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Author Note

A Hesitant Mediums story


“An Inconvenient Séance” is a short story between novels. This story is a standalone referencing characters and events from the historical fantasy romance novel, HAUNTING MISS TRENTWOOD, the first in the Hesitant Mediums series.  




one
June 1887, London, England

In which one attends a seance


It was a truth universally acknowledged by all but Mrs. Steele that a séance was no place for matchmaking. With all the temerity of a woman desperate for grandchildren, Jasper Steele was unable to prevent his mother from calling upon her extensive network of friends, insisting they invite him to their popular séances.  
For what better place might one stumble upon their future love than in a dark room dimly lit with romantic candles, holding hands and whispering secrets no one ought to know? And, with the Queen holding her own séances to reach her dearly departed Albert, this was practically a royally sanctioned method of matchmaking. 
There really was nothing for it but to try.
As such, Jasper Steele found himself—after the incessant “encouragement” of his beloved mother—at his third séance for the week. While feeling much put upon, he was buoyed by the number of young ladies’ hands he had indeed held thus far. And with the smiling endorsement of their mothers, no less.
The evening had started simply enough at the Carterprice household, with the usual cocktails and giggles, the rustling of bustled skirts and the hiss of lowered gas lamps. Under the watchful eyes of hopeful mothers, Jasper restrained himself to only a single glass of claret. He ran his fingers through his carefully coiffed blond hair, knowing the action made the tongue ladies sigh. He did well, hiding his amused smirk behind his mustache. He knew he cut a fine figure in his dark suit and gleaming shoes. While only a barrister’s assistant, he delighted in a well-trimmed wardrobe.
Well-trained in how these evenings progressed, Jasper kept his replies to smiles and nods, allowing the young ladies to prattle on as though they were the center of his world. All the while he wondered if he might ever feel released from the wry observations of one Mary Trentwood, now happily engaged to his employer. 
Mary never prattled. 
It really was an annoying thing, witnessing their happiness while knowing it was Jasper’s own fault for not recognizing Mary’s charms soon enough. 
Servants pulled velvet drapes shut against the London fog, turned down lamps to an intimate orange hue, and the gathering of some fifteen people dropped to wondering murmurs. Once again fighting what his mother termed his, “unwarranted doldrums over that girl,” Jasper sat at a circular table. A winsome young brunette and her approving mother sat on either side of Jasper, clasping his hands with shy smiles. 
Their hostess, Mrs. Carterprice, an imposing woman with an even more imposing bosom and stern features, nodded to her daughter to proceed. The séance began.
There were nervous giggles, and the circle shifted in anticipation. Jasper fought the urge to roll his eyes at Mrs. Carterprice’s smug smile. He imagined what she might have put on the dinner menu, and who she might have placed him beside, for the young lady now gripping his hand, while not likely to prattle, also seemed unlikely to say anything at all. By Jove, he was so hungry and bored.
The young lady, who reminded him far too much of Mary, yanked Jasper from his morose reverie by digging her fingernails into his palm. He frowned at their clasped hands. This was exactly why he should have stayed home instead of indulging his mother. It was one thing to hold hands, tittering and whispering as the medium failed to retrieve a voice from the other side. It was entirely another thing to lose feeling in one’s hand, and even worry about whether she might draw blood. 
The gall exhibited by this crop of young ladies tonight was the definition of appalling.
“I beg your pardon,” Jasper murmured, his blond mustache twitching as he fought to pull his hand from hers. 
Her ash-white mother hissed, clawing the palm of his other hand. 
He turned his attention to her, horrified. “Madam, you are untoward.”
Jasper did not care if séances were the modern way to catch the eye of some young lady. No dowry, no promise of affection, was worth this abuse.
The young woman squeaked and nodded to the center of the round table at which they sat.
Jasper looked up to find a fetching young lady floating in the air, lifted by the waist like a rag doll. It was Miss Edith Carterprice, his childhood friend and their unfortunate medium for the evening. Her bustled skirts and flounced train dangled, exposing her shapely ankles. Now things were getting interesting. Jasper stared as convulsions threw Edith’s blonde head back. Her arms hung, stiff at the elbows, her fingers twitching. She rotated in the air, a compass unsure which way was north, until stopping to face Jasper. 
Her upside-down, unseeing stare sent chills down his back.
The brunette beside him whimpered.
Fortunately, or unfortunately, this was not Jasper’s first haunting. He cleared his throat. “Dear Edith, I do believe you’ve lost your sense of gravity,” he said, gratified to hear he sounded more cavalier than he felt.
The séance participants, already on edge, inhaled in unison.
Jasper blanched at the sight of Edith blinking one eye, then the other. He shifted in his seat, determined to break the summoning circle by grabbing Edith’s shoulders and shaking her awake. This was, of course, right when the women on either side of him increased their grip such that he couldn’t escape.
