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CHAPTER 1.


Ruby adjusted her grip on the old box she was carrying, her fingers sore from lugging it all the way down the street. She’d just moved into her new flat in London, three years after leaving her old life and the worst agency (ever) behind. The last thing she expected was a run-in with anyone from that world.


As she passed by a stately old house, its door swung open, and a figure stepped out. Tall, impeccably dressed, with a slight air of entitlement – even before he looked up, Ruby could tell he wasn’t the type to go unnoticed. She froze, the box almost slipping from her hands.


“Oh! Can I help you with that?” he asked, his voice polished but with a faint trace of a smirk. His dark eyes settled on her, assessing.


She straightened, recovering her grip on the box. “I’m fine, thank you.” She tried to keep her tone polite but firm, unwilling to show any hint of vulnerability.


He tilted his head, an amused smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Suit yourself, then.” There was something almost mocking in his tone, as if he found her reluctance intriguing rather than irritating.


Ruby forced herself to look away, feeling the heat of embarrassment mixed with a flicker of irritation. But as she moved to pass him, he didn’t step aside. Instead, he held his ground, watching her with a kind of curiosity she found both unsettling and annoyingly arrogant.


“You’re new here,” he observed, as if it was the most natural thing in the world to state the obvious.


“Yes, just moved in,” she replied, keeping her tone clipped. “Not that it’s any of your business.”


He chuckled, a rich, low sound that only added to her irritation. “No need to be so defensive. I’m only trying to be neighbourly. Name’s Anthony Williams.”


Her heart skipped a beat. Williams? She’d heard that name, whispers of it during her time at the agency. She took a slow breath, reminding herself that she’d left that life behind. “Ruby Lancaster.”


“Well then, Ruby Lancaster, if you ever need anything, I’m just down the street. Though from the looks of things, I’d say you’re rather used to handling things on your own.” He gave a slight bow, a gesture that seemed both genuine and, somehow, a touch arrogant.


As he walked away, Ruby couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d just met the most arrogant guy ever.


As she watched him walk away, Ruby felt a strange sense of disbelief. She’d lived on this street for three years – not in this exact flat, of course, but just down at the other end – and she’d never so much as glimpsed him. How could someone like that, someone who seemed to radiate an effortless confidence, have slipped under her radar for so long?


It didn’t add up. She’d walked this street a thousand times, and somehow, she was only meeting Anthony Williams now?


“Williams,” she murmured under her breath, testing the name as though it might spark a memory. And then it did. A flicker of recognition, a hint of something she’d heard in passing, maybe a long time ago – back when she still worked for the agency.


Her fingers tightened around the box, the weight of it forgotten. Williams. She was sure she’d heard that name whispered in hushed voices, spoken in the kind of tones people used when discussing something… dangerous. Or was it simply prestigious? It was hard to say, and that made it all the more maddening.


All she knew was that the name wasn’t unfamiliar. And now here he was, a mystery in the form of a well-dressed, arrogant neighbour.


Ruby felt a thrill of irritation mixed with intrigue. She’d come to London to start fresh, to leave behind the tangled web of her past. She didn’t need another complication. Yet as she stood there, she couldn’t help but feel that Williams – and the mystery surrounding him – might be precisely that.


Ruby shook her head, trying to shake off the encounter as she trudged the rest of the way to her new flat. She nudged open the door with her shoulder, the box nearly slipping from her arms again as she stepped inside. She let out a breath and set it down, glancing around at the half-unpacked chaos surrounding her.


A smirk crept onto her face as a thought occurred to her. Williams had no idea she’d moved in right next door. He probably assumed she lived somewhere down the street, far enough that they might only cross paths once in a while. For all his confidence and that arrogant little smirk, he didn’t know they were now, quite literally, neighbours.


She could almost hear his reaction in her head, see the flash of surprise – or maybe even discomfort – in his eyes if he found out. There was a strange satisfaction in that thought, in holding onto this tiny, private victory. She’d caught him off guard, if only a little.


But there was a small flicker of apprehension as well. Living next to Anthony Williams, of all people, might mean more frequent encounters. And with the vague memories of the “Williams” name drifting through her mind, she wondered if living beside him would be a risk – a pull back into the world she’d been so desperate to escape.


