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“Look out below!” Felix shouted with a playful accent, like an old movie star acting out a daring physical feat.

A hard-shelled suitcase tumbled down the loft hatch towards Genny and Gloria, who stepped aside just in time.

“Dad!” Genny laughed. “A little gentler than that please!”

“Honestly Felix, you nearly bowled us over!” Gloria protested, with none of Genny’s amusement.

“Strike or spare?” Felix giggled to himself as he came back down the loft ladder.

“That’s not funny,” Gloria hissed.

She picked up the suitcase from the landing and dusted it off with the sleeve of her jumper, tutting at the cobwebs that flew off.

“Will that do, Genny?” Felix asked his daughter. “Or will I need to get my climbing equipment out again?”

“That’ll do very nicely, Dad.”

“Really, a woman your age should have her own luggage,” Gloria scolded, handing the case to Genny.

“I do!” She insisted. “I just can’t find it with all the building work going on at my place at the moment.”

“Remind me – where are you going?” Felix asked, leading the way back downstairs.

“She’s going to the spa!” Gloria said. “You know that.”

“What spa?” Felix said, rubbing his head as if the action might bring the information back to him.

They followed him through to the kitchen and Gloria immediately set to making them tea with no need to ask if anyone wanted a cup – a decades’ long habit of hers.

“Remy’s friend is making a television programme about Horseshoe Spa – on Horseshoe Island?”

“Oh - that’s just over the water from here!” Felix said.

“That’s what you said the first time she told you,” Gloria said with an exasperated headshake.

“Well anyway, his friend – Rufus – got him two vouchers to stay in the luxury hotel for the weekend to watch the filming and catch-up, so Remy asked me if I’d like to go with him.”

“Luxury hotel, ey?” Felix said. “Golf?”

Genny stifled a laugh. Golf was not a hobby she’d ever enjoyed, but in her parents’ minds, golf at a hotel resort meant ‘fancy’.

“I expect so. And a pool. The island has a long history because of the hot springs. The Romans built a bathhouse there when they inhabited Solent Island.”

“Like Bath,” he replied. “We went there in… 1976 didn’t we Gloria?”

“1978,” she corrected.

“1978… of course.”

Genny tried not to let his recurrent memory issues play on her mind. Her dad had always been bad with names, dates and information (mostly because he was only ever half-listening), but the older she became, the more the feeling grew that her parents were transitioning from older to elderly. She had promised herself not to bother them with questions or suggestions. Not yet, anyway.

If Annabelle were still alive, she wouldn’t have been so restrained. She had kept an eye on all of their health needs, endlessly supplying smoothies and supplements which neither of them had ever taken without her being there to watch them. They had thanked her graciously and then when she’d left, they would sigh and wonder why she worried about them so much.

Sometimes Genny wondered if she should step up and take on Annabelle’s role too. But she couldn’t be two daughters all in one. They would always feel her loss either way.

She had resolved to keep an eye on them. She’d get her parents extra support if and when they needed it.

For now, their retirement in Tippington had been a breath of fresh air for them. They had settled in, made friends and become a part of the local community. Gloria helped Genny with the bakery two days a week, and Felix had started an allotment club at the local community centre.

At first, she had been worried about their move from London, and leaving behind everything they’d had there, but now she realised how silly she’d been. Rather than leaving behind memories of Annabelle in London, they’d preserved happier memories of her as a child on Solent Island. They’d brought their daughters to the island for a dozen holidays when they were little, and Genny knew that thought was a great comfort to them now that Annabelle was gone.

“Was it 1978 we went to Gloucester too?” Felix asked, happily accepting tea and a slice of the carrot cake Genny had brought with her.

“Yes, what a hovel!” Gloria opined as she handed Genny a mug and plate too. “So, this hotel and spa – will you and Remy be sharing a room?”

The salacious implication caught Genny off guard as she blew on the surface of her hot tea.

“What?!” She laughed. “Why do you ask that?”

“No reason!” Gloria said with her hands raised passively. The sentiment was only made more unconvincing by her facial expression.

“We’re just friends,” Genny said firmly. “His TV producer friend suggested he bring someone, that’s all.”

“If you say so,” Gloria shrugged, sipping her tea.

Genny didn’t push the matter any further. She had been back and forth with them about Remy over the past year. Since he’d spent Christmas Day with them last year, her parents had longed for them to be more than friends and colleagues.

Perhaps Genny was longing for that too, deep down. His invitation to go to the spa for the weekend had kindled some repressed hope of hers. She had to remind herself that he didn’t see it like that.

“So, no golf, but there must be nice walks around there,” Felix suggested, taking an overly ambitious forkful of cake into his mouth and chewing it hastily to finish his thought. “The spa must have large grounds.”
“A lake and some gardens, I think,” Genny said. “And some clifftop trails. Not many beaches, just sheer drops.”
“I don’t think you’ll be able to go on many walks,” Gloria chuckled. “Haven’t you seen the forecast? There’s a big storm on the way, hitting Friday night. Storm Nero I think they’re calling it on the news. They said the winds could be 100mph.”
“I did, but they tend to overestimate these storms on the news, Mum.” She was keen to calm her anxious tendencies. The storm was quite usual for autumn on the island. They’d be battered by rain and the winds wouldn’t reach anywhere near the forecast, in all likelihood. “Either way, I’m going to support Remy and his friend, and hopefully to watch the pouring rain from the comfort of a masseur’s table.”
“Well, it sounds perfect,” Felix said with a pointed look at this wife to drop the worrying tone. “Just what you need when you work so hard.”
“I hope so,” Genny said. “A nice quiet weekend. Are you still okay to take Pip for the weekend, Mum?”
“Of course, darling. The cat is in for quite a shock!”


Genny returned to Foxglove Cottage with the suitcase in hand. She had made it out of their house after three cups of tea and two slices of cake feeling rather full of food and love. She was glad to have them so near to her again.

Pip greeted her at the door with a thrashing tail. She had blocked off the living room from the rest of the house with baby gates whilst the builders finished converting the old lean-to into an orangery, something she had wanted to do ever since she first bought the place. She intended to grow fruit and herbs in there as it was the perfect south-facing suntrap, all of which she could use in the bakery.

Seeing as the builders were taking over the cottage with their tools, she’d given in to their idea to extend the second floor with another bedroom and a study. She was starting to regret that now, though she knew she’d be grateful for it when it was done.

Delays had already appeared. Owing to the cottage’s age, the builders were careful to preserve the structure and look, and Genny had given them permission to take the extra time and money needed to maintain those aspects.

She thought for a moment about Mitchell Collins. How long ago it seemed that she’d arrived on Solent Island to find him working on her home, not long before his death. She thought of him with a fond and sad smile and ruffled Pip on the head.

“Sorry, sweetie,” she said. “I didn’t realise I would be out for quite that long.” She looked at her watch. She’d been gone nearly three hours. With a tut at her own tardiness, she reached into the sideboard and brought out Pip’s lead. “Let’s go up to the beach.”

They followed their usual route through Whitebourne, along the river and then over the bridge into Sandhaven Nature Reserve, following the cliffs up towards the lighthouse.

Pip led the way with her usual excitement, barking and pouncing on every autumn leaf that rustled in their direction.

Genny had grown fond of the route, not least because they rarely saw another soul except for a few dog walkers, all of whom she knew by name now. She finally felt like an islander after being an outsider for so long.

When she got up to the old lighthouse, she could make out four figures on the clifftop, each shielding a candle from the lightly falling rain.

As she neared, she could hear the group chanting.

“What on earth are they doing?” Genny asked Pip, who had also spotted the odd group and stuck by her side protectively.

She checked her phone for signal in case she needed back-up and headed up towards them.

“…do not be afraid, join us here…” The chanting caught the wind and drifted towards her.

Three of the group were stood to the right of the lighthouse, each wearing grey sweatshirts with large ghost symbols on their backs. The final man stood to the left, wearing a fedora hat and a leather jacket with a ghost symbol on the righthand breast. A portable wireless speaker was at his feet playing eery music.

“Spirit, hear us now, do not be afraid, join us here.” The man in the hat was leading the chant with a certain youthful charisma. He couldn’t have been any older than twenty-five, with strawberry blonde wispy hair poking out in a ponytail from under his hat.

The others copied him – a woman around Genny’s age with dark brown skin and dyed purple hair, a sickly pale blonde woman in her 30s and a man with badly dyed salt and pepper hair and bright white veneers who was trying to look under 40 but was doing a terrible job of it. The blonde woman quivered with each chant.

They all had their eyes closed, repeating the phrases with such conviction that if the scene wasn’t so ridiculous, Genny might have felt moved by it herself.

The man with the hat ceased the chant and sighed.

“It seems the spirits haven’t answered us this time,” he said. “Let us all open our eyes.”

As they did, each clocked Genny. The blonde woman jumped and huddled into the white-toothed man.

The man in the hat crossed his arms with a grimace.

“You will have to pay if you want to join us,” he said snippily. “£50 for one-time guests.”

“£50?” Genny asked. “For what, exactly?”

She had a good idea what they were doing, but hearing the confirmation would bring her a certain amount of satisfaction and make the story she relayed to Remy later all the funnier.

“The Solent Island Ghost Tour,” the man said. “I’m Barnaby Allan, the guide.”

He moved towards her and produced a leaflet from his jacket, his candle blowing out in the wind as he did. He tutted and relit it as she scanned the information.

“£3000 each for the entire tour!” Genny cracked up as she read the leaflet aloud. “With a guarantee of a ‘ghostly encounter’ or your money back!”

She tried hard to hold back her laughter as the four of them stared at her in annoyance, but she couldn’t help it. She’d met plenty of charlatans like this in London, though never one who made such bold claims.

“That includes food and board at each stop,” Barnaby contested passionately. “All in luxury accommodation. Now if you’ll excuse us, we should get back to-”

He stared at her with a haughtiness that she didn’t appreciate. She gathered herself together and put her hands on her hips as she met the young man’s gaze.

“-How can you make a guarantee like that?” She interrupted him with a provoking raise of her eyebrow.

“It’s simple,” he said, matching her tone. “Every past guest has had a ghostly encounter.”

“Ha!” She said. “And what exactly constitutes a ‘ghostly encounter’? A cold breeze? A door being slammed with fishing wire?”

“Doubt all you like,” Barnaby said. “The guest testimonials on the website speak for themselves.”

The three tour guests were rabbits in the headlights of their conversation, neither confirming nor denying Barnaby’s claims.

Genny looked behind them. The lighthouse stood in the background, the famous red paint just as it had been that night that Michell Collins had been killed, mistaken for someone else.

“Wait…” Genny said with a horrible sinking feeling. “Are you… here because of the murder?”

“In part,” Barnaby shrugged, clearly not as shaken by that idea as he ought to be. “We go anywhere that someone died an untimely or unjust death. They are most likely to still be walking the spirit world.”

“That is… that is abhorrent!” Genny found herself saying, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “Have you no compassion for Mitchell’s family?”

“Mitchell? Was that the victim’s name?” Barnaby said the name without any recognition. “You are completely misconstruing our aim here. We want to help the spirits find peace.”

At that, the three tour guests nodded emphatically.

“If that were true, you wouldn’t be charging money for it,” Genny said to Barnaby pointedly.

His mouth hung open limply.

With a final shake of her head, she called Pip to her and walked back down the cliff path, stopping herself before she said something she’d regret.
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“I’ve heard of these sorts of people,” Remy said, gripping the bottom of his seat as the ferry lurched. He turned the leaflet over in his hands. “They plan a route and stop off at anywhere there was a famous death.”

“Yeah,” Genny said, pushing her hair out of her face as the billowing sea breeze ruffled it. “But in London all the ghosts they talk about have been dead for a hundred years or more, not with relatives still living a few miles down the road.”

“That’s an ethical question,” he mused. “How long ago does a death need to be for public interest to be mere historical interest? Don’t let us forget the true crime podcaster.”

“Oh, yes, I haven’t forgotten him, don’t worry,” she huffed. “I just think it’s wrong. Mitchell’s death was tragic and not that long ago, and this Barnaby Allan is making money off of his death. Surely there has to be a law against that.”

“If there was, you wouldn’t be ranting to me about it, you’d have already submitted a report,” Remy said pointedly. “It’s questionable, unethical and probably skirting around some trading standard guidelines, but standing in a public place chanting with candles isn’t illegal. A naked flame in Sandhaven Nature Reserve is probably the closest you could get to booking them. Risk of wildfire, that sort of thing. If you’re lucky you could get him an ASBO for that. Maybe a fine.”

Genny sighed. She knew he was right.

“If I could just prove that he was charging for an impossible promise… but if the guests truly believe they see ghosts on the tours, who am I to say they didn’t? It wasn’t that long ago that those Victorian girls fooled everyone into thinking they had photographed fairies.”

“The Cottingley Fairies,” Remy said with a smirk. “Some people still believe those are real.”

“Exactly my point.” Genny looked at the leaflet again. “People will believe anything they want to.”

Genny stood up and leant against the railing, looking out over the sea which was slowly burbling beneath them as they made their progress towards Horseshoe Island.

The ferry was at least 50 years old and only took a dozen people over at a time, and at a snail’s pace too. Though the distance from the little wooden dock in Horseshoe Cove to the island was less than a mile, the journey had already taken fifteen minutes.

The island’s details were coming into view ahead of them. At just under 3 miles from end to end, the majority of the island was privately owned by the Selbys, an aristocratic family who had first opened the manor house as a spa and hotel in the 1950s.

They could see from their view on the boat that the beautiful sandstone house and its grounds were the prominent feature on the island, with a small forest to the southwest and scattered houses for the workers on the outer edges of the island.

Once they were on the island, a land train was waiting to take them towards the house.

With only one main road running the course of the island, they arrived in a matter of minutes and were immediately set upon by staff who carried their bags inside.

“This is a bit fancier than I thought it would be,” Genny remarked.

“Well, I wouldn’t take you to a dodgy FirstInn would I?” Remy smirked.

They stood for a moment staring up at the formidable sight of the house. Most of the structure was original to the first erection in the late 1600s, with sandstone walls and wooden beams. A glass conservatory four times the size of Genny’s entire cottage had been built out to the side, extending the spa’s services with a full-sized pool, hot tubs and a sauna. The ancient Roman bathhouse was said to still be underneath the westernmost part of the old wing. At one point in history, it had been exposed to the elements with a roof held up by ornately carved columns, but a previous generation of the Selbys had covered it over to build the house, ignoring the significance of the natural thermal spring.

Its presence could still be felt even from the driveway; some clever architect had built vents, no doubt to stop the house from rotting with the humidity produced by the waters, and gentle plumes of steam rose from each strategically placed grate around the outer walls.

Genny noticed Remy was fiddling with the sleeves of his shirts as they waited to be shown in.

“Nervous?” She asked him quietly.

“Hmm? Me?” He scoffed. “No… well, perhaps a little. I haven’t seen Rufus in… years. A decade, maybe. Isn’t it funny how we lose touch with people?”

“You knew him from school?”

“From the first day of nursery,” he grinned, settling a little as he recounted the memory. “He shared his lunchbox with me. Mum loves to tell that story. We were best friends all the way through primary school.”

“But you lost touch?”

“We went to different secondary schools. We kept in touch over email and social media. We went out for the occasional meal or pint. He went to my brother’s wedding. I went to his cousin’s wedding. That sort of thing.”

“Why do you think he invited you here?” Genny asked.

