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      Are you taking readings?

      I frowned at Piper’s text before firing off a reply.

      No. Do I bother you guys when you’re working? I added an emoji that cheerfully flipped her off for emphasis and considered the matter closed until my phone buzzed again.

      John wants you to use the Spirit Seekers app.

      I sighed. The app was a cute bit of fan service, but it didn’t do much other than record audio for potential EVPs—electronic voice phenomenon, the whispers that paranormal investigators claimed were the voices of the dead.

      I didn’t believe in ghosts. I just worked for people who do. Irritating people who enjoyed texting me every five seconds.

      Too much noise contamination, I replied. I’m surrounded by loud British tourists.

      Spirit Seekers had wrapped production on its fourth season and John, the head investigator, was hungry to line up bigger, scarier sites for season five. Unfortunately, the Castillo de la Coracera didn’t look haunted. Few locations did during daylight hours, though the gunmetal sky heralding an approaching thunderstorm added a gothic menace to the Castillo’s silhouette. It loomed above the surrounding neighborhood like a warning—a grim reminder of times past.

      If it were up to the team they’d investigate every crumbling, asbestos-riddled structure that was rumored to be haunted, but thankfully the network didn’t allow that. It’s my job to scout for photogenic locations with the right combination of intriguing normal and supernatural history. Right now the view was too monotone for film—good for a noir murder mystery, but not for our purposes. It also didn’t help that the Castillo was miles away from the Disney-fied castles that Spirit Seekers’ viewing audience expected. The American idea of a castle was one of picturesque drama and fantasy, a confection of delicate towers and soft colors crowned with a nightly fireworks display, and not the reality of a squat, bulldog fortification meant to repel enemy armies.

      I traded my phone for my tablet and took notes to send to the team (and more importantly to the producers) as I toured the site. The Castillo’s pamphlets claimed that visitors to the castle heard screams in the chapel and disembodied voices, and had witnessed floating rocks and the apparition of a ghostly soldier. Disembodied voices in a structure with questionable acoustics that was surrounded by modern civilization hardly seemed supernatural to me. And dislodged rocks in an old stone building? Please. Though the soldier did break my heart a bit. I’d visited a half dozen forts up and down America’s east coast for the show, each with tales of resident unknown soldiers who diligently patrolled the walls after death. I didn’t believe in ghosts, but I believed in honoring our armed forces, and there was power in the image of a soul so faithful to the cause that even death couldn’t stop him from performing his duty.

      Ultimately, the Castillo didn’t scream Spain, and Spain was the reason I’d come here. Americans wanted sun-drenched Spanish villas with matadors in red capes—I knew, because I’d been expecting that myself. No luck so far, but I hadn’t seen much of Madrid yet aside from the airport and my hotel. I had nine days in Madrid, and hopefully I’d find something with stronger visual interest. There had to be a haunted bullfighting ring somewhere. I also had leads on three different bars that Hemingway was said to haunt.

      After two hours of compiling photos and notes, I headed back to my hotel, tapping an anxious beat on the steering wheel of my rented car. The drive didn’t make me jittery—I feared no foreign traffic after spending a summer in Mexico City. Instead I was eager to meet with the local genealogist I’d hired. I’d been compiling our family tree as part of my parents’ thirty-fifth wedding anniversary present. I dashed up to my room, changed out of my tourist attire, dragged a brush through my hair and hurried downstairs to meet my genealogist in the hotel’s restaurant for tapas and wine. My stomach growled in eager anticipation—tapas had officially become my new favorite thing, but the small portion sizes mystified me. I’d always been what my mother diplomatically called “a good eater,” as could be attested to by the generous plump to my ass and thickness of my thighs. I refused to travel the world and only order salads and diet sodas. My doctor gave me a clean bill of health, and until he says otherwise my motto is that life is too short to say no to butter. Or olive oil, in this case. The majority of the tapas I’d encountered thus far featured mystery seafood sautéed in olive oil, accompanied by olives, chunks of crusty bread and slices of goat cheese.

      Señor Jorge Ramos was a grandfatherly gentleman with salt-and-pepper hair who was semi-retired. Genealogy was good business—I freelanced on occasion because my history degrees paired well with ancestry research. A person who knew where to look could access scanned documents from anywhere in the world, allowing nostalgic Americans to trace our roots back to whatever Old Country had birthed us. My schedule had been too busy to do this particular research myself, and having a local professional do the research was worth every euro. This was the perfect anniversary gift—thoughtful, thorough, and the ultimate proof that I valued family. It wasn’t enough to free me from the prodigal daughter doghouse, but it was a giant leap in that direction.

