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Ghosts in Love

Tell me, where do ghosts in love

Find their bridal veils?

If you and I were ghosts in love

We’d climb the cliffs of Mystery,

Above the sea of Wails.

I’d trim your gray and streaming hair

With veils of Fantasy

From the tree of Memory.

’Tis there the ghosts that fall in love

Find their bridal veils.

Vachel Lindsay, 1912

Dedication

I dedicate this book to those that believe love never fails.
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​​Prologue—Electa
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​Virginia, 1862

My waking came as no surprise to me. Despite the pure exhaustion of my body, the aching deep in my bones, I startled myself from sleep as I did almost every night. What might be the source of the interruption? I could not determine that, except it had become a habit now. The house was as silent as the grave; no servants shuffled about, and there were no footsteps in the hallway. My maid Anna had returned to her own home this evening to tend to her sick children. I could not attribute my disturbed sleep to her tonight. There was nothing at all to account for such nightly disturbances.

I heard a voice whispering my name on one occasion but dismissed it as a figment of my tired imagination. As usual, the only sound I heard was the creaking of the oak tree outside my window and a chorus of cicadas.

The heat of the day evaporated in the glorious coolness of night, but peace evaded me. As always, the first thought that sprang to my mind was of Mayson. What would it be like to wake with him by my side? To know him, truly know him in ways that only a wife could, to experience all the intimacies that we had been denied. Not merely rough couplings in a barn or rolling about in the scattered leaves of the forest.

But he will return to me! He will return, and all will be well for us both.

Mayson marched out of Richmond with the rest of his regiment, and I proudly watched him leave. Only he hadn’t showered me with kisses as the other men did their wives. He did not promise me anything. But Mayson would always do the right thing. He was a man who believed in doing his required duty. “I will return soon, Electa.” Although I wanted to believe him, wanted to believe that honor’s call was what divided us, I could not help but suspect it was truly the ghost of Geneva that kept us apart. And his deep regret that he had me for a wife.

Bright, sunny and now dead Geneva.

Of course, I said nothing about her or his decision to join up. Questioning his dedication with outright weeping would only humiliate him and diminish his courage—that was the last thing I wanted. However, my heart broke because Mayson and I were forced to postpone our life together because of the war. He suggested we wait to marry, wait for his return, but I refused to entertain such a notion. I could not explain to him why, for only I knew what measures I had taken to have him. Only I knew that my grasp at happiness had caused me to do the unthinkable, but I did the deed without hesitation.

I defeated Geneva fair and square. I could not take all the credit for her unhappy ending. I could not. Surely it was Fate that threw us together. Fate directed us. I no longer walked beneath an unfortunate star.

I would have no other man but Mayson Fayette. I had been no one’s favorite, but look what I have given him.

I cast a tired eye toward the corner of the room where our son lay sleeping.

Oh, Mayson. I cannot wait for you to see our son, and then you will know... You will understand. And then you will forgive me!

Suddenly, Mayson stepped out of the partial darkness. How long had he been standing in the shadows? There were no candles burning, nor was there any moonlight to speak of tonight. The square lines of his face were unmistakable, and his frame, his hulking shoulders and broad chest were the same. As if to answer my question, Mayson’s hair blew from his face as a blast of cold air filled my bedroom.

I pushed my hair back from my face and sat up in my bed, pondering the sight. Could this merely be the workings of my tired imagination?

“How are you here, my love? When did you arrive? Mayson! I have waited so long to see you.” I thought these things easily enough but found that I could not utter them. But that did not matter. My heart longed so heavily for this moment. This was our moment, our time!

Yes, this was Mayson. He was informally dressed in only his basic uniform; his once crisply ironed pants dingy with an equally soiled vest and shirt—a testament to the grueling work of war. Oh no, his clothing had been ruined. All of his clothing was dirty. As if he had been dragged through the mud to get here.

Electa...

His voice caused a shiver to shimmy up my spine. It had not been difficult to be faithful to Mayson during our long separation, for he had been the only man I ever loved. From that first moment to this one, I loved him with all my being. I had proven that in more ways than he would ever understand. I would be a good wife to him. I would be a good mother to his children, and maybe...maybe that would be enough to make peace with the past.

