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  Content Warnings




	Exploration of death and the afterlife, including spiritual insights and seances from the main character, who is able to connect with ghosts and other energies

	Discussions and retrospective memories concerning the death of children and relatives

	References to World War I and the prejudices present at the time the book is set (1924)
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  Off to an Awful Start

  
  




Blair Nelson’s luck seemed to have finally changed when she rolled up to Hartwell Hall on a mild Monday in October. It was one thing to receive an invitation through the post detailing the location — after which she had done a fair bit of jumping around about as it was — but another completely to see the grand estate in the flesh.

And grand, it was. Surrounded by acres upon acres of pretty garden patches and gold-tinged trees, evenly mowed fields littered with fallen leaves, and a fountain spurting out clear water, Hartwell Hall loomed like a proud soldier receiving his medals in the midday sun. Blair couldn’t remember ever seeing such an enormous or wondrous establishment before. The properties that she was usually called to were rundown mills stained by memories of terrible machinery accidents or, at best, the tired, cramped, damp-riddled rooms overseeing the murky canals of Birmingham, where lingering, lonely spirits of addicts and widowers lived.

But Hartwell was neither rundown nor tired, and she doubted very much that she would find damp on the walls, either. Blair didn’t often pay interest to architecture — the permanent gray smog of Birmingham was usually enough to conceal any decent examples she might have appreciated — but with the stained glass windows and arched doorways, the Tudor-style chimney, and elaborately designed points piercing the sky, she couldn’t quite keep her chin from dropping with awe.

It was magnificent, like something from a fairy tale.

Blair would not fit in well.

Still, she paid her cab driver with the last few shillings rattling about in her purse, ignoring his grumble when he found no tip, and then stepped out onto the bleached white stone. Her shoes hardly knew what to do on such a smooth surface; they were more accustomed to cobbles and dirty puddles. With a deep breath, she smoothed down her dress, though it did little to get rid of the wrinkles caused by the four-hour journey here — and stilled.

The house seemed to breathe with her — sigh with her, as though welcoming her home. Blair had been summoned to dozens of different places, but never had she felt something before even stepping inside.

To confirm it wasn’t just wishful thinking, she pressed her fingers onto the red brick and held her breath. It was cool and rough against her skin, and… she was certain that she felt a faint pulse somewhere in the stone. Something lived in these walls.

A shudder scuttled down Blair’s spine.

She was reluctant to pull away, but her driver had pulled her battered trunk of belongings from his motorcar, and he cleared his throat for her attention now.

“Thank you, sir.” She gathered the case herself, being as it was light as a feather. Save for the four dresses she owned — or, rather, had borrowed without asking — the trunk was mostly filled with empty space. Not that she could afford much more than that anyway, and she certainly did not have the money for the equipment most people in her line of work liked to haul around to make them seem as though they knew what they were doing. The truth was they rarely did, and Blair always did. She didn’t need cameras or recording devices to prove it.

The driver bid her farewell and climbed back into his motorcar, circling the shrubs and rose bushes before wending back across the lane towards the wrought-iron gates. When he was nothing more than a black dot amongst the dying trees, Blair sighed and looked back at the hall. It was just the two of them now. No going back.

Anticipation was a restless, living thing in her gut as she dared her first step inside. There was nobody to help her with her luggage, and nobody waited at the front desk, either. Her footsteps echoed against the lacquered wooden floors as she glanced around the foyer. It was… magnificent. Even more so than the outside. A chandelier dangled from the high ceiling, and spiral staircases plunged up onto the first floor on either side of the room. Oil paintings hung on the walls in gilded frames, and three arcing windows that must have been thrice the height of Blair displayed the vibrant gardens at the back of the hall, where a few guests milled and children played on the grass.

Blair couldn’t pretend as though such lavish surroundings didn’t make her uneasy. She adjusted the hem of her dress again, wishing now that she would have worn her mother’s pretty pink silk one with the fake pearls instead of the ratty old thing she’d stolen from Ruth, the woman living in the room opposite Blair’s.

Instinct drove her to root through her handbag for a cigarette, the glow of the lighter flickering across her freckled face until the end was lit. Slightly more at ease with something to busy herself with, she decided to take the opportunity to wander around before she sought out the hall’s owner.

Whatever she’d felt outside was magnified 1,000 times over in here. The walls hummed, leaving anxiety to swirl in Blair’s stomach. Using her… talents was always difficult, each property and presence bringing something she had never quite encountered before. But here… she had no idea what to expect.

