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i. No Vacancies

Memories of your visit linger long after you’ve checked out of the hotel. No matter how quietly you tread, or how softly you whisper, these old walls have eyes, ears, and a belly of their own—gluttonous and insatiable. Over the years, Château du Ciel has sipped, swallowed, and soaked in your stories, one after the next, be they fresh or stale, salty or sweet: the slur of your wine-tipped tongue, the moan of your lover, the milk of your sex, and, above all else, the sweat of your nightmare. The walls record them all. Some memories merely graze like dust motes in shadows, unremarkable and microscopic. Others billow in waves, leaving behind a fermented stink like smoke rings in oakwood furniture. Then there are memories that slap, claw, tremor, and buck to be freed. Those are the ones that emit the darkest marks. And stains like that? Well, they’ll never get out, no matter how bone-raw you scrub and scour. The past remains. Your secret seeps deeper into the foundation of the hotel, flavoring its marrow…even as its walls hunger to feed anew.


ii. Beneath the Veil

She processed it wrong—out of order: first the flick of the hit, fiery, stunning; then the shape of the gun. Its handler was like a lone actor on stage, stepping forward through shadows. Only this wasn’t make-believe. On the contrary. The scream of her nerve endings was very real; so much so, it became muffled in translation, too overwhelming for her brain to translate. She flailed her hands to her wound, struggling to focus as, ahead, the barrel of the pistol floated in and out of her vision. Blood wept. She choked on a cry. Like angry storm clouds, pain gathered and swelled. It would break over her any second, scalding and agonizing. As soon as the shock wore thin, she’d be done for. 

RUN! her father’s voice bellowed in her ears. Except her muscles were brittle with exhaustion. Her bones felt twisted in their sockets, locked wrong like crooked hinges. 

Gun still pointed, her enemy leered at her, a thrill pooling in their eyes. She barely registered their lopsided smile because…because…

She blinked, stumbled backward, and fell through the doorway into the vacant room. Her spine knocked against furniture. Gravity pulled. 

Splayed on the floor, she gasped for breath as the world raced and slowed, a vortex sucking her under. 

A trap. All along…waiting for me to…to…

Her vision blotted black as the door to the room creaked shut. Fire safety. They were weighted to close. To seal out danger.

But a second later, the door whined open again.

Leaden on the ground, she couldn’t hit her attacker. She couldn’t raise a fist or a heel or an elbow. She couldn’t see. Her palms lay on her chest, drained of energy, and streaked her collar wet. For a delirious second, she imagined a dash of color like a silky red tie. Beneath her fingertips, her hammering pulse grew tired. 

Footsteps vibrated—the weight of the enemy. She could feel their shadow slither over her skin like slick oil. Hovering. Watching. This entire time, they had been watching. 

As her blood waned with her consciousness, her final sensation was familiar and comforting: cigarette smoke drifting off her attacker’s clothes.


PART I: IN MEMORIAM
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To make the ghost speak, you must learn the language of death.

—signs: a handbook for clairvoyance

 

“’Fore you pull the trigger, picture that third eye on the forehead. That’s your target.”

—CAIN FRANCIS, convicted hitman, 

in conversation with his daughter




ONE

They were close enough to see the points of the spires cresting the mountainous forest. Mave Michael Francis tilted her head for a better view out the taxi’s rear window. Home sweet home, she thought with irony. The Château du Ciel was said to float above the clouds—hence its name—but on this dusk, it seemed to loom atop the horizon. Like a shrine for the recently departed. 

He’s not dead. He’s—

“Ain’t it something?” the driver said, interrupting her thoughts. He watched her in his mirror. “Like a grand old hideaway in the middle of nowhere, huh. First time visiting the hotel?”

“Mm-hmm.” She smiled tightly and leaned back in her seat to escape his view. 

“Yeah, thought so. Don’t get too many fares up here from the village.”

She released a quiet breath. He’d bought her lie, had no clue who she was. Not yet. She adjusted her sunglasses to assure her anonymity. According to her father, her eyes were her tell, her weak spot. People noticed straight away, if only subconsciously. There was something off about her. Others (the few astute observers) immediately paid attention to her irises: one cerulean and the other bronze. Except Mave didn’t care to be memorable. Least of all to strangers. She traced a strand on her wig and brushed its ends against her lips.

“You must’ve heard it’s haunted, right?” the driver said, attempting small talk as he wound up the steep road, higher and higher. Soon, their ears would pop. “That why you visiting, for those ghost tours they’ve been advertising?”

“Mmm, and the view.” Better to be mistaken for a superstitious tourist. One could never be too careful. She swallowed back her anxiety. This time would be different. Her month away, visiting her newfound aunt in Manhattan, had given her perspective. She’d begun meditating. Journaling. It helped. Even if the majority of her entries were lovesick letters. Aunt Parissa had suggested she try therapy, but Mave wasn’t quite ready for that. She’d seen a shrink once, right after Cain’s trial when her thoughts had been darkest. She’d lasted half a session. Never again. 

Trust issues, darling, Aunt Parissa had remarked just last week, toasting her affectionately with her wine glass. Runs in the family, you know. 

Ten minutes later, they passed through the gates of the property, onto the pebbled laneway. As they snaked around a fountain of angels that grew mold for wings, the driver hunkered forward for a better view. He whistled in awe as he pulled up to the hotel’s entrance. Mave had forgotten how impressive the château’s edifice could seem at a glance, even as the shadows fell. If anything, the darkness helped, soaking the stone walls in romance and soft streams of lamplight. Twenty-three stories high, nestled above the remote forests of western Colorado, one-hundred-year-old French architecture at its finest. From the outside, you could almost pretend that within the hotel, the hand-cut crystal chandeliers weren’t housing more spiders than candles. 