Finally, I found my voice. “How did you get here? I have not heard any horse or carriage. I cried when you left, Mayson! I missed you with all my being! Can this be true? Don’t let this be a dream.”

Electa, why have you cursed me?

Mayson leaned forward, his neck extending too far. Oh, and his eyes, the shadows beneath his eyes surprised me.

“Mayson? I would never curse you. I love you. Forever.”

Right before my eyes, the shadowy image of my husband vanished. No, it did not vanish like smoke on the breeze. It was like he was made of darkest shadow and torn into a hundred pieces that scattered on the floor. I sat upright in my bed with the covers clutched up around me. Matthias slept through this encounter, and I prayed that even now he would continue to sleep.

What was this ungodly thing? It could not be my Mayson!

With all my heart, I wanted nothing more than to leap out of my bed and peek around the edge. I wanted to know what happened to those hundred pieces of dark shadow that fluttered to the floor. That’s when I heard the scratching sound coming from beneath my bed. I pressed my lips together to prevent a startled scream from emerging from somewhere deep within me. Probably from the depths of my own soul.

“Mayson,” I whispered, but to whom? Could this actually be my husband? No, this must be something else. Something dark and twisted sent to me by the dead that hated me.

Geneva!

I watched in horror as the blanket began to flutter. It moved along the foot of the bed at first, and then it settled for a moment before a form began to take shape. A man’s form. The cold of a ghostly touch crept up my leg. Fingers wrapped around my ankles as it began to pull me off the bed. It was then that I screamed with all my might. I could not prevent the sound, nor could I stop this thing from acting on its evil intent. The coldness crept up my legs and across my belly, my breasts, and my arms. But it did not stop there. Oh, it did not. The dark form reappeared, manifesting first as a shadow. But then I saw the dark hair and the shape of the face, and I knew that this was no shadow. I knew the truth.

“Mayson!”

Electa... Why did you curse me?

There were so many things I wanted to say in protest.

But I loved you, Mayson! I would have only you! It was not on purpose. I swear—I did not do it on purpose! I did not intend to curse you or myself. Please, look at our son!

I could say none of those things because Mayson’s hands, his cold icy fingers, were wrapped around my throat. He was going to kill me. Somewhere, my husband lay dead and his ghost knew everything. Knew all that I’d done to have him. Tears filled my eyes, but I was unable to breathe. I could do nothing but wait to die.

Matthias began to scream in his crib, and the shadow of Mayson shimmered. He tilted his dark head toward the sound. Without another word, he slipped away, and I saw the shadow slide across the floor and out the window. Mr. Fayette beat on the door of my bedroom, and I struggled to breathe as I went to the latch and opened it.

“What in God’s name is going on in here?” Without checking on my well-being, my father-in-law went to the child’s small bed and lifted him up. “What have you done to Matthias? He was screaming for his life, woman! It sounded as if you were entertaining evil itself in here. What have you done?”

In a raspy voice, with my own hand around my throat, I protested my innocence. “I’ve done nothing. Nothing...” I rubbed frantically, trying to regain my voice, to warn him of what I knew about his son.

But it was too late.

The courier was approaching Fayette Castle now. I could see him in my mind’s eye—it was almost as if Mayson’s unearthly touch had awoken some strange gifts in me. Gifts that heretofore I had been content to let lie dormant.

They would all know the truth soon enough. Tears filled my eyes. I felt regret, nothing but regret. I had done evil, and now evil had visited me. The promise of a happy life had never been mine.

I’d stolen someone else’s.

Now I had to give it back.
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Chapter One—Monica
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Ice temptingly popped in the glass of warm sweet tea that Mira handed me. How many afternoons had we spent on this very porch talking about life and boys and all sorts of things? Too many to count. It had been years since I called her tidy cottage home, but I always felt loved here. Even when it rained cats and dogs on summer days, we spent time on Mira’s porch, hanging out on her wooden swing or curled up in her oversized wicker furniture. I cried on her shoulder the night my prom date failed to turn up. As it turns out, my prom date didn’t pick me up because he got arrested for drinking and driving. Mira told me then that I should thank my lucky stars, but I didn’t believe a single one of my stars was lucky. Especially now that Will was gone. If anything, I was unlucky, at least in love.

