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      “This probably isn’t good.”

      Keira, standing outside her burnt cottage, stared at the small, neatly addressed letter she held in both hands. The note had been left for her on her front step, resting against the lightly charred wood of the door, its envelope blank.

      She turned to look at the scene around her. A low stone fence formed the boundary of the cottage’s front garden. Beyond that, mist flooded the earth. Gravestones rose out of the ground, crooked and cracked and discoloured from age, but they became scarcely more than vague, grey forms as the fog wrapped around them.

      Keira felt for the muscle inside her head, just behind her eyes, that controlled her second sight. It ached faintly when she pulled on it, but additional shapes came into focus, like she’d lifted a veil.

      Figures appeared through the fog. They were white and ethereal—not quite real and not quite solid—as though they had been made out of the condensation itself. The only part of them that had any colour were their eyes. Those were pitch-black.

      Some of the shapes were so clear that Keira could see the creases around their mouths and the dirt under their fingernails. Others were so faint they were barely more than a shimmer. There were dozens of them. They were Blighty Cemetery’s ghosts.

      That was her gift—if gift was even the right word—to see the dead.

      She didn’t know where the gift had come from or much else about who she’d been before she arrived in Blighty. She remembered waking in the forest outside of town and being hunted by unknown men, but nothing before. Figuring out who she’d been—and why and how she could see the dead—was turning out to be more complicated than she’d expected.

      Keira lifted the note for the spectres. “Did anyone see who left this?” she asked, a joking smile twitching over numb lips. As expected, there was no answer. Her ghosts weren’t especially chatty. A few heads turned at her voice, but others strode away, vanishing entirely. “Right. Didn’t think so.”

      A haze of blue canvas was visible near the forest’s edge. That was her temporary home. Technically Mason owned the tent, but he’d lent it to her while she made her actual home habitable again. She’d woken just at dawn, which meant the note must have been delivered during the night. And they’d been discreet about it. Keira had gotten good at detecting when strangers were entering her domain, even when she was asleep.

      She looked back down at the message, frowning, then pushed the cottage door open.

      Her home—the groundskeeper’s cottage lent to her by the town’s kindly pastor—had suffered an arson attempt from a doctor with a grudge. The damage could have been a lot worse, all considered. One of the windows was broken, but Keira had already taped cardboard over it. A healthy layer of soot hung across all surfaces. Some of the floorboards and fixtures were damaged, but the cottage’s walls were made of stone, and they could be restored with some aggressive scrubbing. She’d already made a start on one.

      A small dark shape flitted past her ankles. Keira glimpsed the swish of a tail and called, “Hey, Daze.”

      The small black cat sent her a frenzied, wide-eyed glance. She held a dead leaf in her jaws: the mighty hunter returned victorious. Keira barely had time to chuckle before Daisy slipped beneath the bed and vanished into the shadows.

      Keira opened a can of cat food and served it up for when Daisy grew hungry, then grabbed a handful of biscuits for herself. She chewed her way through them as she stared at the message in her hand.

      So what am I going to do about this?

      She needed a second opinion. Keira unplugged her mobile from the kitchen counter. It was an outdated flip model with an abysmal battery and only a few numbers programmed into it, but it worked fine as a lifeline to the outside world. She selected Zoe’s name and pressed to dial.

      The call was answered on the first ring. “Keira, bestie, light of my life, it is a joy to hear from you this morning.”

      “Same to you,” Keira said. She was more grateful than she’d expected to be to hear her friend’s voice. “Sorry, I know it’s early.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. I have a new bonsai tree on a strict watering schedule and I had to get up for that. But what’s got you in a chatty mood at such an unmerciful hour?”

      “Ah.” Keira glanced down at the note. “Someone left a message outside my door this morning. I wanted to get your thoughts on it.”

      “That sounds like something we should meet over. I’ll see you in a second.”

      The phone beeped as the call was disconnected. Keira barely had time to frown at the display before the cottage’s door slammed open. She flinched.

      “He-e-e-y,” Zoe crowed, leaning through the doorway. Early morning light glanced over her cropped black hair and emphasised the mischief in her eyes as she grinned.

      “Okay.” Keira let herself slump with relief. “You meant literally in a second.”

      “It was too good of an opportunity to pass up.” Zoe stepped inside and a taller figure followed: Mason, doctor-in-training, his dark brown hair brushed back from his face. “We were on our way here when you called.”

      Mason raised a hand in greeting. “Sorry. We weren’t sure if you’d be awake yet.”

      “Yeah, but we figured this was worth disturbing you over.” Zoe held up a sheet of paper, and Mason mimicked the motion, showing a note of his own. “You weren’t the only one to get a message.”

      Keira felt a sinking in her stomach. She laid her own note out on the table, and the others gathered around as they did the same. The contents, handwritten in formal cursive, were identical save for the name at the top. Keira’s said:

      Ms. Keira,

      You are cordially invited to dinner at the Crispin Estate this evening, Wednesday, at 6:00 p.m.

      Please attend  Farrier Street, Blighty. The gates will be left open.

      Sincerely,

      Dane Crispin

      “So,” Zoe said, folding her arms as she looked down at the three notes. “It’s pretty safe to say we’re going to get murdered if we go, right?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Keira said. “Definitely.”