Mave tipped the driver and slipped out, eager to exit the cab’s cloying scent of nicotine smothered in pine deodorant. As she waited for her suitcase amid a chorus of crickets, she bundled her scarf tighter around her neck. Nerves swilled in her stomach. Standing still was always the worst.

“Here you are, young lady,” the driver said, wheeling her the suitcase and shutting the car’s trunk. “Good luck with your ghost.”

Mave stiffened. “Excuse me?”

“On the tour,” he tossed over his shoulder, already climbing back into his cab.

“Oh, right. Thank you,” she mumbled. She drew in a lungful of crisp mountain air, clearing away her jitters. She wouldn’t let the comment of a stranger unravel her. She was strong, capable, a survivor. She was alive. Braced by the clean breeze, she strode through the château’s ornamental doorway. Her momentum lasted all of five steps. 

“Hello, welcome to…” The bell boy flinched and tripped over his greeting as he took her in. Her tailored suit. Spiked heels. Ruby lips and black bob. Look the part, Cain had always said. So much for going unnoticed. 

He straightened his shoulders, avoiding her eyes though she still wore her sunglasses. “Uh, Ms. Fran-cis.” His voice cracked. He cleared his throat and reached for her suitcase and handbag before she could protest. “Sorry, almost didn’t recognize you. I’ll have these delivered to your new suite. Immediately. Everything’s ready. You want me to arrange early turn down service?”

Oh god. She held in a sigh and removed her sunglasses. “No need.” She smiled brightly. “I’m not a guest, remember?” Yet neither shopgirl nor resident owner sounded right to her ears. If anything, she felt closer to a child playing dress-up in one of Cain’s disguises.

“Oh. Yeah. Of course.” He blinked. After an awkward pause, he whisked away her bags like a soldier on a mission. At least he hadn’t saluted.

Mave resumed her path through the lobby. No guests. Plenty of dust. Even the weak lighting couldn’t mask the desolation. A seasonal slump, she tried consoling herself. Her heels echoed on marble tile. She waved politely as she passed the check-in desk, experiencing a similar stiff reaction from the receptionist as the bell boy. She’d hoped the month away would help ease the tension. A new suit. A new season. In fact, a last-minute wedding was booked to mark the spring equinox. Though it was a goth-themed event—all black roses and pricking thorns—it was a hopeful sign nonetheless. Julián seemed optimistic.

During her stay in New York, Mave had held regular online meetings with the hotel’s new director. She’d requested HR profiles on all personnel—had memorized every name and headshot, seeking hints to relate to them, any icebreaker no matter how superficial. In her presence, however, the staff were as nervous as always. Everyone except for Julián and—

“Mave Michael!” Bent over an appointment book, Bastian Toussaint straightened to his impressive height and sang, “Welcome back. How’s my favorite shopgirl doing? Flight okay?” 

As she reached his desk, a real smile tugged at her lips. The concierge had a way of doing that (never mind that she was likely the only shopgirl he knew). “Yes, thanks for asking. How’s the fort holding up?”

“Good—even better now that you’re back.”

Mave’s shoulders relaxed. She didn’t have to try as hard with Bastian. “Heard my suite’s ready,” she said. “Any chance the key’s here?”

“You bet.” He dug into a drawer for the tasseled antique.

“And the security cameras?” Since she’d newly inherited the property, promoting her from unknown shopgirl to hotel owner, Julián had insisted she upgrade from her tiny room in the staff quarters. In truth, Mave had agreed for privacy over luxury. She’d chosen an old, defunct suite on the twenty-third floor. Based on the hotel’s sprawling floorplan, her new residence checked off her requirements: close to the fire escape, far from the guestrooms, and clear sightlines to expose any visitors. As an added bonus, it featured a stained-glass skylight in its living room.

“Everything deactivated, just like you wanted,” Bastian confirmed. “Zero cameras on that wing.”

Excellent. She needed her space. No prying eyes. “And the wing opposite, 2301?”

“Uh-huh. Tech installed three cameras inside the grand penthouse yesterday morning. All’s well.”

She nodded. Her grandmother had been an eccentric, rich artist. Old money. Along with gifting Mave the hotel, Birdie had left behind sentimental paintings in her studio in the massive penthouse. Given the media’s recent coverage of her death, Mave didn’t trust someone wouldn’t try to break in for a souvenir or two.

“Oh, and before I forget…” Bastian shuffled some papers aside and slid out a sheet for her. “Here’s this week’s schedule.” 

“Thanks. Did Julián give you the update, too?” she asked while perusing the itinerary. The last scheduled ghost tour was set to start in five minutes.

“Not yet, but he left a message. Let me guess: the wedding?”

“The one and only. Any chance you know a local lepidopterist?”

His mouth pulled into a frown. “A lep-what-now?”

“Yeah, I had to look it up, too. An insect expert. Or a bug farmer.” She straightened the daily paper on the edge of his desk. The headline caught her eye: a string of residential break-ins in the village south of the hotel. “We need to get a hold of some black swallowtail butterflies,” she said, her attention split as she scanned the article. At least the journalists had moved on from Birdie. And the fire at the hotel. “Like, a lot of black swallowtail butterflies.” 

“Ah, brother.” He blew out his lips. 

Mave quit reading and looked up. “I know. The bride is…” She drummed her nails on the desk, struggling for a polite description of their soon-to-be guest of honor: the heiress of a K-pop producer and real estate mogul.

