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            Chapter 1

          

          Julian

        

      

    

    
      “You have to promise not to hate me…”

      “Is someone dead?”

      “You sound like shit, Julian.”

      “Is that what you called to tell me? Because if it is, I’m definitely going to hate you.” I burrowed deeper under my pile of blankets, wiggling until they were over my head and the chill seeped away.

      “Julian!” The way Cecily whined my name when she wanted something had gone unchanged for nearly thirty years. “This is serious! I’ve done something you might, might think is a bad idea, but it’s really not, and I want you to promise you won’t hate me before I tell you what it is!” Loud voices and what sounded like an orchestra tuning up, but with rusty robotic cats instead of actual instruments, sounded in the background on Cecily’s end of the call. “Hold on!” She covered the phone, but her muffled voice snapping out orders in French filtered through to me. When she came back, the loud noises were down to a dull roar. “Sorry, this installation is going bonkers. Gio is insisting we suspend it from the ceiling using gold cables. It can’t be gold colored cables, but actual gold. He just can’t get it through his skull that gold cables would never support the weight of this monstrosity, and the gallery would skin me alive if I submitted an expense request for anything else on this exhibit, much less gold fucking cord.” She didn’t bother to cover the phone this time as she snapped off a series of instructions to someone named Laurent, telling them to distract Gio until she was done on the phone. “Sorry, sorry! Anyway… promise?”

      It would be easiest to say yes, of course, I promised, I could never hate her. Then I’d be on the hook for whatever favor she’d volunteered me for, whichever friend who needed a recommendation letter for their kid, a donation to the charity du jour… If I said no, though, I couldn’t promise that… I peeled one eye open and made out the blurry green numbers on my bedside clock. Quarter past three in the morning. If I said no, then I’d hear nothing but wailing and pleading until five, then the calls from Mom would start. I hesitated for too long—Cecily drew in a deep breath and I knew the begging was about to start. “Okay,” I sighed. “What? But know this—I can retract my promise and decide to hate you if this is something indescribably awful.”

      “Like murder?”

      “Or dating one of Dad’s old coworkers.”

      “Or one of Mom’s exes?”

      We both made noises of disgust at that thought. Our mother had poor choosing skills in men. “What is it then? I’d like to get a few hours of sleep before I have to work.”

      “Funny you should mention work…”

      My eyes snapped open. “What did you do, Cec?”

      “Nothing!”

      I rolled onto my back, taking my phone with me. It was still cold as a well digger’s ass in February outside of my covers, so I did my best to stay in my blanket burrito and still be able to talk. “The last time you tried to help me with a job, I got fired,” I reminded her. “And I hadn’t even asked for help!” I raked my fingers through my tangled hair, some part of me distantly noticing I needed to cut it, it was verging on an unprofessional length for a teacher, but the rest of me just wanted to tear it out. I had a bad idea about what Cecily had done.

      “Holy shit, Jules! That was ten years ago! And I didn’t get you fired! The fact you couldn’t make a Blizzard without spraying ice cream everywhere got you fired! It just coincided with the fact I broke up with the supervisor and it was ten years ago!”

      We both grunted at one another in annoyance before falling quiet for a long moment. “Fine, go on,” I finally sighed. “At this rate, I’m never getting back to sleep.”

      “And you know that wasn’t the last time I tried to help,” she added in a decidedly sheepish tone. I didn’t have a trust fund from Dad’s parents to fall back on like CeCe. Instead of dividing the sum in two for their twin grandchildren, they put it entirely in her name because my ‘lifestyle’ offended them, but they would be more than happy to change the terms if I’d just go to therapy and get over being that way CeCe had made it a point to offer to split the trust fund with me, but Grandma and Grandpa Weems had made it so she’d lose the money entirely and even owe legal fees if she transferred it to my name. But even if they hadn’t, I’d still have refused her help just the same. My father was still angry I’d chosen a more academic field—he’d been grooming me for a life in his footsteps in the corporate world—and between him and his parents, I was painted as the useless queer kid and left out of quite a few family gatherings. As cheeseball as it sounded, I wanted to prove to them I didn’t need their support.