      Sr. Ramos smiled and rose. “Señorita Houlihan. I am so pleased to finally meet you.” We shook hands, awkwardly—did the Spanish kiss each other’s cheeks like the French? I was jetlagged and I hadn’t been here long enough to notice the local customs.

      “Please, call me Nati.” I returned his smile and waved him to his seat. His accent was odd—I’m fluent in Spanish but I was struggling with the local accents. It sounded as though everyone spoke with a lisp, or maybe the whole country had a head cold.

      I was so eager to hear his findings that I nearly bounced up and down in my chair like a caffeinated six-year-old kid, but I forced myself to be patient. We ordered a lovely bottle of red wine and I asked him about local historical sites of interest. I explained my work for the World History Channel and he paused, a bite of fried goat cheese hovering between his plate and his mouth.

      “¿Fantasmas?” he repeated. Ghosts sounded much cooler in Spanish but no less embarrassing.

      My cheeks burned and I giggled a nervous laugh. Most people looked at me like I was insane when they heard that I worked for Spirit Seekers. I dreaded that look.

      “I know. I don’t believe in ghosts, but it pays the bills.” No amount of blurry “light anomalies” and grainy shadows the team presented as evidence convinced me of the existence of an afterlife.

      Sr. Ramos cleared his throat. “You are not religious?”

      “No, but my parents are.” After being traumatized by Catholicism I swore off religion, which was one of the many points of contention between me and my mother.

      “It is strange that you would mention ghosts, considering what I found.”

      “Oh?” A morbid chill raised goose bumps across my arms—that was not the transition I’d been expecting.

      Sr. Ramos reached for his portfolio and withdrew a manila folder. I nearly drooled at the sight of it and folded my hands atop my linen napkin to fight the urge to snatch his findings up. He set the top page between us and unfolded it, revealing my family tree. Generations of my ancestors were recorded in neat black font and connected with precise straight lines. Decades of history and entire lifetimes boiled down into name, date of birth and death, annotated with tiny superscript numbers. Ooh. End notes. I nearly squealed with joy—the good stuff was always hidden in the end notes, like academic Easter eggs.

      “Here.” Sr. Ramos tapped a cluster dated in the late 1600s. “It seemed unremarkable at first. One of many quiet generations who lived out their lives peacefully. Yet in searching for the name I came across this news article dated nearly two hundred years later.” He produced a scanned, printed copy of the article in question. “It was written during the height of the spiritualist movement and describes a séance. It claims that the sister of your ancestor here”—he tapped the branch again“—was murdered, and her soul was not at rest.”

      “Murdered?” My jaw dropped and I picked up my wineglass, rolling the stem between my fingers. Sure I hoped for something surprising to tell my parents, but this wasn’t what I had in mind.

      “Yes. I will let you read it for yourself. It is quite dramatic, though everywhere in Spain is reputed to be haunted by some tragedy or other.” Sr. Ramos waved a dismissive hand and shrugged. “I have not come across any other sources that specifically mention the incident, and there was no record of the cause of Angela’s death.”

      Angela. My focus returned to the spot in question on the family tree and the name with no descendants. Angela’s brother had married and had three children, one of whom connected all the way to me. Angela was a branch who never flowered, and she had been murdered at the tender age of eighteen. Being thirty-three suddenly made me feel positively ancient. My mom had been married at eighteen, and thankfully my dad’s disapproving family had confined their disapproval to words and not weapons. I narrowly avoided being married at eighteen myself.

      I cleared my throat and changed the subject. “What else did you find?”

      We pored over pages of information—baptismal records and census data for the most part, mixed with obituaries and other newspaper announcements. Still no royal connections, but apparently in the 1600s my ancestors had been wealthy merchants who dealt in New World trade, doubtless at the expense of the Native Americans.

