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          JULIAN

        

      

    

    
      Respite Valley, Colorado was… a lot. I’m not great at driving in mountains and something about Colorado’s laissez-fair attitude towards guardrails just didn’t work for my anxiety. Still, I was better at navigating the switchbacks and steep grades than Oscar, who still, sometimes, drifted to the other side of the road just out of habit—or so he claimed. I had my suspicions he liked it better when I drove. I’d managed to get us to Denver all right, with minimal ass-clenching moments of absolute terror on some of the more interesting roads, but the final push up above the city, to the tiny town of Respite Valley, was something I’d have nightmares about for the rest of my life. 

      One and a half lanes is not enough to be called a highway. 

      Especially on a route heavily trafficked by eighteen wheelers. And who the hell decided big rigs should go on those goat paths of death, anyway? Even getting to Respite Valley with its fairy-tale lushness and bucolic views wasn’t a balm for my frayed nerves. After so many days of driving, I was glad to be out of the car and stretching my legs, but not so thrilled about the altitude and the nosebleeds.

      “It’s just because of the dry air,” I assured Oscar as he fretted, handing me more handfuls of tissues in the parking lot of Chateau de Neige. The family who owned the place wasn’t French, nor were the people who first built the mansion in the 1800s. Someone along the way had decided they needed a fancy-sounding name to attract the desired clientele, and the name had stuck for over a century. There was no changing it at that point. 

      “It looks like a murder scene,” Oscar opined, handing me yet another handful of tissues from the rapidly dwindling supply in the car. “Is this normal for you?”

      “I am a flatlander,” I said in plummy, theatrical tones. “My people do not function well with dry, thin air. We spontaneously bleed out of orifices and scare passersby in ski lodge parking lots.”

      To be fair, the only passerby so far had been a groundskeeper who took one look at us then scuttled for the service door, shutting it firmly behind himself and leaving us—well, me—to bleed all over the pea gravel while we waited for CeCe to arrive. We weren’t due to start filming for another day and a half, but they had urged us to get there early enough to get the lay of the land, and also get comfortable in our cabin.

      Yep. A whole cabin to ourselves.

      Just me and Oscar.

      Okay, technically, he had his own cabin, as did Ezra, but Oscar and I were planning on sharing mine. It had a hot tub, thank you very much.

      And it would also give us a chance to talk. Not only about Bettina, which still weighed heavily on both of us, but about what happened just a few days before in Budding, and what would happen with us.

      The cabins were new additions to the property, built within the past few years, and lacked any ties to the alleged hauntings of the main lodge. Oscar wouldn’t have any spooks and specters to deal with while we were ‘off duty,’ at least.

      CeCe had arrived while I’d been nasally exsanguinating, and a white industrial van had pulled up while Oscar and I were heading for the doors. “Right on time,” he said cheerfully, giving my arm a squeeze. 

      “You doing alright?” I asked, drawing him to a stop before we got inside. “Ezra will be here tomorrow and—”

      “I know,” he sighed, leaning into me. My arms came up automatically, and he sighed against me before pulling away. “I’m fine. I promise.”

      “I know you’ve been worried since he hasn’t said much about the clinic…” That was an understatement. I didn’t think Oscar had slept more than an hour or so a night since Ezra went to Denver ahead of us. He was a pacer, and the sound of his steps kept me up every night of the trip. 

      Well, his pacing and the whispered phone calls I pretended not to hear. I’d had a moment of jealousy, wondering if he was slipping off to call someone he’d left back in England, but squashed that bug fast. Oscar was, at his core, honest. And that was part of the problem I’d been having untangling my feelings about his work. I’d believed mediums were liars, cheats, scam artists my entire life. Hell, there were reams of evidence proving even the most famous and well-respected mediums out there were just cold readers and predatory, leaning on grief and guilt to make a buck or thousand. The Spiritualism movement in the Victorian era was a glaring example of what happened when scam artists were able to stir up belief and public empathy. A heady combination of a natural fear of death, a desperate desire to know what came next, and the wave after wave of illness that swept most of Europe and the States in nineteenth century made the era ripe for people like the Fox sisters and their popping toes which they used to manufacture knocking sounds they claimed to be spirit communication, or the countless, unnamed ‘mediums’ who used all manners of sleight-of-hand and ye olde special effects to rook the desperate and the curious. It was really fascinating, I had to admit to myself, how they used glowing paint and silk threads, concocted ‘ectoplasm’, made special furniture to enable the assistants to appear and disappear at will, always in the guise of some spirit or other. As time progressed, these grifters changed with the times. They evolved with technology, moving away from the glowing cheesecloth and knocking cabinets, leaping feet-first into telephone psychics, then internet readings. Television was like a boomtown for these people. You couldn’t turn on daytime TV for a while without seeing some alleged psychic or another, giving cold readings to Mornings With Mandy’s audience or staring thoughtfully at an interviewer while nodding sympathetically.