Ruby sighed, forcing herself to focus on unpacking rather than what she might have just gotten herself into.


She’d wanted a new start, after all. Yet somehow, without even knowing it, she’d walked straight into the path of someone who felt like a puzzle wrapped in trouble.


She set her jaw, deciding right then and there that whatever “Anthony Williams” was, he wouldn’t get in her way.


Back inside, Ruby set the box down with a soft thud, pausing to look around at the scattered piles of her belongings. The flat was smaller than her old one down the street, but there was something cozy and manageable about it. A blank slate, she reminded herself. Somewhere she could truly start over.


She opened a box and began pulling out books, stacking them on a low shelf by the wall. But as her fingers brushed over each familiar cover, memories tugged at her, unwilling to be ignored. Her mind drifted back to her old job – that agency. Just thinking about it made her stomach clench. They’d promised her so much when she joined, sold her a dream of purpose, respect, maybe even glory. But what she’d really gotten was long hours, dangerous cases, and barely a shred of appreciation. Worse, they’d twisted the truth, used her skills for their own ends without a second thought about the consequences.


She reached for a particularly battered copy of Wuthering Heights, feeling a pang of anger rise in her chest. ”People who are like us…” they’d said, over and over, like some mantra meant to keep her in line, keep her loyal. In the end, it was all just words, hollow promises to keep her from seeing the truth.


As the song continued in her ears, Ruby found herself murmuring along with Billie Eilish, her voice soft but laced with frustration. “Birds of a feather… you and me…” She let out a humourless laugh, the irony not lost on her. For all the talk of camaraderie, her agency had left her feeling isolated, expendable. She’d spent years convinced she was working toward something real, only to end up running from them as if they were no better than the ghosts she hunted.


Ruby sighed, stacking another book as she half-whispered the next line, “We change with the weather… I’m better when I’m with you…”


The words tasted bitter, and yet… maybe there was a sliver of truth in them, even now. She might be free from the agency, but it had shaped her in ways she couldn’t easily shake. There were days when she felt she’d never be able to escape the shadows they’d cast over her.


But she forced herself to keep unpacking, stacking books, folding clothes, filling the empty spaces around her. She wasn’t there anymore. She was here, in this little flat, just a few doors down from an arrogant, well-mannered neighbour with a last name that stirred half-buried memories. For better or worse, this was her life now – her chance to rewrite things, to be someone she could actually stand.


Ruby pushed her sleeves up, brushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear, and glanced around at the mountain of boxes. She sighed, mentally sorting through what needed to go where. She hefted a box labelled "KITCHEN" and headed to the small, narrow kitchen tucked into the corner of the flat. The space was a bit cramped, but the light from the window above the sink cast a warm glow, making it feel almost welcoming. She set the box down on the counter and pulled open a few cabinets, getting a feel for where things would go.


The place was a far cry from the sleek, modern flat her agency had “recommended” when she’d first moved to London. They’d even had the audacity to suggest she stay close to their offices, like a dog on a leash. She’d been young, hopeful, and eager to prove herself, so she’d gone along with it. But every day in that place had felt less like home and more like a carefully staged set, meant to remind her of the agency’s influence over her life.


She shook her head, pushing away the thought as she turned back to her boxes. This flat was different. Small, maybe a little run-down, but hers. Every item she placed here would be because she chose it.


She moved on to the next box, marked "BEDROOM," and lugged it down the short hallway to her room. The bedroom was modest, with barely enough space for her bed, a dresser, and a closet. But it was quiet, and she imagined lying there, listening to the hum of the city outside, and maybe – just maybe – finally getting a decent night’s sleep without the agency haunting her dreams.


As she set the box down, her gaze lingered on the empty bed frame and the soft, grey light filtering through the window. She didn’t have to be constantly on guard here. No high-stakes missions, no whispered conversations that ended abruptly when she walked into the room. Just peace. Or, at least, she hoped.