      Mason made a faintly unhappy noise but didn’t argue.

      Keira had met Dane Crispin once before. Descended from the wealthy family that had founded the town and then fallen from grace during a scandal, Dane was now the sole heir still living in Blighty. He occupied a crumbling mansion outside of town and was notoriously unwelcoming to visitors.

      A woman had been murdered on the estate, and her ghost had appealed to Keira for help. While trying to untangle the woman’s history, Keira had trespassed onto the Crispin grounds in the dead of night, along with Mason and Zoe. They’d been seen. And then shot at. Keira had been followed through the forest and only managed to keep her life by hiding in the abandoned mill.

      Apparently guessing her thoughts, Mason said, “It might be unrelated to that night. It was dark. Dane shouldn’t have been able to see our faces.”

      Keira chewed on the corner of her thumbnail. “It seems too much of a coincidence, though, doesn’t it? The three of us went onto the estate. The three of us now have these notes. Even if he couldn’t see us, he must have figured out who we were.”

      “How did he even know you were in town?” Zoe asked. She pulled a chair out, sitting on it sideways, apparently unconcerned about getting soot on her sweater and sleek jeans. “He’s not exactly a regular visitor at the pub. Or anywhere, for that matter. Sometimes people go up to the gates to try to catch a glimpse of him wandering around his gardens, but they only really do that to make sure he’s still alive.”

      Mason tilted his head. “When you say people, you’re mostly talking about yourself, right?”

      She grinned up at him. “Yep.”

      “He really must be isolated.” Keira traced a finger over the message. The paper was old, yellowing around the edges, and the words’ ragged lines and tiny splatters told her it had likely been written with a fountain pen and an ink well. “This could have been teleported out of the eighteenth century.”

      “Everything about this note is amazing,” Zoe said, ticking off on her fingers. “The formality. The way he gives you his address as though it’s possible to miss the biggest house in town. The absolute class he displays by keeping his threats of violence veiled.”

      “We don’t know that he actually wants to harm us,” Mason said, arms folded. He made a faint, disgruntled noise. “It’s just…an uncomfortably high probability.”

      “And it leaves us with an important question.” Zoe took a deep breath. “With the full knowledge that we’re most likely never leaving the Crispin Estate alive, do we attend?”

      “I feel like the answer to that should be obvious.” Mason looked from Zoe to Keira. “Please tell me it’s obvious.”

      Keira rubbed the back of her neck. “I think I should go.”

      “Yes. Hell yes.” Zoe pumped a fist, a victorious smile lighting her face. “No one has seen inside that house in decades. What’s he hiding? How many skeletons are in there? Death is a fair price to pay for a glimpse behind its doors.”

      Mason only sighed.

      “From my perspective, if he wants to meet me, I can’t reasonably avoid him.” Keira shrugged. “He left the note outside my cottage. That means he knows where I live. And, well, I’d rather face him directly than have him sneak up on me in the middle of the night or something.” She glanced at Mason. “That’s my choice, though. I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to stay home.”

      He grimaced. “If you and Zo are going, I’ll come too. It seems less awful than the thought of trying to form a vengeful mob when you inevitably fail to return home by morning.”

      “Friends that stick together…” Keira gestured vaguely. “Die together, I guess?”

      “I believe that’s how the saying goes.” Daisy had appeared and wove between Mason’s legs, purring. He bent to pick her up and cradled her gently as he scratched her head. “It sounds like it will be a proper dinner party. I hope Dane Crispin is a good cook.”

      Zoe inhaled sharply as her face lit up. “I’m going to wear my fancy black dress. I’ll look so cool when I’m being stabbed to death.”

      “I will also be wearing my best clothes,” Keira said. “You remember the sweater with the bug-eyed cat face on it?”

      “Ooh, good choice. He’ll love it.”

      “He’d better. I’m overdue for laundry and it’s all I’ve got.”

      Zoe chuckled, leaning back in the chair, one arm thrown over its back. “D’you want to borrow an outfit? I’m sure I’d have something I could alter to fit you—”

      Keira waved a hand. “Don’t worry. The cat sweater’s part of my identity by now. If Dane Crispin wants to chop me up with an axe, I’m at least going to be comfortable while it’s happening.”

      “You’re both way too calm about this,” Mason muttered.

      “Eh.” Keira shrugged. “I’ve cheated death plenty in the last couple of weeks. Might as well go for one more round.”

      “Let’s meet up at the fountain,” Zoe said. “Say, five forty or thereabouts. We can walk up to the house together.”

      Mason clicked his tongue. “Zoe, that reminds me. You said you wanted to meet up today regardless of the invitation, right?”

      Zoe’s eyes lit up. “Oh, yes. And you’re going to love the reason for it. Keira, I think I have a lead on the people who’ve been hunting you.”
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      “So you remember how I offered to ask around with some of my contacts in case they had any clues about the logo you saw on that van?” Zoe asked. “But then you decided that we should put that on pause because it was vitally important that we hike through a mercy-forsaken forest in search of clues to help us kill a serial killer who was already dead?”