      But not Oscar. 

      I’d tried, early on, to believe he was like that, that he was using some chicanery to manipulate his clients, but I hadn’t been able to uncover a single bit of evidence. He was either the greatest cold reader in the world, or… 

      Or I was missing something, and the idea of pushing harder, digging deeper, made me queasy. Not because I was afraid to find out the truth, but because of what the truth might be. 

      “It’s not just that,” Oscar sighed. “It’s…” He licked his lips, darting a glance at me before looking away. “It’s just been a weird year,” he finally said.

      He wasn’t telling me the whole truth, but I didn’t have time to press him on it because the doors to the lodge swung open and CeCe was bearing down on us with a weird grimace, her face caught in a tight, false smile as she held out her hands to welcome us. “Two out of three of my favorite people who aren’t George Clooney!” she chirped. “Come in, come in. The staff have laid out some snacks and drinks for us, and in a bit they’ll run us down to the cabins via golf cart. They call them guest trams, but they’re golf carts,” she said, grabbing our hands and dragging us into the massive stone-paved foyer. 

      “Holy shit,” Oscar gasped. I nodded in agreement, too stunned for words. “This is beautiful!”

      CeCe’s smile grew more pained. “Julian, what do you think?”

      “It looks like a faerie tale castle,” I sighed. “But like one of those old-fashioned faerie tales, not a Disney one. Like the Beast’s castle without the talking cutlery.”

      Oscar elbowed me none-too-gently in the ribs. “You totally had a thing for the Beast, didn’t you?”

      My face warmed. “What? No. Did you know they took the imagery of the living candelabras from the 1946 film La Belle et Le Bet, directed by Jean Cocteau?”

      He smirked at me but didn’t reply.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I just think it’s adorable how you’re trying to divert from my comment by turning into a human IMDB page for Jean Cocteau.”

      “I am not.”

      “Julian,” he said, stepping in front of me and stopping, forcing me to stand still while he gazed deeply into my eyes. “You can admit to getting the horn over the Beast. We’ve all been there.”

      “Oh my god…”

      “Is exactly what a young Julian first discovering his attraction to the Beast said late one night as—”

      “I’m leaving you for Ghost Hunters.”

      He snorted. “Please. You’d never be able to give up this.” He waved a hand at his cravat. “Don’t think I don’t see you eyeballing it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’ll take the cravats with me.”

      Oscar couldn’t maintain a straight face at that. He cackled, the sound following me into the next room. “Really, Julian, I promise you—everyone goes through the Beast phase!”

      I ignored him, and with good reason other than the obvious. “Holy cats…” The foyer opened into a great room with a hearth so large I was sure you could park cars in it. Everything was stone and wood, but intricate crystalline lights hung between the overhead timbers like tiny bits of ice caught in the air, and the delicate furniture offset the intensity of the room itself. A massive chandelier hung over the staircase at the far end of the room, the arms carved from wood that at first glance looked like bone or antlers but proved to be some sort of free form organic shapes in a pale wood, set with electric candles that looked real enough to make me do a double take. 

      Oscar leaned into me as one of the staff distracted CeCe, calling on her for some last-minute details regarding our stay. “I think maybe this might be the perfect place to be after the past week,” he sighed against my ear. “It’s beautiful, there’s nothing screaming for my attention…”

      I grinned. “Well, I wouldn’t say nothing,” I leered. 