“Nuts,” Bastian filled in with an amused expression. “You must’ve heard about the velour curtains she’s ordered: one hundred percent organic cotton, to be dyed a particular shade of carmine crimson.”

“Mmm.” She scrunched her nose. “And the pewter dinnerplates with matching goblets.”

“Let’s not forget the six-tiered black sponge, gluten-free, nut-free marzipan cake. You know Chef wants to strangle her, right? ‘How can you make marzipan without almonds?’” he imitated with a growl. 

A laugh rattled out with her breath.

“What does she need butterflies for?”

“Black butterflies,” Mave reemphasized. “She wants us to convert the old greenhouse into a conservatory.”

“I thought the wedding was booked in Queen’s Hall for the whole run-down look. What did Julián call it? Distressed décor?”

“Distressed” was another one of the hotel director’s marketing spins for “ruined.” Whereas the majority of the château needed a makeover to help showcase its deco design, Queen’s Hall was in complete disrepair. “That’s been switched for the reception afterwards,” she clarified. “As of this morning, the ceremony has relocated to the greenhouse, and the place has to be full of black butterflies fluttering in candlelight during the vows.” 

“You serious? Has Bridezilla seen the greenhouse?”

“Apparently, Julián took photos on request and emailed her yesterday afternoon.” 

“With filters? It’s a mess in there, way worse than Queen’s Hall. Don’t think anyone’s used it since the nineties.”

Her stomach did a flip. It’d been locked up for that long? Though she’d noted the glass building from afar, she hadn’t searched its frozen interior. Vast as the grounds were, much of the hotel’s property had been buried under snow since November of last year. But now with the thaw, it could be a good hiding spot for someone who didn’t want to be found. 

Absolutely not. Forget him. Fresh start, remember? 

“Suppose cleaning it up is doable,” Bastian muttered to himself, too distracted to notice her turn of thoughts. “It’s going to take hundreds, maybe thousands of butterflies to fill that kind of space.” 

“Right,” she said too cheerfully, “and we have less than two weeks to make it happen.”

He stood a little taller. “I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry, I got you.” Bastian knew how much they needed this wedding to happen without a hitch. Good word of mouth alone could secure more bookings and help pull them out of debt. But even as she reminded herself of her priority to save the hotel, the niggling feeling inside her chest persisted. Maybe she could do both. Maybe she could manage a high-stakes event and mend her secret heartache.

Learn to lie better, Cain whispered in her mind.

“Hey, before you take off to your new digs,” Bastian said, “wanted to give you a heads-up about another VIP. He’s checking in in a couple of days. Requested the presidential suite.”

“Great. Anyone we know?”

“Matter of fact”—he bent closer, as if worried someone might overhear them—“it’s Dominic Grady.”

Mave’s brow peaked into her bangs. “As in…?”

He nodded. “Birdie’s former art dealer. He mentioned he wanted to meet you to discuss business.”

“Business?”

“Assuming it has something to do with your grandmother’s art collection.”

“Okay. Guess that makes sense.” Though she had no interest in representation. Or in entertaining a man who’d had a brief yet scandalous affair with her mother a few years before Mave was born. If Cain ever found out… She worried her lip. 

“Mave?”

“Huh? Oh, it’s fine.” She’d handle it. They weren’t exactly in a position to turn down paying guests.

“Should I deliver him a gift basket?” Bastian asked.

“Sure.” She frowned, diverted by the wall clock behind him. The second hand ticked sharply in her ears. She glanced down at the schedule again.

Bastian followed her gaze, seeming to read her mind along the way. “You want to check out the ghost tour, don’t you?”

The opposite. She had no desire to encounter restless spirits; nor did she particularly care to partake in a romanticized ceremony that started in the château’s infamously haunted library and concluded in its upper mezzanine with a tea leaf reading. The so-called ghost in her head was more than enough. But from early on, Cain had instilled in her a fighter’s work ethic. You couldn’t block a hit you didn’t see coming. You had to get in front of it. Control it. No procrastination—especially when it came to pain. Besides, the past three months had cycled plenty of whispers throughout these drafty hallways, and the staff would notice if she avoided the tour. She couldn’t have more gossip.

A step ahead, the voice in her head growled in Cain’s voice. Show no weakness. 

She breathed out, wiped her sweaty palms on her hips, and flashed Bastian her one-hundred-watt smile. “Can hardly wait,” she said.


TWO

She slipped into the cavernous library and eased the French doors shut. They creaked anyway. Her pulse skittered. It’s just a library, she chastised herself. She’d been here countless times. So why was she hesitating now? Because a glorified tour guide was going to force her to relive it all? To call upon the dead to rise? A shiver travelled her spine. Deep within the room, the murmur of conversation drifted, soft whispers buffeted by studded leather seats and towering rows of mahogany shelves. 

Mave took a moment to soak in the library’s scents of beeswax, ink, newsprint, wood polish. She rolled back her shoulders. Right. She’d win them over with charm, compliments. Volley back questions. The triple Ds, Cain called them: divert, deceive, and dominate. She snapped the elastic band on her wrist, gritted her teeth, and made her way past the dimly lit bookcases. The goal was to blend in, and she was already five minutes late. 

Gracelyn’s soft voice travelled across the room. “…du Ciel was built a century ago, with its newest renovation plans destroyed in a fire in the restricted underground tunnels directly beneath us.”