      “Gerald Barge, yes.” Keira folded up Dane’s letters and pulled out a seat so that she could face Zoe. Mason carefully lowered himself into a chair of his own, with Daisy purring furiously in his arms.

      “Well, I finally got back to the main project and made some progress. There’s a guy I know from an obscure forum who’s super into corporate conspiracies. He’s hard to reach, though. He has, like, five phone numbers and if you call the wrong one, he’ll basically go into hiding for most of a week. And the correct number changes any time an unfamiliar car parks in his street. So. You could say he’s a little paranoid.”

      “Maybe a little,” Keira conceded.

      “Anyway, I got lucky and managed to get through to him.” Zoe reached into her pocket and wrestled out several tightly folded sheets of paper. She spread them out on the table. “Check this out.”

      The first page was a photocopy of the drawing Keira had made. She’d created it after visiting a hospital with Adage, the pastor, and finding the mark on a van parked outside. None of her memories from her time before arriving in Blighty had survived…but she’d recognised that symbol. It had filled her with dread and deep, deep loathing.

      The mark was comprised of a hexagon made of thin, curling leaves. There had been no company name attached. Keira had drawn the mark as accurately as she could from memory, but neither Mason nor Zoe had been able to recognise it.

      “So he thinks he’s found a match.” Zoe unfolded another sheet of paper and laid it out beside the first.

      “That’s it,” Keira said, sick horror rising through her like a nest of cold snakes writhing towards her throat.

      The image on the second sheet of paper was made of low-resolution black lines on a white background. The edges were pixelated, suggesting it had been enlarged. It was an almost perfect match for the logo she’d drawn.

      As she stared at the new image, she could feel cold, dead memories stirring in the back of her mind. She knew the logo. Almost too well. She hated it. She feared it. But as she reached for the memories, they blinked out again, vanishing back into her subconscious.

      She tore her eyes away from the papers as she turned to her friend. “What is it? Who are they?”

      Zoe’s smile was thin lipped and sad. “The group goes under the name of Artec. That’s all I know about it so far.”

      “Artec…?” There was something there. Just like the image, the name sparked a distant familiarity that Keira couldn’t quite catch. “Do they have a website? Are they a business or government or…?”

      “They’re a publicly traded company.” Zoe tapped the paper. “That’s where Mr Toast recognised the icon from: the stock market.”

      “Sorry.” Mason flicked a hand up. “I know this is too important to interrupt, but…Mr Toast?”

      “I met him on an anonymous forum, okay?” Zoe shrugged. “He’s way too nervy to tell me any personal info. Apparently he secretly had a legal name change a few years back and now not even his parents know his real name. Everyone online just calls him Mr Toast.”

      “Right, sure.” Mason returned to stroking Daisy, who was halfway to melting off his lap. “That’s not weird at all.”

      “Anyway.” Zoe glared at Mason before continuing. “Mr Toast doesn’t trade, but he likes to watch the stock market. Especially smaller companies. And he came across Artec a while back, and his curiosity got sparked by how little information they have online. They’ve been active for four years but have no website. No social media presence. Even their company description is a string of nothingness.”

      Zoe unfolded the third and final sheet. It was a print out of Artec’s registration. Under description it simply read A midsized, publicly traded company in the renewable energy sector.

      “That’s as far as I’ve gotten,” Zoe said. “Mr Toast is trying to dig up some more info on his side, but last time I spoke to him, he said he saw a plane flying at the wrong altitude so I wouldn’t be surprised if we didn’t hear from him for a while.”

      “Okay,” Keira managed.

      “Every trail I’ve tried to follow so far has led me to a dead end. Their registered address doesn’t exist. Their CEO is listed as—get this—John Doe. No phone number. Reverse image searches for the logo don’t bring up any results. I can’t even find any employees, past or present.”

      “Well, at least we know we’ve found the right company,” Mason said. “There’s no way they would be so secretive if there wasn’t something they wanted to hide.”

      “Exactly my thoughts.” Zoe took the papers back and folded them up. “The bit in their bio about them being a part of the renewable energy industry might be another false lead, but it’s what I’m going to focus on next—see if I can find anyone in the industry who’s heard of them before. I’ll keep you posted.”

      “Thanks,” Keira said. “It’s kind of hard to protect yourself from an unknown threat when you’re not even sure where they’re coming from.”

      “Or what they want,” Mason said. “I’m having trouble seeing how your ability to speak with the dead would be a threat to a renewable energy company.”

      “Maybe I was super into fossil fuels in my life before Blighty?” Keira shrugged. “Nuke the whales, burn down the forests, convert the marshlands to shopping malls. And etcetera.”

      Zoe laughed as she stood. “Bestie, you’ve got way too much internalised anxiety for that kind of life. No, I have a theory of my own. This Artec company is doing something they desperately need to hide. Something so big they’re willing to kill to keep it buried. And maybe that’s the key. Maybe they have already killed over it.”

      The implications clicked into place, and Keira frowned. “Killing someone with unfinished business would leave a spirit.”

      “A spirit who knows too much,” Zoe said, approaching the kitchenette window and gazing through the fogged glass. “And the secrets would have died with them unless they found a way to reach you. You’re the dead’s only link to the living world.”