      “Pervert. I like it.” Oscar leaned into me again, not quite a hug, but close. “Come on. Let’s go sit in front of the fire and pretend like we’re medieval lairds in an alternate reality where us being gay as three-pound notes would not be remarked upon by our fellow landed gentry, and we’re bemoaning the fact our only son ran off to join a traveling circus.”

      I huffed a laugh, unable to stop my smile. “You have oddly specific fantasies.”

      He grinned. “Just wait till we’re in the cabin later. I have a very detailed one about a skeptic and a medium that I’d love to show you.”

      I followed him to the cold hearth, sprawling with him on one of the sofas arranged in front of it. “Care to fill me in?”

      He leered comically. “Said the vicar to the bishop.”

      Sitting on the sofa with him pressed to my side, that beatific grin on his face, reminded me of our first meeting. Well, second, I suppose. The first had been that wee-hours encounter around the hot water carafe in a darkened foyer. But sitting next to him on the old settee while he scowled over a very wrong ghost story… That had started it all. I wouldn’t say I’d fallen for him in that moment, but I definitely teetered on the edge. Had he, I wondered. Was it really less than a year ago? I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye to find his expression had fallen and he was staring into the darkness of the cold hearth, a tiny furrow between his brows. Whatever had been preying on him since Bettina had only grown more intense. Even without him confiding in me about it, his discomfort was clear. I want to help you, I thought. This is your life, your everything, and I don’t want it making you miserable.

      The thought startled me. Did I mean it? I turned it over and over in my mind as the quiet stretched. Yeah… Yeah, I did. And that realization made me feel a little dizzy.

      I wanted to tell him, to let him know that I would listen and not try to skeptic my way out of a conversation about his abilities, about ghosts. That what was bothering him was important to me, that being on his side was more important than keeping myself bundled up in my role as skeptic, as doubtful and sour.

      He glanced back at me. “What’s going on? You look like you just bit into a persimmon.”

      “That’s my thoughtful face,” I groused, sinking down into the sofa. “I was thinking important things.”

      His frown slipped away into a small smile. “Oh? Like what? Like how much you’d love to bone the Beast? I’m sorry I can’t be him, Julian, but I can see if someone can drive me into Denver and I can get a wolf costume or something. Would you like that?” His words ended on a surprised squeak as I ducked my head and nipped at his earlobe. “Oh my god!” he laughed. “I was wrong! You don’t want to fuck the Beast! You want to be the Beast!”

      “Shut up.” I laughed, nipping him again as he feigned trying to escape. Both of us were giggling like teenagers, soon too breathless to do more than swat ineffectively at one another before falling back and trying to get our breathing under control. Finally, words I wanted to say earlier fell out of the knot they’d tied themselves up in my throat. “We’re good, you know? I mean, this”—I gestured between us—“but also… I just… I want you to know that what you do, I’m not fighting it anymore.”

      He raised a brow. “Ah, thank you?”

      Okay, maybe those weren’t the right words after all. “Oh, god, I’m so bad at this,” I muttered. “I just wanted to say that… I think maybe I’m unpacking my—”

      “Shhh,” Oscar hushed me with a soft laugh. “I get it. And when you figure it out, we’ll talk about it.”

      I hesitated, but he curled up and rested his head on my arm, the pair of us staring at the cold hearth in comfortable silence. Things were good, I decided. Things were fine.

      I made the mistake of saying as much to Oscar after we’d been lazing in front of the hearth for a bit, listening to the comings and goings of the hotel’s skeleton staff and CeCe’s muffled voice as she made calls while pacing the length of the hall. 

      “Now you’ve done it,” he sighed, not bothering to open his eyes. “You’ve cursed us.”

      “Ghosts aren’t enough?” I murmured, my own lids at half-mast. I was verging on exhausted. It seemed like months ago, but it’d been less than a week since we’d left the Carstairs’ ranch, since we’d gotten out of Budding.

      I both hoped and worried that we’d be getting a call from Enoch, wanting to talk to Oscar about his ‘gift.’