Mave discreetly joined the rear of the group as a few guests looked down at their feet. Did they expect to find scorch marks on the Persian rug? In the wavering candlelight, she could almost imagine it herself. The tapestry’s ornate flowers seemed to wither and blacken in the shadows. Flames licked. 

Holden.

She forced her gaze up before the memory could overtake her.

A middle-aged tourist in khakis waved to catch Gracelyn’s attention. “Didn’t some rich artist die in that fire? I saw it on Evening Line. Is her ghost here now? Do you feel her presence?” 

The dozen or so visitors seemed to perk up awaiting Gracelyn’s reply. A few readied their phones to record. They weren’t here for the truth, Mave realized, remembering the death of her maternal grandmother. These curiosity seekers only sought to satisfy their already made-up minds. It’s what they’d paid for: to have their skepticism confirmed, their imaginations spooked, their heavy hearts soothed. The dead walked among us. Or not. If only Mave could figure out that last bit. She rubbed the end of her nose and focused on Gracelyn.  

The self-proclaimed fortune teller squinted into the dark corners, as if concentrating. Mave couldn’t decide if she was legit or not. If anything, she looked like she’d raided a costume shop and was trying a little too hard: her grizzled hair tied back in a scarf; bangles tinkling on her forearms; a silk poncho draping her curves. Julián had brought her on a few weeks ago, along with a handful of hires for the hotel’s supposed comeback. Turnover had been high after the fire, but Julián claimed they could spin the hotel’s recent tragedies into a tourist attraction.

“Birdie Everhart did indeed pass away at the hotel, and I sense…” Gracelyn paused, drawing out the moment. “There is unusual energy in this library. But that’s to be expected. The château has a long and rich history, dating back to 1921. As I’m sure you can imagine, that history has shaped the building’s aura that we now feel—even before the tragic deaths of Birdie Everhart, Annabelle Leandro, and others, such as…”

Namedropping the body count. Mave had to hand it to her. She was good.

“What about the Spirit of Dead Poets?” another tourist broke in.

Hearing Holden’s pseudonym, Mave stiffened.

“Perhaps,” Gracelyn answered serenely. “But as I mentioned in our introductions, this isn’t a séance.” Her eyes caught on Mave. “And I’m not a medium.” 

Mave held in a curse and dropped her gaze. You’d think being five foot nothing would offer advantages like being hidden in a crowd. I’m not a medium either! she inwardly argued. She wasn’t even a proper psychic, for god’s sake, no matter what the staff were whispering behind her back. Yes, she had an extra sense, but it was more a practical skill for tracking lost, inanimate belongings. Like the key fob on the counter in the main lobby. At present, the portly tourist standing to her far-left was feeling in his pocket, realizing his car key wasn’t there. 

“Now, if I can direct your attention to the fireplace…” Gracelyn continued. 

Mave quit listening as they shuffled closer to the black stone hearth. Would she ever get used to the loss of anonymity? Though it was merely the staff who noticed her—who treated her like an overnight celebrity—for a twenty-five-year-old woman who’d been raised by a hitman and trained to melt into walls, her out-in-the-open reputation was awkward at the best of times. It might even be funny if it weren’t so troubling.

Whereas before she’d been left in relative peace in the hotel’s basement boutique, the giftshop suddenly had a revolving door. Her opinion mattered, and what did she think: Were the candles too much? The dried amaranth? Did she approve of the old photographs arranged on the fireplace mantle just so? Would the revenue from the ghost tours be enough to cover the costs that the insurance couldn’t? Should they prepare for layoffs? And finally—the most pressing of them all—would the hotel survive past the current fiscal year? 

In truth, Mave didn’t know. Her head was spinning from one too many worries. It wasn’t like she had any experience in spearheading a business. Forget a six-hundred-thousand-square-foot formerly grand château with a tarnished name and growing debt. One could only pawn so many antiques. Mave needed a sustainable, long-term business plan.

The remainder of the tour was an unremarkable blur. Eventually, they wandered up the grand staircase to the mezzanine. The labyrinth-like halls were empty but for their little group. Mave pretended not to notice when they passed a corner with peeling wallpaper, a peacock’s tail drooping on one side. Or when the vents wafted musty air. Or when the floors revealed scuffs and cracks. Ironically, the ghost tour merely highlighted her responsibility.

No more obsessing over the hotel’s infamous Spirit of Dead Poets. It didn’t matter that he had appeared and disappeared like smoke—had unraveled her deepest, darkest troubles and opened up to her in return. Their whirlwind encounter was done. Over. She would rip out those lovesick letters she’d journaled and throw them into the fireplace. On autopilot, Mave smiled and made small talk with a hipster couple visiting from Denver. The distraction worked. Until it was her turn for a reading.

As the rest of the group wandered to a makeshift counter to purchase loose-leaf teas and whatever potions Julián was pedaling this week, Mave stiffened on her bistro chair. Gracelyn approached her with a smile, crinkles framing her eyes. There was no way to bow out—not anymore. Mave licked her lips and blinked at the bottom of her drained cup where little dark brown leaves floated in wait. She wasn’t entirely sure why she’d drunk the tea. This entire charade could have been avoided if she’d simply left the damned pot steeping—if she hadn’t poured and pretended to ponder life while sipping, her mind in deep defense mode.

“So happy you made it,” Gracelyn said, settling into the chair facing hers. She smelled pleasant, like freesia soap. “I’m excited to hear what you think. But first, let’s have a look, shall we?”