The paintings and frequent drags of her cigarette kept her occupied enough to push it all down for later. The first, hanging by the staircase, was a painting of the hall dated 1833, backed by an unblemished blue sky. Not much about it had changed at all save for the seasons. The building was exactly the same as Blair had seen it, though the red brickwork was slightly less bright now, and more ivy had crawled across the walls.

The second was a jam-packed painting of Chester Racecourse, well-dressed elites of another time, a time of high necklines and low hemlines, soaked in sunlight as they watched the horses and jockeys on the track. And the third…

Oh.

Another chill danced along the knots of Blair’s spine, each vertebra at a time, as though she had stepped into an icy puddle on a frosty winter’s day. And her cigarette… it had stopped glowing amber, leaving only gray ash and wisps of smoke in its wake. Extinguished.

Somebody was here with her.

Though her heart began to thrash against her ribs, she forced herself to remain calm as she lowered the cigarette and let the cold engulf her. It was her first rule: Accept whatever comes your way. They’ve found you for a reason.

“Hello.” Though it was whispered, Blair’s low rasp bounced eerily off the walls so that somebody standing on the other side of the foyer might have heard her. “I’m here to help you.”

The ice seemed to thaw around her all at once. Gone. Perhaps the presence had been set at ease, now they knew that Blair could feel them and intended no harm. But still, suspicion remained, and she glanced up at the third painting.

It was a family portrait titled The Hartwells, dated 1913. Eleven years ago. The top row displayed a sour-faced elderly man and woman and, below them, a slightly younger couple. The younger man shared so many shadowy similarities to the older woman that he must have been her child, though he was brown haired and his features were slightly less intimidating. Below them, two pale teens — a bored-looking girl and smirking boy — with the same sharp, dark features as the rest of their family.

Wondering if perhaps the cold presence she’d felt was one of the people in the painting, Blair disposed of her old cigarette into an ornate plate she hoped was an ashtray and lit another one. She wouldn’t like to meddle with such a grave-looking family, but it was too late to change her mind now.

She was only two puffs in when a stern voice sliced through the hall’s creaks and groans. “Excuse me, madam. We ask that our guests only smoke in the taproom. This is a very old, cherished house, and the smell lingers awfully.”

Blair turned on her heel in surprise, smoke still curling from her cigarette as she sought the speaker. It was a dark-haired, pointy-chinned, hollow-cheeked woman much like the teenage girl in the painting, though older now. Perhaps even older than Blair. Her large brown eyes dragged across Blair’s figure with more than a little disdain twinkling in them, and then she pursed her lips and clasped her hands together impatiently.

“Apologies.” Blair made to stub out the cigarette in the gold-leafed plate.

“Oh, that’s not an ashtray —”

Too late. The damage was done, the two wilted cigarettes lying on the plate. The woman huffed, and Blair winced. “Sorry. I thought it was.”

The woman hummed and muttered, “Yes. I can see how you could mistake a 100-year-old antique for an ashtray.”

“I can….” Blair picked the plate up to clean it off, but the woman’s hands fell over her own, bony and icy to the touch.

“Please don’t touch.” She pried the plate from Blair’s grasp and placed it back down before pulling her away by the elbow. “Are you checking in, madam?”

“No. Well, yes, but I was invited here by Vincent Hartwell?” It was a fact, but beneath the woman’s cutting scrutiny, it came out more like a question. “He might have mentioned me. I’m a paranormal investigator, you see, and—”

A choke of surprise fell from the woman, her hands covering her mouth as her eyes widened. Her complexion was so wan that Blair could see the purple circles and veins snaking beneath. “You’re a what, sorry?”

Here it was. Blair was no stranger to skeptics, and she tried to remain patient as she repeated, “A paranormal investigator.”

“Right.” Doubt made the woman’s tone patronizing, and Blair narrowed her eyes. “Well, I’m not sure what my father might have said to you, but we aren’t in need of one of those here. I hope you didn’t waste a journey.”

It came as no surprise to learn that the woman was Vincent’s daughter, but it did to find that they were not on the same page in terms of the hall’s ghost issue. “So Mr. Hartwell wasn’t telling the truth, then, when he told me of the disturbances happening around the hall?”

Miss Hartwell’s lips parted, the first sign of hesitance Blair had seen. “The disturbances would be better solved by a plumber than a paranormal investigator, I think.”