      Though, honestly, it would’ve been nice to have it... They just didn’t deserve to know that.

      CeCe sighed, dragging me out of my slide into mope-dom. “Look, I know this temp gig sucks and you want to go back to academia, but that’s probably not going to happen anytime soon.”

      “Thanks.” I closed my eyes again. Just what I needed at nearly four in the morning: a reminder how my tenure track position blew up spectacularly and I was now reduced to substitute teaching at Sweet Briar Prep because I didn’t know the cute guy I’d been hooking up with was the department head’s new boyfriend. Major in anthropology, kids, and you too can end up sixty grand in debt with a job that barely keeps a roof over your head, wondering why you followed your heart instead of your father’s advice to go into a more lucrative field.

      “You can’t get mad at me for telling the truth,” she reminded me, a favorite saying of hers. She sallied forth, ignoring my growl of annoyance. “Look, I know you don’t hate the whole high school teaching thing, but I also know you miss being all smarty professor pants.”

      “Cec, make it trot.” I hadn’t been lying—I knew I would not get back to sleep now. Not when I had just had the scab ripped off about my colossal failure in academia, and those lovely memories were pouring out of the wound to howl at me. Cecily inhaled deeply and I could practically see her face in that moment. I knew she’d be grinning, her perpetually red painted lips parted and her green eyes, so like mine, crinkling at the corners. She’d be bouncing on her heels, proud of whatever scheme she’d concocted.

      “You know Jacob’s in New Orleans, working on that show for The UnReality Channel?” she said, voice tilting up at the end like it was a question.

      “I don’t like where this is going,” I muttered. I gave up on my blanket burrito and tossed the covers aside, hissing as the cold air hit me.

      “It’s a legitimate channel,” she protested. It really wasn’t. It seemed like it should be, and maybe had been at one time, but now all of its programming involved poorly researched urban legends, stock footage of interviews with actual scientists but culled from other channels, and several series about cryptids. You wouldn’t think there’d be enough material to have more than one show about cryptids, but you’d be surprised.

      “There’s a reason it’s streaming and not on network.”

      “Elitist.”

      “Realist. Go on, tell me the rest of this plan that’s going to make me hate you.”

      “You promised!”

      I levered myself out of bed and absolutely did not tiptoe-run across the ice-cold floor towards the blessedly carpeted hallway. “Cec,” I sighed. “I’m going to hang up as soon as I reach my coffee maker. You have less than two minutes.” Coffee, coffee sweet, sweet nectar of life… Cecily sighed again and muttered something about caffeine addiction, but the early hour and my frozen toes mandated a powerful hit of coffee with far too much sugar and my fancy schmancy creamer.

      “You really have no sense of the dramatic,” she groused. “Fine, Jacob wants you to be on Bump in the Night.”

      I stopped just outside my tiny kitchen. “That sounds like a porno,” I finally said. “And I don’t think I’m cool with being in a porn my brother-in-law is producing.”

      “Jesus, Julian! Come on, you know about this! It’s all he’s talked about since Christmas!”

      Forcing myself to move again, I started turning on lights and making a beeline for my ancient coffee maker. “I’ve spoken with him three times since Aunt Sharon’s party,” I reminded her. “And one of those times, it was to ask him to get you to answer your damn texts.”

      “Whatever. It’s totally in your wheelhouse, darling brother. It’s about historical murder mysteries, weird deaths, and”—she sounded so proud—“it has cute British guys with floppy hair. It’s like every Christmas list you made since puberty.” Cecily paused until she realized there was no response forthcoming. With an agitated grunt, she continued. “It’s a limited run series right now, only six episodes ordered. The plan is to focus on three historically significant murders, but not like the huge ones everyone knows about. Things that slip under the radar but had profound, far-reaching effects on history. Three murders, two episodes per, and Jacob really wants you to come on board as a sort of resident expert in death practices and cultural traditions in different eras.”