“I think he wanted to show me that he’s finally made it,” Remy smiled. “All these years his goal was to produce documentaries for the SBC, and now look. He was so excited on the phone. We talked for hours about how he used to make me pretend to be on a TV show with him. It was quite Time Team inspired, I think. We’d dig up his Mum’s flower beds – she wasn’t too pleased about that – and pretend to find ancient ruins. He would always tell me that one day he’d do it for real.”

“That’s so lovely that he remembered that for all of these years and thought to invite you.”

“I was touched when he contacted me,” he agreed. “I just hope it’s everything he wanted it to be.”

“I’m sure it feels like all his dreams have come true,” Genny said with a gentle hand on his shoulder.

A woman appeared from the front doors. Her brunette hair was almost as sleek as her brown pencil skirt. Her shirt was white silk and the pearls around her neck screamed ‘inheritance’ rather than ‘purchase’.

She descended the steps with an outstretched hand and a toothy grin.

“DI Cochran, I presume?” She said, shaking Remy’s hand.

“That’s right,” he said. “And this is my friend Genny Hadley.”

“Wonderful. I’m Rachel Selby, the manager here. We have you in our north wing, if you’ll follow me, please?”

The Selbys actually run the place? Genny thought.

Was it just for the personal touch? She had heard of these old money families having to skimp and turn their houses into wedding venues or B and Bs, but to have the owner actually running the place was not something she’d envisioned.

“We have you in separate rooms,” Rachel explained as she led them through a foyer full of tapestries and portraits and up a polished wooden staircase. “That is right? Separate, not a double room?”

Genny looked to Remy with her mouth hung open.

He seemed to hesitate before hastily answering, “Exactly, yes, that’s right.”

She tried to hide her pink cheeks by following behind him the rest of the way up the stairs.

“The north wing was built by Sir William Selby in 1720 to house his mother Lady Elizabeth Selby away from his boisterous young family in her widowed years. It is widely considered the most impressive for its architecture and the views through the original bay windows in each room.”

Rachel produced the first tarnished golden key from the pocket of her skirt and unlocked Remy’s room.

“The Dowager Suite for you, DI Cochran,” she said. “It was Lady Elizabeth’s bedchamber and library.”

Genny had never seen a more magnificent room. The ceilings were twenty foot high, and the triple aspect bay window ran from almost ceiling to floor, with a beautiful cushioned window seat.

“And the Davenport Suite for you Ms. Hadley. Originally for Lady Elizabeth’s ladies’ maids.”

Genny’s room was no less grand. She sat in the window seat as a troop of staff brought in her bags and looked out towards the sea. The mainland was a shadow on the horizon, shrouded but still there.

“Dinner this evening will be served in the sunroom to make the most of the late summer sunset. Please choose your menu options before 6pm on the card provided.”

“This is incredible,” Remy said, coming into Genny’s room. He thrust his hands into his pockets as if to stop himself from running his hands over the walls and ornate fabrics.

“If you need anything else, telephone down to reception,” Rachel finished.

“Thank you,” Genny said. “When do I book my spa treatments?”

Rachel’s face sank.

“Ah,” she said. “I thought you were told when you booked – with the storm coming, I’m sending all non-essential staff home tonight, for safety. Our masseuse, facialist, yoga instructor and all of our specialised practitioners travel here from the mainland, so we decided to be cautious.”

“Oh,” Genny said, a little taken aback. Remy met her gaze sheepishly. “Well, that does sound like the most sensible course of action. It’s not worth the safety of your staff.”

“I’m glad you agree,” Rachel smiled. “The pool, hot tubs and sauna will all still be available, plus you are welcome to access any of our self-administered treatments.”

“And what do those entail? Coffee enemas?” Remy teased, trying to lighten the mood.

Rachel’s tolerance for humour was clearly a lot lower than theirs, and as Genny stifled a snort of laughter, she looked at them with masked disdain.

“I’ll leave you to get settled,” Rachel said with a final nod.

“Remy!” Genny chided after Rachel left the room. “I don’t think you can use words like ‘enema’ around nobility.”

“I thought it would be fine, she’s certainly already got a stick up her backside,” he said, sighing as he threw himself backwards onto Genny’s bed.

“That’s just what posh people are like,” she grinned. “Don’t get too comfy there, you have your own bed.”

“Yours is softer, I reckon,” he said, bouncing his back up and down on it. “Yes, definitely softer.”

“Well, tough. You’ll be in your horrible hard bed instead,” she teased.

She tried not to imagine what it might be like if he did stay in her bed…

We’re just friends, she reminded herself, for the hundredth time.

He sat up and smoothed down the bed covers as she moved to the wardrobe to hang her clothes. Outside the rain had started to pick up, tickling the windowpane.

“It’s just coming up to 5pm. If we make our dinner choices and then head down to the main hall we might catch the end of filming. Rufus said they’ve spent most of the week doing establishing shots but today they started working with the presenter.”

“Yeah, that sounds great,” Genny said. “I can’t believe we get to be on a real television set. I hope I don’t get starstruck.”

“You? You’re always cool as a cucumber,” he said. “Besides, I think the TV presenter is an old fuddy-duddy professor not Dermot O’Leary.”

“Dermot O’Leary?! That’s who you think I’d get starstruck over?” She chuckled.

“First TV presenter I could think of,” he shrugged. “I met Sandi Toksvig once. She was here on holiday with her family and the house next door had a break-in. I was a gibbering idiot asking her if they’d seen anything.”

“Well, you are a big QI fan,” she pointed out. “Has Rufus worked with any big names?”

“He’s passionate about making history programmes,” Remy explained. “But when he was at university in London, he had a job as a runner on the set of Deal or No Deal.”

“Really?!” Genny laughed. “Did he enjoy that?”

“No, but it was his first job in the industry,” Remy said. “He once told me he didn’t learn that much about working in television, but he did learn that Noel Edmonds really likes tuna sandwiches.”

“Yuck.”

“He’s come so far,” Remy contemplated. “I’m really proud of him.”



The main hall of Horseshoe Spa had been completely overtaken by filming equipment.

Rachel stood at the edge of the room, biting the cuticle on her left thumb as she watched them.

Rufus was easy to spot. His charisma filled the whole room as he swept between the crew members telling them what to do. He was dressed in a bright pink and green striped shirt, round blue glasses and a flat cap on his bald head, framed with a greying ginger beard. Each finger had a different ring, and bold tattoos snaked up his muscly arms.

“…so when Professor Moorhouse starts speaking, I want you to pan from the fireplace to him, okay Tia?”  

Rufus was speaking to a petite woman with mousy blonde hair and dark eyes.

“Okay so hold the shot on the fireplace, pan over to the professor, then we go into the tracking shot when he stands up?” She said.

“Exactly. What do you think about following him through to the old wing with no cut?” He asked her, fingers to his lips with a genuine interest in her opinion.

“No cut?” The woman pondered the suggestion for a moment, staring down at the floor.

“You can be honest with me, Tee,” he said with a warm smile and a hand on her shoulder. “I can see the cogs whirring.”

She turned her face up to him, shedding off the shy hunching of her shoulders, straightening up and saying, “No cut would be difficult. I can’t guarantee it, boss.”

“But we can try it?”

“We can try it.”

“Good,” Rufus said. “That’s the attitude I like to hear.” He addressed the entire room. “Right, let’s get ready for this shot. Oh – look!”

He noticed Remy and Genny hovering by the door.

“Good to see you Rufus,” Remy said as he was pulled into a hug.

The chaos of filming equipment continued in the background, people scurrying from one side of the room to the other.

“Oh, likewise mate, it is so good to see you,” Rufus said. “It’s been too long. And you’ve brought a friend along as I suggested?”

“Hi, I’m Genny.” She extended a hand for him to shake, but he pulled her into a hug too. “Oh!” She said with an involuntary grunt as he gripped her tightly.

“Any friend of Rem’s is a friend of mine,” he said. “Come and meet everyone. They’re a nice bunch.”

He led them over to the crew.

A man in his sixties was sat on one of the worktables, fiddling with a dial on a box and listening intently to one headphone.

“This is Joe, the best sound guy on the island,” Rufus said, slapping him on the back.

The man jumped and dropped the headphones with a disgruntled glare at them all.

“I was trying to check for background noise,” he said.

“Sorry Joe,” Rufus said. “These are my friends, Remy and Genny.”

Joe stared at them awkwardly.

“Nice to meet you,” Remy said after a moment.

“Yeah, sure,” Joe said.

Rufus raised his eyebrows after an awkward pause and tried to go back to his jovial tone.

“I’ll let you get back to work, Joe,” he said. “Can’t let you skive off all day, can we?” He added with a small chuckle. Joe didn’t seem to join in with the joke.

He spun around and led them towards a young man stood nervously by the fireplace.

“This is Noah, my runner,” Rufus said gripping the boy around the shoulders. “Though he’s more invaluable to me than that description might imply.”

“What does a runner do?” Genny asked.

“General dogsbody, right Noah?” Rufus mocked. “No, no, seriously – he’s my right-hand-man. Makes sure everyone’s comfortable, runs errands, replies to emails. He’s the backbone of the production, we’d be lost without him.”

Noah turned pink at the compliment and added, “I’ve only just started this year. I’ve never been on a set before.”

“But he’s doing great,” Rufus insisted. “Right, who’s next – Tia!”

The small woman he’d been talking to when they’d first walked in turned around.

“Yes?” She asked.

“Meet my friends,” he said. “This is Tia, my camera operative. She came with me when I left London for the SBC.”

“What’s the SBC?” Genny asked.

“The Solan Broadcasting Company – the island’s very own publicly funded network. The friendly island TV station,” Rufus explained with a slightly facetious air. He added with a smirk. “Like the BBC but without all the backscratching and palm-greasing.”

“Rufus!” Tia scolded. “Just because we don’t work for them now doesn’t mean we might not want to again in the future.”

“You worked for the BBC?” Genny asked. “That’s amazing.”

“I only did a couple of documentaries with them,” Rufus said. “But when the SBC offered me this, I took it. Much nicer to be home.”

“Plus, the hours at the BBC were really long,” Tia said. “We set our own schedule here, even if the money’s not as good.”

She turned away to go back to setting up for the scene, and Rufus briefly looked embarrassed at the mention of money.

“It’s good to have you back on Solent Island,” Remy said to him, sensing his friend’s discomfort. “I’m so pleased for you – you always wanted to do this kind of thing.”

“This project is a real dream,” he said. “Speaking of which – I really should get back to-”

He was interrupted by a woman on the other side of the room in a trouser suit that didn’t really fit her around her large middle.

“We’re going to lose the light soon, Rufus,” she said gently.

“You’re right as always Allison,” he said to her. “Sorry guys, that’s my assistant, though she’s more like my boss. Please stay and watch and we’ll have dinner together later?”

“Sounds great,” Remy said.

They moved to the window-side of the room, opposite the fireplace. Rachel was still stood by the far wall, watching silently.

A strong gust of wind rattled at the old windows making Noah jump.

“The storm’s on the way,” Genny remarked.

“I don’t think it’ll be as bad as they said,” Remy reassured her. “Probably just a bit of rain and wind.”

“Joe – what can we do about the background noise?” Rufus asked.

“I’m working on it!” He replied testily. “We just had to wait until the storm was coming to film the shots that need sound, didn’t we?”

“Full of sunshine as always, Joe,” Rufus grinned. “Noah – help Joe set up the professor’s mic, will you?”

The professor was sat at a very staged-looking desk just to the left of the fireplace. The dark wood surface was decorated with a pile of leather books, a quill and inkwell and a glass carafe of alcohol, set up neatly next to two tumblers.

His grey hair had been combed over his balding head, and his tweed jacket had been buttoned in an unnaturally tight way which was making him sit upright like a statue.

He looked like a professor from a textbook with every cliché from the suede elbow patches to the pocket watch at this side.

“Professor Jonathon Moorhouse,” Remy told Genny quietly. “Rufus told me he was some great scholar, but I looked him up myself. It seems he was all the SBC could afford – undergrad at Oxford in the late ‘60s but it took him six years and two ‘academic warnings’ to finish his degree, then a PhD from a little-known American university before landing a job in the history department at Solan University in the early ‘80s. He hasn’t published a peer-reviewed historical paper since 1999. These days he mostly writes controversial blog posts and argues with people on social media who question them.”

“Crikey,” Genny replied, keeping her voice low. “That doesn’t sound like someone Rufus would be excited to work on a historical documentary with?”

“No,” Remy agreed. He added in a murmur, “I’m worried he’s pretending things are going better than they are.”

The camera was brought into place, focusing on the fireplace as they had planned.

“Okay, quiet on set,” Rufus said from his position in a chair behind the camera, arms crossed as he watched the monitor. “And action!”

Tia moved the camera across from the fireplace to Jonathon.

He shuffled slightly awkwardly in his seat at the desk and then began reading from the teleprompter in front of him.

“In October 1752, Lord Nicholas Selby brought his young bride home to his ailing widowed mother. His marriage to a suitable young lady was the condition on which he then inherited his father’s estate – Sir William Selby, who had earned his fortune and title as a favourite in the Georgian court - and the newlyweds wasted no time in getting their feet under the table. In the following spring, at the instruction of his new strident wife, Nicholas began construction on the old wing and found a rather exciting secret.”

The professor stood up from the table and Tia prepared to follow him through to the old wing via the door behind them.

“The old wing had largely been untouched over the centuries-” As he continued his speech, the professor tripped on the carpet. “Oh, bloody thing!” He yelled, kicking at it.

“Reset!” Rufus said. “It’s alright Jonathon, take a breath and we’ll go again.”

Genny looked at Remy and they seemed to share the same thought. The professor was not a natural in front of the camera.

“Okay Tia, on the fireplace,” Rufus instructed. “Ready Jonathon?”

“Yes,” the professor replied, though he was still slightly red in the face.

“Action!”

“In October 1752, Lord Nicholas Selby brought his young bride home to his ailing widowed mother. His marriage to a suitable young lady was the condition on which he then inherited his father’s estate – Sir William Selby, who had earned his fortune and title as a favourite in the Georgian court - and the newlyweds wasted no time in getting their feet under the table. In the following spring, at the instruction of his new strident wife, Nicholas began construction on the old wing and found a rather exciting secret.”

He stood again and Tia followed him.

“The old wing had largely been untouched over the centuries but when Nicholas’ builders started work, they found that the Selbys’ ancestors had built the ground floor extension over an ancient Roman bathhouse, clearly with no idea as to its historical significance. In the Regency era, this would prove a huge boon for the island’s burgeoning tourist trade as… oh, gosh I’ve forgotten the rest!”

He rubbed his forehead and looked at Rufus apologetically.

“It’s fine, we can go again,” Rufus said.

A pelt of rain drifted against the thin windows again.

“It’s all these people staring at me!” The professor told Rufus, gesturing to Genny and Remy with a wagging finger. “I just cannot concentrate!”

“Maybe we should make ourselves scarce,” Remy suggested. Rufus looked at him with a grateful smile. “We’ll see you at dinner, mate.”

They walked out of the great hall struggling to suppress giggles as they heard the crew start up again.

“I feel so guilty!” Genny said.

“If I’m honest, I can’t see how that had anything to do with us,” Remy smirked. “I think the professor might stumble over his words even in perfect conditions.”
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They made their way into a dark green sitting room and slumped onto a sofa in front of a crackling fireplace stacked with logs.

“I would suggest we go for a walk,” Remy said. He nodded his head towards the window to their left. “Though I think we might get blown out to sea if we did.”

Genny laughed, “It’s not golf weather, as my dad might say.”

“Will you please be quiet!” A voice behind them made them both jump.