Next, she picked up the box labelled "OFFICE" and carried it into the small room she’d claimed for her workspace. It was barely bigger than a closet, with just enough space for a desk and a chair, but she felt a strange sense of satisfaction setting the box down. This room would be her retreat, her place to focus, and maybe even rediscover the things she loved about her work before the agency had twisted them. The thought filled her with a quiet determination. She’d use this space to do things her way, no strings attached, no oversight from people who only valued her as a tool.


As she stepped back into the main room, she glanced at the last few boxes. A faint smile tugged at her lips. For the first time in a long time, each step she took felt like it was truly hers. She would build a life here, box by box, choice by choice.


Just as Ruby was beginning to relax, a loud growl erupted from her stomach, startling her out of her peaceful moment. She sighed, pressing a hand to her abdomen as if to silence it. She hadn’t eaten anything substantial all day – just a stale granola bar in between carrying boxes and a cup of cold tea she’d forgotten about hours ago.


She debated getting up, but a glance at the bare shelves in the tiny kitchen reminded her she hadn’t had time to stock the fridge yet. Of course, she thought with a groan. Her stomach growled again, louder this time, insistent and unforgiving.


“Fine, fine,” she muttered, hauling herself up from the bed. She dug through her purse until she found her phone and pulled up the nearest pizza place, grateful for the familiarity of the app’s layout. A classic Margherita with extra cheese sounded just about perfect.


As she placed the order, she glanced around the empty flat, taking in the stacks of boxes, the half-unpacked kitchen, the bedroom she’d barely started setting up. Moving was always exhausting, but something about this move felt more draining than usual. Maybe it was the thought of starting fresh in a place that was all hers, with no one to answer to but herself.


“Thirty minutes,” she muttered to herself, glancing at the order confirmation. She set the phone down, feeling an odd little thrill at the prospect of a hot meal on its way. It wasn’t glamorous, and it wasn’t homemade, but it was hers – a little indulgence after a day of hard work.


Ruby leaned back on the couch, pulling her blanket around her shoulders as she waited, listening to the faint sounds of the street outside and thinking, perhaps for the first time in years, that things might just be looking up.


Ruby glanced at the remaining boxes in her bedroom, feeling a surge of energy despite the long day. She wasn’t going to get much else done tonight, but maybe she could at least unpack her clothes. She flipped open another box and pulled out a few folded shirts, humming softly to herself as she worked.










CHAPTER 2.


Then, out of nowhere, she heard a voice – low, smooth, and unmistakably confident. She froze, her pulse quickening as the words drifted through the room.


“…really think that’s necessary? I told you, I’ve got it under control.”


Ruby’s heart skipped a beat, and she quickly turned, half-expecting to find someone standing in the doorway. But there was no one there. The flat was empty, silent save for the gentle hum of the city outside. She took a slow, careful breath, trying to shake the unsettling feeling that someone was watching her.


But then the voice spoke again, clear and resonant, and something in her brain clicked. That voice… she knew that voice. It was him. Anthony Williams. For a brief, bewildering moment, she thought he’d somehow found his way into her flat, that he was lurking just out of sight.


But as she listened more closely, she realized the voice was muffled, like it was coming from… somewhere else. The walls. She could hear him through the walls. Her pulse steadied, a mix of relief and intrigue filling her as she tilted her head, trying to catch what he was saying.


“Of course it’ll work,” he continued, his tone smooth and self-assured. “You’re worrying too much, as usual.”


Ruby frowned, her curiosity getting the better of her. It was strange, hearing him so clearly, as if the walls between their flats were barely there. She knew some old buildings were like that, but this seemed unusually thin. She found herself leaning closer, catching snippets of his words as they floated through the wall.


Before she knew it, she was standing with her ear against the plaster, her curiosity growing. If he was this audible here, maybe there was a spot where the walls were even thinner…


Ruby’s curiosity got the better of her. She took a few steps back, glancing at the walls as if they might reveal Anthony’s presence more clearly. She could still hear his voice, muffled but clear enough to catch the edges of his words. Intrigued, she moved to a different wall, pressing her ear against it. Nothing. Just a dull, distant hum.


She took another few steps, stopping by the wall near the window, and tilted her head, listening intently.