      No matter my own beliefs about ghosts, magic, or (as Ezra so charmingly called it) spooky shit, Oscar was not only a devout believer, but it was literally his bread and butter. The fact that he’d been having problems with his abilities of late made the subject not only touchy but likely to spark outbursts and door-closed sulks if I asked how it was coming along. “It’s not a fucking crafts project,” he’d snarled at me just a few nights before, when we’d been in a hotel in Pueblo. We’d been too tired for sex after a day spent sightseeing and doing some video interviews for a few local stations and some website CeCe was excited about that she swore was a ‘possible game-changer’ in terms of ‘brand recognition.’

      Ezra had laughed at that over the phone when Oscar told him later, pitching his voice to mimic CeCe’s excited, breathless twang. It had only been later, when we were flopped on the too-hard hotel bed, blasting the AC till our skin pebbled and even the sketchy hotel comforter was looking good, that his mood swung sharply. He’d been in a contemplative sort of mood when he’d hung up from the call, curling onto his side of the bed in a child-like comma of limbs and spine. My “Is everything okay?” had apparently been the least-best option because he’d slipped from the bed and shut himself in the bathroom for an hour or so. 

      He’d been quiet, but I heard him crying under the sound of the shower running. 

      Now, sitting in the great room of the ski lodge, the cold hearth yawning wide before us, it was almost easy to pretend he hadn’t been undergoing these dark spells since our delay in Texas. He smiled against my shoulder, one arm slung across my middle as he tucked his toes under my legs and hummed happily to himself. “Do you ever visit a place and think I could just stay here forever?” he asked. 

      “We haven’t been here long enough for me to think that, but it’s happened a time or two in the past.” My throat felt hot and itchy, my eyes smarting with the sudden need to cry. It’s just because it’s almost that time of year again, I scolded myself. If Oscar had asked any other time, you’d have picked a different place, but this is almost Reggie’s birthday. I didn’t close my eyes, but I unfocused them a bit so I couldn’t see Oscar looking in my direction. I’d been fielding calls since we left Texas, calls from an old friend’s mother about his annual memorial birthday party. He’d been on my mind more than usual in the days since we’d headed towards Colorado—memories of being so close people thought he was my sibling sometimes rather than believing it was CeCe. 

      And when Oscar asked his question, one very sharp and clear memory sprang to the forefront. One that made me wonder if maybe Oscar was a tiny bit psychic, if that could possibly be a real thing in just this one case. 

      He peeked through one barely opened lid. “Where? I’m curious,” he said before I could shrug him off. “There’s so much I don’t know about you yet, mundane things and silly things and,” he sighed, stretching back so he was propped against the opposite arm of the sofa, “just everything, really. It feels like we’ve just jumped from one crisis to the next. I… I want this to work, but I think we should know the real us before that can happen.”

      “And knowing where I’d run away and move to at the drop of the hat will do that for you?” I asked, keeping my tone light. A sharp jab in the meaty part of my thigh with one of his toes made me yelp. “Okay, okay! I’ll tell you!”

      “Christ, it’s not like I’m asking for your bank account number,” he muttered, but a tiny smile teased the corner of his lips. “I bet it’s something embarrassing, isn’t it?”

      “What could possibly be an embarrassing place to move to?” I demanded. “The moon?”

      “Only embarrassing because you’d not considered the lack of markets and Wi-Fi and are now stuck there with stale oxygen swiftly running out and one sad bag of freeze-dried ice cream to tide you over until I can convince NASA to rescue you. And besides,” he sped on, “I said someplace you’d been. Have you been to the moon, Julian? Hm?” He leaned forward again, resting his pointy chin on his drawn-up knees, making his eyes wide and curious as he stared up at me. He held it together as I narrowed my own eyes back, both of us unable to suppress our laughs though when he fluttered his lashes at me and parted his lips in faux-offense. 

      “Fine, it’s embarrassing because it’s a dude ranch in Montana,” I muttered. 

      Oscar furrowed his brows. “Dude ranch? Like one of those places people go to pretend they’re cowboys for a weekend?”