They swung around on the sofa to see a middle-aged woman reclined on a chaise longue with cucumbers over her eyes. Her sleek dark hair was held back by a fluffy black headband, and her bare legs were exposed beneath a black spa robe, which seemed to be the only thing she had on. Her lips were artificially plump, with blood spots on them from recent injections, and the skin on her face barely moved as she continued to chastise them.

“This room is a quiet zone,” she said without moving from her reclined position. “No talking!”

“Sorry,” Genny said. “We didn’t know. Are you just here for the weekend?”

“I’ve been here all month,” the woman replied.

“All month?” Genny queried. “How nice.”

“Very,” the woman replied. “Now, be quiet or leave.”

“Fine,” Remy said with an amused grin. “We’ll leave.”

The woman didn’t pass further comment, sinking further back into the cushions of the chaise longue and sighing.

They milled back out into the entryway.

“Let’s work up an appetite before dinner,” she suggested. “Sauna and a swim?”

“Are you just trying to get me into my budgie-smugglers?” Remy said with an impish grin.

Genny made a face of mock disgust. “What a thought!”

“Don’t worry, I brought trunks,” he said. “Let’s get changed and meet in the conservatory.”

As they ascended the stairs, a familiar voice reverberated from the far end of the landing. They reached the top and Genny locked eyes with Barnaby Allan, in his same hat and leather jacket, holding a candle before the same three people from the day at the lighthouse.

“Are there ghosts in the hot tubs, Barnaby?” She asked, looking to Remy to make sure he had cottoned on to who this group were.

“Oh, hello again – what was your name?”

“Genny,” she said. “And this is DI Remy Cochran.”

Barnaby’s eyes widened briefly, as any charlatan’s might when confronted by a police officer, but he quickly recomposed.

“Ghosts are everywhere, Genny, if you know where to look.”

The group nodded.

“Of course, you’re absolutely right.”

“As I said before, you’re welcome to join if you pay the fee,” Barnaby said. “It might open your mind a little.”

Genny scoffed, “My mind is open.”

He shook his head dismissively, “You just keep telling yourself that.”

“Come on, leave them to it,” Remy said, almost having to drag Genny towards his room. “You’re supposed to be here to relax.”



Genny was waiting on a sun lounger with a black robe covering her green swimming costume when Remy appeared at the pool’s edge ten minutes later in black swimming trunks.

She tried not to let her eyes trace his shirtless body, looking away awkwardly. He was more muscular than she’s imagined.

“It’s been a while since I swam laps,” he said. He sank down at the water’s edge and let his feet float in the water. Involuntary gasps escaped his lips. “It’s not warm!”

Genny held back a laugh.

“Don’t just watch,” he protested, sinking into the water at the shallow end with a final gulp as the rest of his body submerged into the lukewarm water. “Get in here.”

She hesitated to remove her robe.

She’d never been particularly self-conscious about her body, not in the way some of her friends were. Not in the way Annabelle had been, always on a diet and complaining about her thighs. She’d spent the ‘90s longing to be Kate Moss or Posh Spice. She’d found it so frustrating that her beautiful sister with her curly auburn hair and gorgeous slim frame had worried so much about what she looked like.

Genny had picked out whatever clothes were comfortable and thought more about studying and work than what she looked like.

That wasn’t to say she didn’t care at all. She’d always been a little bit overweight, and it bothered her if she paid too much attention to it. At school, she had been the ‘chubby’ sister to Annabelle’s petite frame. ‘You’re tall enough to pull it off,’ Gloria had always said - well-meaning if a little patronising. Despite the occasional comment from school bullies, it hadn’t really consumed her thoughts.

But there, in front of Remy in the pool, suddenly she could feel every saggy bit of skin, every unwanted inch. She was hyper-aware of herself, and she hated it.

She threw off the robe and hugged her arms over herself, worried he’d look up and be horrified.

What are you thinking? She scolded herself. You’re acting like a teenager. He’s not going to think twice about what you look like, you’re friends.

He noticed her hesitation and doggy paddled over.

“You cold?” He asked. “Nice swimming cossie, green suits you.”

He leaned his arms on the side of the pool and offered her a hand.

“I just needed a second to get my bearings.” She stumbled out the words.

The pool was cool but not quite as frigid as Remy’s dramatic yelping had implied. She let the water go up to her neck to try to get used to it.

Remy paddled backwards, treading water in the deeper section. He let himself float up so that his back rested on the surface of the water, his face submerged up to the ears.

“I can’t do proper laps,” he admitted. “Can you?”

“I did when I was in training to get into the police,” she recalled. “But I’m not sure if I’m fit enough now.”

He floated near to her, his hand brushing her arm.

“Give it a go,” he encouraged. “I’ll just rest here.”

She splashed at him playfully in protest. He recoiled as the water hit his face, disappearing under the water and re-emerging a few feet away. With a wicked grin he batted some water towards her.

She shrieked as it buffeted her in the face, laughing as he came near.

“Sorry,” he said with a guilty expression. “That was too hard.”

“I’m fine,” she insisted.

He reached up to push wet hair from her eye. His touch on her face sent tingles down her spine.

A door slammed beyond the conservatory. Footsteps echoed in the entryway. They both turned to look.

The entrance to the conservatory was a large wooden archway, on the other side of which was the staircase that led to the bedrooms.

They could just about make out the shadows of two men stood to the side of the staircase, out of view, arguing in muttered tones.

Their voices raised and they caught the end of a sentence.

“… halt filming until the storm is over!” The voice was Joe’s. “You’re making my job impossible!”

“We live in England, Joe,” Rufus protested, louder still. “Do you really think you’re the first sound technician to have to film in the rain and wind? The scenes with Jonathon are inside. You need to find a way to make it work.”

“And what if I refuse?” Joe said with a snarl. “Are you going to get the SBC to replace me? You’re already on thin ice there as it is!”

Rufus was silent for a moment, before adding in a sinister hiss, “Let me put it this way Joe, I’m keeping you on this project because I know you need the work. Allison told me you can’t afford to retire yet. Think about that when you’re complaining about background noise. I have more pull with the SBC than you might think.”

Rufus didn’t give Joe a chance to reply before moving into view of the conservatory’s archway and slinking up the staircase with his hands in his pockets.

Joe’s shadow moved away, and his footsteps receded.

“He’s under a lot of pressure,” Remy said, almost as if to make up for his friend’s behaviour.

“I know,” Genny said. Her teeth chattered slightly.

“Are you cold?” He asked. “We should get out.”

“Sauna or back upstairs?” She asked.

“My room,” he said. “I need a cup of tea. Or whatever this place calls tea, anyway.”

“Posh people call it an infusion.”



They settled on the window seat with a cup of tea each. They could hear the ghost group chanting in the distance.

“I wonder if Rachel knows that they’re here,” Genny said. “Perhaps she’s asked them to summon her great-great-grandfather Sir Gillby Shattleblarth.”

“That’ll be good for her to put on the website,” he said.

They leaned back, their knees resting side by side as they nestled into the cushions of the window seat. The view across the grounds was obscured by a low grey atmosphere as the rain and wind whipped up into a veil over the trees. As they sat in contented silence, the first flash of lightning lit the sky, and a boom of thunder followed.

Genny had grown to treasure moments like this with him. The police work was fulfilling – a way to put to service her latent skills – but the quiet times when it was just them were the true prize. She had started to think he thought that too.

He shifted in his seat so that their legs were no longer touching and sighed.

“Genny,” he started. “Did I say how sorry I was for signing you up to a wet weekend in a creaky old spa? I know when you agreed to come here you thought you’d be in luxurious pamper sessions from dawn to dusk.”

“There’s nothing to apologise for,” she said quickly. “I was just excited that you invited me. The spa treatments were a bonus.”

“Really?” Remy asked. Their eyes lingered on each other. “I was excited that you agreed to come. It means a lot.”

Courage surged in her.

He was thinking it too.

She sat up and kept his gaze, leaning towards him.

“Remy… do you think that maybe we are more than-”

Her words were lost in a clamour of noise as an old brass bell mounted above the door started to ring violently. It rang for a few seconds, stopped and then again another two times.

“That made me jump,” Remy laughed.

“What on earth is that?” Genny asked, standing up from the seat.

“The dinner bell,” Remy said. “This place is still in the 19th century. I read it in the handbook – the bell will ring once for breakfast, twice for lunch, three times for dinner and continuously for an emergency.”

“I didn’t think to read the handbook…” Genny said, feeling completely stupid.

Why didn’t I just say it? Why did I hesitate?

“I had some time while you were hanging up all your clothes,” he said. “We should get dressed for dinner – I’ll meet you on the landing?”

“Yeah, alright,” she said sheepishly, crossing back out onto the landing to her room.

You missed your chance.
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“Stunning as always,” Remy said as Genny met him out on the landing in a long backless burgundy gown.

The hotel insisted on black tie for dinner, which had sounded ridiculous on the website, but now that she saw Remy, she was glad of the formality. He always looked great in a suit.

“Your hair is getting long,” she told him, gently lifting it up from the collar of his shirt. “It’ll be longer than mine soon.”

“Do you like it?” He asked, not flinching away from her touch.

She shook her head mischievously.

“It’s quite like something from a Jane Austen novel.”

“A rugged duke or a snivelly rake?”

“We’ll see. Perhaps Rachel will try to marry you into the family.”

He smiled. “You still didn’t say whether you like it or not.”

She paused and looked over him slowly. “I like it.”

They were quiet, looking at one another with yet more unsaid.

Now! Say it!

“Rem, my pal!” Rufus slapped his friend on the back with such force he took a step forward. “Heading down to dinner?”

“Rufus – yes, we are. How did filming go?”

Rufus had scaled back his colourful outfit for dinner, though his version of ‘black tie’ included a navy-blue shirt, white tie and a glittery silver belt.

“We got the shot in the end,” he said. “Thanks for stepping out, the talent can be awkward like that.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Remy said. “We had a fun afternoon in the end.”

“Oh?” Rufus said, looking to Genny with a raised eyebrow.

“Can’t beat a cup of tea on a rainy afternoon,” she said, hoping the dejection in her voice wasn’t obvious to him.

“Ah,” Rufus said. “Nothing like it.”

Had he noticed something? He held her gaze with an upturned grin. Did he know how she felt about Remy? It would certainly explain why he had encouraged Remy to invite someone.

Perhaps he mentioned me… She thought with a thrill.

They walked down the stairs towards the sunroom, where one long dining table had been set out with each of the guests’ names on place cards.

The sunroom was made up of wooden panels to waist height, and then glass windows up to a ceiling of wooden beams, around which a grape vine was growing. The sturdy branches gave way to a canopy of leaves and delicate bunches of black grapes all along the length of the room.

“What’s the food like here?” Remy asked his friend. “You’ve already had a week of it.”

“Too fancy for my taste,” Rufus said. “I don’t think I’ll ever eat another piece of fennel in my life. Ghastly stuff.”

They had been seated together, with Remy in the middle, Rufus to this right and Genny to his left. The woman with the over-plumped lips sat opposite Genny, and her expression hadn’t been ameliorated by the removal of the cucumber slices. She looked sourly over her cocktail glass at her as they took their seats.

She spotted Barnaby and his ghost hunters on the other side of Rufus, whilst the crew came to sit on her side – Tia next to her, Joe next to the black-haired woman, Noah and Allison opposite and then Jonathon at the end.

“Is this all the guests?” Genny asked Remy and Rufus pointedly. “This hotel has fifty rooms.”

The woman opposite her cleared her throat and answered, “They were all asked to leave for the documentary crew.” She glared at Rufus. “Only I and the ghost freaks refused to give up our bookings.”

Remy caught Genny’s eye, and she knew they were both thinking how strange it was.

For a hotel and spa this large to be at barely 10% occupancy, even if the ghost hunters and the TV crew were paying extra… they’d be making a significant loss. Genny wondered if that was the real reason Rachel had dismissed most of the staff, not just the storm.

Though, outside the windows the winds had picked up. The rafters above them groaned and whistled with the force of it. In the grounds, leaves whipped around like birds taking flight, and trees leaned back and forth with the pressure.

“Storm Nero’s here,” Genny said to them both.

“You’re telling me,” Rufus chortled. “We were supposed to have another historian arrive tomorrow for a segment about the gardens, but all the ferries have been cancelled.”

“We’re… we’re stuck here?” The woman opposite them asked. “What if there’s an emergency?”

The panic in her voice surprised Genny, and despite how snide she had been with them Genny did her best to be reassuring.

“What’s your name – I’m Genny,” she said.

“Whitney Belleville.”

“Well, Whitney, it’s good to meet you. Trust me, they will have just cancelled the ferries as a precaution. It’ll be fine, the storm will pass before we know it.”

She didn’t look completely convinced but nodded curtly, as if embarrassed to have revealed her concern.

The first courses arrived. Leek and potato soup for Genny, truffle shaved asparagus for Remy and duck liver pate for Rufus. Whitney prodded at a fennel and grapefruit salad with little enthusiasm.

Rufus started drinking as soon as the food was served, sipping down red wine like water. It made him even chattier than he had been before.

Genny enjoyed watching him and Remy together, imagining them as boys who were once best friends.

“… do you remember when your brother snitched on us?” Rufus laughed, halfway through a reminiscence about a dangerous version of hide and seek they would play in Remy’s parents’ house that involved the loser eating hot chilis when they were found.

“Yes!” Remy said. “We were both there, choking on the spice with tears streaming down our faces and my Dad appeared with his hands on hips saying he’d heard what we were doing. ‘You two are idiots! I hope you’ve learnt your lesson!’ I was in so much trouble – there were bits of chili all over the house, not to mention the state of the toilet later that evening.”

“I tried to get out of school the next day,” Rufus said. “My Mum was not very sympathetic.”

Genny smiled as Remy turned to her and added, “We were nerds really. That was the naughtiest thing we could think to do.”

Rufus swigged back the last of his wine and asked the server for more.

“Speak for yourself. You always wanted to play police officer,” Rufus said.

“And you wanted to play historian!”

“Well, yes, that’s true actually,” Rufus grinned. “Maybe we were both nerds.”

“And now look at you both,” Genny pointed out. “Living out your childhood dreams.”

Remy smiled at her, but Rufus guffawed.

“Yeah, maybe,” he scoffed.

“You’re making documentaries just like you always wanted to,” Remy said.

The server poured out more wine and Rufus gestured to keep going until the cup was almost overflowing. He took another sip.

“Yeah, I suppose I am,” Rufus said bitterly. A little wine spilt onto his trousers, and he dabbed at it with his napkin, only making the mess worse.

“Slow down on the drink, mate,” Remy said gently.

“I’m fine,” Rufus insisted. “I just need this weekend to go well. If I can just get this bloody TV show done… maybe, I’ll be taken seriously.”

Genny leant forward. “I’m sure you are taken seriously.” She added quietly so that the rest of the table couldn’t overhear, “Your crew seemed to adore you.”

She wasn’t sure how true that was, given what they had overheard between him and Joe, but she hoped the sentiment reassured him, nonetheless. Tia, Allison and Noah especially had been in awe of him.

“Ha!” He chuckled. “Maybe, maybe not.”

The servers cleared away the first course’s plates. Only two had stayed on the island to help with dinner, and they couldn’t hide their irritation from their faces. Genny hoped Rachel was paying them extra to have to stay in the spa away from their families.

“What do you mean?” Remy asked. “Did something happen?”

Rufus looked over at the crew, who were thankfully oblivious to their conversation. Joe was loudly telling Tia, Allison and Noah about a recent fishing trip he’d gone on.