      After another glass of wine I traded the payment for Sr. Ramos’s work for the file. I hurried back to my room with my new treasure and spread the contents of the folder across the bed. The somber black-and-white photos fascinated me. My studies had taught me that the stoic expressions featured in early photography were not due to the burden of wearing ten pounds of fancy dress, complete with complicated undergarments, but instead were a result of the photo’s long exposure time. Essentially it hurt to hold a smile for five minutes straight. Dark-haired men and women frowned at the camera, their names and pertinent information typed at the bottom of the printouts. Where were the originals? Must be in a library somewhere, or a historical society collection. I picked up the printout of a newspaper article.

      Famous, or perhaps infamous, spiritualist medium Doña Marisol de la Vega conducted a séance on the evening of October 31st at midnight at the request of the grieving lady of the house, Doña Isabel García Parra. Having recently lost both children to cholera, Doña Isabel was anxious to contact the spirits of her loved ones.

      Ouch. Life before modern medicine was hard, and losing both children at once? Damn. I’d be desperate enough to do anything, too… Well, probably not desperate enough to turn to an infamous spiritualist medium. Doña Marisol probably had one hand out to offer comfort while the other picked the grieving mother’s pocket. Scowling, I moved on.

      Doña Marisol was unable to contact the deceased children. Instead, she came across a spirit claiming to be one Angela Rodríguez de Mendoza, a young woman who told a tragic tale of murder. Slain on her wedding night by the jealous lover of her new husband, Angela’s soul is unable to find rest. The forlorn spirit pleaded for aid until the medium was overcome by her exertions.

      I snorted. Yeah, right. More likely she required more money to continue the reading. “For the bargain price of $19.95 you can continue the reading and save this poor damned soul.” Where had Marisol gotten Angela’s name? Maybe she’d trolled cemeteries, looking for crumbling tombstones and taking note of people who had died young. An eighteen-year-old bride would invoke sympathy, and the vicious jilted lover was a pretty standard trope. Though really I couldn’t imagine being so worked up over a man that I’d kill for him. Plenty of fish in the sea, and I was an experienced fisher of men…

      Angela had to be buried nearby. It would be a nice touch to the family tree if I visited her grave and took photos of her headstone, or any other residents of the family plot. I could chalk it up as a business expense if the network was interested in following this lead. I fired up my laptop and dashed off an email to Sr. Ramos thanking him for the excellent work and a lovely evening and asking if he knew the location of any local cemeteries where my ancestors were buried.

      I needed to know what happened to her. Mama claimed that my first word was why, and I believed it. I’d always been consumed by curiosity, and never afraid to dig for answers. I loved it, in fact. I was happiest when surrounded by old documents, my gloved fingertips tracing words written decades, sometimes centuries ago. It was like reaching through time to touch history. I needed to know Angela’s story, because it was part of our story—and anything that distracted my mother from my own story was well worth any effort.
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      The team seldom investigated cemeteries. As they explained it, cemeteries were for the living, not the dead—a place for grieving friends and family to visit and remember their loved ones. I supposed there was some sense in that, because I wouldn’t want to hang out in a cemetery if I were a ghost. I’d want to be where I was most comfortable and had fond memories of. Or somewhere fun, like Disney World or Las Vegas.

      Sr. Ramos had informed me that Angela’s grave was located outside Barcelona. At first I’d assumed that the distance took visiting them off my itinerary, but the team wanted me to go. I’d emailed Piper a translation of the article about Angela’s restless spirit, and she replied with an all-caps excited email and dove into the investigation. She loved a challenge, and the boys thanked me for distracting her from endlessly searching baby name sites. I tried explaining that despite their American assumption that all of Europe is tiny and everything is just next door, Madrid and Barcelona are not close and taking the train there and back would eat up a day of my trip, but the team was excited by the possible ratings bump of investigating a location that I had a personal tie to, so off I went.

      A local associate who owed Sr. Ramos a favor had provided me with the cemetery’s location. There’s something poignantly melancholy about cemeteries—the stoic memorials, faded by years of sun, wind and rain. Generations who had passed from memory, with only a date and a name to remind the living of who had come before. Uncovering those forgotten stories had drawn me to study history. My mother claimed that I suffered from an overabundance of busibodiness and had gone into a profession that paid me to crawl around people’s attics and uncover their dirty laundry in forgotten diaries and packets of old letters tied together with crumbling string. It was true enough, though to be fair now I also judged whether that dirty laundry was photogenic enough to be broadcast to the world in high definition.