“Do not release his hand!” Mrs. Carterprice declared. “We don’t know what might happen to Edith should we break the circle!”
Jasper glared at Mrs. Carterprice, hoping his thunderous expression showed he placed the blame for all of this on her head. Abominably perilous, hosting a séance without a proper medium, and terribly unfeeling to use her sensitive and quiet daughter as spiritual bait. Poor Edith had never enjoyed attention. As their mothers were friends, Jasper had always seen her, and her recently departed twin sister, as younger siblings to protect. 
What on earth had made Edith agree to be a medium for her mother? Did she not know ghosts were real?
Jasper’s most recent haunting escapade was but a couple of months ago, and he was still coming to terms with those ghostly encounters. He was not nearly ready for this singling out. His ego still stung from his panicked response at the countryside haunting. 
What happens in the English countryside stays in the countryside, he kept telling himself. He straightened his shoulders and nodded. It was clear the spirit world had more to ask of him. 
“Right then,” Jasper snapped. “Let’s have it out, shall we?”
Edith’s soft blonde locks fell from her carefully piled chignon, sweeping the table as she hovered. “Jasper Ssssteele,” she said in a deep, echoing voice, “you must help her.”
Mrs. Carterprice nodded to Jasper, encouraging him to engage. The room fell silent, anticipation charging the air.
Jasper cleared his throat, feeling as though he had swallowed cotton. “Help whom?”
Edith blinked, her expression clearing, hinting at her horror behind the possession. “My sister,” she whispered. With a quiet gasp, she crashed to the table. When she did not move, the séance participants leaned forward, unsure whether she breathed.
Jasper frowned. Now this wouldn’t do. “Your sister?”
Edith rolled to her side, blinking. “Eloise, you mustn’t,” she whispered before fainting.
Jasper met the concerned gaze of Mrs. Carterprice with one of his own. The infamous Eloise Carterprice, Edith’s twin, had died in a carriage accident not six months prior.
While Edith remained unconscious, a white, translucent fog emanated from her body. The fog took her shape, looking more and more like Edith curled on the table, docile as a sleeping kitten. The fog was Edith, yet not. Edith sighed in her sleep, whereas the translucent vision raised her head and stretched her arms. Dressed in a pale lavender, Eloise locked her whited-over eyes on Jasper.
“Eloise?” he breathed. He recoiled from the way her pupils, glazed over with a glossy whitewash, widened at the sight of him.
The ghostly Eloise scrambled across the table, kicking aside her skirts. She ignored the outraged gasps, not caring that she crawled through her sister Edith to reach Jasper, who sat appalled and terrified and annoyed that he was once again interacting with ghosts. 
He really needed to find new acquaintances.
“Jasper, you’ll help me. I know you will!” Eloise said. She swooped down, kissing him before he thought to duck.
He felt his face go rigid. Eloise caught his breath with her ghostly lips, feather-light and frozen. He could do nothing more than grunt his panic as his lungs burned. He lifted from the chair, his arms straining from the women still clutching him, holding him down from Eloise’s strength. His face lost feeling. He kicked with wild abandon, hoping to leverage the table and throw himself away from Eloise.
When nothing worked, Jasper looked through Eloise to Mrs. Carterprice across the table. Mrs. Carterprice had the nerve to glare at him as if he had encouraged this otherworldly seduction.
“Eloise, that’s enough,” Mrs. Carterprice snapped.
Eloise dropped Jasper. “As ever, Mama, you’re frightfully no fun.”
Dazed and sprawled across the table beside the still-sleeping Edith, Jasper blinked up at Eloise’s jubilant smile as a deep, distinctly male chuckle echoed around them.
Finally, screams filled the room.




two
In which one wakes a ghost


While living, Eloise had always been ready for a laugh, especially if the laugh came with the misfortune of others. Yet even she had been rather put out upon waking with the odd realization that she was dead. And though she now felt compelled to be as amusing a nuisance as possible to her darling Jasper—really, how had she never noticed how brightly blue his eyes were, or how his sun-kissed blond hair flopped in the most flirtatious manner across his brow when disheveled—she also couldn’t remember ever paying him much attention when alive. 
Eloise had regarded Jasper Steele as rather a pompous, annoying twig of a boy, wasting his time rowing and telling her to stop doing what she wanted, and why couldn’t she be more like her sedate sister, Edith.
So that certainly made for one of Eloise’s many questions on why, and how, and for how long, she might be a ghost determinedly attached to one Jasper Steele. It wasn’t her choice to be attached to him, and being so new at this ghostly experience, she hadn’t any idea how to break free of him to have some real fun. 
Leave it to boring sister Edith to call her back from Beyond and shackle her with the one man in whom Eloise hadn’t any interest. And in a ghostly form as well! 
Eloise soon realized being a ghost had odd restrictions. She couldn’t taste the bonbons strewn across
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