“That’s all right, really. There’s no—”

“Oh, hush now, this is the fun bit,” she said while helping herself to Mave’s teacup. She slid it to the center of the table and placed the saucer on top. Her nails were neatly trimmed and unpolished. Worker’s hands. Together, she lifted the saucer and cup in a quick, well-practiced flip, her bangles jingling in unison. She adjusted the base so that the handle faced Mave. “Now, think of a question, but don’t say it out loud.” 

Mave nodded and simultaneously forbade her mind from thinking of Holden Frost—from all of the questions that had been burning inside her for three long months. This wasn’t her fate, she insisted. Gracelyn was an act. There was no reason for her blood to be pounding so sharply through her veins.

“Slowly,” Gracelyn said, “using your left hand, spin your cup counterclockwise three times by its handle.” 

Mave swallowed and did as she was told. She rotated her fake fortune. One. Twice. Thrice. It seemed to take forever. Glass on glass squeaked mid-turns, causing the hair on the back of her neck to rise. She was tempted to inventory weapons to ease her tension—scalding hot water, a quick break of the Aqua Deco bottle by her elbow—but a full scan would be too obvious. She glanced up. 

Gracelyn’s expression seemed to have darkened, her penciled-in brows folded inwards. “Good,” she said, although her tone didn’t match the word. It sounded more like get ready to Mave’s ears. “Now gently knock three times on the bottom, here.” She indicated the center of the upended cup. Mave complied.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

Gracelyn lifted the teacup and peered within. She tilted the rim, then her head. She examined the inner pattern of leaves from every angle. Mave crossed her knees to keep them from jittering under the table. Was it her imagination, or was her reading taking twice as long as those of the guests? She was about to mutter an excuse to escape when Gracelyn softly cleared her throat.

“In your past, I see much travelling…unrest.” Her pupils widened. “And there is a spider, symbolizing an unexpected gift, and”—her fingertip tracked paths from one clump of leaves to the next—“a lion. That’s a sign of a protector. It watches over you. It leads to your present.”

Surely, this was scripted, Mave suspected. Any semi-observant charlatan could recite mystical nonsense just vague enough to be accurate about something in your life. Like constantly moving from city to city during her childhood. Like inheriting the hotel and Cain always watching over her. 

“There has been a sudden loss of someone you care for deeply.” She slanted the cup for Mave to regard the inner patterns. “See here, this wreath on the right?” 

“Mm-hmm,” she hummed as her heart clamped. It was too close to the truth for comfort, even though all she saw amid the shadows was a spatter of dark leaves, crowded and fanned against the white porcelain like smashed ants.

“This wreath is very pronounced, and from it,” Gracelyn continued, “you are now being pulled in more than one direction. This is your present. But your future, it forks here and…”

“And what?” she asked, her voice unintentionally wispy.

“There is a toad.” Gracelyn frowned, seemingly displeased with whatever prophecy she was decoding. “And little worms. They stand at your crossroad.”

“Okay.” A little huff escaped her throat, not quite humor, not quite disbelief. The eeriest part was, she now thought she could see the worms. Like maggots. Squirming. Faceless. “What does that mean? A good gardening omen, I hope?”

“An unknown enemy,” Gracelyn said, gravity pebbling her tone. “And those in the shadows, the worms, they seek to undermine you. You must be careful, Mave Michael.” She leaned forward and entrapped Mave’s wrist in her tight grasp, startling her. “These enemies are near.”


THREE

The next morning, Mave marched to the rear of the property to meet the old groundskeeper. She’d detoured to the kitchens for coffee as an offering. As the nutty bouquet steamed from the takeout cup, she resisted stealing a sip and stifled a yawn. Then another. She’d slept poorly in her new suite. Though you’d think she’d be used to it by now—crashing in unfamiliar beds. Growing up, Cain had moved them around to evade notice, anywhere from seven to nine addresses a year. She’d coped by sneaking into her father’s room in the late hours. She would curl up on his floor with her pillow and blanket, watching the steady rise and fall of his chest. Like waves in the ocean. But if she was being honest, it wasn’t solely her strange surroundings that had kept her up last night.

Gracelyn’s reading bothered her. 

No secret enemies existed, she inwardly resolved. She would not be pulled in the wrong direction. “Moving on,” she vowed under her breath. 

Outside, drizzle peppered her cheeks and lashes. She squinted against the fluorescent clouds as her boots squelched in mud. The sky was a contradiction, turbulent and bright. In the distance, the greenhouse was backlit, its arched walls darkened by shadow. If the tall stalks were any indication, this section of property had been neglected for too long. They’d have to trim all the bracken and weeds along the way; maybe line the path with hurricane lanterns. 

She reached the building’s entrance and found Amos already there, scowling as he searched through his key ring. The hefty clip seemed as large and as noisy as one of Gracelyn’s bangles.

“Morning,” Mave announced, perkier than necessary. 

The groundskeeper gave her a polite nod in reply. He finally located the correct key and pried it free from his crowded ring. 

“How are you?” Mave tried again. “Thought you might like some coffee.” She held up the cup.

Amos hesitated before accepting with a muted thank you. He was hard to read. Mave knew from his personnel file that the groundskeeper had been working at the hotel for the past eight years. He was sixty-one, though he could have passed anywhere from forty to seventy. His dark complexion was smooth but for his crow’s feet, and his curly hair and beard were a timeless salt-and-pepper. “Here you go.” He held out the key he’d separated. “Julián said you asked for a copy.” 

“I did. Perfect.” Mave took the key with a smile, pretending not to notice that he’d yet to sip the coffee. She turned to the barred-up door and poked at its chain padlock. Not that it mattered. The entire lock was so rusted, it released with a squeal, and the chains rattled loose. 