Like now, Mira was always the person I bounced ideas off of. I am the kind of person who likes to talk things out. I need another pair of ears to help me see what I already know. Her listening skills had been my saving grace when I navigated life after my parents died.

After everything.

Here I was again, sitting on Mira’s spacious wraparound porch talking just to have someone listen. Was I doing the right thing? I must be the world’s biggest guesser. As she considered her answer, I watched the fronds of her Boston ferns flutter about. The woman had a magical green thumb. Yeah, this was my most favorite spot on the planet. I caught a vibrant whiff of wisteria, and bees buzzed in her nearby flowerbeds.

Yep, if I had to pick a favorite place, I think this would be it. I was leaving it, leaving it all behind, and for what?

“I assume you are asking me my opinion?” My aunt’s eyebrow lifted prettily as she posed her question.

“Yes, I want your opinion.”

“We both know you want me to agree with you. I am familiar with you and your stubborn ways.”

I put my tea glass on the coaster. “You don’t like the idea. I can tell already.”

“Yes, I think it’s a bad idea. I do have selfish motives.”

I chuckled at her answer, but I needed her to support me in my decision. I can’t say why, really. It’s not like I was afraid to leave the valley; Will and I traveled all over the East Coast right up to the week before he died. Will loved skiing most of all; he was beautiful to watch. I’d never met anyone with as much confidence as Will Jernigan. I think that’s the thing that attracted me the most to him in the beginning. But I always believed there was a part of him that he didn’t want to share with me. I felt that right from the beginning. Sad to say, but that was also something that attracted me to him. I have a deep need to unearth secrets. I can’t say why, but it’s a compulsion that I can’t quite shake.

And apparently, my suspicions were correct. Will did have a secret. A major secret. One that I wouldn’t know until after he died.

“There must be a reason why Will kept you in the dark about that place. There must be a reason why he didn’t want to take you there. Let the property manager do her job. Sell the place while you have an interested buyer,” Mira said as she sipped her tea and leaned back in her chair comfortably.

“Will never told me that he didn’t want me to go.” I pulled my legs up in front of me and wrapped my arms around them. The mailman passed by and honked at us. We waved as we always did on these weekends together.

“Monica, do you really want to split hairs over this? If Will wanted you to know about the place, he would have mentioned it to you. But he didn’t. Right?”

I shrugged as if it didn’t matter, as if that didn’t bother me, but it did. It bothered me a great deal. “Clearly, my husband had some unresolved issues with his past. I have to know what they are, Mira. You don’t know what it’s like being married to a guy and then discovering that I didn’t know him at all. How could he keep this kind of secret from me, and what else was Will hiding?”

Mira exhaled loudly. She wasn’t happy about this. Why?

“Honest truth?”

“Yes, please.”

“You are too much of a romantic to make a castle your home, if that’s what you’re thinking. And how on earth would you keep it up? I know Will left you well taken care of, but to blow that on maintaining a castle...that seems uncharacteristically irresponsible.”

“You aren’t being fair. You act like the place is a shambles. From what the property manager told me, Fayette Castle has been beautifully kept.”

“Please, Monica. I just have a bad feeling. You know I would never say that unless I meant it. It’s the truth. I have a rotten feeling about all of this. Why do you have to go?”

Because I have been dreaming about this place. Because Will is stuck there. He’s reaching out to me, and I have to go.

How could I tell her that? She was clearly worried sick about me. Yes, things had gotten worse after. Yes, I’d been in shock for weeks, and what came after wasn’t much better, but these dreams were different. They were not visions of Will’s death, not the careening vehicle colliding with my husband’s. Not the screaming that accompanied those horrible images.

Mira interpreted my silence as defiance, but it wasn’t that at all. “You asked me for my opinion, and I am nothing if not honest. It’s just not a good time for you. I think you should wait another few months. What’s the all-fired rush?”

