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      For those of you who might be unfamiliar with Canadian geography, Be Our Ghost takes place in the beautiful city of Victoria, which is the provincial capital of British Columbia. It’s located on the West Coast of Canada, on the southernmost tip of Vancouver Island (not to be confused with the city of Vancouver, which is on the mainland). I set the Duchess Hotel series in Victoria because I grew up there, and I love going back to visit. In the interest of storytelling, I’ve taken a few liberties in my depiction of downtown Victoria, including the creation of two fictional hotels: the Duchess and the Grand Duke.

      Content warning: While Be Our Ghost is meant to provide an enjoyable Halloween romp, the story contains a main character who was cheated on (mentioned in backstory), a main character with a controlling parent (plus an ex who was very controlling), and an incident from the hotel’s past involving a tragic murder-suicide that took place in 1924. While this incident is not described in detail, it is mentioned a few times on the page.
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      The only thing scarier than ghosts is falling in love.

      

      Knox McIntyre has mastered the art of avoiding drama, especially the romantic kind. Ever since his screenwriting career went up in flames, the grumpy bartender has kept his past buried and his heart off-limits. But when a paranormal reality show sets its sights on the boutique hotel where he works, he gets roped into the production—and partnered with the one woman who just might unravel him.

      

      Charlotte “Charlie” Fraser is the Duchess Hotel’s sunny front office manager, a hopeless romantic with a weakness for happy endings and broody bartenders. After months of pining for Knox, she’s ready to act—even if it means battling her inner scaredy-cat by helping him bring a ghost-hunting show to the hotel this Halloween.

      

      As Knox and Charlie dig into the hotel’s chilling past, they find themselves irresistibly drawn to each other. Every lingering look, near kiss, and shared secret brings them closer to something real. But unless they can summon the courage to face their feelings head-on, their love doesn’t stand a ghost of a chance.

      

      Be Our Ghost is a swoony workplace rom-com with haunted vibes, Halloween hijinks, and a slow-burn romance that’s worth believing in.
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      Thirty minutes until happy hour. The bane of Knox McIntyre’s existence.

      It wasn’t that he disliked his job as head bartender at the Gilded Lily—the swanky cocktail lounge located inside the Duchess Hotel. Unlike the rowdy neighborhood pub where he’d last worked, the Lily had class. But during happy hour, everyone staying at the hotel was entitled to a free glass of wine. Since they weren’t paying for it, they rarely felt the need to tip. They also kept him hopping with their demands for the bar’s seasonal specials, which were offered at half price.

      He frowned as he peered at a note taped to the cash register. It had been left for him by Preston Hargreaves, the Duchess Hotel’s general manager, or GM.

      Hey, Knox. Just circling back about your request to switch to fall-themed drinks now that September’s here. Let’s hold off until the weather cools down. Your tropical cocktails have made such a splash we need to keep the momentum going. And keep cranking those Jimmy Buffett tunes! Beach vibes for the win!

      Beach vibes, my ass. Knox had spent the past three months mixing up all manner of sweet, fruity drinks. Not ideal, considering the two most popular selections—piña coladas and frozen daiquiris—required the time-consuming use of a blender. And the only blender in the bar was the noisy, janky one his boss was too cheap to replace.

      Then there was the matter of Preston’s summer playlist. Knox’s preferred background music was a low-key mix of vintage jazz and swing. Instead, he’d been forced to endure songs like “Margaritaville” and “Kokomo” on repeat. Both tunes might have been acceptable if he’d been tending bar in Hawaii or Florida. But the Duchess was located in Victoria, B.C. Canada. Which was as far from the tropics as you could get.

      At least tonight’s happy hour would be on the slow side since it was the Tuesday after Labor Day. And if he wasn’t elbow-deep in customers, he’d have time to chat with Charlie if she stopped by the bar. The thought of seeing her—even for a few minutes—coaxed a smile out of him. No one else who worked at the Duchess affected him that way. Just Charlie.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a voice from the past. “Knox. Buddy. How’s it hanging?”

      He looked up in surprise. How long had it been since he’d seen Logan in person? Three years? Four? His friend looked as slick as ever, designer shades perched atop his wavy blond hair. They’d met while working in Vancouver on The Hidden Forest, the award-winning fantasy show where Knox had gotten his big break as a screenwriter, and Logan had learned the ropes as a production assistant. A great gig until Knox’s life had gone to shit. After being forced out of the show, he’d moved to Victoria and cut ties with everyone except Logan.

      Knox crumpled up Preston’s note and shoved it into his pocket. “Good to see you, man. What are you doing in Victoria?”