“Just studio politics,” he shrugged. “The BBC was tricky but at least the higher-ups kept everyone on a leash. The SBC is a much smaller operation. It’s everyone for themselves.”

“But you all seemed to get on so well,” Genny said.

She and Remy hadn’t spoken about the conversation they’d overheard, but she knew him well enough to anticipate he’d also want to subtly find out what it was about. They were working in tandem, without even realising it. It was like second nature to them now.

“On and off,” he said, taking another gulp of his drink. “They know who is in charge.”

The main courses came. Joe went outside for a cigarette, despite everyone’s warnings about the weather. He came back looking windswept and soaked from the rain, but unharmed.

“Couldn’t even light my ciggy,” he groaned as he sat back down.

Genny cut into her mushroom and goats cheese tartlet with a careful eye on Rufus. Remy too seemed to have noticed the change in his friend.

He was drinking heavily, and it seemed to have brought out a deep melancholy in him that had been hidden earlier in the day by layers of charm and bravado.

“Ignore me,” Rufus said with a piece of steak on the end of a drunkenly held fork. “I’m just letting the pressure get to me.”

“You’re under pressure?” Remy asked. “From the studio?”

“Always,” he huffed his reply through a mouthful of steak. “And… well, I shouldn’t say, but I’ve got something important to do this weekend. Could ruffle a few feathers.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah…” He grabbed his wine but seemed to change his mind about drinking it. “Something important, yeah. I shouldn’t have said anything. Pretend I didn’t.”

Remy looked to Genny, and she could only shrug. The man was drunk, deliberately cryptic and not wanting to explain himself.

“Just let me know if you need help with it, mate,” Remy said. “I hate to see you stressed out.”

“Oh, Rem,” Rufus chuckled, bumping shoulders with him so hard that he knocked into Genny, and she knocked into Tia.

“Sorry,” Genny said to her.

Tia turned to look down the table and tutted. “Is he drunk?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, that won’t help us tomorrow,” Tia groaned. “Someone take that wine from him.”

Remy seemed to agree. “I think you’ve had enough to drink. How about some water?”

He indicated for the server to take the wine away.

“You’re so sweet to worry about me,” Rufus said. “My oldest friend. I promise you I can handle my booze. But if you’d like me to drink the… er… water, then fine.”

He shakingly poured a glass for himself from the jug on the table, spilling so much onto the table that the cloth soaked through to the wood below. He continued eating his steak as if it hadn’t happened.

They kept a watchful eye on him throughout dinner.

Once the desserts had been served, Rachel came in to tell them all that nightcaps would be served in the study for those who wanted them.

Whitney, Joe, Noah, Jonathon and Allison made their excuses and headed to bed.

Tia, Genny, Remy and Rufus walked through, followed by Barnaby and his ghost hunting guests.

The study was at the back of the house, in the older section, and without the protection of the forest to the west of the property, the wind was even more evident. The gusts moaned through the fireplace, thunder periodically rumbled overhead, and the rain lashed the windows.

“They say it’s the worst storm of the century so far,” the purple-haired woman from Barnaby’s ghost hunters said, sitting down on one of the sofas.

Remy and Genny took their places on a loveseat opposite the fire, and as Genny crossed her legs the smooth fabric of her dress brushed up against his thigh.

Rufus went straight to the drink’s cart and asked the server for a brandy. He looked at Remy apologetically.

“Just one more, old friend. Join me?” He gestured to them both.

“Not for me,” Genny said.

“Just one,” Remy said.

“It’s a strategic time for this storm,” Barnaby replied to his purple-haired guest. “The spirit world is closest to us in the autumn.”

“Isn’t that just superstition?” Tia piped up. A drink with dinner had also made her less shy.

Barnaby turned to the group.

“You may all be sceptics now but wait until you’ve spent the night here. Rachel will tell you.” He nodded at her, stood sheepishly in the corner of the room. “She’s lived here most of her life and she’s seen all sorts of ghosts, haven’t you Rachel?”

“Yes,” she said. “Horseshoe Spa is a well-known haunted house.”

“Well, that wasn’t in the spa brochure,” Genny said wryly. Remy stifled a laugh.

“I don’t believe in all that nonsense,” Rufus said emphatically. “All ghost sightings can be explained.”

“How?” Barnaby protested with his arms crossed.

“Drunken idiots,” Rufus said drolly.

“Alcohol is prohibited on our tour,” Barnaby insisted.

“Then you imagine it. See what you want to see. You hear the pipes gurgle, or the floorboards creak and you attribute some meaning to it,” Rufus refuted.

The blonde woman and the man with the badly dyed hair were staring daggers at Rufus.

Suddenly the blonde woman stood up, “Then how do you explain Barnaby being able to speak to our son?!”

All of the joviality was sapped from the conversation. The silence that hung in the room gave rise to the sound of the storm outside.

“I am sorry for your loss,” Rufus said, slightly sobered by the horror on her face. “But you will not convince me that this man has any insight into the dead.”

“We spoke to our boy,” the man said. “And he spoke to us through Barnaby.”

How tragic, Genny kept thinking. Her vendetta asked Barnaby was only growing. He was taking advantage of grieving parents.

Remy seemed equally riled by the revelation.

“Is that what you told them you were doing?” He asked Barnaby. “Don’t you think that’s a little immoral?”

Barnaby scoffed. “It’s real.” He stood up and headed for the door. “And I don’t need to justify myself to you.”

His group followed him out of the study, and Rachel seemed to breathe out as they did.

“What an unpleasant fellow,” Rufus laughed, sinking into an armchair by the fire. He closed his eyes but kept sipping his brandy.

“Boss, you’ve had enough,” Tia said. She stood in front of him and took his hand, trying to encourage him to stand. “Time for bed.”

“Do you want me to help?” Remy asked.

“It’s fine – this is not the first time, and it probably won’t be the last,” she sighed.

With a final insistent pull on his arm, she managed to get him upright. He smiled at her.

“Ah, Tia, the only loyal one…”

“Yes, yes,” Tia said, though her face showed the flattery she took from his comment. “Time for bed, boss.”

“Night, Rem,” Rufus said. “See you in the morning. I’m so glad you came.”

“Me too,” Remy said.

They staggered from the room, leaving Genny and Remy alone with Rachel.

To their surprise, she seemed to unravel, flopping onto a chaise longue by the window and groaning.

“Are you okay?” Genny asked.

“Me?” Rachel said, looking up. “Oh, yes, yes, I’m fine. Just a little overworked.”

“Join us,” Remy said, gesturing to the chair next to them. “You might feel better if you get your thoughts out.”

She looked at them reluctantly, debating it in her mind. After a moment, she came over and joined them.

“It’s not easy keeping this place going,” she said. “My husband was the brains behind it all – ex-husband, I should say. He left me last year for a younger woman, how cliché.”

“Oh, that’s awful, I’m sorry,” Genny said. “But you’re the owner, right? You inherited this place?”

“From my uncle, yes,” she said. “When he died twenty years ago, suddenly this place was mine. I’d only come here a few times as a child. The rest of the family live all over the world. I was newly married then. My ex-husband is an ambitious man. He saw a way to make money and took it.”

“I don’t mean to pry,” Genny said. “But your occupancy is very low. Is it because of the storm or the TV show?”

Rachel sighed and wiped a hand over her eyes. “I wish. Our occupancy has been low for a while. The financial crisis hit everyone hard. Spas are a luxury, especially one that requires a flight and a ferry from mainland Britain. I tried to market it to our friends – old money types – but they’re only interested in going abroad for their holidays these days.”

Genny tried not to let her thoughts show on her face, but Rachel noticed her expression.

“I know, I know. Oh, how terrible it is for these old money, ancient nobility people in their giant houses. But the real truth of it is that I didn’t grow up in this world. My uncle never had children. My mother barely knew her brother. She didn’t inherit anything. I was raised in a semi-detached house in Slough. We weren’t poor by any stretch of the imagination, but it wasn’t this. This world relies on connections, and I didn’t have any. Not until I met my husband. He was after my name, my inheritance. He didn’t marry me for love, not at first anyway.”

“No one deserves that,” Remy said. “It’s practically medieval.”

“That describes the world I inherited my way into. Old-fashioned is an understatement. I didn’t know my grandfather well, but I know he disapproved of the idea of turning this place into a spa. It was wife who spear-headed that. A desperate attempt to keep hold of the place. It needs a tremendous amount of money to keep it running. Leaks in the roof, mice in the walls, damp in the old wing. And the Roman bathhouse isn’t even useable anymore. They tell me the bacteria levels in the water are too high.”

“You can’t swim in it?”

“No.” She groaned. “And I can’t change that – it’s a protected historical site. But I’m waiting for my planning application to go through. If it does, I’ll be able to demolish the floor above it and have it open to the air, as it once was.”

“And that would be good for tourism, right?” Remy suggested.

“Well, exactly. No one wants to take their kids on a day out to basement. But if we open it out, we can incorporate it into the gardens. Make it look like the one in Bath. I could finally start to make some money from this place.”

Genny shared a look with Remy. They’d been kicked out of filming before they could see the professor talking about the old wing.

“… can we see it?” Genny asked covertly. “Just for a bit?”

Rachel sighed. “Fine. Come on then.”

The house was quiet except for the sounds of the storm outside as they followed Rachel back through the entryway, through the great hall and down the steps into the old wing.

She opened a giant wooden door, taller than two people stacked end to end, and led them through.

The smell of sulphur hit them immediately. The air was humid, and Genny could taste the minerals on her tongue just from breathing it in.

Rachel flicked on a light switch and the stairs became visible. Just as quickly as the lights had turned on, a cracking sound reverberated, and they fell into darkness again.

“Ah,” Rachel said. “I thought that might happen.”

“What?”

“Power cut. Happens a lot in bad weather.” She brought a torch out of her pocket. “A tree might have come down on the grounds somewhere.”

They took the old stone steps down into the basement in the dark. When they reached the bottom they could see the still water, shimmering Verdigris-green from the moonlight flooding through from the solitary window at the far end of the room.

“That end of the house is level with the gardens,” Rachel explained. “It’s all on a slope.”

The warmth of just standing by the water took Genny by surprise. She could feel sweat beading along her back.

Even in the dark Genny could see that the floor below them was Roman mosaic in the most beautiful bright blues and oranges. Unlike Bath, the waters at Horseshoe Spa had been left alone for years, and so the Romans original structures had been preserved. If only Rachel could remove the building above, she could make a beautiful tourist attraction and show off the wonderful history.

“Well, that’s it,” Rachel said. “Not much else to say about it. It’s a burden as much as it is interesting.”

“I can imagine,” Genny said. “But it’s gorgeous.”

“Well, if you like that sort of thing,” Rachel said.

She led them back out via the steps and locked the wooden door behind her. A man with grey hair and a sour face sat behind the desk in front of a set of TV screens which were all blank, knocked out by the power cut. Whether he had actually noticed the power cut was unclear; he regarded the screens with little interest while he completed a crossword puzzle.

“Thanks for staying here tonight, Jeb,” Rachel said. “Can you head down to the fuseboard and try to get some of the lights on? If that doesn’t work, we’ll have to light some candles.”

The great hall and study were lit by the dimming fires in their hearths, but the rest of the house was eerily shadowed.

The man groaned as he stood up from his chair.

“I should be retired by now,” he grumbled.

Rachel turned back to them.

“You are welcome to enjoy the house for a little longer, but I shouldn’t think the lights will come back on anytime soon.”

“I think we’re ready for our beds,” Remy said. “Thank you for the private tour, it was much appreciated.”

“No problem. Goodnight.”

They took the stairs back up towards their rooms together silently.

When they reached their doors, Genny sighed.

“She seemed sad.”

“It’s a big ask to run a house like this,” Remy agreed. “I know I wouldn’t want that responsibility.”

“Me neither,” she said. They hesitated, face to face next to their respective rooms. “Well… goodnight then.”

“Yes…” Remy said. “Goodnight Genny.”

He leaned forward, one hand on her upper arm, and kissed her on the cheek.



Genny had only just fallen into a fitful sleep, punctuated by the rapping of a tree branch against the window in her room, when she awoke in a panicked state to the sound of the bell ringing.

She gasped as it took a moment to figure out where she was and what was happening. The loud thumping of her heart in her ears finally cleared and she realised the bell above the door was sounding an alarm.

“One for breakfast, two for lunch, three for dinner… continuous for an emergency…” She reminded herself as she climbed out of bed and looked for a robe.

A fire?

She tried to keep calm. Perhaps the storm’s damage to the powerline had started a blaze.

How would the emergency services reach them?

She took a breath. She couldn’t hear a fire bell. No one was shouting to evacuate.

This was something else.

Her blood cooled in dread.

“Genny?” Remy was knocking insistently on her door. “Can I come in?”

“Yes,” she replied.

He burst in, dishevelled from sleep and in only his pyjama bottoms. He held a metal candleholder with a single white candle flickering in its centre.

“I heard screaming,” he said. “I think something’s happened downstairs. Let’s go.”

Screaming?

She quickly pulled on her boots, grabbed a torch from the bedside table and followed him out.

The commotion floated up to them as they descended the staircase. The lights were still out, but Rachel and Jeb had lit some candles on stands in the entryway.

“This way,” Remy said, following the sound of murmuring voices.

Someone was crying, and a few voices argued back and forth.

The wind and rain slammed the great hall windows as they passed by, and another bolt of lightning tore through the sky.

They found the big wooden door to the old wing open, and the sounds of voices echoed from the steps below. The sulphur filled their noises as they headed down, seeing lights at the bottom of the steps and the shimmering green water.

“What’s going on?” Remy demanded. “Who sounded the alarm?”

Rachel, Tia, Barnaby, Whitney and Jeb were huddled by the water’s edge. Tia was crying uncontrollably, and even Barnaby looked white as a sheet.

“I did,” Rachel said. “Come quickly, Detective.”

As the group parted and they moved forward, Genny’s heart sank.

Soaking wet on the mosaic floor, his eyes staring upwards lifelessly, was Rufus.
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Remy threw the candleholder down with a clatter and fell to his knees at his friend’s side. He checked his breathing and his pulse and finding neither began CPR with determined thrusts into his chest.

Genny knelt next to him to feel for a pulse, getting ready to swap in whilst Remy gave breaths.

“Who found him like this?” Genny asked, horrified that no one else was helping. “How long ago?”

Remy began rescue breaths as Genny kept the CPR rhythm on Rufus’ chest. He was ice cold and smelt of sulphur.

“He was face down in the water when I found him about half an hour ago,” Barnaby said. “I pulled him out and ran to the front desk for help. We already gave him CPR.”

Remy refused to hear them, continuing to work.

“Did you call an ambulance?!” Genny demanded.

“The power’s out. The phones are down. The island is cut off. The storm is just as bad as they predicted,” Rachel said breathlessly.

It was in that moment that Genny knew Rufus was dead and they had no chance of saving him.

“Remy…” She said gently.

He ignored her, continuing to swap between chest compressions and rescue breaths.

“Remy, he’s gone.” She felt Rufus’ wrist again. “There’s no pulse. I’m so sorry, he’s gone.”

Tears caught her throat as she saw Remy come to the same conclusion as she had.

He stopped, leaning over the body in silent sobs.

“Someone mark the time of death,” Genny instructed Rachel. “4.05am, 26th October.”

Remy rocked back and forth, a hand over his mouth in wordless horror.

“We need to determine what happened here,” Genny said, barely able to get the words out as grief tightened a hold on her chest. “Clear everybody out and gather them in the study.”