      The sculptures in the cemetery creeped me out. Weeping angels and mournful Madonnas guarded the graves, and I shivered and huddled deeper into my hoodie. I should’ve worn a sweater under it—I was never truly prepared for local weather no matter how much I agonized over weather reports and wardrobe choices. I probably also should have grabbed an umbrella, judging by the fat gray clouds lumbering in this direction—the rain had followed me from Madrid like a stalker ex. I kept a rain poncho in my bag as a last resort, but it looked dorky and was awkward to wear. I didn’t want to be mistaken for a bright yellow ghost trudging among the tombstones.

      My canvas shoes were quickly soaked and stained green as I hurried through the damp, unkempt grass toward the spot on the map that promised to contain the graves of my distant relatives. I frowned at a tiny headstone, the timespan between birth and death only a handful of days. My eyes stung and I swallowed hard.

      I didn’t have children, and I intended to keep it that way. As the eldest of seven, I’d done my share of childcare while looking after my younger siblings. When I moved out I’d vowed that I would never share a bathroom with anyone ever again. My space was mine and mine alone. I could pick up and travel anywhere at a moment’s notice, no babysitters, pet sitters or even plant sitters required. My father called me a free spirit, but my mother simply shook her head at my choices and looked forlorn. I kept hoping that once she reached a certain number of grandchildren she’d give up on me, but thus far she was focused on seeing her firstborn properly married.

      A winding, overgrown path wove through the plots, and it led me away from the densely packed dead and onto a lane of stately mausoleums. After I passed the crypts, the trees thickened and the path led into unbeaten territory. I was sure I was headed the right way, but I checked my phone to make sure I still had a signal and functional GPS. I was a city dweller, and I didn’t trust the outdoors. Who knew what local wildlife could be lurking in there? Creepy Spanish squirrels? Giant, bullfighting insects? I steeled my nerves and walked into the trees.

      The path narrowed and was nearly devoured by brush, but I soldiered on. Between my map and my phone I was certain that I was close, but I was so focused on my guides that I must’ve missed the branch that slammed into my chest and knocked me back. Stunned, I landed hard on my butt and cursed as the map and my phone both went flying. I scrambled for my phone before the screen shut off, but the map was nowhere to be seen. I rubbed the screen on my jeans to clean the dirt off and I peered at my position. I was almost there—just a few more feet. I’d make a rubbing of the tombstone, take a few pics and hightail it back to my rented car before the rain hit. I stuffed the phone in my pocket and kept both eyes peeled for the branch that had attacked me, but no further plants attempted to assault me.

      I emerged into a small garden—or the remains of one. I’d become accustomed to neglected locations in my travels for the team, who seemed to delight in sending me to abandoned, crumbling sites. The grass was overgrown and invaded the stone pathway that ringed the area. Enormous rosebushes had once been penned in by said path but now sprouted in every direction. The lush red roses bloomed bright, their crimson passion almost sacrilegious in the mournful, forgotten setting. A marble angel spread her wings wide in the center of the clearing, sheltering the final resting place of Angela Rodríguez de Mendoza. Vines had grown up around the statue like living restraints, and the statue’s surface was smudged with dirt that had been streaked by the recent rain. It almost looked like the angel was crying.

      “Whatever you do, don’t blink,” I whispered.

      I flinched at a crack of thunder, and it spurred me into action. I wove my way through the rosebushes toward the base of the statue. Huh. Angela had her own personal shrine. Why wasn’t she with the rest of her family? The name and dates were right. I stepped closer and touched the engraved letters. I tried to forget eighteen. At first, senior year had been a blur of high school drama mixed with crushing academic pressure. My parents couldn’t afford to send one of us to college, much less all of us, so I worked my ass off to earn every grant and scholarship I could. I got accepted to a Big Ten school. Everything seemed perfect, until one broken condom popped that life like a balloon.

      Another rumble of thunder brought me back to the present and urged me to action. I withdrew the tracing paper from my messenger bag and taped it over the marble slab. Dad would get a kick out of seeing the rubbing, as though I brought a piece of Spain home and included it as part of their anniversary present. A morbid piece, but still cool nonetheless.

      “What are you doing?”

      I yelped and the piece of charcoal flew from my hand and sailed into a rosebush. I whirled and faced the speaker, and the explanation flew out of my head as I stared at an angry Latin god. My mouth dried and I licked my lips as I tried to remember how to speak words—any words, English or Spanish.