“…that’s why it’s important to have someone who can hear them,” he was saying, his tone serious, almost passionate. “You don’t just stumble into this line of work. You’re either born with the sensitivity, or you’ve spent years studying every historical case.”


Ruby’s brows knitted together as she tried to make sense of his words. Hear them? That was an odd way to talk about… what, exactly? The mention of "sensitivity" made her stomach twist with an unsettling familiarity. She knew that kind of language all too well from her time in the agency, the same way people in her field discussed those who had rare, supernatural abilities.


She moved again, this time pressing her ear to the wall that separated her bedroom from what she assumed was his living room. Anthony’s voice grew louder, clearer.


“Yes, I know they’re dangerous. That’s the whole point – that’s why I’m in this business,” he continued, with a trace of impatience now. “If you’d just trust me, you’d see that I have a plan. I’m not some reckless amateur.”


Ruby’s eyes widened, her thoughts racing. She couldn’t believe it, but everything he was saying pointed to one possibility – one that she herself was all too familiar with. Anthony Williams was in the ghost hunting business. The same dangerous line of work she’d just left behind, trying to escape the agency’s cold manipulation and the endless brushes with death.


The realization hit her in slow waves. It made sense now, why she’d felt a strange, almost instinctive recognition when they first met, why his voice carried that particular confidence she’d noticed before. He wasn’t just another Londoner – he was like her, someone with a foot in the world of the supernatural. But the way he was speaking… it sounded different, almost personal, like he had his own reasons for getting involved in this work.


She leaned closer, trying to catch every word. There was a sense of familiarity to the way he spoke about it, as if he were discussing some well-studied passion. Anthony’s tone wasn’t just one of professional obligation. It carried a strange enthusiasm, as though he saw ghost hunting as more than a job. It was something he’d chosen, something that fuelled him.


Ruby took another step, testing the walls, following the sound of his voice like a trail. Each snippet of his conversation revealed a little more, hinting at an intricate knowledge of the ghostly pandemic that had swept the world. Anthony wasn’t just some thrill-seeker. He knew the history, the mechanics, maybe even the science behind it all – the kind of depth that only someone truly dedicated, or maybe even obsessed, would pursue.










CHAPTER 3.


Her heart beat faster as she reached yet another wall, catching one last phrase that cemented it in her mind: “…yes, because there’s no one else who can handle it. That’s why they call me.”


As Ruby stood there, pressing her ear to the wall, Anthony’s words tugged at memories she’d been trying to bury since she left the agency. His confident tone, his casual mentions of the dangers, the implied knowledge he carried so easily… it all reminded her of the way her own superiors had spoken, and the memories flooded in, sharp and uninvited.


She remembered her first day at the agency, the thrill of being chosen, of stepping into that world. She’d felt almost honoured, naïve as she was back then. They’d promised her purpose, a way to use her abilities, to contribute to something larger than herself. But from the beginning, there had been an edge to their tone, an unspoken expectation that her worth was conditional – tied directly to her usefulness. She was valuable only as long as she delivered.


And they hadn’t been subtle about it. She still remembered the coldness of her first evaluation, a blunt assessment of her skills, delivered with cutting precision and barely disguised criticism. She’d walked out of that room stunned, replaying their words in her mind, trying to understand where she had gone wrong. But the more she tried to meet their impossible standards, the harder they pushed, like they took satisfaction in watching her struggle.


Over time, she’d realized that was exactly the point. Every compliment was double-edged, every bit of praise swiftly followed by a reminder of her failings. They’d treated her abilities like tools to be sharpened and pushed to their limit, with no regard for the toll it took on her. She became a weapon for them to wield – never a person, always an instrument.


Ruby remembered the sleepless nights, the exhaustion that seemed to settle in her bones. The way her hands would tremble after a job, the fear she’d tried so hard to mask. When she’d dared to mention the pressure, they’d dismissed it with barely a second glance, insisting that “someone with her skills” should be capable of handling it. They’d looked down on her like she was soft, unworthy of the work if she couldn’t bear the strain.