The group filed out up the stairs, leaving Genny and Remy alone.

“Remy?” She said gently. “Remy, I’m so sorry.”

He fell into her embrace, sobbing against her shoulder quietly.

After a few minutes, he stiffened, and pulled away, taking every ounce of effort to compose himself.

He swallowed deeply and looked around, as if seeing the scene for the first time.

“I don’t know what to do,” he said, his voice delicate and hoarse.

Genny didn’t say it, but she didn’t know what to do either.

They were completely cut off. Outside, the storm was raging so badly that neither a boat nor a helicopter would be able to reach them.

She tried to order her thoughts.

“The basics. Secure the scene, try to figure out how the accident happened, keep the body safe and untampered with.”

He nodded, though she could see the word ‘body’ had swelled another bout of grief in him.

“Stay with Rufus,” she told him. “I’m going to get something to cover him with. Then we’ll secure the scene, try to contact the main island and speak to everyone in the study.”

He nodded gratefully. As she walked away, he could only stand over his friend, wringing his hands over and over again.

Genny took a deep breath as she emerged back into the entryway.

What an awful accident. Had Rufus, still drunken from dinner, slipped and fallen into the water?

Years of experience and a gut instinct told her there was more to it than there seemed.

Rachel and Jeb were at the front desk.

“Rachel,” Genny said, pulling out her best pragmatic tone. “We need a sheet. It needs to be clean, white would be best.”

“I’ll go the linen closet. Everyone is gathered in the study.”

“Good. Bring a robe too. Medium men’s size. And strong thick tape. Lots of it.” Genny turned to the old man. Even he looked shaken. “The phones – what’s going on there?”

“Come see,” he said to her.

They exited the front door and were instantly buffeted by the winds. The sun was just starting to rise in the east, over the cliffs, though the moody grey skies were obscuring most of the light to leave only a dull beam.

Still, it was enough light to look out across the grounds. In the driveway of the spa, a few hundred metres from them, a tree had fallen, taking with it a telegraph pole and the power line.

“Oh no,” Genny sighed, the wind whipping her robe so hard that she had to hold it around her. “Let’s get back in, this weather is awful.”

It took both of them to shut the door again.

“Radio?” She asked Jeb. “Emergency communication of any kind?”

“We tried,” Jeb said. “We’ve never had to use it before – not since Ms. Selby’s uncle owned the spa. And even then, it was only once, and he did it all.”

He walked round to the other side of the front desk and produced an old radio box.

“Well, it’s been a few years since my police training, but even then we had something more modern than this,” Genny said, looking it over. “It’s battery powered?”

“Yes,” Jeb said. “And it turns on, look.”

He pressed the ‘on’ switch and it crackled into life.

“What frequency do we need to contact the mainland?” Genny asked.

“I don’t know,” Jeb said. “But I suspect the antenna isn’t powerful enough to reach that range anyway.”

She had a feeling he was right. But if they could figure out the correct frequency, at least they could try.

“Does Rachel know the right frequency?” Genny asked.

“I’m not sure,” Jeb said. “Maybe.”

She was getting nowhere with this.

“Keep trying. Any frequency. Go through and try them,” she told him. “It’s of utmost importance than we get in touch with the police on the mainland.”

Jeb nodded solemnly and settled down at the desk to try.

Genny’s only thought now was of Remy. Rachel returned with the sheet, tape and the robe and Genny went back down into the old wing.

He was where she’d left him, stiffly stood over the body of his friend, hands clasped together.

She gently lay the sheet over Rufus.

“Here,” she said, offering the robe to Remy. “You must be cold.”

“Oh,” he said with a small voice. “Yes, I suppose I am.”

He pulled on the robe, but didn’t move from his spot.

“We should leave him now,” Genny said simply. “We need to figure out what has happened here.”

“Yes,” Remy agreed. “Yes. You’re right. I just… I can’t seem to leave him.”

He choked on the words, and put a hand to his mouth again, as if he might stop himself from breaking down.

“I know,” she said, wrapping her arm around his shoulders. “But you can. You need to. He would want you to come upstairs with me, get warm and figure out what happened to him. His work friends are up there, they deserve to know what happened too.”

Remy nodded sharply and sniffed down the sadness rising in him.

“Yes,” he said.

She took his hand and silently led him back up to the entryway, closing the door behind them and creating a large cross over the doorway with the tape.
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Everyone had gathered in the study in their sleepwear, a messy-headed and rest-deprived group who were swapping between confused, worried, angry and sad. A fresh fire flickered gently in the hearth, tended to by one of the servers from dinner.

They were debating between themselves as Genny and Remy walked in but fell silent as they stood before them.

Remy pulled himself into whatever state he could, and his usually reassuring tone was swapped for gruff and direct.

“I am DI Remy Cochran, and this is my colleague Genny Hadley, as some of you may know,” he said slowly. “There has been… there has been an incident tonight in the old wing. Rufus Howlett is dead.”

Allison broke down into screaming sobs, hugging Noah to her. The poor boy looked around, lost and confused. Tia cried softly into her hands, whilst Joe and Jonathon stood shocked and quiet.

“We have yet to establish if this was… if this was an accident, um…” He trailed off, clenching his mouth as he tried to continue.

“Do any of you have any information about what happened tonight?” Genny said. “You are not in trouble; we just need to know how this horrible accident occurred. Anything you saw, anything you heard.”

The room was a silent for a moment, before Barnaby stood up.

“I found him,” he said. “He was just… face down in the water. I couldn’t believe it.”

“And what time was this?” Genny asked.

“About 3.30am.”

“And why were you in the bathhouse at 3.30am?” Genny tried not to let her general dislike of Barnaby show in her voice, with little success.

“I was getting ready to bring the group downstairs. We always do a session in the early hours, wherever we go. I’d been guided by a spirit. I saw it, by the top of the staircase. It seemed to be beckoning me downstairs.”

Genny felt Remy tense next to her.

“The door was wide open when I went down there. I was just looking around, thinking how cool the bathhouse was, and how many ancient ghosts were probably walking the halls.”

“Maybe the ghost opened the door,” Joe huffed. “What an absolute load of nonsense.”

“I agree,” Whitney said. “His story doesn’t make sense. A man dies in the old wing, and he just happens to find the body? The ghost hunter guy?”

“What are you suggesting?” Barnaby squeaked.

“Maybe his death wasn’t an accident.” Whitney said what they were all thinking, and yet the impact rippled through the room.

Arguments started between them all.

“Enough!” Remy shouted, the pain in his voice sufficient to make them all quieten instantly. “Speculation is not helpful. We are investigating this. Answer our questions, and then be quiet.”

It was harsher than his usual style, but it was needed to keep the group under control.

Genny just wanted to reach out and hug him, but she steeled herself.

“DI Cochran is right,” she said. “Let’s get back to the events of the night. Barnaby – you said once you found Mr. Howlett that you went to the front desk for help.”

“Yes. Jeb was there, and he went into the private part of the hotel to fetch Rachel.”

“And then you did CPR?”

“I did,” Rachel said. “The others didn’t know how to do it.”

“And then you sounded the alarm?”

“Yes.” Rachel looked just as ruffled as the rest of them in a blue nightdress and white slippers, her hair up in a messy bun.

“And who was the last person to see Rufus before he was found?” Genny asked.

“Me, I think,” Tia said tearfully. “I helped him back to his room after dinner. I didn’t see him after that.”

“What time was that?” Genny asked.

She tried to think back to the conversation they’d had in that very room the night before.

After Rachel had showed her and Remy the bathhouse, they’d gone to bed at about 10.30pm.

“9.30 or 10,” Tia said. “I didn’t notice. I read a book in my room for about an hour and then I went to sleep. I wish I had checked on him then…”

“There’s no use saying things like that,” Genny reassured her. “Let’s just focus on what happened instead of ‘what ifs’.”

Tia nodded solemnly. “Yes, of course.”

“Was anyone else awake later than 10.30pm?” Genny asked.

Barnaby nodded. “I was awake all night planning the next session, which was supposed to be at 4am. As I said, that’s why I was downstairs at 3.30. But I stayed in my room until then. I didn’t see or hear Rufus until I got to the bathhouse.”

“Okay,” Genny said. There was something strange about his story, but she found Barnaby strange in general. It was hard to separate the two feelings. “Anyone else? Or were you all in bed and fast asleep at 10.30 on a Friday night?”

“Noah and I had a drink in my room until about 11,” Joe said sheepishly. “We were watching a film until the power was cut off at about 10.30.”

“Then I went back to my own room,” Noah shrugged.

Genny nodded slowly. Joe didn’t seem the friendly type to watch a film with a colleague.

“Anyone else?”

They all shook their heads awkwardly. She sighed. It might take a few one-on-ones to get anything more useful than that.

“So, no one saw or heard anything from Rufus after Tia helped him to his room. Not even a text message?”

“He texted me at 11pm,” Allison said suddenly. She produced her phone and showed Genny.

Rufus, 11.03pm

Allly, we need earl y startt tomato morning … ned t o film a seen with jOnahon fist thing afte beak fas. secret do n’t tell otherss til motbning,.

Allison’s reply summarised Genny’s thoughts perfectly.

Allison, 11.05pm

I don’t understand what you mean. Go to sleep, we’ll speak in the morning!

There was a delay of a few minutes before Rufus replied.

Rufus, 11.15pm

OK. you ll see, , big seccret

Genny rubbed her forehead.

It was the garbled writing of an inebriated man. It barely made sense.

She gave Allison back her phone, noticing the confused looks of Joe and Tia, who seemingly had no idea as to the context of the messages. Her instincts told her the ‘seccret’ Rufus was hinting at had never been shared.

“Tia, back to you. How did he seem when you helped him back to his room?”

“Drunk. He was laughing and being his usual silly self, but he’d had a bit too much to drink.” Tia shrugged.

That much was obvious to anyone who had seen him the night before.

“That wasn’t rare for him,” Joe piped up. “He drank to excess fairly regularly.”

Tia looked at the floor.

“How about this week?” Genny asked, directing her question at Rachel and the two servers. “Did he typically drink a lot?”

“Most nights,” one of the servers - a young man who had been tending the drinks cart in the study last night - answered with a reluctant shrug. “Wine and then brandy or whiskey.”

“Do you think that he fell in the water and… drowned?” Tia asked tearfully.

“We have to entertain all possibilities,” Genny said. “But if anyone has any information that they can supply, please come to us. Anything, no matter how small would be useful.”

Remy had fallen silent, standing upright but with a vacant expression.

Genny knew they had to make some progress before the body had been left for too long. Without a forensics team, there was no way to even ascertain time of death. They could only narrow it down to somewhere between the text at 11.15pm and Barnaby finding the body at 3.30. Anything could have happened in that time.

The most likely scenario was that he drunkenly stumbled out of bed, looking for more booze, and found his way into the bathhouse where he drowned.

Although it was a plausible explanation, she knew it wasn’t right. Something about it just didn’t feel right.

“For now, all of you go back to bed. But no one is to leave the island until we have a clearer picture of what happened here. With any luck, in the morning we will have made contact with the main island. Until then, no one except for myself and DI Cochran is to go into the old wing.”

A few people nodded and rumbles of agreement spread around the room as everyone gathered their things and headed back upstairs.

“Remy,” Genny said. “We need to examine the body.”

He didn’t react, but she could tell the thought was too much to bear.

“Remy, I know it’s hard, but we can’t get hold of the main island. We’re on our own. We need to do it ourselves.”

He gulped and shook his head, “I…” He met her gaze. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, which were bloodshot and raw. “I need a moment.”

“Do you want to lie down?”

“I… yes. Do this for me. I… I don’t think I can.”

She nodded.

She remembered the rawness that had haunted her in those first few hours after Annabelle died. When they had asked her to identify the body, she would have done anything to avoid it if she could have.

She could do this for me. Take on some of his pain.

“Have a rest. I’ll come and get you in a little while.”

He nodded and headed back into the entryway to take the stairs.

She took in a ragged breath.

You can do this. It’s no different to the early days, when you were in training. When you saw your first dead body. Prepare yourself, be professional.

She walked around the hotel looking for anything she might need.

She found a first aid kit at reception, which though redundant for its main purpose, would provide some useful tools. She took a pen and pad from the front desk. Finally, she headed to the kitchen. She found a long piece of tubing from under the sink and a shallow dish. She really hoped that her homemade autopsy wouldn’t have to go beyond that.

She crossed through the tape and down into the bathhouse with her bag full of items. The sun was just starting to spread light through the window at the far end. She could make out the slope up to the gardens.

She set up a torch and removed the sheet from Rufus.

It was times like this that she wished she was a drinker.

You can do this.

First, she examined him, making notes of what she saw. She searched his pockets and found his room key, a packet of mints and piece of paper which read:

Tia Weds and Fri night

What did that mean?

Genny placed the key, mints and piece of paper into a sandwich bag she’d acquired from the kitchen.

Back to the body. There was a small bruise on his right forearm and a large wound on the back of his head.

Either he hit his head, fell in and drowned, a tragic accident exacerbated by his drinking. Or he was killed by blunt trauma and then fell into the water afterwards.

She knew what she had to do, she just didn’t want to do it.

She opened the first aid kit, pulled on the gloves, apron and mask inside and pulled out the scalpel.

“Sorry, Rufus,” she said, lifting his shirt and finding a space between his ribs.

She made a deep incision and inserted the tubing, putting the other end into the dish.

She waited a few moments.

“No water in his lungs,” she said to herself. “He didn’t drown.”

She removed the equipment and covered him back up to his neck before taking a look at the wound on his head.

She had never been a squeamish type. Her and her dad were the same in that regard, whilst her mum and Annabelle couldn’t even handle blood on TV. But the wound was nasty, and deep.

She drew out the shape of it on the piece of paper, imagining the angle that his skull had been hit at.

She acted it out in her mind.

Any angle where he slipped on the floor or drunkenly stumbled would have resulted in a wound on either the sides of his head or if he had slipped backwards, on the very back of his head.

This was on the top, as if the blow had come from above.

Rufus wasn’t a tall man, only 5’5 or so, but even then, what could have hit him from above?

Genny walked the room with her torch, looking for anything that he could have hit his head on from above. A fallen sconce? A low ceiling?

Nothing.

But…

Drops of blood on the far side of the pool near the only window.

She examined the window, but she couldn’t find a way to open it. It was large and looked like it could slide across, but the latch was broken.

“What’s on the other side of here…” She shined her torch through the gloom and rain on the other side. All she could see was grass, leading in a slope up towards the walled gardens.

A noise in the main part of the house above broke her train of thought – the front door.

She walked back out of the old wing and found Remy in the entry way, soaked through and shivering.

“Remy, what on earth?!” She said, pulling off her robe and wrapping it around his shoulders.

“I… I couldn’t sleep,” he said. “I wanted a walk to clear my head.”

“A walk?! It’s blowing a gale out there!”

He blinked tearily.

“Yes… sorry,” he stammered. “What was I thinking…?”

She softened.

“Come on, upstairs, now,” she said.

He nodded and followed her.
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Remy emerged from the bathroom an hour later, bathed and warm in a pair of jeans and a jumper.

Genny was sat in the window seat, looking out across the grounds with notepad on her lap. The sun had started to rise, but the storm was still hammering the island, creating a gloomy glow across the landscape.

“Warmer?”

“Yeah,” he nodded.

He settled opposite her, seeming less erratic already.

“Good.”

“I’m sorry for doing that,” he said quietly. “I didn’t mean to make you worry about me.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “I understand.”