Blair shifted to stamp her foot, growing tired of the snarkiness. Before she could reiterate that Vincent Hartwell himself had invited her here, though, the sound of footsteps pattered across the staircase. At the bottom, a man appeared, identical to the one in the painting in every way but for the silver streaks in his hair.

“Felicity, there’s a lady in room ten asking if — ah!” He halted when he lifted his focus from his feet and met Blair’s eye. “Apologies. I didn’t know you were with a guest.”

“She’s not a guest,” Miss Hartwell replied.

At the same time, Blair said, “I’m the paranormal investigator.”

The man — Vincent, Blair could only assume — scratched his head as he eyed first his daughter and then Blair. “Oh, of course! Miss Nelson, is it?”

“It certainly is. You may call me Blair, though.” Blair fought the temptation to smirk at Miss Hartwell for proving her wrong. “I received your letter just last week and made my way here as soon as my schedule permitted it.”

“Well, how splendid!” Vincent offered out his hand, and Blair shook it politely. “I’m so delighted to meet you in person.”

“Likewise, Mr. Hartwell.”

“Just Vincent is fine. And this is my daughter, Felicity. She helps me run the hall. Oh—!” His attention was stolen by a maid scuttling across the foyer, clutching folded white sheets. “Nancy, come over here and meet our new guest!” To Blair, he leaned in and whispered, “Nancy is a big believer. She’s been beside herself since the trouble started.”

Nancy couldn’t have been much older than Blair’s twenty-six years, though dark circles protruded beneath her pale eyes and her wiry, chestnut hair had been tied back beneath her maid’s hat, making her look older. It seemed that not many people got much sleep around here.

“Hello, Miss…?” Nancy began.

“Blair is fine.” Blair offered a particularly amicable smile to the maid. She had tried her own hand at the job once or twice when business had dried up and rent had been due, but touching other people’s dirty laundry and belongings had triggered too much for Blair. Too much history had been embedded in the sheets. Too many ghosts competing for her attention.

Or maybe it was just Blair who saw too much, felt too much. Even as her gaze locked onto Nancy’s, she caught a glimpse of something — a fleeting one, but disarming enough that she had to do a double take.

Pain, lingering across the maid’s shoulder like a heavy, black fur shawl.

“Miss Nelson —”

“Blair,” Blair corrected Vincent again.

“ — is a paranormal investigator here to help us with our… well, our problem.”

“We don’t have a problem,” Miss Hartwell interjected stubbornly.

Nancy’s drawn face seemed to brighten. “Oh, that’s wonderful, Miss Nelson!”

“Blair, please,” Blair begged a final time.

“Felicity, why don’t you show Blair to her room?” Vincent suggested. “Room twenty in the west wing should be ready for you. And you needn’t worry about your luggage; I’ll have the porter bring it up for you.”

Blair hadn’t thought that Felicity’s expression could get much sourer than it already had been, and yet the impossible happened in response to Vincent’s suggestion. “Fine. But then you and I are going to have a conversation about this.”

And Blair would be quite glad not to be a part of it.

Felicity stalked off without glancing back to see if Blair followed, her black dress rustling all the way to her ankles. Blair’s clothes might have been secondhand, but at least she kept with the times. Felicity’s plain black skirt and shirt could have been from any era, perfect only for the purpose of attending a funeral being held for someone she didn’t particularly like.

One would think that someone with so much money might buy colorful clothes and a better personality, Blair thought to herself as they wandered up two flights of stairs and into the narrow west corridor. With little natural light available, it was illuminated by gas lights tucked into brass sconces. Blair kept her eyes peeled on the loitering shadows in each corner while Felicity unlocked the farthest door on the right and stepped aside in invitation.

Without the presence of her new employer, Blair couldn’t help but flash a petty grin at Felicity as she passed her, into a bedroom of disturbed dust and old cherry wood. A desk had been pushed up against the large window facing the yawning gardens at the rear of the house, a bible sitting untouched in the center. It would remain that way as long as Blair was here.

The bed was bigger than any Blair had slept in before — four-postered and covered in more pillows than she’d know what to do with. If Felicity was not still here, she might have jumped straight onto it. As it was, she dragged a finger across the dresser in wonder and then drew back the flimsy silk curtain to peer at the infinite land ahead. Born in a congested city of terraced streets, she had never seen so much open space before. There were not even any factories spewing out their black plumes of smoke nearby. Just… green grass and rolling hills and cloud-spotted skies. Another world altogether.