She’d grown colder, harder, out of necessity. But it had been soul-crushing. The cruelty, the endless critiques, the lack of basic kindness – it had chipped away at her, leaving her feeling hollow and numb. She’d almost stopped questioning it, accepting the treatment as inevitable. But now, as she thought of Anthony on the other side of the wall, she felt a spark of the old anger and resentment flare up.


It took her back to those days when she’d sit alone after a mission, wondering if she’d ever be more than just another expendable asset. She’d spent years wrestling with that feeling, trying to convince herself that her work had meaning, that her sacrifices mattered. But all they’d done was wear her down, take every part of her strength, and leave her with nothing but scars.


A bitter smile tugged at her lips as she listened to Anthony’s voice. Maybe he had his reasons, but she couldn’t imagine why anyone would willingly enter a world like that. Not after everything she’d been through. She’d sworn she’d never go back, never let herself be used like that again. And yet here she was, staring at the thin walls that separated them, feeling that world pulling at her again, its familiar shadows tempting her into the very life she’d tried so hard to leave behind.


A sharp knock at the door snapped Ruby out of her thoughts, pulling her back to the present. She blinked, disoriented, and glanced around her dim apartment as if waking from a half-forgotten dream. Then she remembered: the pizza. She hurried to the door, hoping the delivery driver hadn’t been waiting too long.


When she opened it, the smell hit her first – warm, cheesy, with a hint of fresh basil. The delivery driver handed her the box with a friendly nod, and she gave him a quick “thanks” before shutting the door, already starving.


She made her way to the living room, balancing the pizza box on one arm as she cleared a space on the coffee table, pushing aside a few stray boxes she hadn’t yet dealt with. Ruby plopped onto the couch, flipping open the lid and letting out a sigh of relief as the smell washed over her. She took a slice and bit in, savouring the warmth and the taste of melted cheese and tangy tomato sauce. It wasn’t fancy, but right now, it felt like a small luxury after the day she’d had.


As she ate, she tried to focus on the simple pleasure of food, to push away the memories that Anthony’s voice had stirred up. But her mind kept drifting back, replaying those same harsh critiques, the suffocating pressure. She wondered what Anthony had been through, what had led him into the ghost-hunting world. Whether he was as cold and calculated as the people she’d known, or if he had his own reasons that set him apart.


The thought lingered as she reached for a second slice, her gaze drifting toward the walls she’d been pressing her ear against just minutes ago.


Ruby leaned back against the couch, taking the last bite of her pizza and savouring the warmth that spread through her, easing some of the day’s tension. She closed the box, pushing it to the edge of the table, and let out a long sigh. It had been a strange day – unsettling and exhausting in ways she hadn’t anticipated – and now all she wanted was sleep.


Rising from the couch, she stretched her arms overhead, feeling the stiffness in her shoulders and neck from lifting boxes all day. She glanced around the half-unpacked living room, deciding it could wait until tomorrow. Right now, rest was all that mattered.


With a soft yawn, she padded over to her bedroom, flipping on the small bedside lamp that cast a warm glow across the room. Her bed was still unmade, just a bare mattress with a single blanket she’d tossed on earlier. It wasn’t much, but she didn’t care. She crawled under the blanket, pulling it up around her shoulders as she sank into the mattress, feeling herself finally start to relax.


The apartment was silent now, and she felt a strange comfort in that quiet. Her thoughts drifted, tugged in and out of memories she didn’t want to dwell on, but she reminded herself that she was here, in her own space, finally away from the agency’s suffocating grip.


As her eyes grew heavy, she thought briefly of Anthony and that low, confident voice she’d overheard through the wall. For a moment, she wondered what his story was, why he seemed so drawn to the same line of work she’d been so desperate to escape. But sleep was already pulling her under, and before she knew it, her thoughts faded, giving way to a deep, dreamless rest.


As Ruby curled deeper into the blanket, a drowsy warmth spread through her limbs, and her body began to sink into the mattress. Her mind floated between wakefulness and sleep, that delicate state where thoughts wandered untethered. She found herself wondering if this new apartment might actually become a refuge, a place where she could finally shed the weight of her past.