I should tell her the truth. I should tell her about seeing myself walking through the gate, my footsteps pounding on the gravel, the fog all around me.

Will’s screams in my ear.

“I am not rushing anything, Mira. It’s been six months. Will’s been dead for six months, and I need to do this. I have to do this. I feel like I was married to a stranger. I want to know who he was, really.” Okay, that was something of a lie, but not completely. I needed to put Mira off the scent, though. I should never have opened this can of worms with her. My intuitive aunt had a way of uncovering the truth. “I can’t help but feel like we were robbed—like time was stolen from us. We didn’t get to do any of the things we planned. No white picket fence. No children. Nothing. We didn’t have the time we needed to get to know one another.”

She studied me in silence. I added quickly, “I didn’t love Will deep enough, Mira. I didn’t, and apparently the feeling was mutual. He deserved more from me, and I him, but at least I can try to understand.”

“Nonsense. Contrary to popular belief, having a secret or two keeps things interesting; granted, keeping a castle to yourself is definitely a betrayal of trust.”

“Maybe by going to Virginia, by seeing this place firsthand, I will be able to say goodbye. I’ve done everything else. Written him letters, released balloons, everything the therapist advised, but it’s not enough.”

Mira sighed and sank deeper into her chair. I’d won this argument, but it didn’t comfort me seeing her so defeated. “I’ve been getting a lot of messages lately. I want you to be safe, that’s all.”

Mira had literally hundreds of journals, all of which contained messages from the other side. She was a medium, to get technical about it, but she chose not to open her abilities to the public. Occasionally, she’d pass along messages to her friends, but mostly she kept the ghostly messages to herself. I didn’t like the idea that anyone, dead or alive, would give my aunt messages about me. I got the cold creeps just thinking about it. I loved my aunt Mira with all of my heart, but her ghostly writings unsettled me a bit. When I was young, it was worse. She seemed obsessed with ghosts and entities at times, and then seasons would go by and she wouldn’t mention anything about it.

“From whom? What messages?”

“Whether you like it or not, you are a haunted person. The spirit world knows you, and you know it. You always loved the shadows too much.”

“Who was it, Mira? Who sent you a message about me?” I asked, feeling that old familiar fear escalating inside me. I was completely frustrated about this turn of conversation. Because of my dreams, I suspected that Will wasn’t resting in peace. I had to know. “Was it Will? What did he say? Please tell me.”

Mira shook her head. “Not Will. No one specifically. It was just a warning.”

“That’s too vague. If you know something, tell me. Otherwise, I am going to see Fayette Castle with my own eyes. I have to do this. I wish you would say you understand.”

Mira squeezed my hand assuredly. “I knew you would decide to go because you’re an adventurer at heart. You always were the kind of girl who had to pull back the curtain. On everything. I admire that about you. Maybe you are right about finding answers and getting some closure. Keep your eyes open, Monica. Don’t make a hasty decision while you’re grieving. Promise me that at least.”

I smiled at her. “I do promise not to move into the castle or do anything crazy. I just want to see it, to be there before I let it go. Let him go.”

“Alright, but before you leave, I have something to give you. I’ll be right back.”

Mira was only gone a minute, and when she returned, she presented me with a picture. One picture. I accepted it with some puzzlement. I was familiar with this picture—it was a photo of Will and me. We were at the art festival, and he was kissing my cheek. I can’t remember who took the photo—it might’ve been Aunt Mira. I used to look at this photo quite a lot. Not so much anymore. It had been taken only a few weeks before his death. Everyone dies. That had been my thought for so many years. I guess I still felt that way. Mom. Dad. Will. At least I had Mira, who was literally the most important person in my life.

“I don’t want to take your picture. I have plenty of pictures of Will.”

With a shaky voice, she made an unusual confession. “I don’t know why, but you need to take this with you. I know talking about this makes you uncomfortable, but I have to listen to my messages. Just take the photo and put it somewhere you can see it. Never forget that he loved you. Never. You are never alone, Monica. And I am just a phone call away.”