      Damn it. This played right into my wheelhouse. It sounded not only interesting to me as a potential viewer but like it had the potential to elevate some little-known research if they did things right. Research like mine. Still, this was for The UnReality Channel, home of Bigfoot Autopsy and Alien Probes Rated Best to Worst. “What’s the angle?”

      She laughed lightly, the sound not quite right, the sound of my dear sister being caught out. “I just told you the angle!”

      “No, what’s the angle-angle? What’s it going to be? Gnomes caused all the murders? They want to find hard evidence of mermaids drowning royalty?”

      Cecily’s sigh was weary. “Julian, you know you need this. The substitute teaching gig ends in three weeks and you don’t have a summer spot lined up. Or offers for next semester.”

      Ouch. “Tell me the hook.” I dumped too much coffee into the machine’s basket and hit the on switch before hopping up to sit on the counter. Cecily was too quiet, but I knew this trick. We’d shared a uterus—I’d known all of her tactics since we were blastocysts. If I could wait her out, she’d crack. Sure enough, after almost thirty seconds of quiet, she huffed an ugly, snorting grunt.

      “There’s another expert involved.”

      Hesitantly, I asked, “Another anthropologist?”

      “No.” She drew out the word, her old drawl showing through. “Um, someone they want to bring on to help find clues and do interviews and stuff. One of those cute British guys I mentioned.”

      “Interviews? With descendants of victims or something?” I didn’t like where this was going.

      “Er, no. The victims and maybe their murderers.”

      “What?” I slid from the counter, my sleep-addled brain chewing on this information and finding it texturally unpleasant. “That makes no sense.”

      “It does if he’s bringing on a medium.” She didn’t give me time to respond (though I really don’t think I could have said something coherent if I’d tried) before rushing on. “Look, you need the job, and you wouldn’t be the first academic to do a show like this. Remember that professor who was a guest on all those ghost hunting shows a few years ago? Or the marine biologist they always bring on the mermaid hunt episodes of Monsters Everywhere?”

      “Why do they classify mermaids as monsters?” I asked, padding to the fridge to rummage for breakfast. “It really makes you think about the Starbucks logo and its implications.”

      “Julian.”

      She was right—I needed the job. Any job. And I knew, without asking for dirty details, that it would pay much better than the subbing gig at the prep school. But I also knew it would be a sharp jab to my pride, and it would follow me like a bad smell if I ever got hired by a university again. If I accepted the offer, anything I wrote, said, or did would be seen as coming from some weirdo on that cheesy show where they think they can talk to dead people. But… but. I needed to get paid. I needed to live. And the offers weren’t exactly rolling in for positions in the fast-paced, high paying world of anthropology. 

      “C’mon,” she wheedled. “Look at it this way—you get to spend time with your favorite sister and keep me from murdering Cynthia and adding to the ghost count.”

      “One, only sister, and two I thought Cynthia quit. And three,” I added before Cec could say anything, “after that shit she pulled at that anniversary party, I’m surprised you let her live this long. Cec, she actually told your husband to leave you over the champagne toast because, and I quote, he was ‘losing his creative spark and becoming professionally impotent.’” Cynthia, Jacob’s assistant producer and partner in Wish Granted Productions, was the least pleasant person I’d ever met, to put it mildly. Unless it came to Jacob, in which case the sun rose and set on his shoulders. The rest of us, though, were gutter trash in her eyes and she wouldn’t let us forget it. She was always threatening to pull out of the company and leave Jacob hanging, making him dance to her tune, but those two were so weirdly codependent on one another I doubted it would ever happen.

      “Please?”

      I sighed. “Let me think about it.”

      Cecily uttered a tiny whoop of excitement. “Outstanding! Okay, look, I need to get back to the installation crew, otherwise they’ll have this stupid piece upside down and backwards thanks to Giovanni’s amazingly imprecise instructions. I’ll let Jacob know. He’ll want to meet at that cheesy diner he’s in love with. You can fly back with him on Monday!”

      “Back? Back where?” I slumped against the counter, pushing the fridge door closed with my foot. “I have class ‘til Wednesday.”

      “Darlin’, you’re a substitute teacher and it’s the last week of school. Just skip.”