      Keira chewed the idea over. It was the most plausible theory they’d come up with yet. It still didn’t help her much, though. If a ghost had really tried to pass on secret knowledge to her, it had been lost along with all of her other memories.

      She was fairly sure, if she could just get closer to the company behind the twisting-leaf logo and the skull-mask men she’d seen, she could pull the lost memories back. But that was easier said than done. Especially when every shred of prudence left in her said she needed to stay as far away from them as possible.

      “I’m going to kick this toxic can a bit farther down the road,” Keira said, rising. “In the meantime, who wants breakfast?”

      The three of them jostled around the kitchenette, frying eggs and slotting bread into the soot-tinged toaster. Then they brought their plates outside, shivering slightly against the cold. They ate while sitting on the edge of the low stone fence and watching early-morning light cut through the bare tree branches and slice into the lingering fog.

      “Are they any ghosts hanging about?” Zoe asked through a mouthful of heavily buttered toast, her heels tapping against the stone.

      Keira opened her second sight. The hazy shapes bled into view. None had come close to her cottage, but they weren’t trying to hide either. “Yep.”

      “Nice.” Zoe’s grin was ferocious. “Breakfast in a haunted graveyard has to be the most metal thing I’ve done in my life, and that’s pretty high praise considering I went through a punk phase.”

      Keira laughed. “I still can’t believe you’re both so willing to take my word on it.”

      Mason had his head tilted back, apparently enjoying the thin sun on his skin. “We all felt something when we had that brush with the shade in the forest. And even if we hadn’t…well…”

      “You’re a shocking liar,” Zoe supplied. She tilted her slice of toast in Keira’s direction. “You think you’re good at hiding stuff, but it shows all over your face.”

      “Oh no,” Keira groaned, hunching forward.

      “Don’t worry, the ghosts can’t hurt me,” Zoe mimicked. “And then six hours later we watched you face-plant straight into the ground when a cranky spirit got hold of you. You’re just lucky we like you so much; otherwise we wouldn’t put up with half your nonsense.”

      Mason had started laughing and didn’t seem able to stop. “Sorry,” he managed between gasping breaths. “But it’s the truth.”

      The laughter was infectious, and Keira couldn’t help herself from joining in. Daisy, attracted by the noise, appeared through the fog. She approached them at a calm trot, gazed up at Zoe with huge amber eyes, then darted forward and snatched the last of the buttered toast from her hand before turning and fleeing.

      “No!” Zoe called, arms outstretched theatrically. “Bring my toast back, hellion!”

      But Daisy had already disappeared back into the fog, a flick of her tail the last sign of her.

      They cleaned up from breakfast. Zoe had a shift at the grocery store that morning and left reluctantly. Mason stayed a little longer, though, helping wash out some of the cupboards where soot had managed to creep inside. By the time they walked back outdoors, the mist had thinned as the sun warmed the ground.

      “You’re really not scared about tonight, are you?” Mason asked.

      “About Dane?” His features flashed behind Keira’s eyes. Dane—gaunt, ferocious, his hair greasy and long, the rifle held in the crook of one arm. She blinked, then shook her head. “I really don’t know what to think. If he wanted to hurt us, why go to the effort of the invitations? If he never leaves his estate, how did he know where I live? And if he didn’t see our faces on the night we trespassed, why is he contacting us?” She raised her hands in a broad shrug. “At this point, the curiosity’s outweighing the nerves.”

      “Ha. Fair enough.”

      Mason was smiling, hands thrust into his long coat’s pockets as he examined the field of sickly shrubs and leaning grave markers around them, but a tinge of unease lingered behind his eyes.

      “I meant what I said earlier,” Keira added. “You shouldn’t feel pressured to come just because Zo and I are.”

      His smile seemed slightly more genuine. “I appreciate that. I’ll still be there, though. We’ll all be safer if the three of us stay together. And, I have to admit, I’m curious. Why does he want to talk to us, and why can’t it be conveyed in a letter?”

      “That’s what I want to know too. I’ve been joking about certain death, but Dane must want something, and it has to be important if we’re going to be allowed into a house that never has visitors.” Keira paused, then nudged Mason. “Thanks for staying with me, by the way. It’ll be nice to have your company.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      For a moment they stood, their shoulders nearly touching, as they watched Daisy stalk insects through the long grass. Then Mason drew a deep breath, filling his lungs, and let it out in a sigh.

      “Considering this might be your last day on earth, do you have any plans?” he asked.

      “Mm.” Keira gazed across the ocean of gravestones. “Well, technically, I’m still on duty as the graveyard’s groundskeeper. Otherwise, it’ll be cleaning, mostly. If I can keep up my pace, I should be able to make the place habitable enough to give you your tent back by tomorrow.”

      Mason glanced towards the one-room cottage. “You’re welcome to it for as long as you like, though I’m sure you want your home back too. We should replace the mattress. I don’t think you’re supposed to keep them once they’ve been fire damaged.”

      Keira wrinkled her nose. “It’s really not that bad.”

      “It is, and we both know it.” Mason’s smile was warm. “My parents have a guest room in our house, but they’re away so often that it never gets used. You can have the mattress from there. It’s virtually brand-new, which is more than can be said for the current one.”