He nodded, “I know you do.” He breathed out sharply. “And I know that the only thing that will make me feel better is finding out what happened to him. So, go ahead.”

“Go ahead?”

“Tell me the details of the case.” He said. “I presume whilst I was in there you went and spoke to everyone again.”

How alien the term sounded in this situation.

“Well, yes I did. Hardly anyone went back to bed, I’ve been back and forth between the study and the sunroom speaking to people. But, are you sure?” She said. “I can work on it alone if you need me to.”

“Legally, no you can’t,” he said, with the faint glimmer of a half-smile. “I’d get in quite a lot of trouble for letting you do that.”

“True,” she said. “Though it’s a grey area whether I’m actually allowed to help you on cases to begin.”

“The Superintendent turns a blind eye. You’ve only ever helped, not hindered.”

She nodded, “That’s good to hear. I only ever want to help. So, are you sure you’re ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” he said, leaning backwards against the wall. “Go on.”

“I don’t think it was an accident,” she said. No need to beat around the bush when he was already distraught. “No water in his lungs, he didn’t drown. A head wound consistent with another party injuring him. Tia and the others may think he fell over whilst drunk, but I don’t. I think he was killed with a blunt trauma to the back of the head and pushed in the water to provide a cover story.”

Remy took the information in and said, “Murder?”

“Murder.”

He nodded.

“I thought so.”

“You did?”

“The location was too strange. 3.30am in the bathhouse? Why would he go there? Even drunk – what, did he go looking for the drink cart and decide to go for a swim in the toxic water. No. Someone was trying to get him alone so they could kill him.”

She was relieved to see the deductive part of his mind had been whirring away even in his anguish.

“But who? And why? I’ve written out everyone who was here and what we know about them. Without an internet connection to background check them, we’re going off of their self-reported information, which is probably quite inaccurate.”

“Tell me what you have so far. I’ll fill in any extra details that I can.”

“Staff in the hotel – two servers Fran and Kev, 24 and 21 respectively. A chef, Terry, 45. They stayed overnight to help with dinner, but they’re all from the main island. They were all in shock but helpful enough. They said they didn’t interact with Rufus much, just what you’d expect for staff in a hotel. Jeb, 70, night security. He wasn’t much help as the CCTV went out with the power.”

“What time did he arrive for work yesterday?” Remy asked.

“After dinner. He has a house on the grounds.”

“That might be worth noting,” Remy said. He moved to sit on the edge of the bed, leaning his elbows on his thighs. “A second location on the island would be a useful place to store a murder weapon. Continue.”

“Rachel Selby, owner. From what I can tell, she didn’t know any of the TV crew before this week’s filming started.”

“I’m not sure they had much interaction at all,” Remy said. “Rufus…” He stumbled on his friend’s name before recomposing himself. “He texted me last week to say she’d given them free rein of the property, but she was always hovering about watching them filming. He said that’s not unusual with these big houses. The owners like to keep an eye on them in case they knock over a £100,000 vase or something.”

“She does seem quite on edge about this planning application saga,” Genny said. “I wonder if the staff know more about that?”

“We can ask,” he agreed. “Though if we had internet, we could just look it up on the council website.”

“The delights of modern technology,” Genny groaned. “We’re working with our hands tied behind our backs.”

“We’ll manage,” he said. “We’ll have to. Go on, keep going with the names.”

She nodded.

“The ghost hunting crew. Barnaby Allan, the owner of ‘Allan Ghost Tours LTD’ which includes the ‘Solent Island Ghost Tour Package’, although he’s been all over the world ripping people off for the hope of a vague spooky feeling or a clanging pipe in an old building. We also have Natalie and Ian Pickle. They lost their eight-year-old son to leukaemia last year and became obsessed by ghost tours.”

“I’m coming around to your harsh view of Barnaby and his little business now. He’s a real scumbag.”

“Finally, Justice Ahmed. A nurse from Luton in her 50s. She was pleasant enough to talk to. She just seems to genuinely believe in ghosts.”

“I suppose some people do.” He shrugged. “Must be comforting to some to think their loved ones could still make contact.”

He looked pensively out of the window. Genny knew the exact feeling he was describing.

“The only other guest in the hotel is Whitney Belleville,” Genny said. “She claimed she was 35 though I’d say she was closer to my age or older. Hard to say with all the Botox. She’s been here a month and has no intention of leaving anytime soon. I couldn’t get much else out of her.”

“Spending her way through a divorce settlement?” Remy suggested.

“Could be.”

“She’s an odd one, but I can’t see how she could be involved,” he said.

“Me neither, though I can’t see a motive for any of them. Yet.”

“Yet,” he nodded. “We’ll find it. We know it has to be someone who is still on the island.”

“Nice to narrow the suspects for once,” she agreed. “Let’s talk about the final group. The ones most likely to have a motive.”

“The TV crew.”

“Exactly. We’ve got Tia Keating, 29.”

“She’s been with Rufus for a while, since he was in London. Maybe five years.”

“Did he think of her as a friend?” Genny could imagine they were, after working together for so long.

“I think so,” Remy said. “They met at the BBC and then when he left, she left to follow him. I think she thought quite highly of him.”

She could see how hard it was for him to talk about Rufus in the past tense like that. She let him set the pace, not adding anything that might upset him further.

“Joe Redhall, 61. He’s worked as a sound engineer at the SBC for the best part of thirty years.”

“Rufus never mentioned him,” he said. “But he doesn’t seem like a particularly friendly guy.”

“That doesn’t make him a murderer, though I agree.”

“No, it doesn’t. But it does make me wonder why he’s so unfriendly. Particularly, why he was arguing with Rufus last night.”

“I thought of that too,” she said, looking over her notes. “From what I can remember, it was a disagreement about the work.”

“Which ended in Rufus threatening Joe’s job,” Remy pointed out.

“Yes,” Genny recalled. “And something about him not being able to afford to retire.”

“I’d never heard Rufus speak like that,” he admitted, looking glumly down at the floor. “He was almost vicious.”

“Workplace politics can get like that,” she said. “We don’t know the full story.”

“But Joe does.”

“Yes,” she said. “We should make it our priority to speak to him one-on-one.”

“Agreed.”

“Noah and Allison Mills. Runner and assistant.”

“Mother and son?”

“Aunt and nephew,” Genny explained. “I couldn’t get much out of Allison, she was beside herself, but Noah, though shocked, was a little more useful. He said Allison had been Rufus’ assistant ever since he started at the SBC and then when Noah turned eighteen, she managed to get him the runner gig.”

“Nepotism at its finest,” Remy said dryly.

“Noah said Rufus really took him under his wing and helped him along.”

“That sounds like Rufus,” he replied, his voice catching in his throat.

“Yeah, he seemed like that kind of man,” she said softly, turning around in the window seat to reach over and put a comforting hand on his arm.

He blinked away the thought.

“Carry on.”

“The last suspect is Professor Jonathon Moorhouse. As far I know, he and Rufus had only met a handful of times regarding the show, but something about him is confusing me.”

“I trust your gut – what is it?” Remy said.

“Well, why is a sub-par professor the go to for this TV show? From what you said, he has no academic prowess and mostly writes blog posts. Why was he the best choice for this show?”

“I don’t know,” Remy said. “But you’re right that it’s strange. My assumption was that the budget was low. A higher regarded academic might have been too much money for the SBC.”

“Maybe,” Genny said. “But I’m not convinced. And that text Rufus sent to Allison last night makes me wonder if there was something else going on with the professor.”

“Ah yes, the secret scene they had to film.” Remy rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “It’s not much to go on.”

“We’ll have to ask the professor.”

They both looked out of the window as the wind rattled the tree branches against the glass, releasing another burst of orange leaves down to the ground.  The storm continued to move through.

“It’s not looking like it’s going to clear. The wind is so strong it knocks you sideways. I didn’t make it beyond the driveway when I went out there. Even if someone risked their life to drive to the coast to get a boat, the sea would capsize them,” Remy said. “It could be hours or maybe even a day before we can contact the main island. Did you try the emergency communication system?”

“It’s an ancient two-way radio the size of a briefcase,” Genny said. “They don’t know the frequency for the main island let alone how it works.”

“My dad is an antique shop fiend,” Remy said. “Growing up we had all sorts of strange contraptions including old radios. I’ll give it a go.”

“While you do that, I’m going to get dressed,” Genny said, gesturing down to her robe. “This isn’t exactly the most professional look.”

“The robes here are soft,” he said with a hint of his normal self. “I might steal one.”

“If you do, I will too,” she said, with a final comforting tap on his arm.
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In the half an hour it took Genny to shower, dry her hair and dress, daylight had fully come over the hotel.

She found Remy at the front desk, tinkering with the radio.

It squealed in and out as he turned the dials, Jeb looking on sleepily.

“You should get some rest,” Genny said to him.

“With a murderer around?” The old man replied. “Fat chance of that. I’m the only security here and it happened on my watch. Won’t happen again.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t your fault, Jeb,” Genny said. “Unless you have something you need to tell us?”

“Of course not,” he bristled. “But I should have heard someone going down to the old wing. I can’t believe I missed it.”

His face was worn with years of night shifts. Genny wondered if he ever managed to stay awake for the entire night. Perhaps the killer knew that and waited until he was asleep to enter the old wing.

But why did Rufus go down there in the first place?

Unless they agreed to meet?

Genny couldn’t shake the idea that it was too much of coincidence for Rufus, the killer and Barnaby to all end up in the old wing last night when it was usually locked and off limits to guests.

“You need rest to be sharp enough to help us,” Remy said sternly. “I strongly suggest you take a couple of hours to sleep.”

Jeb seemed to respond to the firmer approach. He conceded with a bow of his head and left via the staff door into the private quarters.

“Any luck with it?” Genny asked.

“Not really,” Remy said. “I can pick up bits and pieces. Some garbled voices that sound like the local radio station. But we’re not going to be able to contact the mainland with this.”

“That’s what I suspected,” she groaned. She checked her mobile phone. “None of us have signal. The landline is out. The power is out. If this killer wants to strike again, everyone here is vulnerable.”

“All the more reason for us to figure out who it is, and quickly,”

“We need to speak to Joe and the professor, but first…” She produced the sandwich bag full of Rufus’ belongings. “This is all that was on him. No phone. We need to search his room.”

“Good idea,” Remy said. “We need to see if he messaged or phoned anyone last night.”

He took the bag from her gently, a pained expression on his face as he looked over its contents.

“What’s this note?” He asked. “‘Tia Weds and Fri night’?”

“It was in his trouser pocket,” Genny said. “I guess it was a note to remind himself to meet up with her.”

“When we speak to her again, we’ll get a clearer idea of why they were supposed to meet last night, and if they did.”

“Agreed.” Genny pointed to the key. “The key’s in there. Do we need to inform Rachel?” Genny asked.

Remy was thumbing over the contents of the bag.

“He loved these mints…” Remy said quietly as he found them. “Even when we were kids. The same mints.”

She put a comforting hand on his arm. “Remy, let’s do right by him.”

“Yes, you’re right,” he said, looking back up at her. “We don’t have to tell Rachel, but we probably should. Better to keep her informed in case we need her for something else. Besides, I have no idea which room he was staying in.”

They walked through to the private quarters of the hotel.

A corridor led them down past the kitchens, a staff room, staff bedrooms and finally down to Rachel’s office. She was sat on her desk, going through papers.

Remy knocked on the open door.

“DI Cochran,” she said, almost leaping up from her chair. “What can I do for you?”

“We’re just here to inform you that we’re going to search Rufus’ room to aid our investigation,” Genny said. “We have the key.”

“Oh, really?” Rachel said. “Why do you need to do that?”

Remy’s brow furrowed. “That’s police business.”

“Of course,” she nodded. “Sorry. This has all been a bit of a shock.”

“Yes, it has,” Genny said. “We’d appreciate your full co-operation, especially considering that the storm has cut us off from the mainland.”

“You have it,” Rachel said. “Anything you need.”

“Which room was he staying in?”

“The Cowling Suite,” Rachel said. “One of our larger rooms, seeing as the TV production company were paying for it.”

“Thank you.” Remy said. He thought for a moment and said. “In fact, a diagram of where each guest was staying would be ideal. Can you make us a map?”

She blinked at them.

“Yes… yes, I suppose I can,” she said. “Give me ten minutes to put it together.”

“Good. Thank you.”

They left her at her desk and headed to the guest rooms.

“She was a little ruffled,” Remy commented.

“Yes, I thought so too.”

The Cowling Suite was at the opposite end of the corridor to Genny and Remy’s rooms.

They used Rufus’ key to unlock the door and stepped inside.

It was bigger than their rooms, with a full living room set and fireplace at one end. The walls were lined with bookshelves, and an antique desk was positioned opposite the bed.

Remy took a breath.

“Are you sure about this?” Genny asked. “I can do this alone, you know.”

“I’m sure,” he insisted. “I can do this.”

They looked around and Genny made notes in her notepad.

“It’s a bit like a teenager’s room,” Remy pointed out.

He wasn’t exaggerating. Brightly coloured clothes were strewn over the floor, food packets that had missed the bin had rolled under the bed and desk, and a wet towel was heaped on the back of the velvet sofa.

The desk was piled with papers and notebooks. After moving a few things, Genny found his laptop.

“This should be helpful,” Genny said. “But where’s his phone?”

Remy looked through the bedside table – the most usual place for a phone.

“Not here,” he concluded, lifting the table to check behind and under it. “Let me check under the bed.” He crawled underneath, coughing. “Just dust and his suitcase.”

He brought out the suitcase. Inside were a few spare clothes that weren’t littering the floor and some swimming goggles which seemed to be unused.

“Perhaps he had a laptop bag,” Remy said.

She went to the wardrobe, and not finding it there, look behind the door where she found a leather bag on a hook. Inside was the phone.

“Here.”

They pushed the wet towel off of the sofa and sat down, both staring at the locked phone.

“I don’t know the code,” Remy said with a defeated sigh. “This is the sort of thing we send off to the digital forensics department.”

“Did you happen to bring your work laptop?” Genny asked, already suspecting the answer. “I’m sure there’s some software on there that would help us get in.”

“No,” he said. “I didn’t bring anything like that.”

She leaned forward and sighed.

They needed to see his phone call log, and without connection to the island’s police department, they wouldn’t be able to get hold of it. They had to unlock the phone, one way or another.

“We just have to start trying codes,” Remy said. “Anything that might seem right. It’s 4 numbers. We can work it out.”

“What do we start with?”

“I read an article the other day that 11% of people just use ‘1234’ as their password for everything.”

“No wonder my great aunt is always having her email hacked.” She nodded as he opened the lock screen.

1 2 3 4

PLEASE USE THE CORRECT PASSCODE OR USE YOUR VOICE ACTIVATION TO RESET. FIVE MORE ATTEMPTS UNTIL ANTI-THEFT LOCK.

“Voice activation?” Genny said. “Worth a try?”

Remy selected the button. The screen changed again, and a computerised voice declared, “Voice activation set-up has not been completed. Please use the passcode.”

“It was a good attempt,” Remy said.

Shame it’s not a fingerprint scanner, Genny thought grimly, although just the thought of having to take the phone down to the body to unlock it was unpleasant enough.

“We could be here for hours,” Genny said. “If it is something completely random like ‘1234’, there’s no chance of us getting it.”

“Now that I think about it, it wouldn’t be. Rufus loved films, history, poetry. Plus he had an awful memory,” he said. “He would pick something meaningful.”

“Okay, let’s be systematic about this.” Genny brought out her notepad and started to write down suggestions. “His birthday?”