      “Mmmhmm. I went when I was in grad school. One of my friends had his bachelor party there, and we spent three days pretending we weren’t city boys who didn’t know a halter from a lead rope and had the first idea what to do with a cow if it wasn’t on a bun. It was a huge change from our daily lives—me in academia, Neil in finance, Reggie going into education. He was the one getting married…” I trailed off, closing my eyes and imagining the pair of them, how we’d been then, laughing over me falling off the damn mounting block and the horse looking unimpressed. Drinking beers by a fire pit and pretending like we had nowhere to be in just another day or so. Like we were immortal and would never change. A flash of Oscar and Ezra darted through my thoughts, and I felt a pang of envy. Reg and I had been like that once, I thought. Closer than friends, twisted up in one another in a way that would sound ridiculous, to some. Since his death, I’d never been that close to anyone. Even with CeCe, my own twin, the relationship was different. Not worse, not better, just… not the same. “I’m sure the staff had a good laugh about it, three of us sitting around and acting like we could just step into that life, live out some childhood fantasies of playing cowboys.”

      “Why is that embarrassing? It sounds sweet.” He nudged me with his shoulder.

      “Ah. Well.” I opened my eyes and shrugged, not quite willing to look at Oscar just then, afraid he’d see how my eyes were probably a bit shiny. “Just the foolishness of the fantasy, I suppose. I actually spent a few hours our second day there looking at transferring to the grad program in Bozeman, checking out housing costs…” He smiled at me, his expression expectant. “Neil and I still talk about once a month. He moved to the Chicago area and has three kids with his college sweetheart, who is a cardiologist, I think. Or maybe she’s a cardiothoracic surgeon? And… Well. Reggie died a few months after the trip. Cancer. Very fast.” I closed my eyes, remembering his wife at the funeral, the stark confusion on his face, on all our faces.

      It had happened so fast. .

      So fast we hadn’t gotten to say goodbye.

      “Ah.”

      “Fuck, ignore me. It was supposed to be a light question, and I got all maudlin. What about you?” I asked, nudging his leg with my elbow. The weird hitch in my breath hurt and was louder than I’d expected.

      He hesitated, and I felt him staring at me. I was afraid, half-expecting him to offer to reach out and contact Reggie, or try to. Or ask me if I’d like to, I don’t know, try his pendulum trick or something, reach out to the other side.

      And, for the first time in my life, I was tempted to say yes. Yes, please try to contact the dead for me. 

      I used to roll my eyes at the way people fell for mediums on TV and those shows where some middle-aged guy in all black wandered around an auditorium, asking if anyone lost a loved one with a D name. But I understood the temptation, facing Oscar in that moment. Thinking about Reggie hurt, and over the years since his death, it wasn’t that I tried not to think about him so much as I’d become adept at changing the subject whenever he was mentioned. Even if it was in my own head.

      Oscar sighed, pressing his chin harder against his knees so that it made his voice sound a bit muffled when he answered. “A few places I’ve been. My grandmere’s summer place in Brittany was one. But she sold it after my parents died. I suppose too many memories there, since she’d raised my father there for half the year from his infancy till he moved off to uni. Disneyland, but that’s my inner child talking.” He flashed me a grin. “I think I’d get rather tired of the noise in short order if I did that.” 

      Awkward quiet fell between us, the only sound the clatter and scrape of the skeleton crew cleaning and arranging things to make sure we broke nothing important during our filming, and CeCe on the phone discussing something contractual and legal sounding. “There’s another place,” I said, unwilling to let the moment fade quite yet. We didn’t have much time before work intruded, if only for a few hours, and I hated the thought of us slipping into professional mode while on this tender and uneasy edge. “It’s kind of silly, but in the spirit of honesty… The Smithsonian Museum of Natural History.” 

      Oscar’s smile was genuinely pleased. “Is that where ickle Julian first discovered anthropology?”

      “Yes,” I muttered. “Actually, it was. Dad took us when we were about six. He and Mom were always at one another’s throats, but it wasn’t so much as we’d notice then. We were still too young to know what the closed doors and muffled shouting meant, I think. But he took us, one of our last big trips with him. Probably because he knew Mom was going to dig in and cut him off from us soon. CeCe liked it fine, but I was in love. That visit started my obsession with museums.” I shrugged lightly. “There was a book I read before the trip, about some kids who sneaked off to live in a museum, and that definitely fueled my fantasies. Damn it, what was it called?”