      The thought was desperately tempting. She’d examined her mattress the previous day, and the smell alone made her think she’d prefer to sleep on the floor. But Keira was already hyperaware of how much she’d imposed on her friends and their generosity. “Mattresses are expensive, though—”

      “Good thing this one doesn’t have a price tag.” Mason stepped past her, grinning. “Did you want it today or tomorrow?”

      “It’s way too much—”

      “And it’s gathering dust where it is. Seriously. It’d be a waste not to use it.”

      She smiled. “Okay. Thank you, Mason. Sincerely. Let’s move it tomorrow; that will give me a chance to clean the house, so I don’t get it sooty the moment it comes through the door.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Mason moved through the opening in the stone fence. “I guess I’ll see you tonight, then, at the fountain.”

      “It’ll be a proper date with death,” Keira said. “And I think I’m actually looking forward to it.”
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      Shortly after five, Keira left her cottage, closing the door securely behind her. She wore the demented cat sweater, as promised, with a beanie that didn’t match in the slightest. That was one benefit of having a wardrobe made entirely from church donations: she had a good excuse to wear bad fashion.

      The sky was a steely kind of overcast that threatened rain later. Keira pulled a jacket over the sweater and hiked its collar up to protect her throat, then set out into the graveyard.

      Blighty Cemetery was old. While modern graves dotted the space—most of them closer to the small, stone church near the road—the bleak ground held graves dating back hundreds of years. The stones were cracked and worn, many of them listing, some so faded that the names were no longer distinguishable.

      They didn’t end at the clearing either, but spilled into the trees surrounding them. Keira still hadn’t found where the markers ended, only that they spread farther than she was comfortable thinking about.

      Her own cottage was tucked between the graveyard and the trees. She liked it there; it was sheltered from sight, and very few visitors came that far. Neglect was apparent in the areas around it, though. Adage, the pastor who had offered Keira the cottage, tried to keep the graveyard maintained, but it was more than he could keep up with.

      It was technically Keira’s job now. Adage knew about her ability to see the dead. He’d offered her the cottage and a small allowance to speak to the spirits there and move them onto the next life if and when she could. As far as the town was aware, though, she was a groundskeeper. She supposed she’d better start keeping some grounds to make the story convincing.

      That will have to be a tomorrow job. Assuming I’m getting a tomorrow. The light was beginning to fade. She moved through the cemetery, carefully weaving around the plots so she wouldn’t step on any graves. She pulled on the muscle that opened her second sight and smiled as the vague forms appeared around her.

      The spirits were still standoffish…but less than they had been. Trust wasn’t something that could be earned overnight.

      She was doing her best to learn the spirits’ names, but it was painstakingly slow work when they weren’t always visible and didn’t always stand near their grave markers. She knew a few, though.

      “Marianne!” she called, raising a hand in greeting towards a small, sickly looking spirit whose wispy hair was tied down with a shawl. Marianne stared back at her, the blank, dead eyes unreadable. Keira kept moving.

      An enormous statue of an angel blocked her path. Decades of rain had left tracks running from its folded wings and over its face. They bled from its closed eyes, looking uncomfortably like tears. Keira skirted around it and pulled up short. A man stood in her way. Rags were tied around his hands and across his eyes. Based on his clothes, she thought he might have been from the early nineteen hundreds. He’d died blind, but his head turned to track Keira’s motion as she approached.

      “Hey,” Keira said. “I haven’t met you before. Which grave’s yours?”

      He faced her, seeming to stare at her despite the weaving strips of cloth circling his face, then he faded, vanishing into the mist.

      “Cool. We’ll catch up again later.” Keira thrust her hands into her pockets.

      The spirits couldn’t always control how long they were visible. Some were strong and could stay present almost constantly, but others were weaker and faded within minutes. They’d be back—sometimes hours or days later—but they seemed to need to gather energy before they could manifest again.

      The mist seemed to make it easier for the ghosts to appear. Possibly because their forms were made out of something vapour-like. Foggy mornings and rainy days saw her graveyard light up with spirits.

      Two small spirits ran from between listing monuments—children. They darted as they played some kind of unfathomable game, mouths open in laughter that Keira couldn’t hear. They passed behind another gravestone but didn’t come out the other side.

      One other familiar spirit was near Keira’s path. The steely Victorian-era ghost stood facing the trees, her chin lifted high, her wrinkled hands folded on top of the ornate cane she carried with her. She was one of the brightest spirits in the graveyard. Her high-collared dress flowed in a breeze Keira couldn’t feel. Grey hair was tied up at the back of her head. She showed no acknowledgement as Keira drew near, not even a twitch of her tightly pressed, creased lips.

      “How’re you doing today?” Keira asked, hopping from foot to foot to keep her legs warm against the growing chill. “Anything interesting happening?”

      She knew she wouldn’t get an answer. She never did. But despite the Victorian woman’s apparent indifference, she’d helped Keira once before. And Keira would never not be grateful for that.

      “I’m heading into town,” Keira continued. “I guess I’ll see you later tonight, or maybe tomorrow. Your gravestone’s overdue for a clean, yeah? Don’t let me forget.”