      The man stalked toward me, and I stared dumbly at the skintight black cotton T-shirt and the perfect abs silhouetted beneath it. The equally tight black jeans were also a lovely view, but my self-defense reflexes kicked in when he got too close for comfort. Hands raised and feet planted, I shifted into position for a throw, and the movement gave the stranger pause.

      “I said, what are you doing?” he demanded. “How did you get here?”

      Oh shit. Was he some sort of cemetery security? Was I about to be booked for trespassing? I should’ve checked with the office before tromping through with Sr. Ramos’s friend’s map.

      “I walked.”

      “Through the—?” he asked. I considered myself to be fluent in Spanish, but I wasn’t familiar with the last work. It sounded a bit like border. Maybe I’d crossed a property line.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t see a fence. I…” My mouth gaped like a broken ventriloquist dummy as I suddenly realized that I had no idea how to translate making a rubbing of a tombstone into Spanish. “For my mother,” I finally blurted. “A copy.”

      He frowned, and another clap of thunder agreed with his disapproval. The wind picked up and I shivered and wished for the cashmere sweater I’d left in my room, or one of the wool coats I’d left at home.

      “Why does your mother need a copy of a stranger’s tombstone?”

      I straightened. “I’m not a stranger. I’m a relative.”

      The stranger stilled, then quirked one dark, slender brow. “Oh?”

      “Yes. I’m compiling a family tree for my parents’ anniversary, and—” A flash of lightning interrupted my explanation. A fat raindrop splashed my nose. I swore softly and dug into my bag for the poncho, but then the heavens opened and dumped rain so fast and furious that I could barely see Señor Tightpants’s glower.

      He grabbed my hand and pulled me after him. I should have protested, because being dragged away by an unknown Spaniard was not safe or smart. Unfortunately my pepper spray was at home in America thanks to the post-9-11 laws that wouldn’t let me carry it on the plane, and the rain nearly drowned me when I opened my mouth to argue.

      I coughed and sputtered as he led me through the dense woods. Every low-hanging branch and leaf seemed determined to smack me as I stumbled along, and my squishing shoes snagged on every root and stone. We emerged from the trees, hustled across a lawn, and then I nearly slammed into him as he stopped to open a door. We entered what appeared to be a mudroom, and I hugged my arms to my chest as my teeth chattered. I was soaked to the skin.

      Señor Tightpants and I regarded each other in shared misery. “Wait here.”

      “Where is here?” I countered. “Who are you?”

      He cocked his head. “Where are you from? Your accent is strange.”

      “I’m American. Your accent is strange. This whole country sounds like Sylvester from the Looney Tunes.” In fact, the Spanish pronunciation of Barcelona sounded suspiciously like Barf-elona, evoking unpleasant thoughts of food poisoning.

      “Americans do not speak Spanish.”

      “I hear that a lot.”

      “Wait here, Señora Americana.”

      I checked out his ass as he walked away and warmed myself with sinful thoughts. If I was about to be murdered, at least he was a sexy serial killer. The tiny room looked harmless enough. Several sets of work boots were lined up beneath a worn wooden bench, and coats hung from pegs on the wall. No whips, chains or bloody butcher’s aprons. My messenger bag was waterproof and its contents were dry. I grabbed my phone and sighed at the solitary bar of signal as it flickered on and off. So much for calling for help.

      My stoic savior—or captor, depending how you looked at it—reappeared barefoot, clad in new blue jeans and a white button-down shirt. He carried a stack of fluffy towels topped with a burgundy bathrobe.

      “Give me your wet clothes and I will launder them.”

      I blinked and blurted, “Not unless you buy me dinner first.” He burst into surprised laughter and smiled, a faint blush coloring his cheeks. “That came out wrong. I mean, I don’t know you. You show up in a cemetery and drag me off like a caveman without so much as an introduction. It really doesn’t inspire enough trust for me to strip and hand you my clothes.”

      He bowed his head in polite agreement. “I apologize. I forget my manners. I am Cris, and this is my home.”

      “You live in a cemetery?” How creepy was that?

      He snorted. “No. I live near a cemetery. The house was built before the first graves were dug. You are welcome here. The storm will remain for some time, and I do not want you to take a chill. If you wish, I will bring you the telephone to contact your family and inform them of your location.”

      “Yes, please.”