“09/05/1989.”

“Try 9589.”

9 5 8 9

PLEASE USE THE CORRECT PASSCODE OR USE YOUR VOICE ACTIVATION TO RESET. FOUR MORE ATTEMPTS UNTIL ANTI-THEFT LOCK.

“1989?”

1 9 8 9

PLEASE USE THE CORRECT PASSCODE OR USE YOUR VOICE ACTIVATION TO RESET. THREE MORE ATTEMPTS UNTIL ANTI-THEFT LOCK.

“Okay, his childhood house number?” Genny asked.

“33.”

“Not long enough…” She grumbled. “It needs to be a number that’s easy enough to remember, something he cared about.”

“What do you use?” Remy asked. “That might help us figure it out.”

“It’s a little silly,” she said. “4213. The Fab Four had 213 songs. I’ve always really liked The Beatles.”

“Something related to your interests…” Remy stood up and went to the desk. “There must be a book here somewhere…”

He came back with a book entitled The Roman Age of Britain.

“You think it’s a historical date?”

“Knowing Rufus, that would be the only thing he could remember. When we were kids, he could never remember his family’s birthdays, when our exams were or who was Prime Minister, but he could tell you the births and deaths of all the important figures in Roman history.”

“But which one?” Genny despaired. “We’ve only got three more attempts until the anti-theft lock keeps us out.”

“He was especially interested in the conquer of Britain, which is why this documentary was so important to him.” Remy took a pause, trying to keep himself composed. “And he wrote his university papers on Vespasian and Agricola.”

“Who were they?” Genny said. History had never been her subject.

“Vespasian was a Roman Emperor, one of the more stable ones apparently.”

“Not the one who slept with his mother and played the fiddle while Rome burnt?” Genny asked. That was about as much as she remembered from school.

“That was Nero,” Remy said. He opened the book and found the right page. “Here – Nero. Born in AD 37, died in AD 68. It’s been a long time since school, but I don’t think Rufus liked Nero. He wasn’t a good leader, to put it mildly. And he kicked one of his wives to death.”

“I only knew about the incest,” Genny said. “Now I’m even less keen on him.”

“But Vespasian,” Remy said, turning to another page. “He liked Vespasian a lot. He was Emperor from AD 69-79 bringing a period of prosperity and stability after the chaos of Nero and those that came after him, none of them lasting long.”

“6979?” Genny suggested.

“Let’s try.”

6 9 7 9

PLEASE USE THE CORRECT PASSCODE OR USE YOUR VOICE ACTIVATION TO RESET. TWO MORE ATTEMPTS UNTIL ANTI-THEFT LOCK.

Remy sighed. “Alright. Final thought before I’m out of ideas – Agricola. He was a Roman general under Vespasian and his son Titus. Agricola essentially finished the conquering of Britian, pushing the Romans up through Wales, northern England and eventually the lowlands of Scotland.”

“I doubt he was a nice guy either.”

“Probably not. But his influence on Britian was significant. It was during his time as general that we think the bathhouse in Bath was built.”

“That’s apt,” she said. “Though it could be wishful thinking.”

“We’ve got to try,” Remy said. “Every second we sit here is another second Rufus’ murderer is walking free around this hotel.”

She nodded, wishing more than anything she could take his pain away. Finding the killer would only scratch the surface of his grief.

“Here we go,” Remy said, turning to Agricola’s section in the book. “Born in 40 AD, died in 93.”

4 0 9 3

The screen flashed and unlocked, revealing a background photo of Rufus and his brother.

Remy let out his breath shakily.

“Well done,” Genny said gently.

His hands shook as he opened the call log.

“His last call was to me…” Remy said with a sinking sadness. “Friday 11am. He called me to tell me he was looking forward to seeing me.”

He gulped down tears that threatened to flow.

“Nothing from last night?” Genny looked at the phone.

She took the phone from him and looked at the messages.

“Yesterday,” she read. “Here’s the text conversation with Allison, ending at 11.15pm. But then another text conversation – Tia.”

She opened the message thread.

Tia 5.20pm

See you at dinner. I’ve picked out a nice dress.

Rufus 5.20pm

I can’t wait to see you in it. And out of it…

Tia 5.21pm

We’ll see. If you behave! Xx

Rufus 10.06pm

Were didd yu go , pls come bak

Tia 10.07pm

Go to sleep, you’re drunk. We’ll talk in the morning.

Rufus 10.08pm

I thuoht yo   wer comig to ym room ton ith

Tia 10.08pm

I was going to. But you’re too drunk. Every night this week, you’ve been getting drunk. I’m fed up of it Ru. Sort it out.

Rufus 10.10pm

Come bak I mis yo

Rufus 10.12pm

cme bac Taia

“They were… they were lovers?” Remy said with some surprise. “Do you think that’s what the note meant?”

Tia Weds Fri night

“It must be,” Genny said. “I wonder if that’s why he was out of bed. Maybe he went looking for her.”

“We need that room map,” Remy said. “Maybe it will help us piece it together.”

“What I can’t understand,” Genny said. “Is why he was getting so drunk. Joe said it wasn’t unusual for him, but Tia seems disappointed in him in these messages.”

“Maybe he was upset about something,” Remy said. “Drowning his sorrows.”

“That brings us back to the cryptic things he said about politics in the SBC, and that argument he had with Joe.”

“That’s next on our to-do list,” Remy agreed.

A knock on the open door made them turn their heads.

Rachel was stood in the doorway. She crossed her arms over her pink blouse as she looked around the room in disgust.

“Now I know why he was refusing maid service,” she scoffed. “This is a pigsty.”

“He was refusing maid service?”

“Yes,” she said. “Except to restock the minibar.”

She walked over to the countertop next to the bookshelves and opened a built-in mini fridge. All that was left inside was a packet of peanuts.

“What’s normally in it?” Remy asked.

“Beer, wine, whatever the guests ask for,” she said. “Charged at the end of their stay. The SBC will be thrilled with the bill I’ll be sending them.”

“I should think they’ll be more perturbed by losing one of their esteemed producers,” Genny retorted.

Rachel nodded, “Yes, of course, sorry. That was insensitive of me.”

“It’s a stressful time,” Genny said.

“Yes, it is,” she said. “If I haven’t said it already, I’m very sorry about your friend.”

Remy nodded, holding his lips too tightly together to think about voicing a reply.

“I just came to give you the map you asked for,” she said, producing it from her pocket. “I hope it helps.”

“It does, thank you,” Genny said.

“You think he was murdered?” Rachel asked.

“Yes,” Genny said. “We do.”

“Oh.”

“Try to keep track of where everyone is,” Genny said. “And tell the staff to do the same.”

“I will,” Rachel said. “I can’t believe there’s a killer in my hotel…”

“We’ll find them,” Remy said gruffly. “Now, we really have to get back to it.”

“Of course,” Rachel said. “Whatever you need, just come and find me.”

“Thank you,” Genny said.

As the clack of Rachel’s heels disappeared from the room, they examined the crudely drawn map she’d given them.




[image: A map of a neighborhood  Description automatically generated]


“Tia and Allison are sharing a room,” Remy pointed out. “Perhaps we go and speak to them on our way to Joe.”

“That must be awkward. I wonder why the SBC can splash out for Rufus’ minibar expenses, but the crew are sharing rooms.”

“Maybe they wouldn’t have paid for the drinks,” Remy said. “We don’t know what Rufus was thinking.”

“I suppose not.”



Tia and Allison were slumped at opposite corners of their room. Genny knocked and a feeble ‘come in’ prompted her to open the door to the sight of them.

Tia was cuddling a pillow on the bed, but sat up as they entered, and Allison was spread across the chaise longue, a tissue clasped to her mouth.

“Can we speak to you both?” Genny asked.

“About Rufus?” Allison sobbed.

“Yes,” Genny said. “About Rufus.”

“He fell whilst drunk, right?” Tia said, standing up and coming over to them with a pleading look in her eyes. “An accident?”

“We don’t think so,” Remy said, prompting Tia to burst into tears.

“We’re sorry,” Genny said. She turned quietly to Remy. “Let me deal with this one? Go and speak to Joe?”

He nodded. Their emotions weren’t going to help him keep it together.

“I can’t believe it…” Allison said. Remy left the room, closing the door behind him. “You think it wasn’t an accident?”

“It was murder,” Genny said plainly. “We just need to find out why and who.”

“No one would want to kill Ru,” Tia sobbed. “No one!”

“You were close?” Genny asked.

Tia nodded slowly.

“And you Allison?”

“We were friends,” Allison said. “Colleagues, really.”

“But you both loved him,” Genny said.

The two women looked at each other, horrified.

“What do you mean?” Tia asked.

“We have Rufus’ phone,” Genny said. “We needed to see who he had been messaging.”

“Then you know I was sleeping with him,” Tia said.

“Yes.”

“Well, fine. I loved him,” she shrugged, sobbing anew. “But it was just sex to him.”

Allison’s face was sour and resentful.

“And you?” Genny asked her. “You were in love with him, weren’t you?”

She could tell by Allison’s reaction to his death.

The short amount of time they worked together wasn’t enough to illicit that reaction for a colleague.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “But it wasn’t reciprocated.”

Tia shook her head disbelievingly.

“We’re both suspects, then?” She asked.

“For now,” Genny said. “You also happen to be the last two people he spoke to. Tia you helped him to bed and texted back and forth after that. Allison, you texted him after that. Anything you want to share?”

“I swear I didn’t see him again after that,” Tia said. “I wish I had, maybe I could have stopped him…”

“Likewise,” Allison said. “But… I think I heard him get up in the night.”

“Go on,” Genny said, bringing out her notepad. “What time?”

“About 3am,” Allison said. “I heard a door. I didn’t really think anything of it. Those ghost freaks were up and down all night on Thursday. But now that I know what happened, I don’t think it was them. I think it was Rufus. The door sounded like it was the room next to us, not two along.”

“That’s very helpful,” Genny said. “That gives us a smaller window for the murder to have happened.”

“Well, I can’t be 100% sure,” she said, sniffling. “But I’ve thought about it all day. It makes sense for it to be him.”

“Okay,” Genny sighed. “I’ll be back if we have further questions. Take care of yourselves.
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A few hours later, Genny and Remy were sat with a coffee each in the sunroom, going over their notes. The rain had picked up as the afternoon had gone on, and a deluge was washing down the windows. The grapes above them quivered gently.

The other guests moved around them with a strangely guilty demeanour, like children avoiding their strict parents.

“Joe insisted it was just a work argument,” Remy said. “He said he didn’t put much stock in Rufus’ threats because he’d been with the SBC so much longer.”

“It’s still the closest thing we have to a motive,” Genny said.

A chair leg scraped against the floor behind them.

Genny turned to look.

Whitney was deliberately dragging her chair slowly towards them.

“I like to people watch,” she told them. “And I’m bored as hell in this place. So do you want to know what I think of them all?”

Remy blinked at her in surprise.

“Any information you can give is welcome,” he said.

“Rufus was sleeping with the camerawoman – but you guys have probably figured that out by now, right?”

“Yes,” Genny said.

Whitney leaned back in her chair, crossing a leg over so that her robe fell aside. Remy averted his eyes awkwardly.

“And you know his assistant was in love with him.”

“Yes.”

“Not a strong enough motive?”

“Not on its own,” Genny said. “Jealousy and unrequited love are rarely powerful enough reasons to kill someone.”

“And sometimes they are,” Whitney pointed out. “But I think you’re right, for what it’s worth. My money is on the ghost guy.”

“Barnaby?”

“Exactly, him.” Whitney sighed and looked around to make sure he wasn’t in earshot. “I’ve been here a month. He’s brought three tours here in that time.”

“Really?” Remy leaned forward in interest. “All here?”

“All here,” Whitney said. “All grieving loved ones, or gullible idiots. A handful of goths looking for a laugh. One very religious woman who wanted to see the holy ghost. One guy with a fetish for ectoplasm. That was a weird weekend.”

Genny screwed up her face in disgust.

“Why does any of that make you think Barnaby could be a killer?” Remy said in a hushed voice.

“I’m getting to my point,” Whitney said sharply. “Each time he’s brought these weirdos here, he’s upset the other guests. At one point he had everyone in togas chanting in the conservatory while two nice Swedish ladies were trying to do laps. They put in a complaint.”

“Togas?” Genny asked.

“Trying to communicate with Roman ghosts apparently.”

“Oh.”

“It looked just as stupid as you can imagine,” Whitney said. “And no ghosts were seen.” She sighed. “Here’s the thing. All the interruptions. All the strange people. All the complaints from other guests. Rachel never stopped him. Not once.”

“That is odd,” Genny said.

Why could that be? She certainly didn’t seem like a fan of Barnaby’s.

“She lets him come back here time and time again,” Whitney said. “Even if it drives the other guests away.”

“Is that why the spa is so quiet?” Remy asked.

“Maybe,” Whitney shrugged. “It was quiet even when I first arrived.”

“And that was a month ago?” Genny asked.

“Yes,” Whitney replied. She turned her head as she considered Genny’s question. “You’re wondering why I’ve been here that long?”

Genny’s cheeks reddened slightly. It was none of her business, and seemingly nothing to do with the case and yet she was fascinated.

“I was,” she agreed.

“Haven’t you ever just had enough of the rat race?” She asked, holding her robe back over her legs dramatically. “I nearly lost my mind working in New York for ten years.”

“What did you do there?”

“I founded a bespoke architecture firm,” she said. “It started out as just me and before I knew it, I was running four offices around the world, the most successful of which was in New York. I got addicted to the lifestyle. Money. Luxury. Designer clothes.”

“Cosmetic surgery?” Remy asked. He seemed to regret the rude question as Whitney rounded on him.

“I made all my money myself. I can spend it on whatever I like. Eventually, I realised I wasn’t happy. I was… chasing things all the time. I sold my company to the first person who offered to buy it. I booked myself into the spa, and I’ll be here until the money runs out. Then, who knows?”

“Doesn’t that scare you?” Remy asked.

“I needed a fresh start,” Whitney shrugged. “I have enough money in stocks and property to live a modestly comfortable life until I die. I don’t need the stress that it takes to live that lifestyle. So, I’m here until it’s gone. And I’m having a blast I’ve got to tell you.” She sipped on the cocktail in her hand and then quickly added. “Apart from your friend dying, obviously. That’s an awful business.”

She was tactless but she seemed honest to a fault.

“Well, we’ll certainly consider what you said,” Genny replied. “But I see little motive for Barnaby.”

“There’s something going on there,” Whitney said. “Maybe you’re right and he wasn’t involved in your friend’s death. But he’s up to some kind of wrongdoing, I’m sure of it. Just think about it – the more deaths that happen on his tour, the more money he can charge. It’s all about making his customers feel spooked.”

It was the same feeling Genny had had ever since she first met Barnaby. She just couldn’t piece it together.

She had a feeling that getting him away from the group would be her best bet. If he wasn’t putting on a performance for his lackeys, maybe he’d be honest with her.

“I’m going to try the radio again,” Remy said with a groan. “We need to get in touch with the main island as soon as we can.”

“And I’m going to find Barnaby,” Genny said, with a pointed look at Whitney. “Thanks for the information.”

“No problem,” Whitney said. “Just don’t fool for his act, okay? You’re a smart woman, I know you’ll see what I’m talking about.”
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Barnaby Allan was in the great hall with his three tour members when Genny eventually found him.

She stood in the doorway with her arms crossed as she listened to his spiel, trying to hold back her anger.