      “I’m here to visit my favorite bartender. Isn’t that reason enough?” Logan cast a glance around the cocktail lounge, which was almost empty, except for a couple seated at one of the high-tops. “Classy joint you’ve got here.”

      Knox nodded. The Gilded Lily was one of the hotel’s best features, designed to resemble a 1920s speakeasy, with a tin-tiled ceiling, green glass pendant lights, and brown leather club chairs. One wall displayed framed newspaper articles and photos from the twenties, along with classic Art Deco posters.

      “It’s a hell of a lot nicer than the last place I worked,” he said. “But I’m not buying your bullshit. You didn’t take the ferry all the way from Vancouver just to see my sorry ass.”

      His friend let out a hearty laugh. “I’m here for work. I’ve got a new job. Hopefully, it’ll last longer than my gig at Sunshine Coast Productions.”

      Like Knox, Logan had left The Hidden Forest a few years ago. But in his case, it had been by choice so he could take on the role of production manager at an up-and-coming studio.

      “What happened at Sunshine Coast?” Knox asked.

      “You name it. Money problems. Infighting. A CEO who couldn’t keep his grabby hands to himself. I’m lucky I got out when I did.”

      “Glad you landed on your feet.” Knox gestured to the wall of bottles behind him. “Want a drink? On the house.”

      It was the least he could do. More than once, Logan had asked him to come back and visit. Knox always shot him down. Vancouver held too many memories of his old life—the years he’d spent toiling away in a city so tapped into the entertainment industry it was known as “Hollywood North.”

      Logan settled onto a stool. “I’ll have a gin and tonic. Black Fox gin, if you’ve got it.” He took out his phone and set it on the bar top. “Not to be rude, but I’m waiting on a call.”

      “No problem.” For as long as Knox had known him, Logan was always waiting on a call. “What’s your new job?”

      “I’m the field story producer for a ghost-hunting show called Canada’s Most Haunted. That’s why I’m in town. I’m scouting locations for an upcoming episode.”

      Knox snorted. “Seriously? I didn’t think you believed in that stuff.” He grabbed the gin and set about mixing Logan’s drink.

      “I’ll believe in anything if there’s a paycheck. And there’s good money to be made in those paranormal reality shows. Like Ghost Adventures. Or The Dead Files. Both series have been running forever.”

      “Never seen either one.” Knox garnished the drink with a wedge of lime and passed it to him. “I always assumed they faked their evidence.”

      Logan took a swig of his drink. “Some of the effects are exaggerated, but a lot of it’s real. I’ve felt cold spots, heard weird noises, and seen stuff I can’t explain. We’re planning on shooting an episode in Victoria next month.”

      “You should go on a ghostly walking tour while you’re in town. Historic Hauntings does a great job.” Despite Knox’s skepticism, he’d taken one of their tours and found it entertaining.

      “I did that last night. Good stuff. I’d heard of the Grand Duke Hotel before, but I had no idea it was flat-out haunted.”

      “Yeah, it’s part of local lore. Word is, the Duke has three resident ghosts that appear on a regular basis.” Yet another thing the ostentatious hotel could brag about. Knox loathed the Grand Duke, as did all his coworkers at the Duchess. Not only was the massive hotel their fiercest rival, but its senior staff were total pricks. “I’m not a fan of the place, but it’s worth asking if they’ll let you film there.”

      “I already met with one of their managers. The guy had a stick up his ass.” Logan gave a huff of exasperation. “He claimed our show would tarnish their reputation.”

      “Their loss. But there’s gotta be another location that would work. Does the episode have to take place at a hotel?”

      “Ideally, yes, since we’re focusing on haunted inns and hotels this season. I’m meeting with someone from the Pendray Inn, so that might do the trick, but I’d like more options.”

      Knox pulled out his phone. “Let me see if there’s anywhere else. After I went on that ghost tour, the guide sent me a link to a few other haunted places in Victoria.”

      Before he could search for the list, his boss, Preston, entered the Gilded Lily. As usual, he was impeccably dressed in one of his pricey Jack Victor suits. Though he wasn’t the worst boss Knox had ever dealt with, he demanded a lot from his staff. Ever since he’d taken the reins of the Duchess a year ago, he’d been on a nonstop mission to boost the struggling boutique hotel’s rankings and occupancy rate.

      Preston strode up to the bar with a look of grim determination. “Knox. Did you get my note? I’d like us to go hard on the beach vibes for at least another week.”

      Knox resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Yep. Got it. Once happy hour starts, I’ll fire up the blender and switch to your playlist.” But not another minute sooner.