      Cris set his bundle on the nearest bench and disappeared again, returning promptly with a cordless phone. I pondered who to call—not the hotel or Sr. Ramos, who were roughly three hours away in Madrid—so I called Piper instead.

      “Hello?” Her voice was thick with sleepy confusion.

      “Hey, it’s Nati,” I said, switching to English. “Sorry for the weird time, but I’ve been kidnapped by a hot Spanish guy who wants me to get naked and I want you to have a record of his phone number in case he murders me.”

      “You did what now?” Piper asked. Cris coughed and covered his smile with one hand. Oh shit. I’d made the same assumption that he had—Cris assumed Americans didn’t speak Spanish, and I assumed Spaniards didn’t speak English.

      “I went to Angela’s grave,” I explained to Piper. “And it started Old Testament raining, and this guy brought me to dry land. Somewhere.” I looked to Cris. “Where am I?”

      “You are a guest in Mendoza Manor.”

      Something low in my gut warmed at his accented English—damn he sounded like Antonio Banderas, whose love scene with Selma Hayek in Desperado had been key to my sexual awakening.

      “Did he just say Mendoza Manor?” Piper asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Let me talk to him,” she demanded.

      “Why?” I asked, suddenly suspicious.

      “Because the grieving mother described in the article you sent me lived in, and I’m not kidding, ‘the house of crying shadows’ owned by the Mendoza family. I bet it’s the same place. Ask him if there’s any activity in the house related to—”

      “No, Piper. Focus.”

      “Get naked,” she advised. “Maybe it’ll encourage him to let us investigate.”

      “Piper!”

      “Right, right. Number recorded. If you don’t call me back I call the cavalry. I got it. But I’m pretty sure a serial killer wouldn’t let you call for help.”

      “Thanks. Hey, I didn’t want to end up starring as the victim in one of those Hostel movies. And don’t call the team,” I warned before I hung up. I handed the phone to Cris. “Thank you.”

      “You are welcome. Nati? Natalie?” he guessed.

      “Natividad.”

      “Lovely.”

      I blinked—most people found my name weird. Cris picked up the towels and inclined his head. “If you would come with me, I will show you to the powder room. Americans drink coffee, yes? I have an espresso maker.”

      “Yes.” My shoes squished and squeaked with each step as I followed him.

      “Then I will brew some while you change.”

      Cris left me in a small black-and-white bathroom. I was soaked to my skin, and my clothes peeled off in heavy, sopping-wet layers. I wrapped the mess in a towel, including my shoes, and debated what to do about my skivvies. Was it mortifying or sensible to let Señor Tightpants launder my unmentionables? I’d worn my plain cotton panties and bra, so it wasn’t like he’d be touching my red-hot date-night attire.

      What the hell? Yolo, right? I added my underwear to the pile, slipped on the robe and belted it tight. It didn’t seem Cris’s style, and was at least two sizes too big for him. A lingering antiseptic smell clung to the soft fabric, hinting at a senior citizen owner. Maybe he lived with his father or grandfather.

      The worn wooden floors creaked beneath my bare feet as I followed the familiar scent of coffee to a large, sleek kitchen. My mouth watered at the combination of steel appliances, granite countertops and a hot guy making espresso. I stopped in my tracks and hugged my wet bundle to my chest as my ovaries exploded. He’d rolled up his sleeves, giving me a view of tan, toned forearms. Cris might be the most attractive man I’d ever met. He was taller than me but not by much, enough that he could lean down to kiss me but I’d match his height in a pair of high heels. His face had the sharp, finely sculpted lines of a Roman aristocrat, as though there was a marble bust of him somewhere in the house.

      Cris looked up and my mental inventory expanded to include that his eyes were as dark as the espresso he brewed. Dear God.

      He motioned me forward, and then traded my bundle for a tiny white cup of caffeinated bliss. While he disappeared with my laundry, I withdrew the genealogy folder from my bag. I set it on the kitchen island and sipped my drink. When Cris returned, I pointed to the family tree.

      “This is how I’m related to Angela Rodríguez de Mendoza.” I tapped Angela’s name on the chart and explained how and why I’d learned the information.

      “I see. You came to Spain to discover your roots?”

      “No, I came for business. The roots were a bonus. Do you know Angela’s story? Sr. Ramos found an article mentioning she had been murdered and her spirit wasn’t at rest.” I pulled the article in question from the folder and held it out to Cris. His brow furrowed as he took it.