“… relax and let the ghosts come to you. They’re here, they’re listening, just trust them to come to us.”

The group gave a collective breath out, and Barnaby prompted them to breath in together.

She wanted to rage about how inappropriate it was to be holding a ghost tour when a man had actually died the night before, but she knew she had to save it for when they were alone.

“Can I speak to you?” Genny asked, with no guilt at interrupting him.

The group turned in unison to look at her.

“Sure,” Barnaby said. “Just you?”

“The detective is busy,” Genny said. “So be lucky it’s just me.”

The look on his face confirmed what she suspected – he wasn’t sure what he was doing was legal either. Perhaps if he had realised, she was an ex-police officer that first day on the cliffs he’d have been less chatty.

He gestured for her to walk through with him to the study and they settled in two armchairs by the back windows.

The wind was still rippling across the grounds, and from this view, they could just about make out the sea beyond the cliffs, rolling tumultuously inwards.

“I know what you’re going to ask,” he said. “I just wish you would have an open mind about my work, Ms. Hadley.”

“Genny,” she scoffed. “Just call me Genny. And what is it you think I’m going to ask?”

“You’re going to ask how I found the body. You’re going to question my testimony about seeing a spirit.”

“Well, you have to admit, it’s a strange coincidence.”

“It was no coincidence.” He looked at her with a grave expression, adjusting in his armchair like he was on the starting block of a race. “The spirit led me down there. It led me to his body so that I could try to help.”

“He was long dead by the time you found him,” Genny said.

“Really?” Barnaby said. “I didn’t know.”

“We think he’d been dead for about 30 minutes,” she confirmed. “Though without CCTV or a professional autopsy, we’re doing our best to guess these details.”

“No wonder the CPR was useless,” Barnaby said.

“Tell me what you saw when you got to the bathhouse?” Genny said. “Where was he?”

“Face down in the water, floating,” Barnaby said. “There was a little blood in the water. That’s when I saw the wound, but it was dark down there and steamy. I thought he could still be alive. I swam in and pulled him out.”

“That was brave of you,” she said genuinely.

“No,” he said. “Anyone would have done that.”

“I don’t think they would have,” she said. “Especially as those waters are full of dangerous bacteria. You should really get checked by a doctor when you get home.”

“Well, I didn’t know about that,” he said. “It was pretty cold in there though, that can’t have helped the poor man’s chances.”

“Cold?” Genny asked. “In the water?”

“Lukewarm,” he shrugged. “Cold enough.”

She blinked. She didn’t know much about bathhouses except that they were built on the thermal springs. Perhaps being buried under the house for so long had affected the temperature.

“Let’s get back to the spirit that you say guided you,” Genny said. “I’ll be open minded for a minute. What did it look like?”

“Like most spirits, it was a pure white light,” he said. “It was at the opposite end of the corridor to me as I left my room and disappeared down the stairs quickly. I followed it downstairs, and that’s when I noticed the door to the old wing was open. I thought it was strange so I investigated.”

“Wait – it was just a light?”

“Yes,” Barnaby said. “What were you expecting, a man with a sheet over his head?”

“Well, no,” Genny said. “But have you considered that it could have been… just a light?”

“How do you mean?”

“The power went out sometime around 10pm,” she said. “After that, staff and guests would have been using torches and candles.”

“That’s a possibility,” he said, though he seemed irritated by her logical explanation for his spiritual sighting. “But I had a strong supernatural feeling at the time. You can’t account for that.”

“Fine,” she said, using every ounce of strength in her not to roll her eyes. “Thank you for speaking with me. I’ll come and find you again if I need further help.”

“I should get back to my group,” Barnaby said.

Genny bit her tongue. She’d give him a piece of her mind about the ethics of his business another time.

For now, she’d noticed someone else she needed to talk to.

Professor Jonathon Moorhouse was only just visible through the double doors which led from the study to the conservatory. He was sat with his laptop on his knees next to a potted fern, typing incessantly.

As she approached him, he jumped, as if so consumed by what he was writing that he hadn’t heard her boots on the tiles. Perhaps he had and was hoping she’d leave him alone anyway.

“Professor,” she said.

“What do you want?” He asked.

Well, at least he was openly rude instead of passive aggressive like some of the other people she’d spoken to that day.

“I need to talk to you about Rufus.”

“Fine,” he said. He continued to type.

“What are you writing?”

“My blog,” he said. “It’s due to be uploaded tomorrow. I have never missed a blog entry.”

“The internet is down,” she told him. “And your laptop battery will die if the power doesn’t come back on.”

“It’s worth it to write about my experiences here whilst they’re fresh in my mind,” he said.

“Right…” She said. “What specifically about your experiences here?”

“Well, the bathhouse of course,” he said. “Did you see the mosaics down there?”

She had, but she quipped, “I was a little busy dealing with the dead body.”

He glared at her and finally closed his laptop.

“I liked Rufus, if you must know,” he snarled. “I don’t appreciate the implication that I would murder him.”

“There’s no implication.”

“I don’t want to answer your banal questions,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean I killed him.”

“What makes you think my questions would be banal?”

“You’re a woman, for one thing,” he said.

She widened her eyes in frustration. She was starting to see why his academic career had flopped so badly.

“And for another?” She probed, doing her best to keep her cool.

“You’re a sleuth. I’ve read about your in the papers. You follow the detective around and offer your pointless perspectives on his cases. It’s a strange hobby, Ms. Hadley.”

“It’s not a hobby,” she said testily. “I’m helping the police with my expertise.”

He scoffed. “If you say so. Now, what do you want from me? Get on with it.”

She decided to drop any niceties.

“Why did Rufus hire a discredited academic with no recent peer-reviewed papers and a track record of misogyny and student complaints?”

She guessed those last two, but she could see from his face she’d been right on the money.

“Would have to have asked him that,” Jonathon pouted.

“Well, let me try to deduce it with my expert sleuthing skills,” she said. “You are a terrible television presenter, so it wasn’t that. Your blog is laughable, by all accounts. Your academic papers are unread and worthless. My original theory was that you were cheap. But I think that’s too simple. Rufus was clever. He knew he needed you for something. Tell me about the secret scene you were supposed to film this morning?”

Jonathon went pale.

“How do you know about that?” He asked. “Rufus only asked me about it last night, before dinner. No one else knew.”

“Apart from Allison Mills,” she said. “What was it going to be about?”

He grimaced and sighed.

“I can’t tell you.”

She scoffed and laughed heartily.

“This storm will end, Jonathon. The police will come. The investigation will be ramped up. Remy will arrest you and question you. Your already shaky reputation will be in so many tatters even SBC won’t want you. Solan University might reconsider your position.”

He snorted. “Fine. I don’t know all of the details. I suspect he took them with him to his grave, the poor man. What I do know is that he chose me to present this documentary because I wrote my PhD thesis on mosaic techniques in Vespasian’s Britain. That’s what he said in the email he originally sent me.”

“And the secret scene?”

“He wanted to take me down into the bathhouse and have the boy – the runner – shut down the fuseboard. The power.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know,” Jonathon said with an annoyed tut. “It was a secret scene. He wanted me to react to the power being shut off. I said fine, so long as he was paying me.”

“The power?” Genny asked.

“Yes, woman, the power,” he mocked. “What aren’t you grasping? I don’t know any more details.”

“Fine,” she said, not rising to his mockery of her. “Meet me in the old wing in five minutes. I have a theory to test.”

“I have to write my blog post-”

“-I meant what I said about arresting you, Jonathon.”

“Fine.”
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Genny and Remy waited at the entrance to the bathhouse. He’d had no success with the radio.

“The power?” Remy said for the fourth time. He was just as confused by it as she was.

“Yeah.”

“Is he on his way?” Remy asked. “The professor doesn’t exactly strike me as a man of his word.”

“He’s a man of plenty of words,” she said. “Lots of sexist ones.”

“He’d better not saying anything like that with me around,” he said. “That old fart.”

“I was a police officer,” she sighed. “I’m used to it.”

Remy met her gaze with a stern expression. “That doesn’t make it okay.”

She nodded, “I know. Thank you.”

The professor came out into the entryway with his laptop under his arm.

“Let’s get this over with,” he said. “Though I’m not sure exactly what you want me to do.”

“Prepare yourselves,” Genny said. “The body hasn’t been moved. It might be upsetting.”

Both men looked uncomfortable as she led them down into the bathhouse, sombrely bowing their heads as they reached the spot where Rufus still lay, covered by the sheet.

“What are we doing down here, Genny?” Remy asked.

“Rufus said that he wanted Jonathon to react to the power being cut off,” Genny said. “There must have been a reason for that.”

“Well, it’s certainly dark down here,” Jonathon said dryly. “There’s only one window.”

“You wrote your thesis on the bathhouses,” Genny said. “He must have been hoping you, of all scholars, would notice something about this one in particular.”

Jonathon walked to the other side of the baths, inspecting the mosaics on the floor and the ornate stone columns.

“The mosaics are beautiful,” he commented. “I couldn’t tell you much more about them without archaeological analysis, but they are in exceptional condition for their age. The floors in Bath are worn from centuries of footfall whereas these are perfect. A little too perfect… yes, a little too bright actually. If only I had more light in here to see them better.”

“Anything else?” Genny asked, starting to feel that her plan had failed. All she’d achieved was bringing poor Remy down to the see the body again.

The professor was quiet, leaning down at the water’s edge, staring at the tiles.

“So colourful,” he said. “Barely faded. And these colours…”

“What does that mean?” Genny asked.

“Well, usually the steam…” Jonathon cut himself off. “The steam.” He looked up at them. “Look.”

They looked around and then Genny realised.

There was no steam.

“Barnaby said when he got into the water to help Rufus, the water was cold,” Genny said. “Lukewarm at best.”

“That’s not right,” Jonathon said. “If this is a Roman bathhouse, the thermal spring underneath it would keep the water very warm. Around 46 degrees Celsius.”

“And what would cause the water to become cool?”

“It was warm yesterday,” Jonathon said. “There was steam. We were in here filming. It was a nightmare for the camera lens – ask that woman. Whatever her name is.”

“Get to the point,” Genny said, feeling riled. “It was warm yesterday. Now it’s not. What’s changed?”

“The power,” Remy said. “The power went out last night.”

“There’s only one conclusion,” Jonathon said. “Yes, this explains the mosaics… too bright!”

“What is the conclusion?!” Genny hissed at him. “Out with it!”

“This is a fake. This is not a Roman bathhouse.”

They were silent, staring around the room.

The green of the water, the sulphur smell, the steam and the warm water… could it all be fake?

Jonathon leaned down and touched the water with his fingertips, sniffing at them gently.

“I would guess this is dyed water, constantly heated to create the illusion” he said. “Steam is pumped out and sulphur is added for the smell.”

Genny’s heart boomed in her ears. She looked to the window.

“I need to get out there,” she said. “I know who killed Rufus.”
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“Genny!” Remy shouted after her. “Stop! You’ll get hurt!”

She’d barely taken the time to put on a raincoat before running out of the front door, down the driveway and round to the outside of the old wing.

She went through the gardens, nearly losing her footing in the wind and found the slope down towards the window of the basement.

Remy and Jonathon weren’t far behind her, much to the professor’s chagrin, although she seemed to have finally piqued his interest.

The rain had soaked the grass, and she slipped and fell as she went down the slope.

“This window must open!” She shouted back to Remy over the wind. “If my theory is correct, the killer has the key to it. The murder weapon must be on this slope here somewhere.”

“This is folly!” The professor shouted, pulling the collar of his tweed jacket up around his ears. “You don’t even know what you’re looking for!”

Genny had brought the gloves from the first aid kit with her. She knew what she was looking for. A blunt object, small enough to hold, but big enough to kill someone with.

The rain intensified and she struggled to keep her footing on the slope.

“Genny, please!” Remy said. “What are you looking for?”

There.

She saw it.

With a gloved hand, she picked up a garden statue out of the bushes by the window. It was no longer than her arm and made of sandstone.

A carved Roman centurion, whose helmet and face were stained with blood.
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In Genny’s entire career, she had never gathered suspects in a room like a plucky sleuth on a television show. Perhaps Jonathon was right, and this was a hobby to her. It certainly felt surreal as the guests and staff filed into the study in front of a soaking wet Genny and Remy.

“Thanks to Jeb, the phone lines were restored an hour ago,” she told them. “We phoned the main island, and the police will be here shortly.”

A few relieved gasps went round the room.

“It is with grief, anger and a strong feeling a justice that we gather you in this room,” Remy said. He had struggled to control himself when Genny had told him who had killed his friend, but he knew procedures had to be followed. “The killer has been apprehended and is restrained in the staff quarters awaiting the arrival of the police.”

Everyone looked around, trying to work out who was missing.

“A formal trial will be conducted,” Genny said. “But we feel it is only right to tell you what we know.”

“Rufus was a lover of history above all else,” Remy said. “He was passionate about the history of the Romans in Britain. They left their mark behind from coast to coast with roads, art and temples, most of which are beyond ruined today. So, when he heard that his very own Solent Island had a Roman bathhouse, complete with unfaded mosaic tiles from 70 AD, he was thrilled. He travelled here, made a deal with the owners and pitched a documentary to his bosses at the SBC.”

“It wasn’t until he was spending day after day here that he noticed something was wrong,” Genny said. “The water wasn’t quite right. The mosaics were too bright. He poured over his research books trying to find an explanation. But he realised the lie. The bathhouse was fake. Professor, if you would explain.”

Jonathon cleared his throat, “In October 1752, Lord Nicholas Selby and his young bride started work on this house. They found that the Selbys’ ancestors had built the ground floor extension over an ancient Roman bathhouse. Or so they thought. For centuries the lie was preserved, and at some point in the 1950s, pumps and heating equipment were fitted to maintain the illusion.”

“Rachel Selby needed this lie to continue. In fact, with the spa haemorrhaging money, she applied for planning permission to make the site a tourist trap. What she didn’t realise was that Rufus could spot the fake. She overheard him telling the professor everything.” Genny sighed. “After spiking his drinks, she took a torch up to the rooms and asked him to come downstairs with her. She lured him to the old wing and killed him, throwing him into the water in the hopes that the body wouldn’t be found until after the storm, when the power was back on.”

“She didn’t account for the fact that Rufus had invited a police officer to stay for the weekend,” Remy explained.

The faces looking up at them were a mix of horror and shock. Tia looked angry, whilst Allison continued to cry.

“The sad fact is,” Genny said. “If Rufus hadn’t realised the baths were fake, he’d still be alive. It wasn’t personal. Rachel was looking out for her livelihood in the worst way possible.”
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Two months later

“There, roses from my garden,” Genny said, laying the bunch gently down next to the headstone.

Rufus Howlett

09.05.1989 – 26.10.2024

Beloved son, brother, friend

“Thanks,” Remy said to her, linking arms as she stood back up. “For everything.”

“I had an email today,” she said. “The professor is publishing his findings on the fake bathhouse. Comparing the mosaics to actual Roman ones. The imitation was built in Tudor times by some rich lord who had visited Bath one too many times. Rufus’ name will be pride of place in the findings, I made sure of that.”

“He would be pleased, though I don’t think he would have given his life for it, had he known what Rachel would do to protect her family’s lie,” Remy said pensively. “My poor friend.”

“The documentary is going to air too,” Genny said. “With footage from his life incorporated. Tia’s been working on it.”

“I heard,” Remy nodded. “She kept in touch. She really loved him. I’m glad he had her in his life. Someone to look out for him.”

“Me too,” Genny said. “And now the world will know who he was.”

THE END
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