      “Excellent. Just because Labor Day’s over doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy summer for a little while longer. After all, fall doesn’t officially start until September twenty-second.”

      Did that mean another two weeks of frozen daiquiris? Hell, no.

      Logan tossed back the rest of his drink and set down the glass. “I should head over to the Pendray Inn. Let me know if you think of any other haunted hotels in the area.”

      “Haunted hotels?” Preston’s voice rose in excitement. “Now you’ve got my interest. I’m Preston Hargreaves, the general manager of the Duchess.”

      Logan shook his hand. “Logan Cantrell. Knox and I go way back.”

      Knox spoke up before his friend could reveal too much about their shared past. “We used to work together, but now he’s in town scouting locations for Canada’s Most Haunted.”

      “I love that show,” Preston said. “If you’re searching for a place to film an episode, then look no further. Our hotel is second only to the Grand Duke in terms of hauntings.”

      What the fuck? When Knox had gone on that ghost tour, his guide hadn’t mentioned the Duchess.

      “I could totally see shooting here,” Logan said. “This place has a great old-timey vibe. But we’d need more background material. Usually, when a hotel is haunted, it’s because it played host to a tragedy, like a grisly murder or a devastating fire. What’ve you got?”

      Preston’s smile faltered. “I…uh…don’t have all the details offhand, but I can round up some info. When would the filming take place?”

      “In about six or seven weeks, so I’m thinking late October.”

      Just like that, Preston’s smarmy grin was back. “Super. We’re planning to ‘lean into’ Halloween this year. Hosting the show would give us a huge boost.”

      Logan’s phone buzzed. “Shit, I’ve gotta run.” He handed Preston a business card. “Send me all the details. The sooner, the better.” He nodded toward Knox. “We need to catch up. You free for coffee tomorrow? Or lunch?”

      “Either one’s fine. I don’t start work until three.” Knox could always count on Logan for the juiciest industry gossip.

      “Perfecto.” Logan shot him a pair of finger guns. “I’ll text you.”

      “Sounds good.” Knox took his empty glass and wiped down the bar. He waited until his friend had left before speaking to Preston in a low voice. “The Duchess isn’t haunted.”

      “It could be, right? It’s over a hundred years old.”

      Not everything old is haunted, dipshit. “It’s not on the Historic Hauntings tour, and there are no records of any ghostly sightings.”

      “Maybe we haven’t looked hard enough. I’ll bet we could find guests who’ve had some kind of supernatural encounter while staying here. Or we could make something up.”

      Bad idea. After years of mismanagement, the Duchess was slowly rebuilding its reputation as an iconic boutique hotel. If word got out they were concocting fake ghost stories, they’d be the laughingstock of Victoria’s hospitality industry.

      Preston rubbed his hands together. “This show could be just what we need to stand out during spooky season. Since you and Logan are old friends, I’d like you to be my point person for this project.”

      What? This was going from bad to fucking awful. “Me? I’ve never watched a ghost-hunting show in my life.”

      “Then you’ll have to get up to speed. You’d just need to handle a few things.” Preston ticked off the items on his fingers. “Ask the front office staff to comb through past reviews to see if they mention anything out of the ordinary. The spookier, the better. Do some background research into the hotel’s history. Then, if we get a green light, coordinate with Logan’s team and our facilities staff to set up everything for the filming.”

      Typical Preston. Every time he came up with one of his “brilliant plans,” he delegated it to someone else. But this was a lot on top of Knox’s regular responsibilities. “I can’t do it. I’ve got my hands full running the bar.”

      Preston scowled. “You’re not much of a team player, are you?”

      Not anymore. Back in Vancouver, as the executive story editor of The Hidden Forest, Knox had put in long hours in the writers’ room, working with his team to break each episode. They’d bonded over late-night sessions where they’d hammered out story beats, debated character arcs, and brainstormed plot twists. But once he was discredited, he left them all behind. Since then, wherever he’d worked, he kept his coworkers at arm’s length. Less to lose that way.

      “I do my job,” he muttered.

      “You’ll need to do more than that if you want to keep running the Gilded Lily. If that’s not enough incentive, consider this. I know what went down in Vancouver.”

      The chill icing Knox’s spine made him feel like a ghost had passed through him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “No? When I started working here last year, I did a deep dive into everyone’s background. Yours was trickier because you’re not online anymore. It took me a while before I discovered your pseudonym. Mac Iverson, one of the creators of The Hidden Forest. Formerly engaged to Lila Winstead, who plays Princess Elodie on the show. Impressive stuff.”