As Mave pulled on the door, Amos muttered, “Hold on.” He unclipped a flashlight from his belt. “You’ll be needing this,” he said, gesturing toward the dark interior.

“Oh, right. Thanks.” Mave switched on the flashlight and stepped inside with the groundskeeper on her heels. 

Stale air and wood rot filled her sinuses. Her nose prickled. She wiped her face on the sleeve of her sweater, the wool rough against her cheek, and scanned her flashlight side to side. Amos stepped ahead of her with his own beam slicing the dark. He groaned audibly—or cursed. She couldn’t blame him. 

Tangles of dried ivy overran the floors and walls. The ceiling leaked, plinking puddles nearby. Based on first impressions alone, Bastian had been right. Nothing had lived inside this place for decades—nothing breathing, at least. A stab of disappointment shot through her chest. Another dead end. Not that she’d truly believed she’d find Holden here. Her goal was to prepare for the wedding (or so she tried to convince herself). 

“Do you know what they used to grow in here?” she asked.

“Before my time,” Amos grunted while inspecting one of the leaks with his flashlight. “Staff shortages and cutbacks.” He clucked his tongue. “This side of the gardens has been closed off forever.”

“But don’t guests wander and explore this way in the spring and summer?” Mave stepped over a broken terracotta pot and ventured deeper inside. 

“We got signs to keep out,” Amos said. “Folks usually steer back around to the front. And those the signs don’t stop, the weeds and bugs normally take care of.” 

Mave surveyed her surroundings with a sense of unease. Rows of planters were caked with ossified perennials and yellowed mosses. A bench sat atop a ripped landscape cloth, the remains of a headless stone sculpture to its right, and a box of dust-ridden spray bottles to its left. It was easier to picture the greenhouse as once housing dark experiments than bright flora. The more she saw, the more her stomach soured. 

She didn’t like messes. 

Amos tsked loudly. “Gonna be tough to make it in time for the wedding,” he muttered, seeming to share her worries.

With black butterflies, no less. Her sigh was cut short by a crunch beneath the sole of her boot. Empty snail shells littered the gravel.

She knelt and swept them with her hands, needing to clean up something, no matter how insignificant. A piece jabbed her. “Ow.” She inspected the mound of her palm and pulled out the sliver. “Any chance you see a broom?” she called to Amos. He was dragging in a ladder from beside the front entrance. 

“Nah, but there oughta be a hose.” He redirected his flashlight to guide her.

“Even better,” Mave said, dusting her hands of dirt. “We can power wash the space.”

She squinted in the direction he pointed and, sure enough, a hose took shape, tangled and crimped like molted snake skin. Mave crouched with her flashlight and followed the line. It led to the back corner of the greenhouse. More decay. More rust. A metal shelf was mounted beside a utility sink. 

“Amos?” Wiping her fingers on her waist, she balanced her flashlight on the edge of the basin. “Think we can open and check these water lines asap?” She tried the faucet while he uttered a vague reply from atop his ladder, too preoccupied with assessing the ceiling.

Great. No shortage of damage. The metal handles stuck in her grip, stiffened from lack of use. “Come on,” she said through gritted teeth. She jerked with force and bumped her flashlight, sending it clattering to the ground. She swore in the shadows and bent to retrieve it. And on the gravelly ground beneath the sink, streaks of blood lit up.




FOUR

Mud. It had to be dried mud. Except it wasn’t. She knew it in her gut, even before she lowered her nose and breathed in the coppery residue. Old. But not that old—not enough for the dust to devour the stain. Don’t disturb a thing, Cain cautioned. Mave checked over her shoulder, making sure Amos remained distracted on his ladder. She swallowed the knot in her throat and stooped to the ground.

Carefully with her flashlight, she tried to make sense of the markings. A drip here. A smear there. Nothing to suggest outright violence—not like when she’d been a girl and had discovered her father’s hit in the bathtub, brains leaking—or on New Year’s Eve when she’d walked in on her grandmother murdered in her penthouse. She shuddered and pushed those horrific memories away. 

The gravel here seemed sprinkled and scored in parts, as if something—or someone—had been dragged next to the sink. Maybe it’s not even human blood, she tried to appease herself. Or maybe another gardener had cut themselves on a tool or a branch. There were infinite possibilities. Only none were logical. Amos had said so himself. This greenhouse had been sealed up forever. The sink wasn’t even operational. Anyone who worked the grounds would have known that. The rear gardens were overgrown, choked by weeds, and, up until recently, very much frozen. Who’d bled here? When? The answer came to her right as the mask materialized under the beam of her flashlight.

“You find it?” Amos said, directly over her shoulder.

Mave flinched and bumped her head on the bottom of the basin. She’d almost forgotten the groundskeeper was there. She stood and rubbed away the blunt pain. “Huh?”

“The hose.” He shuffled back a few steps. “Thought I heard you call me.”

“Oh, yeah. No, I…I did!” She prayed she didn’t sound as manic as she felt. She leaned on the sink, her arms spread wide as if that might block his view of the ground. “Wondering if you could go and check on these water lines.” She patted the basin. “We need them reopened. And also a broom. We need brooms.”

Amos scowled again. She couldn’t tell whether he was reacting to her orders, or if this was his normal go-to expression. “All right,” he grunted. “I’ll look for the shutoff valves, radio custodial, and be right back.”

“Take your time.” She smiled and waited until he disappeared from the greenhouse. 

Mave ducked back down and stared. She hadn’t dreamed it. Breath held, she reached forward slowly. Thickened cobwebs on the underside of the sink clung to her sleeves. Her focus remained on the mask. 