      “Cec!”

      “What’re they going to do? Fire you? Look, I really need to go, but I’ll let Jacob know and he’ll email you the info ASAP and you can get with him about arrangements and all that jazz. Love you baby brother!”

      “Only by seven minutes!”

      “Still counts.”

      I hung up. It didn’t feel like a mistake, this offer, but it sure didn’t feel good, either.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Mama Bee’s Diner was one of those extremely fancy restaurants that tries to pretend like it’s humble, a fancy restaurant in Denny's cosplay. Everything was lit by hammered metal lanterns and mason jar tea light holders, and while the tablecloths were a homey gingham pattern, they were heavy and felt expensive to the touch. All the food seemed like something you’d find on any Southern grandma’s table when you just glanced at the menu, but looks were deceiving. Cornbread made with hand-picked saffron and served with buffalo milk butter, green beans sauteed in truffle oil, chicken and waffles that, for some reason, involved gold leaf and something called edible flavor bursts made from maple syrup and a dash of Tabasco.

      Jacob loved it.

      “You know, we could’ve gone to Waffle House and saved like two hundred bucks,” I informed him. I was afraid to even touch my tea. They served it in a heavy crystal glass and proudly proclaimed it to be made from ‘hand-picked leaves, dried in the nurturing sun on a fair trade, sustainably sourced tea farm in South Carolina,’ and included, ‘simple syrup infused with rose hips and a skoche of whiskey.’

      I don’t know how much a skoche was, but it made the tea cost fifty dollars. It was the least expensive thing on the menu.

      Jacob, my dear, sweet, snobbish brother-in-law, rolled his eyes before popping a bite of fried pork belly cracklings in his mouth. “You need to get out more, Julian. See the world. Experience things.” He jabbed his fork into the pork belly again and this time brandished it at me, making me lean back to avoid a splatter of juice. “This gig is going to be perfect for you. Money, travel, get your name back on the map for the schools…” He finally paused to chew and swallow rather than keep talking around his half-eaten mouthful.

      “Have to be honest here… most schools will not be happy about the fact I’ve been on one of these shows.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous! Academics are on TV all the time! Hell, Hawking did several of these things. Tyson and Sagan had that”—he waved one hand airily—“cosmetology bullshit.”

      “Cosmology.”

      “Eh. They did it, however you want to pronounce it.”

      “Well, they were astrophysicists,” I pointed out, “and those shows they did were more along the lines of documentaries or educational programming.” Exercise utmost caution, a voice in the back of my head ordered. A voice sounding suspiciously like my sister. Jacob’s eyes had already narrowed. He was waiting for the snide comment, waiting to throw it back in my face. He wasn’t a cruel person, but Jacob would give as good as he got, and he would defend his shows until his dying breath. “Bump in the Night is less education and more… informational,” I extemporized. Really, his shows were pure entertainment. Anything informational or educational was smothered in the dramatic and sensational.

      Jacob took a long, expensive swallow of his own tea before fixing me with a considering look. “Good point.”

      Seriously?

      “We’re hoping to make Bump one of our breakout hits,” Jacob admitted. He was crumbling cornbread between his fingers, little flakes of gold leaf sticking to the meat grease on his fingertips. I’m sure there was an amazing metaphor in there somewhere. “Bringing you on? That lends us credulity.”

      “Credulity.” I was pretty sure he meant ‘credibility,’ but I wasn’t about to correct him. Not until contracts were signed, and the ink was dry.

      “Right. You’re a man of science! I mean, anthropology is technically a science, right?” he laughed. I grinned, baring my teeth. Really, that just never got old. Never once in almost ten years. Nope. “And we’ll be working with local experts and…” he trailed off as the server, clad in a designer homage to the costumes of Hee Haw, came to clear away his dishes as I still picked at my own sparkly corn bread. “Did CeCe tell you about the medium?” he asked quietly, most of his jovial, big spender persona suddenly quelled. He was Jake for a minute, my brother-in-law and not Jacob the producer. Jake, who could actually act like a normal human for a few minutes and not Jacob the money machine. I nodded. “Yeah, I figured you’d love that one,” he laughed. “I was over the damn moon when they agreed to the show.”