      “From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler,” CeCe said from behind us. “I remember you tried to convince me we should sneak out of the hotel while Mom and Dad were arguing about something or other on the phone and go to the museum to hide out.” Her smile was part fond, part bitter. That trip had been one of the last times we’d gone anywhere as a family before the custody hearings. “I hate to burst y’all’s bubble,” she continued, “but the management would like a word and there’s some housekeeping, so to speak, we need to deal with before it gets too late in the day.”

      Oscar’s flicker of disappointment surely mirrored my own—work had reared its head and there was no way around it. I got to my feet and held out my hand to Oscar, who, after a moment’s hesitation, took it and let me tug him to stand at my side. He was a bit stiffer than usual beside me, gaze darting after something behind CeCe and his brows quirking ever so slightly. “Are you getting started early?” CeCe asked, glancing over her shoulder as if she could see the same thing Oscar was looking at.

      He shook his head. “No, I thought… Well, I thought I saw something, but it was a trick of the light.”

      “Isn’t that my line?” I asked, nudging him with my elbow. 

      His smile barely made it to his lips, much less his eyes. “It’s been a long week. Everything is slowly coming back online still”—he tapped his temple—“and sometimes a shadow is just a shadow, nothing more than that.” He pressed against my side for a quick moment, then stepped away, smoothing his hands down the front of his waistcoat and fixing his stage smile to his face. My stomach did a funny, unhappy plunge at that. It was a version of Oscar I hadn’t seen often—once or twice when we had to do some podcast interview or answer questions for a website and they asked offensive questions, things meant to goad and force him into revealing that he was a fraud, or just upset him and get a reaction they could pick apart. 

      CeCe stared at him for a long moment, her glossy red lips pursed, and severely maintained brows drawn down into a furrow. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      Oscar flashed her a shadow of his old smile. “Of course. Just tired. Looking forward to the cabin,” he added, leaning in a bit to let our arms brush. “It’ll be nice to have a quiet place to retreat to after filming.”

      CeCe sighed, her expression melting into one of resignation. “Well, what I have to tell y’all isn’t going to help matters any. There’s been some shuffling around in management during the past week and the family that owns the chateau, the Benningtons, has brought in a new site manager. Mr. Bennington is up in his nineties and can’t do it himself anymore. His kids all have jobs elsewhere and while his daughter and one of her sons manage the corporate side of the hotel from the main office in Salt Lake City, they wanted to bring in a hands-on manager for the lodge itself.” She blew out a harsh breath and tilted her face up to stare at the ceiling, the enormous chandelier snagging her attention. “Holy shit, are those all antlers? There’s gotta be like a hundred of them!”

      “Cec! Focus,” I snapped. “What’s going on?”

      “The manager is here and is insisting on some changes.” She held up a hand when I started to protest. “Harrison’s gone over everything and while we can fight it…” she trailed off. “Well, he’d like to meet with us all once the entire group is here, to go over the lodge’s requests.” The way she said the word made it clear they were more demands than anything. 

      “It’s easier if we don’t make a fuss?” I asked. 

      She shot me a glare. “Unfortunately, if we try to push, they can tie up filming while seeking legal recourse. Their terms aren’t violating our contract with the lodge, per se. It’s murky, at best, and Harrison’s tried to look at every angle possible, but the best he can do is suggest we compromise in person, face to face with this manager. The other option is we threaten to sue for breach of contract, and it becomes a very long and drawn out situation, one which the channel is unlikely to support. We simply don’t have the pull with UnReality to make demands right now.”

      Oscar’s gaze flicked past CeCe again and settled somewhere on the sweeping staircase with its heavy wood banister and deep green runner. He murmured, “Sharing it is, then,” before shaking himself and focusing on CeCe. “We’ll meet with this manager, but I think Harrison should be on hand, and you.”

      She nodded. “Of course I’ve made my feelings clear to the Benningtons, but apparently Laurel Bennington-Keith—the daughter who actually manages the lodge’s business dealings—is less than enthused that her son made the contract with us and has made it clear that, should we decide to just fuck off and get out of her lodge right this second, she wouldn’t try to stop us.”