In contrast to her fingers, browned in dirt, the disguise was pristine, its porcelain smooth like eggshell. Along its front, it featured an arched brow above a Roman nose with flared nostrils. To its left and right were an assemblage of eyes and mouths. She spun it in her hands, mesmerized by its surreal beauty, its symbolism. Three faces with a horseshoe cutout midway that, when worn, would expose a person’s real mouth and chin. Holden’s bearded jawline flashed in her memory. She closed her eyes, overwhelmed by the evidence she held.

This was his mask—the one he’d worn the whole time they were sneaking around the hotel on New Year’s Day. What did it mean? How had it ended up in the locked, decrepit greenhouse? That part made no sense. Unless…

Her eyes snapped open. The blood stains before her suddenly took on new meaning. The drip. The smear.

Mave rose for the nearest planter box and dragged it toward the sink. 

Hide it. Before they come. Before they see. 

Whatever its meaning, no one else could know.
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She paced in her bedroom, wearing down the already faded carpet. Yesterday, she’d been surprised to find the décor in her new suite was original to 1921: a creaky king-size bed curtained with chiffon, a lumpy shell-back sofa, a deco-print rug that gave her a headache if she studied it for longer than five seconds.

The wood boards underfoot groaned with her steps. She paused her pacing to check the mask was still on her pillow, as if it might disappear if she didn’t confirm every five rounds of the room. She straightened it. The grotesque faces stared back at her. Guarded. Impenetrable like their owner. If only she could extract their secrets. She chewed on her thumbnail and turned to her journal at the foot of the mattress. 

She flipped open to her letters. Unfinished. Undelivered. She wished she had someone to talk to about it. But Aunt Parissa was far away and their relationship was too new. Cain was in prison, overprotective and harsh. And when it came to the Spirit of Dead Poets, Bastian was horribly superstitious and apprehensive. He’d likely think Mave was cursed. 

Maybe I am.

The next thing she knew, she’d abandoned her plans to burn the journal’s pages and was scribbling everything she remembered about Holden Robert Frost—or thought she remembered.

They’d met on New Year’s Day. He’d been a recluse who’d broken out of the social system. Unbeknownst to anyone, he’d lived in the boarded-up tunnels beneath the château. He spoke five languages and freelanced on the dark web as a translator. In fact, when she’d first begun working at the hotel, Holden had been contracted by Cain to spy on her. The more Mave wrote down, the more unbelievable the story seemed. Familiar doubts crept in.

Back in January, his name had slipped from her lips in front of police, and the sheriff had confirmed Holden had been a local from the village of Hazel Springs, a troubled boy with a juvie record—deceased for well over a decade. Mave drew a big question mark next to that so-called fact. She’d since gotten a hold of the public death records. 

Holden Frost had officially died in 2006 in a suspected drowning in a reservoir. The details were lies edged with truths. But which was which? If he’d been alive for the past fifteen years, then who apart from her had seen him in person? Why did he solely exist on the dark web? Was his online persona even him, or an artificially intelligent bot that had fooled everyone, including Cain? Meanwhile, the staff at the château whispered of Holden’s existence and thought him a ghost who haunted the library. The Spirit of Dead Poets. Goosebumps rose on her arms as her memories sharpened in a new light. 

What if no one apart from her had seen Holden? They had always been alone—never in a room with a third party as witness. She shifted back to the mask on the pillow and ran a finger along its brow. He’d taken it off for her once, revealing the vulnerable and beautiful man beneath. All other times, he’d worn the mask to remain hidden—even on the night of the fire when he’d taken a bullet for her. It’d been the last time she’d seen him. He hadn’t been around to shield her from the second gunshot. 

She scratched her puckered scar under her shirt. The wound grew itchy whenever she focused on it—like at three a.m. while she lay awake in bed, wondering how any of it had happened, if she’d made up the strangest parts to placate herself. She’d bled a lot, had barely made it out of the tunnels alive. But what about him? Where were his charred bones? She shut her eyes and pushed the heels of her hands against her lids.

Not again.

She’d mentally replayed everything too many times to count: the fire, the shooting, the escape. She’d risked sneaking into the restricted tunnels, blackened in soot, searching, calling, desperate for answers. There were none to be found. The greenhouse had proven no better. After Amos left, she’d wasted a good hour scouring the place, just as she had underground post-fire. But any signs of Holden’s existence had vanished.

She opened her eyes and clapped the journal shut. Her jaw ticked. She stared at the wallpaper until its pattern danced in her vision. Enough. Yet a little voice sprouted in the back of her mind. It tugged, and it tickled, licking at her wounds. That mask. If Holden was alive, and if he wasn’t at the hotel… 

Another hiding spot beckoned—a dangerous one she hadn’t entertained before now.

For good reason, M&M. No such thing as halfway, you understand me? Once you press go, there is no stopping yourself.

She thought about the lengths she would go to for closure, to prove to herself that Holden was neither dead, nor a figment of her imagination. She had to get ahead of the hit. Of the pain.

“No weakness,” she breathed. But the fear of what she was about to do didn’t release.


FIVE

You need to clean up some blood?

“Hmm?”

Bastian repeated himself. “You said you needed help with something?”

“I did. I mean, I do.” She fiddled with a stack of business cards at the edge of his desk. She had to go through with this. She knew herself. If she didn’t scratch this itch, it would grow worse. 

“Oh boy, that bad, huh?” he said, catching on to her stress. “It’s okay. I already got a lead on those black butterflies, so whatever Bridezilla’s asked for, we’ll make it happen. Go on.”