      Fuck. Knox didn’t want to remember any aspect of that life. Especially not Lila. “It’s no one’s business but mine.”

      “Then I’ll keep it to myself. If you’ll help me with the show. It’s not a big ask.”

      Knox’s jaw tightened. It was a huge ask.

      His anger dissolved when Charlotte Fraser, known to her friends as Charlie, breezed into the bar and headed toward them. Though her brow was creased in dismay, she was so beautiful she took Knox’s breath away. Skin like pale cream, a cute dusting of freckles on her upturned nose, jade-green eyes, and short blond hair. Petite and adorable, she was like Tinker Bell, if Tink had been a sweet, sunny hotelier instead of a vengeful fairy with a murderous agenda.

      Though he was always glad to see her, he didn’t like the thought of anyone making her upset. “Hey, Charlie. Are you okay?”

      Preston frowned at her. “Is there a problem at the front desk?”

      She blew out a peeved breath. “There’s a woman at check-in who insists on talking to the manager. She and her friends booked the Duchess for a girls’ getaway through a third-party website. They paid in advance, but now she’s insisting we give them a full refund. Apparently, the rooms aren’t up to her standards.”

      Preston regarded her with a condescending smirk. “You’re the front office manager. Surely, you can handle it?”

      “I can, but the woman said, ‘Get your boss out here before I make a scene.’ She told me she’s a well-known influencer who’d have no qualms about trashing us online.” Charlie lowered her voice. “To be honest, if she was that famous, she’d be staying at the Grand Duke.”

      That made Knox laugh. When Charlie favored him with a warm smile, he found it impossible to break away from her gaze. But his blood ran cold when he realized Preston was observing the two of them. Intently.

      “I’ll head over to the front desk and sort it out,” Preston said. “But before I go, I have a quick question. Charlotte, do you believe in ghosts?”

      “Ghosts? Gosh, I think so, but I’ve never seen any.”

      “I’m asking because a team of paranormal investigators might be coming to the Duchess to shoot an episode.” Preston placed his hand on her arm. “Given your background in customer service, you’d be optimally suited to serve as one of the point people for the show.”

      “Me? I’m a total scaredy-cat. I can’t even bring myself to watch horror movies.”

      Preston raised his eyebrows. “I’m sure it wouldn’t be that terrifying. Plus, you wouldn’t be doing this alone. You’d be working with Knox.”

      “Oh.” Charlie’s eyes widened. “Then…I could handle it.” She flashed Knox a shy smile. “If it’s okay with you?”

      Damn it. Somehow, Preston had zeroed in on Knox’s two weakest spots—his past and his crush on Charlie—and was using both against him.

      Aware she was waiting for a reply, Knox didn’t have the heart to turn her down. “Definitely. We’ll make a great team.”
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      After Preston left to deal with the demanding guest, Charlie lingered at the bar. Normally, she would have followed right on her boss’s heels to see how he handled the situation. But she wasn’t going anywhere until she got more information from Knox.

      She leaned closer and spoke in a hushed voice. “What’s going on? I know Preston wants us to ‘lean into’ Halloween, but hosting a ghost-hunting show seems pretty extreme.”

      He chuckled. “You’ve got that right. He doesn’t miss a trick.”

      That fleeting glimpse of happy Knox—as opposed to regular, grumpy Knox—hit Charlie like a shot of dopamine. It didn’t matter that he normally came across as gruff and guarded; she’d harbored a crush on him for well over a year. Unlike the rich, entitled guys she’d dated in the past, he was down-to-earth. Solidly built and bearded, with thick brown hair and warm hazel eyes. The kind of guy who looked like he belonged in a timber camp up north.

      Admittedly, she’d had more than a few lumberjack fantasies about him.

      But for all the times she’d engaged him in conversation, he’d only divulged a few meager scraps of personal information: he was thirty-three, he’d grown up in a small town in British Columbia’s Okanagan Valley, he loved to read, and he had a fondness for vintage cocktail recipes. Anytime she’d probed further, he’d clammed up right away.

      More than once, her coworkers had suggested she ask him out, but she hadn’t mustered up the courage to take that leap, partly because he didn’t seem like he’d be open to it. He’d never mentioned dating anyone. And last February, when Preston had tasked him with creating a few love-themed cocktails for Valentine’s Day, Knox had dismissed both the holiday and romance itself as “a total crock.”

      “The ghost show stuff came about because my friend Logan dropped by,” Knox said. “He works for Canada’s Most Haunted. Ever seen it?”

      “No, but if you need me to watch it, I can start binging old episodes. I don’t have much going on this weekend.” Or any weekend, really.