      “Who agreed? Cec only mentioned they’re British.” And cute, but that didn’t seem like something to bring up in what was apparently a business meeting.

      Jacob stared at me for a long moment, his brows slowly drawing down. “Seriously? This is how you’re gonna play it? Like you don’t know who we’re talking about here?”

      “Nope. Let me guess, though. That old lady with the blue glasses and cotton candy pink hair from Channel Ten? The one with the infomercial about crystals. She’s not English but she does do that weird accent when she claims to be channeling her spirit guide Gulliver.”

      He leaned back in his chair, taking his ice-tea with him. He regarded me over the rim of the crystal glass for a long, quiet moment before shaking his head and sighing. “You don’t have to always be on, Jules. Not everything needs a smart-ass comment.”

      Way to make a man feel fifteen instead of thirty. I took a defiant bite of my (frankly too dry) cornbread before speaking again. “No, but some things definitely do, and mediums fall into that category.”

      “This guy,” Jacob pressed on, ignoring my comment, “is legit. Or as legit as you can be in his field. He’s even been tested by those guys at Stanford. He tried to take what’s his face, that skeptic guy, up on his offer to pay like a million bucks to anyone who can prove the existence of ghosts or psychic ability, but it never panned out. Frankly,” he added sotto voce, “I think the skeptic dude knew what was up and chickened out.”

      That story rang a tiny little bell for me. “Wait, wasn’t that like five years ago or something? I remember some talk about that, how Mark Thomas had agreed to go on one of the late night talk shows and meet some ghost whisperer guy for a test of his abilities but Thomas never showed up. It was a big deal…” I frowned. “Okay, maybe not a huge deal but I remember there was a thing about it.” I remembered more than I wanted to let on. I’d been a bit of a fan of Thomas back in the day, not to an embarrassing degree by most standards but just remembering the funny, swoony feeling I’d get whenever I’d sneakily watch re-runs of the talk shows he guested on… Well, it made me feel far less adult than I preferred.

      Jacob nodded. “Thomas bailed on Late Night with Corey Robinson and it caused a bit of a tabloid kerfuffle and people were sued.” He raised his glass to me with a smirk. “Mazel tov, Jules. You’re actually human in there. Keeping up with gossip like a real boy.”

      I took a deep swig of my tea and immediately regretted it—it wasn’t sweet at all, and the whiskey gave it an odd, astringent bite that burned the back of my throat. I wasn’t about to admit the only reason I kept up with the story at all was my tiny, itty bitty crush on Mark Thomas. Okay, maybe it was more of a medium (ha) sized crush, but not like I had pictures of him saved to my computer or anything. Anymore. Anyway… “Wasn’t the alleged medium some hoax, though? He never went to any media about the whole thing.” The assumption had been it was all a PR gimmick by Thomas, in the vein of ‘all press is good press.’ Whoever the psychic had been, they never popped up on any television shows or magazines to brag about Thomas bailing on the meeting and never tried to promote their ‘skills’ using the canceled appearance. Weirdly, Mark Thomas had shut down any questions about the incident in interviews that came after, and people eventually stopped bringing it up. Mostly.

      Jacob signaled the server to come back over. “Want some dessert? I could go for something sweet.” He rubbed his stomach distractedly, frowning in the direction of the dessert case with its Limoges cake stands and jeweled fruit tarts. I shook my head, but he ordered for both of us anyway, some version of a Mississippi mud pie that would no doubt include Faberge egg in the crust. “I’m gonna ride this fast metabolism thing until my forties,” he laughed, patting his flat belly, winking up at the server who gave him the same bland, polite, ‘I don’t get paid to care’ smile we could’ve gotten at the Waffle House, but with better tea. Jacob hadn’t answered me, and I knew better than to press just yet. He was flirting harmlessly with our server, trying to show off his big boy money a bit, caught somewhere between trying to impress me and intimidate me. Finally, our pies served (tiny, thin slices you could read the bill through but sparkling with something silver in the crust because why not), Jacob veered back to the show. “The medium is this guy named Oscar Fellowes. He’s got quite a following over there but has, so far, refused to do actual television. He does Bump in the Night—he and his friend created the web series—and he used to do the rich old lady and poodle circuit, apparently.”