“It’s not for the wedding.” She cleared her throat. “It’s sort of…a personal favor.”

“Ah.” He smiled conspiratorially. “Got it. Won’t say a word. What do you need?”

She imagined, as the concierge, he’d received his fair share of shady requests over the years. Private access to the pool, last-minute “massage” bookings, extravagant room service, or scandalous deliveries afterhours. 

“Well…” She glanced around to make sure nobody was in proximity to eavesdrop. “I was wondering if there was a computer I could borrow. Maybe use exclusively? It has to be one close to the routers on the ground floor.” Given the château’s old concrete walls, the hotel’s Wi-Fi was nearly nonexistent in the upper guest rooms. The lower level was no better for a signal, patchy and unreliable at the best of times.

Bastian threw her a curious look. “What do you mean? You can use the office computers anytime. Did you forget your login?”

“No, I don’t want to—I mean, I can’t use a computer that’s also used by anyone else or tied to the hotel’s network. What I’m doing has to be”—she lowered her voice—“untraceable.” Cain had inadvertently taught her the basics. It’s how he’d arranged his contracts for years: access with a VPN, decent security software, and a Tor browser. Surprisingly simple, when it came down to it.

“Untraceable. Okay, so you want to use a private window, clear your browser history?” Understandably, he seemed confused. She’d never before presented herself as technologically challenged.

“No. More than that. I’m talking about a private computer for a private network.”

“Why do you…?” His smile fell as his eyes widened. “Mave, are you talking about the dark web? How do you even know how to—?” 

Cain.

He must have read the answer in her face. “Jesus, are you in some kind of trouble? Has your father asked you to do something illegal?”

“What?” Cain was serving a double life sentence in a maximum-security prison. It was a reasonable assumption, she supposed, but that didn’t make the world believing her father evil easier to navigate. “No. I’m doing some research—unrelated. I just can’t say what it’s for. It’s, you know…” She traced her elastic bracelet, resisting the urge to snap it in front of him. “Private.”

“Okay. And I’m not saying you have to tell me everything. But the dark web? It’s called that for a reason, you get me?” 

“I can handle it.”

Bastian spoke in a hush. “That’s what I’m afraid of. Mave, you know you’re not alone, right? It’s okay to let people in. We’re here—I’m here. Shit, I know I sound like a meddling auntie, but I see you. These past few months, you’ve been carrying a lot. But a place like the dark web will only make whatever fix you need get worse. It’s no better than dealing with the devil.”

“Okay, you’re right. If I were in trouble. Which I’m not.” Obsessing over a mysterious recluse who might be a ghost didn’t count as trouble, she silently insisted. “Promise. It’s not illegal, and it’s not about my father. There will be no trade with Satan.” But even as she said it, her skin pricked in warning.

Devil doesn’t need an invitation, M&M. 

“I’ll be careful,” she said, struggling to convince herself as much as Bastian. 
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The château’s spa was like a softly lit tomb. Navy canvas wallpaper absorbed the haze of pot lights. Eucalyptus laced the air. A lullaby of a pan flute with ocean waves floated from hidden speakers. Ironically, Mave didn’t feel any sense of peace.

Bastian had set her up in an obsolete office turned storage closet behind the spa’s reception desk and shut the door on his way out. Mave spun the lock on the knob, tucked the key into her pocket, and tried to make herself comfortable on a fold-up chair. A difficult task. She shifted her hips askew, unable to make room for her knees, which were pushed against a cardboard box full of lotions. Built-in shelves coupled with precarious wiring made it impossible to rearrange the computer table. The room was tiny. Unsure of its air circulation, she inhaled warily. 

She turned to the cursor on the convex screen. No wonder no one used this computer. The PC looked ancient, and the hard drive made more noise than a sputtering car engine. Nevertheless, Bastian had assured her the router and modem had been refurbished and were up-to-date; its connection would hold. And it did. 

Forty minutes later, she’d downloaded the necessary software to surf several questionable sites. Her fingers hovered unsteadily over the yellowed keys. It wasn’t too late. She could still back out of this, find another way—a safer way. She chewed on her lip, allowing it to swell into a bruise. She knew of only one person who might have news about Holden Frost. He was part of a deep criminal network. He could at least confirm Holden wasn’t a ghost—that she wasn’t losing her mind. Except asking her father for any new intel was out of the question. 

She’d spent the last four years avoiding Cain and had begun answering his postcards just this past winter. They’d traded no-nonsense updates about life. She’d mentioned her newfound role at the château. It was difficult to go from, I approved my first purchase order today, to, Any news on that guy you hired to keep tabs on me, who you think double-crossed you and used me? Cain was unforgiving. He kept score, an eye for an eye. He also knew her better than anyone. Not only would he see beneath her questions and dig out whatever feelings she wasn’t ready to confess out loud, he’d scold her for letting down her guard. In the world of Cain Francis, emotional ties were a bad idea. Above all else, he’d made his views on Holden Frost clear: The Spirit of Dead Poets was nothing more than an opportunistic parasite who hid behind a mask and fed off others when they weren’t looking. The hardest part was, her father wasn’t entirely wrong. 

Holden had been stealing from the hotel for most of his life, and he’d accept whatever translation contracts came his way through the dark web, no matter how immoral the client. Months earlier, Cain had minimally divulged that much to her.

Holden’s employers and clients spanned borders, from small-time crooks to cutthroat gangsters. He had his fingers dipped into trouble of the worst kind. She knew this. His disappearance from her life was probably a
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