      The spirit blinked once, very slowly, still without looking at Keira.

      “Great. Good talk.” Keira hitched her jacket slightly higher and stepped around the woman’s massive, ornate monument. Ahead, the rectory appeared through the mist, its shingles catching flecks of gold in the fading light. Adage already had his lights on, and distant tunes floated from a scratchy record player. As she rounded the building, she found the pastor pulling weeds from the ground surrounding his front step.

      “Hi!” she called.

      “Keira!” Adage straightened, dusting his hands on his knees, a smile lighting his gentle face. He wore one of his trade cardigans, the sleeves rolled up. “How are you this early evening?”

      “Oh my gosh,” she said. “I’m mostly just grateful that at least one person around here answers me when I say hello.”

      “The dead aren’t great conversationalists, I take it.” Adage nudged his spectacles slightly higher on his nose as he joined her at the edge of the driveway.

      She gestured vaguely at the cemetery behind them. “They’re not exactly clamouring for attention. I guess I should be grateful for that, anyway. I don’t know what I’d do if I had, like, fifty sets of unfinished business to figure out all at once.”

      “Ask them to form a queue,” Adage suggested. He stretched his back, sighing. “You’re heading out for the evening, my dear?”

      “Yeah. I got invited out to a dinner party somehow.” Keira considered telling him who the invite had come from, but Adage had a tendency to worry, and this was one thing he couldn’t help her with. “I should be back later tonight. Fingers crossed.”

      “Well, that sounds ominous, but I can cross as many fingers as you’d like me to.”

      “Not to make a habit out of being ominous or anything, but…” Keira gave him an apologetic shrug. “If I for some reason never come back, would you look after Daisy?”

      “Of course I will.” Adage squinted at her through his glasses. “But, child, you’re not in any kind of danger, are you?”

      She grinned. “No more than I can handle.”

      “Well, I can add you to my prayers, if you like. I did my rounds this morning and I have a whole list of them. Mrs Mullion’s in the hospital. Edith wants me to pray that her roses will beat Mildred’s in the regional faire. Mildred wants me to pray that a pox will strike Edith—I don’t think I can in good conscience do that one—and Greg wants me to pray that his neighbour’s lawnmower will explode the next time he tries to use it at six in the morning.”

      “People hold grudges in this town, huh?”

      “That’s what happens when a population stays stagnant for so long,” Adage said mildly. “There are feuds going back generations. In some cases, families hate each other but can’t even remember why. I find it keeps things from getting boring.”

      Keira said goodbye and continued along the driveway. It wasn’t quite dark, but the overcast day dampened the world. Ahead, she could see parts of the town where lights were already blinking to life inside homes.

      The driveway wended, flanked by spreading trees, and crossed over a creek before it let onto the main road. Keira turned left, following the familiar path to town.

      Blighty felt like it existed as part of an older world. Most of the buildings were made of stone and had shingle roofs. The stores that formed the town’s centre had hand-painted signs hung above their doors. She rarely saw cars on the streets. She supposed there wasn’t much need for them when the town was small enough that everything important was within walking distance.

      The town was shutting down for the night, with bells above the doors ringing as owners left their businesses. Keira glimpsed Polly Kennard inside the floristry and waved. Polly’s face lit up as she waved back.

      Keira followed the path to the crossroads at the town’s centre. An elaborate fountain created a roundabout at the juncture. Keira was early, but Mason had still beaten her there. He sat on the fountain’s edge, gazing towards the sky.

      “Hey,” Keira said, dropping down to sit next to him. “Have you been here long?”

      “Only a minute.” He stretched his long legs ahead of himself. “I dropped in on Zoe on my way here. She looked like she was dealing with some stuff, but she said she wouldn’t be long.”

      Keira looked towards the corner grocery store where Zoe worked. The lights were still on. She could make out faint shapes moving inside. “I hope she’s okay. She’s had a long shift.”

      “They overschedule her pretty horribly. Can you believe she’s their most reliable employee?” Mason lifted his shoulders into a shrug. “Lots of people underestimate Zo, but she’s actually really good at the things she cares about. She just…works in unorthodox ways.”

      As if on cue, the general store door banged open. A middle-aged woman appeared in the opening, staggering as Zoe physically shoved her out of the store. Keira couldn’t hear their words, but their mouths were moving at a blinding speed as they engaged in some kind of argument. Zoe gave the woman a final shove to get her off the sidewalk and onto the road, then yanked her apron off over her head and vanished back inside the shop. The woman stood there for a beat, scowling, then stalked off in the opposite direction.

      The lights inside the store turned off in quick succession, then Zoe appeared again, slamming the door and locking it behind herself before jogging across the road to reach them. She was decked out in a huge black ballgown and Keira realised, with a mix of incredulity and awe, that Zoe must have worn it through her shift.

      “Sorry, sorry, I know I’m late.” Zoe grimaced as she reached them. “Mrs Keene wanted cat milk. So I showed her the kitten formula in the pet aisle. But, no, she didn’t want milk for a cat. She wanted milk that came from a cat. Kept saying things like, ‘Why do they make milk if we’re not allowed to drink it?’ and ‘You have almond milk. How hard can it be to get cat milk?’ Told me to special order it in. Refused to take no for an answer. Then she asked me if I owned any cats and if I’d ever tried milking them myself.”

