few ghosts I’d met that didn’t appreciate my way of communicating, or had been frustrated with how things played out, but I had the feeling that Charlotte meant something different entirely. “I’m sorry to put you to trouble⁠—”

      “Pah! Don’t apologize! We’ve been talking for months—I would have said at any time to cancel your plans, that I was not wanting this, if that had been true.” She bustled over to the table with the sandwiches, leaving me to trail after her. “Ignore me, Oscar. I’m a nervous nelly. That’s the expression, right? American, I think?”

      “It is,” Julian said, ducking through the door, narrowly avoiding the low lintel my ancestors would’ve found high enough. Hell, I just about found it high enough. He caught my gaze and smiled, looking tired but somehow energized at the same time. “Early twentieth century.”

      Charlotte’s faint ah was the only response. She hurried back to the stove, and it was, effectively, a dismissal. He rolled his eyes at me, and I gave him a gently quelling glare. “Be nice,” I mouthed.

      He hummed acquiescence, limping closer with the use of the highly polished walking stick I had given him a few weeks ago, to replace the metal one issued by his physical therapist. The walking stick gleamed in the soft kitchen light, the silver grip in the shape of a human skull with Memento Mori engraved across the forehead. He and CeCe shared the same dry, dark sense of humor apparently, because she’d burst into a gale of laughter when he showed it to her, the pair slipping into some shared language of half-sentences, nods, hand gestures, all bespeaking their connection not just as twins but family and—I’d say this but not to their faces for fear of being slapped—friends. Despite his pleasure in the aesthetics, he’d been loath to pack the walking stick, but I’d wheedled then, when that failed, offered sexual favors if he’d bring it just in case. The promise must’ve been very motivating because he also packed his forearm crutches in checked baggage. Also, just in case. He leaned into me more heavily than I’d expected, making me shift my weight and lean back against the worktop. Julian tried to pull away, frowning, but I tightened my grip around his waist. 

      “You got out your stick. Is your hip that bad?” I knew whatever his answer was wouldn’t be the entire truth. I couldn’t decide if he was ashamed of his new normal, or if he was angry, in denial, or some combination of the three.

      “Hours of sitting on the plane,” he dismissed. “Should be good to go in the morning. I was thinking of turning in early tonight. Maybe using that huge slipper tub upstairs first, though.” He cast me a hopeful glance, heat racing along my skin in its wake. Julian made a small gesture towards Charlotte, her back still to us, and mouthed Later.

      I grinned, nodding. “It is huge, isn’t it? Grandmere had it added after she and Grandfather married, I recall. He told me the story more than once, about how the deliverymen couldn’t get it up the stairs and had to rig some pully system and take out the window in the suite.”

      Julian winced. “Good lord, that must’ve been nerve-wracking. This place is a near-perfect example of Georgian architecture. I’d love to take a look around later,” he added, pitching his voice so Charlotte knew he was talking to
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