“Thanks, Aunt Mira. This means a lot.”

And then the conversation changed to lighter things. We talked about the weather, the garden and the books she’d been reading recently. Mira was a bit of a science fiction buff. It used to be romance novels and mysteries. Now science fiction. She described her switching genres as her personal evolution.

“When does your flight leave?”

I sipped my tea. The ice had melted, and I drank the glass down. “This afternoon. I’ll only be gone for three days.”

“That soon? Wow.”

“It’s only for three days. I’ll be back before you know it.”

“I love you, niece.” I could count on one hand how many times I heard my aunt say I love you recently. She showed her love every day and never said the words unless something heavy was happening.

“I expect to see you as soon as you get back home. Maybe I’ll make us a pot pie. Will you call me when you get there?”

“Will do. Well, I better head home. I need to pack and head to the airport.”

“Who are you fooling? You had that bag packed before you came over here.”

I laughed at that, and we chitchatted for another five minutes, as we always did when saying goodbye. I pulled out of her driveway feeling both relieved and guilty. Relieved that she eventually came around to my way of thinking and guilty because I hadn’t told her the whole truth.

Here was another truth. I would be glad to leave the apartment behind. Every nook and cranny reminded me of Will. It’s where we shared our brief time together. It never quite felt like home, not like Mira’s cozy bungalow, but it had been comfortable for Will and me. Now that he was gone, it had become the place of my nightmares.

And I was ready for those nightmares to end.
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Chapter Two—Monica
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After a sleepless night at the Peachtree Inn, I swilled down two cups of coffee and then headed to Fayette Castle. Thankfully, I did not experience any nightmares, but I couldn’t help but toss and turn. I even cried. I hadn’t cried in so long. At least a few weeks.

The rental car had a GPS gadget, which was perfect because I wasn’t great with directions. It was difficult enough to navigate the areas I somewhat knew, much less areas I wasn’t familiar with at all. Besides caffeinating my brain, I spent the morning reviewing the paperwork I received from the attorney who handled Will’s estate. I still couldn’t believe this.

According to the description of the property, Will’s family inheritance included Fayette Castle, a roomy stable, a workshop, and a few other smaller buildings. Years ago, it was also home to a fish hatchery, a dairy barn, and even a racetrack. I could scarcely wrap my mind around the idea that my late husband owned a castle. A castle he didn’t want me to see or visit.

I flinched at the hurt I felt. “Why, Will?”

Despite the detailed description of the place, there were no photos included and I could find no reliable photos on the internet. That sent up some red flags for me, considering research was my life. There was no one better at digging up dirt on people or places than Monica Jernigan. That’s another reason why all this was so amazing. I did manage to find some very old drawings of the place but nothing modern. The original property was all of twelve hundred acres with not one but three plantations, also described as manor houses, built in a U-shape a few miles from one another. Will’s inheritance amounted to about fifty acres, and of the three original main buildings, only Fayette Castle remained. Many of the bricks were from an English manor house, owned by some distant member of my late husband’s family. The history wasn’t clear to me yet. But it would be. All of it.

And to think, Will didn’t have anything at all when I met him. Will and I weren’t poor by any stretch of the imagination, but as far as I knew, we didn’t have any extra income. He had a small inheritance, or so he hinted during our whirlwind courtship, but he wasn’t rolling in dollars. He wasn’t wealthy, and there had been no talk of a prenup, but the dollar amount assigned to this place astonished me.

For richer, for poorer, right?

That was a moment I would never forget. I’d fallen on my butt during an attempted ski run off Trumpet Hill. Will was always the better skier, but I was determined to keep up. I’d been climbing to my feet to give it another shot when he swooped down; his face was red from the cold, his expression joyful. He’d been so full of life during that trip! It had been such an exciting trip.

I miss you, Will.

“For richer, for poorer. In sickness and in health. Until death do us part. I want us to say that. Together. Standing in a church with people watching.”