But then, like a faint shadow at the edge of her mind, memories of the agency surfaced again – the cold, critical faces, the endless missions, the exhaustion that had settled deep in her bones. She thought of the hollow feeling that had haunted her during those years, the way she’d felt like a piece of machinery rather than a person. Her jaw tightened briefly, and she pulled the blanket closer, as if its warmth could shield her from that part of her past.


Yet tonight, there was also a hint of something new – a spark of intrigue she hadn’t felt in ages. Anthony’s voice echoed faintly in her mind, that low, assured tone hinting at his own secrets. She had a feeling he wasn’t like the others at the agency. His work, whatever it was, seemed driven by something different, something she couldn’t quite place.


With a soft sigh, she let her thoughts melt into the dark, promising herself that tomorrow she’d focus on settling in, on leaving the past behind. And as her eyes closed, a faint, unspoken hope flickered inside her – that maybe, just maybe, this new beginning would allow her to find herself again. In the quiet that followed, she let go, slipping finally into the deep embrace of sleep.


~~ *~ ~










CHAPTER 4.


The next morning, sunlight filtered softly through her curtains, rousing Ruby from sleep. She blinked, stretched, and sat up, still cocooned in the warmth of her blanket, savouring the quiet. After a long moment, she pushed herself out of bed, her feet touching the cool floor as she shuffled into the kitchen to start her day.


She poured herself a cup of coffee and toasted a slice of bread, pulling open a box she’d labelled “kitchen essentials” and finding a jar of peanut butter and a single apple. Simple, but it would do for breakfast. She leaned against the counter, biting into her toast, and allowed herself a moment to settle into the morning’s calm. Her thoughts were still a little hazy from yesterday, but the promise of a new day, of a fresh start, filled her with a cautious optimism.


Once she’d finished breakfast, she set to work on the pile of boxes. She moved methodically through the living room, sorting her books onto the shelves and stacking her records in a neat row by the stereo. Each item she unpacked brought her flat a little closer to feeling like home, filling it with pieces of her life, her memories.


By mid-morning, she’d made good progress, and she realized with a small pang of hunger that she’d need to make a proper grocery run. And maybe a few things to brighten the place up, she thought, glancing around at the sparsely decorated rooms. Flowers. She hadn’t bought herself flowers in ages, but today felt like the right day for it.


With that thought, she grabbed her coat and bag, taking a last look at the scattered boxes before heading out. A new day, a new place, and the chance to create a space that was truly her own – it was a small comfort, but enough to make her smile as she stepped out into the bustling street.


Ruby wandered through the familiar streets of London, taking in the energy of the morning as the city buzzed around her. She took her time, feeling a sense of quiet satisfaction as she drifted from store to store, picking up fresh bread, a small assortment of vegetables, pasta, and the basics she’d need to keep her kitchen stocked. The bags grew heavier with each stop, but it felt grounding, like she was reclaiming the simple routines she’d missed.


As she rounded a corner, a flower stand caught her eye. Bouquets in every colour filled the air with a sweet, earthy scent, and her gaze landed on a bunch of delicate purple flowers – their soft, violet hues stood out against the grey of the city, a pop of colour that felt just right. She picked them up, holding the flowers close, almost surprised at how much comfort they brought.


She continued her walk, noticing the small details she’d ignored in her old life, back when she’d rushed from place to place with her mind fixed on work. Now, she spotted everything: the morning paper flapping against a metal rack, posters pasted to old lampposts, layers of faded print announcing everything from concerts to political campaigns.


And then there were the job offers – plastered across notice boards, lamp posts, taped hastily to shop windows. A few were for small agencies, barely paying enough to cover rent, offering vague promises of “steady work” and “career growth.” Ruby paused in front of one, eyeing the faded ink and worn paper, its edges curling as though it had been there far too long. She felt a familiar tension creep up her spine – the same tightening she’d felt in those early days when she’d been so eager to prove herself.


Further down the street, a larger agency had placed a sleek, polished poster in the window of a coffee shop, advertising high-paying positions for “highly qualified individuals.” Ruby stared at it, the words blurring slightly as memories of her last job resurfaced. She knew what those posters left out, the toll they took on the people they lured in with promises of prestige.