      “Ew” was the only thing Keira could manage to say.

      “I swear I have to get out of retail or I’m gonna die.” Zoe dropped her head against Keira’s shoulder and released a low, slow moan muffled by her jacket. “No,” she said after a moment. “I lie. My love of gossip and complaining means I can never truly leave retail without starving myself of material.”

      Keira patted the top of her head. “That’s a heavy burden, but thank you for carrying it. Speaking of starving, are you ready for dinner?”

      “Oh heck yes.” Zoe lifted her head, and she almost looked like a different person. The exhaustion had evaporated into bright-eyed eagerness once again. “The thought of Ol’ Crispy’s mansion is the only thing that got me through today. Let’s go.”
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      As the three of them turned down the road leading to Crispin Manor, Mason cleared his throat. “You’re not planning to call him that to his face, right?”

      “Ol’ Crispy wanted the pleasure of my company this evening.” Zoe flicked a hand carelessly. “He’ll take what he’s given.”

      Mason’s smile came out closer to a grimace. “I know we were joking about dying in Crispin Manor earlier—”

      “You can joke; I make plans.”

      “—but at least let us live long enough to get to dessert. Please.”

      Zoe sighed heavily. “Well, obviously. We’re not missing dessert. I’ll do my best to behave until then, promise.”

      Mason sighed. “Thanks, Zo.”

      “Anyway, I don’t think I should be taking lessons on politeness from you, considering the way you chose to dress yourself.”

      Keira took another look at Mason. He was wearing a relatively low-key charcoal suit and scarf. They looked good on him, accenting his broad shoulders and clean jawline. Zoe, meanwhile, had worn a jet-black ball gown, resplendent with bustle and black lace and elbow-high gloves. While Keira was opting for casual, and Zoe had leaned hard into the elaborate, Mason had chosen something in-between.

      “Huh.” She tilted her head. “We’ve an eclectic group tonight.”

      “Yeah, and it’s kind of a problem.” Zoe pointed to herself. “Hot stuff.” She pointed to Keira and the bug-eyed cat sweater. “Mega hot stuff.” Then she pointed at Mason. “Dumpster fire on wheels. You’re letting the team down, buddy.”

      Mason smiled good-naturedly. “I made the mistake of spending all of my money on textbooks instead of medieval goth cosplay.”

      “Excuse you, Victorian goth cosplay.” Zoe began digging into the folds of her dress. “And it was hardly wasted money. This thing has pockets. Check it out.” She pulled out three chocolate bars. “In case dinner is inedible.” From another fold in the dress she retrieved a small glass bottle with clear liquid inside. “Holy water. Well, holy-ish. I asked Adage to bless it but he said he can’t because he’s a pastor not a priest, so I just told him to shake it up real good. I’ve been holding on to it for years, and I might finally get a chance to use it.”

      “Wow,” Keira managed.

      “That’s not all.” She took out a tightly folded piece of paper and flattened it out for them to see. It read I was murdered by Dane Crispin and all I got was this lousy note. “If things look like they’re going bad, I’m going to eat this really quick so they find it in my stomach during my autopsy.”

      “You truly have covered every eventuality,” Mason said dryly.

      “Not quite. I couldn’t find a way to hide a sword in my dress. But I did bring these.” She drew out three cloves of garlic and passed one each to Keira and Mason. “In case he really is a secret vampire.”

      “Is that a high possibility?” Keira asked.

      “The facts don’t lie. He’s almost never seen during the day. He never leaves that creepy old house. He just plain looks weird. And sure, vampires are allegedly mythical creatures. But I could have said the same about ghosts until you showed up. Vampire isn’t the worst conclusion to draw.”

      “Holy water. Garlic.” Keira frowned down at her clove. “This is starting to feel a lot like we’re bullying a lonely man with a bad sleep schedule.”

      “Dane gave me an entire day to prepare for this dinner party, so that’s what I did. I’m only mildly surprised that neither of you did the same.”

      “Well…” Keira glanced behind herself, afraid there might be someone within hearing distance. The roads were bare; they’d left the town, and the houses were thinning into empty fields. She cleared her throat. “I brought a gun.”

      “You what?” Zoe stumbled before catching herself. “You have a gun? Since when?”

      Keira lifted the corner of her sweater. The grip of a small silver pistol peeked out from her jeans pocket. “You remember how my house caught on fire? That was Dr Kelsey. He was trying to chase me off. And, well, it didn’t work, and he dropped his gun on the way out and never came back for it, so I guess it’s mine now.”

      “This isn’t fair.” Zoe stuffed her garlic clove back into her pocket. “It’s impossible to be cool in this group when you’re around. You just bring out surprises like bam, I can fight; bam, I have a gun; bam, I talk to ghosts.”

      “If it’s any consolation, they were all surprises to me too.” Keira grimaced as she dropped the sweater back over the pistol. “To be clear, I have exactly zero plans to use this. I’m not even sure if I know how. But it might buy us a few seconds if we need to run, understood?”