That had been his way of proposing to me. And then he pulled the ring out of his parka pocket. Imagine skiing down the slope with an expensive ring in your pocket? I thought it was the craziest thing I’d ever seen...until he dropped down on one knee in the snow. And then we were both on the ground and I was crying, Will was laughing, and there was a ring on my finger.

Yes, we were comfortable, but we hadn’t decided on where we would live permanently. Will didn’t seem to think establishing a residence was all that important. I disagreed, but we did eventually agree on a nice apartment. What was meant to be a temporary fix became our permanent situation, and then he was gone. Will and I didn’t even make it to our first anniversary.

For richer, for poorer.

He had an income, I had an income, and there wasn’t much discussion beyond that. Not after our brief blowup about where to live. Naturally, I wanted to stay close to home. Close to Mira. Imagine my surprise to learn that there was not just a family inheritance but a castle.

A castle that Will never wanted me to see.

I had the keys to the place in my purse. The property manager wanted to meet me there to give me the official tour, but I rejected that idea. I wanted to make my maiden voyage alone without anyone rushing me through it or burdening me with details I wouldn’t remember. Ever since I learned about my late husband’s secret past, I was obsessed with coming here. Not because I fancied living in a musty old castle but because of the dreams. Not like Mira believed. The very specific and disturbing dreams led me to investigate the place.

Those dreams played out several nights a week and felt so real. Coming to Fayette Castle became an obsession, but now I was here. I could see the gate from the road. There were two brick columns out front with a metal fence on either side. The gates were standing open as if the house was expecting me, but I couldn’t quite see the house yet. I held my breath as I turned off the road and into the welcoming drive.

It was a beautiful day, the perfect day to explore my husband’s secret home. As I pulled in, I noticed the lawns were maintained beautifully. Who was paying for that? My accountant’s brain went into overdrive just thinking about this. Bright green grass left a pleasant aroma in the air. Two maple trees grew on either side of the entrance, just behind each of the brick columns.

Yes, this must be the right place. I could see the sign, a small metal sign with the word “Fayette” scrolled into it just to the left of the pillar. I eased up the drive slowly so I could take in every moment of this experience.

Don’t get yourself worked up, Monica. This might just be a dilapidated mansion. A forgotten family home that nobody wanted.

Or it could hold the answers to my husband’s secret life. The driveway was on a slight incline, making it impossible to see the castle from the road. I allowed the rental car to creep forward and found myself catching my breath as I crested the hilltop.

Oh my gosh. This really was a castle.

Clearly, this place was built for pure folly, for showing off to your rich friends, but it had to have been built with serious bank. This castle wasn’t nearly as old as the ones you might find in Europe, but there’s no doubt that the builders took inspiration from those beautiful examples. It was three stories tall and made of lovely brown stones in varying shades. Weathered and clearly old, the building was enormous, especially after my living life in a cottage and an apartment. The center segment jutted out further than the rest of the adjoining parts. On the sides of the focal section, there were two wings and an extension of the left wing. The windows were equally stunning, with colored stained glass above the main entrance.

Oh, it must be lovely inside.

There were only a few trees in the front yard, nothing to obstruct the view of the rich-looking wood doors. Yes, it was massive, like something you’d see across the pond, not here in Virginia. Who would build a castle out here? It was a beautiful place, despite the menacing gargoyles perched on either side of the entrance. There were roses everywhere, but there were very few blooms for the time of year. I know the roses were blooming at Mira’s, which was only two states over. But then again, what did I know?

As I came to a stop, I spotted a shiny silver car at the side of the castle. The sight of two modern vehicles in the driveway quickly killed any romantic, gothic visions I might summon. No galloping horses or wispy ghosts here at Fayette Castle. Just beyond the silver vehicle was another smaller building. Must be the old stables. Had the property manager decided to ignore my request? I wasn’t in the mood to do a lot of socializing at the present moment, and I had the keys in my possession. What was the purpose of her coming when I asked her not to? Turning off the vehicle, I reached for my purse and the keys to Will’s family home. How odd to think of Will growing up here, being a part of this scenery. He just wasn’t the man I knew. Fayette Castle appeared so austere, so formal, despite the perky potted plants and the occasional smattering of roses.