      “The what circuit?”

      “Private parties for the high and mighty along with his grandmother, one of those old school mediums the eccentric sorts liked to keep on a retainer. He’s done a few consults with government types and some minor royals.” Jacob smeared some of his pie around the faux-tin plate, staring into the patterns like an augury. “CeCe met him at some party a few months ago just after his grandmother passed and said I had to hire him,” he said, sounding more fond than not. “She’s got a good eye for this sort of thing.”

      “For scam artists?” I asked, unable to keep the snide tone from my voice.

      “Julian,” he sighed, tiredness definitely creeping into his tone, “you either take this job or don’t. No amount of skeptical snarking is going to dissuade me from bringing on a medium, not for this one. And I love you, man, but I can find someone else to fill your spot in a heartbeat.”

      He was right, and I knew it. The smear of Mississippi mud pie looked like literal mud on my plate, but I took a swipe of it on the edge of my fork and nibbled, killing a few seconds to regroup and focus. “Okay. We both know I’m going to take this gig. Just promise me one thing.”

      He cocked a brow, smirking. “I’ll try.”

      “Promise me this medium isn’t one of those super awful fakes who shouts at ghosts and thinks everything is a demon.”

      Jacob snorted so hard, it startled the table next to us. “I don’t think that will be a problem.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Oscar

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry, you want me to do what?”

      Ezra sighed. We were early for the lunch meeting he’d been at me to commit to for a month and a half, finally grabbing me—literally, in fact—as I left my hotel in Baton Rouge after a private consultation with one of the archaeologists employed by the state. I was due at a party in New Orleans later that evening, some function at one of the private homes in the Garden District, but Ezra swore this meeting with Jacob Grant wouldn’t take very long, something which did not instill me with confidence as his version of ‘not very long’ tended towards hours rather than minutes. “We’ve been over this, Oz. You agreed to this show months ago, when Grant first approached us.”

      “Back up—he approached you. I said I don’t do TV” God, I sounded like a twat. I don’t do television, dahling! I’m much too famous for that!

      Not really, though.

      I just hated the idea.

      My one near-miss with television had been harrowing. I still got sweaty palms and dry mouth just thinking about standing in that misnamed green room (it was institutional white, and smelled of egg salad sandwiches gone bad, though maybe that was where the green in the name came from), waiting for one of the headset-wearing assistants to come barreling in and wave me on stage. When one of them came buzzing back, scowling like it was my fault Mark Thomas had bowed out of this joint appearance and informed me I was no longer needed and would be replaced by some comedian who specialized in prop comedy, I nearly fainted with relief. Carrot Top’s comeback tour couldn’t have come at a better time.

      Ezra’s pink painted lips curled into what I could generously term a smile, if he weren’t showing so many clenched teeth and casting aspersions on my parentage through them. I scooted my chair back a bit, careful of the heavily laden table. Mama Bee’s Diner apparently didn’t believe in rational portion sizes. “Oscar, you promised me you’d let me handle our media and booking inquiries! This is me, handling them!”

      “I liked it better when you handled them by sending me to those swish parties and occasional National Trust sites.” I pushed the wet, wilted greens around on my plate desultorily, wondering if they were meant to look like that or if the kitchen had made some mistake when I’d ordered the greens in a warm vinaigrette. Maybe they’re trying to get us to shift out early. That’d explain the glitter in my waffle. Ezra had no problem with the food. He was eating as if it were his last meal, glaring at me the entire time. “Look,” I said, unable to keep back the sigh, “I enjoy being low key. That’s what I do. That’s who I am.”

      “And you’ll be low key again,” he promised, setting his fork aside and leaning close. “Look, you promised me a year, yeah? And the year is almost up. After this show, you can go back to doing the parties and landmarks and all that. Hell,” he said, forcing another smile and trying on a brave face, “you can fire me if you want and organize your own investigations and film your own look-sees in those haunted sites. Just give me the rest of my year to prove this is better than going to rot.”