      Mason thrust his hands into his pockets. A furrow had developed between his eyebrows. “Why was Dr Kelsey trying to chase you off?”

      Keira ran her tongue across her teeth. She’d already shared more than she felt was safe. Shortly after arriving at Blighty, she’d had a run-in with the resident doctor’s son, Gavin. The boy’s steel-cold eyes and the cruel twist to his pale lips had chilled Keira, but that was nothing compared to what she’d experienced when she’d touched him. She’d seen a vision: Gavin Kelsey approaching an older man on the town’s bridge during winter. A terse conversation. Then Gavin pushing the man and watching as he plunged through the ice and failed to resurface.

      Apparently, she could know when someone had killed just by touching them. Another side effect of her gift.

      She wasn’t sure she was ready to share all of that with her friends. It was already weighing on her heavily. She knew Gavin had murdered someone, but she had no way of convincing anyone else. There wasn’t a single piece of evidence she could bring to the police. She couldn’t even lie and say she’d been an eye witness, as the event had happened months before she arrived at town. Gavin walked free and there was nothing she could do about it. She didn’t think it was fair to pass that same burden to anyone else. Not yet.

      On the other hand, she’d spent too much of her time in Blighty lying to her friends. Both Zoe and Mason were watching her, and their expressions were slowly turning from curiosity to concern. She opted for an abridgement. “Long story. But Gavin Kelsey hates me, and now his father does too.”

      “Gavin Kelsey hates everyone,” Zoe muttered. “The little weasel.”

      “A gun, though…” The worry refused to fade from Mason’s face. “If he was willing to pull that on you, what else will he be prepared to do?”

      “I don’t think he’s coming back.” Keira remembered the way his eyes had flashed with pure terror as he’d watched a storm materialise above them and felt the icy touch of spectres pressing in. She doubted Dr Kelsey had an open mind towards the supernatural, but she still thought it would be enough to keep him at bay. For a while. “I can keep myself safe.”

      Slowly, the crease faded from between Mason’s eyes, and he gave her a soft, private smile. “Sorry. I worry. But I should trust you more, shouldn’t I?”

      “A little bit.” She grinned back at him.

      “I suspect we’re all going to have to trust each other a whole bunch over the next couple of hours.” Their walk had slowed, and Zoe turned to face two massive wrought-iron gates ahead of them. “We’re here.”

      The gates were almost invisible under their blanket of ivy. A high stone fence ran along the property’s exterior, along the edge of the road, but it was so overgrown with vines and craggy plants that it was hard to see as well.

      Keira leaned close to the gate and used one hand to lift a matt of ivy away. Through narrow gaps, she caught glimpses of the distant mansion. It was derelict. Dark. The massive building appeared to sag, as though the weight of its history were grinding it into the earth.

      Zoe tilted her head to look at them, her owlish eyes bright. “We’re a couple minutes early. If anyone has any deathbed confessions, now’s the time to share them. Keira, you got any more cool surprises you’re hiding from us?”

      “Uhhh…” She frowned. “I saw a deer outside my tent yesterday.”

      “That’s…it?”

      “It was a cool surprise for me.”

      Zoe sighed. “Okay. Mason. Are you in the mood to unburden your soul? Want to tell us why you dropped out of med school?”

      Something flashed through his eyes, but it was gone before Keira could fully catch it. “Nope.”

      “Really?” Zoe folded her gloved arms as she glared up at him. “Top of your class. Beloved by teachers. Blighty’s one glimmer of hope for our generation. And yet you quit less than a year from graduation. And no one knows why.”

      “Firstly, I wasn’t top of my class.” His smile was unshakable. “I was fourth. And secondly, no, I’m not talking about it. Not right now.”

      Keira couldn’t stop herself from watching him. His familiar smile was firmly in place: calm and steady, the way she’d always known him. But unspoken emotion flickered deep in his eyes. Whatever it was, it looked like it hurt him.

      She’d asked Mason about it once before, but his answer then had been just as noncommittal. Whatever had caused him to drop out, it was something he kept close to his chest. She wanted to believe it was burnout. But she already knew the truth wouldn’t be that simple.

      “Okay, great talk,” Zoe said, deadpan. “Glad we’re now emotionally ready to march into certain doom.”

      “We’re probably going to be fine,” Mason said, and only the uncomfortable tilt to his brows told Keira he didn’t fully believe his own words.

      “Time?” Keira asked, and Zoe pulled an antique fob watch from her pocket, flicked the lid open, and held it up for Keira to read. The hands were stuck at half past twelve. Keira squinted. “Actual time?”

      Zoe brought out her phone. Its display showed two minutes to six.

      “Right,” Keira said, and reached towards the metal gate. The wrought iron was so stiff and heavily draped with plants that at first it seemed like Dane had left them locked out in spite of his promise. But then the metal began to shift inwards. Rusted hinges screamed as they turned. The bars shuddered under Keira’s fingers, and small leaves and bits of debris fell as the vines were separated. Mason and Zoe joined her, shoving on the metal until it had drawn open far enough for them to move through.

      Keira glanced at both of her friends. They each gave her a firm nod. She took a deep breath, then moved forward, stepping into the ancient Crispin estate.
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