As I stepped into the gray shadows of the castle, I felt underdressed. One should never come to a castle wearing anything less than their Sunday best, but I didn’t think I’d be seeing anyone here. No one was supposed to know I was here.

Except for Will.

Help me...

Yes, I’d very clearly heard him in the dream, in all my terrible nightmares of crashing vehicles. I took a deep breath and shook away the unexpected feeling of dread. I didn’t dread this, I wanted this. Coming here had been entirely my idea. As I approached the heavy wooden door, I noticed that it stood open. Huh. I swear that it was closed just a few seconds ago. Maybe I was wrong? But who would leave the door to a great big castle open? I froze on the bottom step as I watched the door ever so slightly open wider. I felt like a deer in headlights, unable to move or turn away from whatever would emerge from that door. But there was nothing. Nobody was there.

“Hello?” My voice echoed before me as I pushed the door open the rest of the way and stepped inside. I hadn’t thought to ask if there were any caretakers on the property. Clearly, somebody had been taking care of the lawns, so it made sense that someone would be in the castle taking care of things. But there’d been no mention of anyone.

“Hello? My name is Monica Jernigan. I’m Will’s wife,” I said a bit louder now. “Hello?” I was immediately struck by the absolute perfection of the place. The lobby or foyer, whatever you would call the front room of a castle, was open to the second floor with a grand sweeping staircase. This wasn’t a staircase like the kind you would see in an old plantation home. Although it was beautiful, the entrance to the steps was discreetly positioned to the right of the room. It didn’t detract from the view at all. If I had to pick a focal point, it would be the chandelier that hung in the middle of the room.

What a view! There was a room off to the left, which I was sure led to one wing, and another wide-open archway to the right. I didn’t know where to go first. It would be easy to get lost in a place like this without a map. How many rooms did this place have? I hadn’t even thought to bring the description with me. I was usually so good with the details, but this was so overwhelming!

“I was wondering when you were going to arrive,” a warm voice behind me purred. I pivoted around to greet my welcoming party. “You must be Monica.”

“Will?”
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Chapter Three—Monica
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The man who looked like Will shoved something in his pocket and then extended his hand to me. “My name is Max. Max Pierce. Did I startle you? I’ve been told that I move like a cat burglar, but I didn’t think I was that stealthy.” He grinned at his attempt at a joke. I was still reeling from his resemblance to my late husband.

“I don’t know about all that, but you certainly got the jump on me. It’s a good thing you’re not a cat burglar. I called out a few times but didn’t hear anyone. You didn’t hear me?” Even though I was shaking internally, I was determined to keep my cool.

Max stepped closer to me, and as he stepped into the light, I could see that there were subtle differences between him and my Will. Max’s eyes were slightly wider apart and his lips a tad fuller. Brawny is the word I’d use to describe him, where Will had been athletic and graceful. I’d say Max had an inch or two on Will, but the resemblance was remarkable. “I don’t mean to be rude, but you remind me of someone.”

“Will, right? We used to get that a lot. That seems like a hundred years ago.” Max’s words gave me chills.

A hundred years ago...

“You used to live here? So, you are related to Will Jernigan?”

“Yes, welcome to Fayette Castle.” Max closed the door and led me to the room he’d exited from a few seconds ago. It was a living room of sorts, only larger, much larger, with wood paneling, expensive-looking light fixtures, and furniture that looked like it had never been sat upon.

“Cousins. We were cousins. You and I have never met, but I have heard a lot about you. Good things, all good things. I’m sorry about Will. He was a good kid. The three of us used to be inseparable, but life has a way of pushing you away from the people you care about the most.” He went silent and thoughtful for a moment as I took a seat in a nearby chair. I continued to clutch my purse. “Robert and Will are both gone. It’s just me.”

“He was a good man,” I agreed with him. “I could never think of Will as a child, not by any stretch of the imagination. Pardon me for saying this, but I was under the impression that the place was empty. Do you live here? Cheryl, the property manager, didn’t mention anyone was living in the house. And Will’s attorney assured me that Fayette Castle was empty.”
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