      “There’s something else though, isn’t there?” I asked. 

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Twin intuition,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “Or maybe just years of experience knowing how to tell when you’re bullshitting. So, what’s the problem, then? They want us to film during daylight hours only? They have to sign off on any ghost Oscar sees?”

      CeCe twisted her lips to one side, the same face she’d made as long as I could remember whenever she was trying to tell the truth without telling the truth. “The new manager is someone you may have problems working with,” she finally said. “Hell, I have problems working with him.” She took a breath, then, on the exhale, she said, “Bryan Lester.”

      My stomach gave a greasy lurch. I could feel the headache of my blood pressure spiking squeeze in a band around my head. “No.”

      “Julian—”

      My nausea gave way to a burning hot cramp, and I swore colorfully and expansively.

      Beside me, Oscar tore his gaze away from the steps and frowned up at me, his dark eyes searching my face for an answer. “An ex, I take it?”

      “Bingo,” I said. “We dated when I was young, dumb, and full of… well, self loathing apparently, and he was a waste of human tissue.” I bit down hard on all the words I wanted to snarl out. Bryan had been a pretty man—probably still was—but also selfish, greedy, and emotionally abusive. It had happened in ways I hadn’t realized, ways that left me wondering if I was the one in the wrong, if I’d been the one who had somehow caused a problem or made a situation so awkward and shameful. When it had ended, it had been a sad fizzle and not the tremendous bang CeCe had hoped for. She’d wanted me to be vindicated, Bryan to be made an example of somehow.

      I’d just wanted it to be over.

      And it was, oddly, shortly after Reggie’s death that Bryan and I fell apart. Or rather that I fell apart, and he left with his new boyfriend and the majority of my savings.

      And now he was back in my life, not only giving me a headache but fucking up the shoot.,

      Oscar stared at me for a long moment. His lips pressed into a thin, pale line and his eyes glittered with something that didn’t usually rest on his features. Something sharp, something angry. “And how did he end up here, at the same time we’re here?” he asked without looking away from me. “There’s it’s a small world and then there’s this.”

      CeCe made huffed a small and annoyed grunt. “Sheer bad luck for us, I’m guessing.”

      “As terrible a person as he is, Bryan is good at what he does,” I reminded her, my heart beating uncomfortably hard in my chest. I wasn’t afraid of Bryan, not really. I was anxious, though. And the part of me that had been young and hopeful and fancied himself to be in a whirlwind romance with a suave and worldly man who liked to spend money on me, liked to show me off. He was still inside me somewhere and was having the mother of all flashbacks. Oscar stared at me for a long moment, his lips pressed into a thin, pale line and eyes glittering with something… Something sharp, something angry. “And how did he end up manager here?” he asked without looking away from me. 

      CeCe made huffed a small and annoyed grunt.”

      “He has a background in hospitality management,” I reminded her, my heart beating uncomfortably hard in my chest. I wasn’t afraid of Bryan, not really. I was anxious, though. And the part of me that had been young and hopeful and fancied himself to be in a whirlwind romance with a suave and wordly man who liked to spend money on me, liked to show me off. “He’d worked with Jacob before striking out on his own,” I explained to Oscar. “Back when Jacob was first starting out. Before he got into producing, he worked as a hotel manager in New Orleans at the Princess Marie-Constanze in the Quarter. Bryan was the owner’s son…” I trailed off. “Well, I met Bryan through Jacob after Jacob met CeCe, and Bryan was already managing the Berkeley in San Antonio.” I’d been so in awe, something I hated to admit. Bryan was only a year or so older than me, and there he was managing one of the biggest luxury hotels in the south, mingling with celebrities and socialites and having this luxurious, amazing life while I was sharing an apartment with Neil and eating off-brand ramen noodles, cut off from my own inheritance and trust funds and scrambling to get by.

      Bryan’s interest in me had been flattering on many levels I hated to examine now that my brain had finished forming and my hormones weren’t raging out of control.

      “And out of the hundreds of hotels, bed and breakfasts, lodges…” Oscar closed his eyes and sighed. “If we break contract—”

      “No,” I cut him off before
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