      “Going to rot? Isn’t that a bit dramatic?” 

      “How many bookings have we had in the last six months?” he demanded softly. “Three,” he continued, before I could. “Compared to last year at this time, when we had twelve, and before that twenty…” He shook his head. “I know you hate how your talent is treated in the media, those,” he waved one hand dismissively, “those shouty twats insisting everything is something dramatic or nefarious.”

      Ezra knew better than most how the world of alleged and real paranormal investigators thrived on dramatics. I wasn’t the only real medium in the world, but those of us who eschewed the shouting and horror show theatrics tended to end up on the dole sooner rather than later, with nary a fan convention appearance to show for it. “Sometimes a ghost is just a ghost,” I murmured, thinking of the countless sad shades I’d seen over the years. Most just wanted to go about their existence. Many didn’t even know they were dead, just harmless traces of lives long gone, stuck repeating moments like a video caught in a loop. Those weren’t as depressing as the ones who knew, who knew and were lonely, angry, lost, and wanted to know why…

      I took a sip of the truly awful tea, fidgeting with the glass after I set it back down, rapping my silver ring on the rim, rubbing my thumb over the condensation on the side. “There will be no hamming it up, no sensationalizing what is there or not there, No screaming at demons, no accusing ghosts of being demons. I will not make an ass out of myself, not even for you Ezra.”

      He nodded, something in his expression changing and becoming less tense, less pained. “I’ll make sure they understand. I’ll put it in your rider.”

      “My what now?” Ezra threw around all sorts of show biz terminology when we talked business. Usually I could just nod and murmur. This time, though, it affected me directly, and it was unsettling to have no idea what he was talking about. Ezra checked his watch and blew out a harsh breath. Quickly, he refreshed my memory about the basics of my contract, what I’d be expected to do, the length of time I’d be expected to be on site, that sort of thing. Remuneration. My contract was apparently pretty boilerplate stuff, just the names and numbers pasted into a bog standard bit of legalese. My rider, however, was my own addendum (or, in this case, Ezra’s addendum on my behalf). Things I’d require or expect of the producers. “Oh, so I could insist on a bowl of wine gums in my room every morning?” I asked, unable to stop myself from grinning at Ezra’s pained expression. “Or that they should only address me as Sir Oscar Wentworth Pimplybottom Fellowes the Tenth while bowing before me, else I won’t allow them to film me?”

      “Your middle name isn’t Wentworth, it’s Michael.”

      “But the Pimplybottom part is acceptable?”

      “Ask whoever is behind you next time you’re in bed,” he sniped. “Now, quickly, before Grant gets here, I wanted to go over a few things about the production company and about him.”

      “Why do I have the feeling this is bad news?”

      He snorted. “Not bad news. Just fiddly bits to flesh him out before he sails in here and is all producer-y and pompous.”

      I groaned under my breath. “That sounds exactly like someone we want to work with, Ez.”

      “It’s a front.” He tapped his temple. “I didn’t get a full vibe off him, but enough to know he’s an insecure bloke who wants to fit in with the nobs. He married well enough, so I’m sure he thinks he’s making it work.”

      “How well?”

      “From the scuttlebutt—”

      “Did you actually just say scuttlebutt?”

      “Shut up. From what I’ve heard,” he drawled, rolling his eyes at me, “his wife is from old money. Not terribly old, but old enough. Something about the Civil War here and mills, I don’t know. It’s not like there’s a huge wiki on her or something, just gossip. She has connections thanks to her job as a curator for several richer-than-god sorts, and those connections aren’t always discreet.”

      “She’s a freelance curator?” I asked. “Is that really a thing?”

      “It is if you’re rich, bored, and majored in art and know a lot of other rich, bored people who like to pretend they know about art. She runs her own consultancy, apparently. Her family had money with a lower case m but she turned a trust fund into Money with a capital M..”

      “So, what’s that got to do with the show?”