Still, she couldn’t help noticing them all – the small, obscure firms and the bigger, more ruthless agencies alike. It was a reminder that this world she’d tried so hard to escape was everywhere, pulling at the edges of her new life. She shook her head, focusing instead on the comforting weight of the groceries in her hands and the soft petals of the purple flowers she’d chosen.


Her footsteps quickened as she headed back to her flat, determined to leave the past on those lampposts and shop windows.


Ruby was balancing her grocery bags and clutching the newspaper she’d impulsively picked up, tucking the flowers under one arm as she rounded the corner toward her flat. She was so focused on not dropping anything that she didn’t notice him until it was too late.


“Oh!” she exclaimed as she collided with someone’s shoulder, her grip loosening on the newspaper, which slipped from her hands and fluttered to the ground. Groceries shifted precariously in her bags, and she tried to steady herself, finally looking up to see none other than Anthony Williams, who seemed to have materialized out of thin air.


He smiled, eyebrows raised, and stooped to pick up the fallen paper. As he straightened, he glanced at the open page, his gaze catching on the section of job listings.


“Looking for something new?” he asked with a hint of amusement, handing the paper back to her.


Ruby felt a rush of heat rise to her cheeks as she accepted it, quickly folding it closed. “No, not really. Just… curiosity,” she replied, trying to sound casual. She knew how it must look – her arms full of groceries, flowers peeking out from one of the bags, and a newspaper opened directly to job offerings. She hoped he wouldn’t assume too much.


Anthony gave her a slight nod, his expression thoughtful. “I’ve seen those kinds of listings before. Most of them aren’t worth the ink they’re printed on.” He paused, his gaze flickering briefly over her face, as though he were assessing something. “But then, you probably already know that.”


“Yeah,” she muttered, feeling the familiar sting of her past experience with agencies, the low pay, the gruelling hours, the endless demands. “I’ve been down that road before. Just... not looking to go there again.”


His face softened slightly, his gaze steady. “Good. They don’t deserve someone like you.”


For a moment, his words lingered between them, and she couldn’t help feeling a strange connection – an unspoken understanding that he knew more about the business, and maybe even about her, than he let on.


Ruby cleared her throat, looking down at her flowers to break the intensity of his gaze. “Anyway, thanks,” she said quickly. “For the paper. And… well, I’ll see you around.”


He nodded, stepping back with a faint smile. “Yeah. Don’t let the job listings weigh you down.”


As she headed back toward her flat, Ruby found herself glancing over her shoulder, wondering what exactly he’d meant by that – and feeling, despite herself, just a little less alone in the city.


Back in her apartment, Ruby set the groceries on the counter, arranging her flowers in an empty jar she’d found in one of her boxes. As she stepped back to admire them, her mind drifted to Anthony. His words echoed in her head – “They don’t deserve someone like you.” There was something unnervingly perceptive about him, a knowing look in his eyes as if he’d seen through her, reading the stories she tried to leave behind.


Finally, unable to shake her curiosity, she pulled out her phone and dialled her friend Emma’s number. Emma picked up after a few rings.










CHAPTER 5.


“Ruby! How’s the new place?” she greeted warmly.


“It’s… good,” Ruby replied, leaning against the counter. She hesitated, unsure how to bring up the topic, but then decided to go for it. “Hey, I ran into someone today. Do you, by any chance, know an Anthony Williams?”


There was a brief silence on the other end, and then Emma’s tone changed. “Wait. Anthony Williams? The ghost-hunter Williams?”


Ruby’s heart skipped a beat. “Ghost-hunter?”


“Yes! Williams’ practically famous… well, in certain circles. He’s known for taking on the most dangerous cases, and he runs his own agency, or so I’ve heard,” Emma replied, her voice tinged with awe and a hint of alarm. “Ruby, how did you meet him?”


Ruby shifted uncomfortably. “He’s my neighbour. I bumped into him a couple of times. He seemed… interesting.”


“Interesting is one way to put it,” Emma muttered. “People say he’s mysterious. No one knows much about his past, but he’s got this reputation for being fearless, even reckless. Some people think he’s a bit… you know, haunted.”