“The shared bathroom is three doors down,” Felicity said. “Breakfast is served in the dining room at eight a.m., lunch at twelve p.m., and dinner at six p.m. After that, the taproom is open until midnight. Eating and smoking aren’t permitted in the rooms, and any damage done will incur a fee… ”

Blair was barely listening. She was too busy trying to grasp onto something, some sign like the cold spot she’d found downstairs. There was so much history, so much life in every bit of furniture that she couldn’t focus on just one. “Are there any rooms or spaces around the house that pose particular… disturbances?”

“Hmm.” Felicity inclined her head, deliberating. “This one seems to possess a particularly alarming disturbance at present.”

For half a moment, Blair’s heart sped up with excitement. Then she whipped around to meet Felicity’s scathing gaze and knew the disturbance in question was Blair herself. “Is there a reason why you’re so reluctant to believe in the paranormal?”

“Many reasons,” Felicity replied calmly. “How much did my father offer to pay you?”

Enough to keep me off the streets for the next three months, Blair almost replied, but defensiveness pooled in her gut and she crossed her arms instead. She wouldn’t give the haughty woman any satisfaction, and admitting her problems of limited funds would certainly do that. “He offered an amount that we both agree is fair for my expertise.”

A vehement snort. “Expertise? You’re nothing more than a con woman. If it were up to me, you’d have been locked out the moment you tried to step foot in this hall.”

It was mystifying to Blair that what she felt so strongly, so certainly, was not what everyone else felt. Everybody liked to deny what they couldn’t see, to save themselves from having to uproot their entire belief system, but how could Felicity not feel something as strong as the presence that dwelled here? Something that Blair had taken notice of before she’d even stepped through the door?

Brows knitting together, Blair searched for the feeling again now; she found it much fainter but still there, still humming. A permanent fixture in the foundations of the house. Perhaps that was the problem; Felicity had never noticed it because it had always been here. “Put your hand to the wall. Can’t you feel it?”

“I won’t—”

“Humor me, Miss Hartwell,” Blair pleaded. “Or are you afraid of discovering something you don’t want to?”

She saw the moment Felicity rose to the challenge, saw the way her shoulders squared and jaw clenched. She passed the bed to stand beside Blair and splayed her fingers against the fleur-de-lis-patterned wallpaper, mouth a taut line. “What am I supposed to feel?”

The world turned to gray cloud as Blair searched deeper, reached out. There. There, she found it, somewhere in the hollow between plaster and mortar. Something clawing, something she couldn’t understand yet, but something there. “Hartwell Hall is alive, and it has trapped something in these walls. Something trying to get out.”

Felicity’s snort scared it away. “You’re barmy. Absolutely barmy.”

“And you don’t want to feel it,” Blair whispered. She didn’t know why it mattered all of a sudden, why she could face laughter from middle-aged men and elderly women and playful children and not bat an eye yet have that desperate need now for Felicity to blink away the doubt and just… feel it.

But whatever lived in these walls lived in Felicity, too. She was part of the shadows, part of the pain, part of the hall. A second heartbeat. Another vein under Hartwell’s skin. Blair could see that now.

And she would make sure that she found the heart of it. She would help whatever called for her. And Felicity would believe her, sooner or later. She would have to.

Hartwell Hall was haunted, and Blair had work to do.
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Hartwell Hall was most certainly not haunted, and Felicity was furious with her father for throwing away their money — money they had only just managed to save back up again — on a ruddy charlatan with all the manners of a street urchin.

The anger drove her back down to the foyer with echoing footsteps that were sharp enough to slice through the old floorboards, her hands clasped together so tightly, she could feel her skin straining against the bones of her knuckles.

“Father.”

Father’s silver-streaked head popped up from behind the reception desk as Felicity marched toward him. He knew as well as she did that he was only “Father” when Felicity was cross. She would have to think of a new name to call him when she was livid.

“Oh, Felicity, not now, please,” he huffed, his breath fanning a mussed tuft of dark curls from his eyes.

“Yes, now,” Felicity retorted impatiently. She crossed her arms as she reached the desk, expression schooled into the harsh lines of disapproval her mother had taught her long ago. Perhaps she had preempted this all along and that was why she’d gone off to London as soon as she’d gotten the chance. “You hired a woman who fancies herself a ghost-hunter without telling me, for goodness sake!”

“I didn’t tell you because I knew you would react like this.” Father flicked through the guest logs, a pathetic attempt at feigning business so he wouldn’t have to
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