      “Not the show so much as you, Ozzy. His wife travels in rarefied circles for her work and she’s been to one of the hoity-toity ‘dos you were seancing.” He rose, motioning for me to join him. “He mentioned she’d met you at some party a while back and you impressed her. She suggested you to Grant, and here we are. Though…” 

      “I know that face you’re making. It’s the same one you make when you eat my digestives and don’t replace them.”

      “There’s one bit of a bugbear…”

      “Go on.” I was going to need something better than the god-awful tea if Ezra kept dragging things out. “What’s the worst part?”

      Ezra sucked air through his teeth. “Grant’s assistant producer and the co-owner of the company. Cynthia MacMillan. She’s a lot. There were some very pointed demands made that I was able to shrug off so far, but she’s one to keep an eye on. Grant I’m not so worried about if we go through with this. His passion really does seem to be the show itself and making it work. Ah!” He rose to his feet, his lips already curving into that weird, too-big smile he used when we had to deal with people who weren’t one another. “Show time.”

      I stood with Ezra to see a tall, solidly built man in a painfully blue suit making his way towards us, the maître d’ trailing behind him as he brazened his way through the light brunch crowd, ignoring her offers of a menu. “Mr. Grant! Lovely to see you! I’d like to thank you for agreeing to meet with us on such short notice!”

      “Nonsense,” he boomed, shaking Ezra’s hand so hard Ezra grimaced. Dropping into the seat next to me, he turned a bright white, very American smile at me and stuck out his hand for me to shake. “So happy to meet you in the flesh, Mr. Fellowes. My wife raved about your little show at the Micklethwaite’s spring equinox fete.”

      Easter party. It was an Easter party. There were eggs and bunnies and disgustingly pastel decorations and people with bunny ears and some more intrepid souls pinned on fluffy little bunny tails to their Sunday best. But, as the Micklethwaites are on the very raaaaaaah end of posh, it wouldn’t do to admit to celebrating something as pedestrian as Easter. “I’m so glad she enjoyed herself,” I said instead. “It was a lovely event.”

      Spoiler alert: It wasn’t.

      Did I mention they were on the very raaaaaaah end of posh? Not a single chin to be had in that lot. 

      “CeCe couldn’t stop talking about it for weeks,” he chuckled, giving Ezra a wink. Ezra smiled sunnily at him, fidgeting with cutlery, readjusting the placement of a sweating glass of tea. I felt like a child being discussed by older relatives, being praised for some bit of cleverness. It made my stomach squirm and a wash of heat race up my throat. I knew I was slowly turning a vibrant shade of pink and I started to push my chair back, readying an excuse about needing to use the gent’s, but Grant boomed onward. “You probably don’t remember my CeCe at all,” he said, leaning an elbow on the table and fixing me with a penetrating stare. Ah. A test. Wonderful. Why did people always think they were being clever when they tried this with me? If it wasn’t quizzing me about a past encounter at some event, it was hinting about a dead loved one who ‘probably isn’t interested in chatting, ha ha’ accompanied by that same damn smirk they all seemed to wear. “You passed along a message to her, something for her brother really.” Yep. There was the smirk.

      “It rings a bit of a bell,” I admitted. “I’m sorry, but I must admit that sometimes it is quite difficult for me to remember what messages I’ve passed along, particularly if there were quite a few in one day.” The messages from that particular event were a mush in my memory, mostly because I’d had to tread so carefully when relaying them. My first little slip about someone’s childhood spent in council housing nearly had me run through by an embarrassed guest brandishing a pickle fork. I had to hurry along to a waiting viscount who wanted to complain about how the family had him buried in his third best waistcoat. Two hundred years ago. I’m not entirely sure what he expected them to do about it at that point, but it distracted the glowering Mrs. Smythe-Crunkfield from spearing me where I stood.

      Grant waved over the server. “Well, my CeCe was just absolutely stunned. The message was from their grandmother, apparently, and the old woman wanted him to get rid of the guy he was dating.”

      I smiled my best polite interest smile. “Ah, yes, the boyfriend
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