The word sent a chill down Ruby’s spine, but she pushed it aside. “Haunted? Like... by ghosts?”


“Maybe.” Emma sounded hesitant. “It’s just rumours, but he’s definitely not your average ghost hunter. And his agency – well, they don’t have the best reputation for being ‘safe.’”


Ruby’s mind raced, piecing together everything Emma had told her with her own observations. She could remember the edge in Anthony’s voice, the intensity in his eyes, like he was carrying secrets he didn’t intend to share.


“Be careful, Rube,” Emma said softly. “People who get close to Anthony Williams either become legends or… well, let’s just say they don’t stick around for long.”


Ruby tried to laugh it off, but the warning lingered in her mind long after they hung up. She couldn’t shake the feeling that meeting him was more than coincidence – that somehow, her life was about to be pulled back into the very world she’d tried to escape.


After her conversation with Emma, Ruby found herself feeling a strange mix of caution and curiosity. Anthony Williams was already an enigma, but the fact that Emma knew about him, that he was talked about in ghost-hunting circles, only added to the mystery. Part of her wanted to leave it alone, to not get tangled up with someone whose life sounded as complicated as hers had been. But another part, a part she hadn’t felt in a long time, was intrigued.


Almost without thinking, she reached for the telephone book, flipping through its thin pages until she found his name: Williams, A. She hesitated, her finger resting on the number. It was impulsive – reckless, even. But if he was her neighbour, if they were going to keep running into each other, maybe it wouldn’t hurt to get a little more information… or even some closure on whatever strange feeling had lingered since their last encounter.


Before she could talk herself out of it, she dialled his number.


The phone rang once. Twice. Her heart began to pound, and for a second she thought of hanging up. Then, a faint click on the other end, followed by his voice, low and composed.


“Williams here.”










CHAPTER 6.


Ruby froze, the words she’d planned escaping her entirely. She hadn’t expected him to actually pick up. She’d imagined the call going to voicemail, or that he’d be out, busy with some strange case. But there he was, waiting.


She swallowed and took a deep breath, keeping her voice barely above a whisper so he wouldn’t quite hear her. “Um… I just wanted to apologize for bumping into you earlier,” she murmured, her tone so quiet she was sure he wouldn’t catch every word.


There was a pause. “Apology accepted,” he replied, sounding amused, though she wasn’t sure if he could actually hear her or was just playing along. “Anything else?”


Ruby bit her lip, realizing how strange this must sound. But she forced herself to continue. “I just thought… maybe… if I were looking for a new job, I mean, eventually… well, would you…?”


She trailed off, feeling foolish, her words trailing into silence. She’d barely admitted it to herself, and here she was, practically asking him if he’d hire her, based on nothing but a few accidental encounters.


After a beat, he spoke again, his tone still unreadable. “Perhaps we can talk more in person,” he said finally, a hint of interest in his voice. “It’s better not to discuss these things over the phone. I’ll be around tomorrow, if you want to drop by.”


Ruby felt her heart skip a beat. “Alright,” she whispered, barely breathing.


“Good night, Ruby,” he said softly before hanging up, leaving her standing there in stunned silence.


Ruby held the receiver for a long moment, the dial tone humming softly in her ear as she processed what had just happened. Williams’ voice, so composed and calm, lingered in her mind, and the way he’d said her name at the end – quiet, familiar, almost as if he already knew her. She felt an unexpected warmth spread through her chest, but then quickly pushed it aside, trying to ground herself.


What was she doing? She’d barely settled into this new life, barely started to put her old one behind her. And here she was, making contact with a ghost hunter – not just any ghost hunter, but one with a reputation so intense that even Emma had warned her about him. It was reckless. Yet, the part of her that had been so carefully guarded, so reluctant to trust anyone, had suddenly leaned toward him, like a moth to flame.


A thought nagged at the back of her mind. Maybe she was only doing this because she missed the thrill of her old work – the strange sense of purpose that came from facing the unknown, from being useful, in demand. And wasn’t that the very thing she’d sworn to escape? The sleepless nights, the endless missions, the feeling of being consumed by the work? She had wanted to be done with it all, and here she was, entertaining the idea of going back to that world.
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