      “Where did he find this?”

      “Library, I assume. Maybe the newspaper’s archives if it’s still around.”

      Cris grunted in reply and reluctantly returned the piece of paper. He rounded the island and fetched his own tiny mug.

      “I don’t believe in ghosts,” I said. “But history is my obsession. I’d like to know what happened to Angela.”

      “She died.”

      “Everyone dies. Death is inevitable. It’s what happens between birth and death that makes each person unique,” I said matter-of-factly. I’d rehearsed that line often enough, using it on people who wondered why I wasted my life studying history. Then again most of those people who questioned my sanity were slaving away as cubicle trolls at nine-to-five jobs while I was flying around the world to beautiful, exotic locations.

      Cris returned to the seat beside me. “It hardly matters now. The event is long since forgotten.”

      “History is important, even if it’s one woman’s history.”

      A vein twitched in his cheek, but footsteps from the hallway caught our attention. Cris cleared his throat and returned to speaking Spanish. “Diego! We have a guest.”

      An elderly gentleman shuffled into the room. He gaped at me from behind thick coke-bottle glasses, staring as though I’d grown a second head.

      “This is Natividad Houlihan. She was visiting the cemetery when the storm arrived.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Diego. Thank you for letting me borrow your robe.” I smiled, and he chuckled as he recovered his composure.

      “You are most welcome. It looks quite well on you. It is poor weather to be visiting the cemetery. Did you lose someone close? A husband?”

      Points to Diego for the sly attempt to find out if I was single—or newly widowed. I shook my head. “No. An ancestor, actually.”

      “She is related to Angela Rodríguez de Mendoza,” Cris explained.

      “Really? How extraordinary. That makes us family, then.”

      “Oh?”

      Diego approached and peered at the documents spread atop the island. “Through marriage. Cousins-in-law, yes?” He pointed to a blank spot next to Angela’s husband. “My ancestor was Don Cristóbal’s younger brother.”

      “Really? Do you have any genealogical documents from that time period?” I asked, excited at the possibility of a new lead. “Or do you know where I might find some? Is there a local parish that the family was a part of? Or—”

      “No,” Cris said.

      Diego patted my shoulder. “What he means to say is that many of the local historical records were lost in a fire a few decades ago. Old buildings, bad wiring.”

      “And that nosy Americans shouldn’t meddle in things that don’t concern them,” Cris said.

      I straightened and lifted my chin. “Tía Angela’s murder was unsolved, and I find that concerning. There’s no statute of limitations on murder.” Or at least I assumed there wasn’t—I wasn’t exactly an expert on Spanish law.

      “True.” Diego shrugged and turned to Cris. “I was planning on going into town to run errands once the rain lets up. Perhaps I could give Natividad a lift back to her car then.”

      “Oh. Thank you,” I said. “I hope it lets up soon. I’m supposed to catch the five o’clock train back to Madrid.”

      “In the meantime you must give her a tour of the house,” Diego said.

      Cris nodded, and there was something commanding about the gesture—an arrogant angle of his head and a stiff set to his shoulders, like a nobleman deigning to acknowledge a peasant. “Very well.”

      “Have you lived here long?” I asked.

      Diego nodded. “Yes. It has been in my family for generations.”

      “And Cris is your son?” I guessed.

      Diego blushed and cleared his throat. “No. He is the caretaker.”

      Odd. He seemed so at home in the kitchen, more like the lord of the manor instead of a servant. Considering their family resemblance and Diego’s reaction, I wondered if Cris was a bastard son, or grandson. Like my parents’ household, Spain was still Really Damn Catholic, and having a child out of wedlock carried all-caps SHAME. I should know.

      “I will leave you to the tour then.”

      Diego left, and Cris gestured toward a different door. “This way, if you please, Señora Americana.”

      Portions of the house were older than the States had been united. Sections of the building had been damaged and rebuilt—mainly due to fires, but also to accommodate upgrades in technology. Cris seemed to know every inch of it, answering my questions with the skill of a seasoned tour guide, and I had a ton of questions. The study of history included a little bit of everything—art and architecture, language and literature, culture and cuisine—in order to understand what caused events. I interrogated him about oil paintings and tapestries, and every inch of space was covered with intriguing, expensive-looking knickknacks. Not that I was a good judge of value—I was terrible at predicting auction numbers
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