      While she was close with a few of her coworkers, her dating life had flatlined three years ago, after she’d broken off her engagement to Randolph. It didn’t help that she lived in an apartment above her parents’ garage, which meant enduring her mother’s intense scrutiny every time she went on a date.

      “Watching the show would be a good start,” Knox said. “I should do that, too. Gotta admit—as much as I hate the Grand Duke Hotel, they would have been a better choice for an episode. But they turned Logan down.”

      “I’m not surprised, given what snobs they are.” While Charlie rarely disparaged anyone, she thought the Duke’s so-called “hospitalitarians” were too high-and-mighty for their own good. “But their hotel is actually haunted. Whereas ours is…not. Is it?”

      “I don’t think so. Not that Preston seemed to care. Once he realized the Duchess could be the location for an episode, he was all for it. He asked me to pitch in because…Logan’s an old friend. But you don’t have to help if you’re too busy. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, either. Didn’t you just tell Preston you don’t like watching horror movies?”

      Charlie swallowed, unsure of whether Knox was trying to dissuade her. “Yeah, I’m kind of a big chicken. But…um…I’m still willing to help.”

      Please, say yes.

      If she and Knox teamed up to work on this endeavor, they’d get to spend more time together. Maybe then, she’d be able to sense whether he’d be open to dating. And if he was? Then she needed to stop pining for him and do something about it—even if it meant stepping out of her comfort zone.

      To her relief, he smiled at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Thanks. I could use a partner. If the show decides to film here, it could be good for the hotel.”

      “Then I’m all for it. I can start watching it on Sunday since I have the day off. For now, I’d better go check on Preston.” She peeked at her watch. “Happy hour starts soon, so I’m sure you’ll be busy mixing tropical cocktails.”

      He groaned. “I’m so sick of them. The same goes for those damn Jimmy Buffett songs.”

      She couldn’t resist teasing him. “Even ‘Cheeseburger in Paradise’? That one’s fun.”

      “Maybe the first time around, but I’ve heard it every happy hour.” He scowled at her. “Are you admitting you like that song?”

      Whenever he addressed her in that extra-growly voice, she broke out in little tingles. Especially when she sensed he wasn’t truly angry. “I admit nothing, Mr. McIntyre. Can we talk later about this ghost show?”

      “Sure. You know where to find me.”

      “You got it, partner.” She let out an awkward giggle, then gave him a quick wave, trying not to erupt in a squeal of joy as she walked back to the front desk.

      What did it matter that she was afraid of ghosts?

      She’d be getting to work with Knox on a very special project.
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      On Friday morning, Charlie headed toward the Duchess’ small conference room, carrying a box of donuts. Once a week, the hotel’s four senior managers—the self-proclaimed “Duchess Damsels”—met to discuss upcoming events, specials, sales, and potential crises. Standing at the head of the table was Rosie Gonzalez, the assistant general manager, who was one of Charlie’s closest friends. Having just returned to work after a weeklong vacation, Rosie was positively glowing, her light brown skin a shade darker thanks to a newly acquired tan.

      After setting the donuts on the table, Charlie gave her friend a quick hug. “Welcome back. How was Banff?”

      “It was amazing. I can’t remember the last time I got that much sunshine. I could have done with less hiking, but you know Drew. He was totally in his element. We stayed in this adorable cabin just big enough for the two of us.” Rosie let out a blissful sigh. “It was hard coming back to work.”

      “I’m gonna need a full debriefing later.” Even if Charlie’s dating life was nonexistent, she enjoyed living vicariously through her friend’s exploits. Rosie had been dating Drew for almost a year now, and she’d never seemed happier.

      “You bet. Thanks for bringing treats. I’m in desperate need of a sugar fix.”

      “They’re nothing fancy. I got pressed for time and stopped at Tim Hortons.”

      “Who needs fancy? As long as you got me a Boston cream, I’m good.”

      “Of course.” By now, Charlie knew everyone’s favorite flavor. For instance, Knox couldn’t resist a honey cruller. She’d already set one aside and planned to bring it to him when he showed up for work later.

      Selena Reyes walked in, pushing a cart laden with a full coffee service. As the hotel’s food and beverage manager, she could be counted on to supply them with decent coffee. “I brewed us the good stuff—French roast from Alma’s Beanery.” She gave Rosie an appraising stare. “Look at you, with your gorgeous tan. I figured you and Drew would spend your entire vacation in bed.”

      “I’ll have you know we went on five different hikes.” Rosie grinned. “Though we did have sex outside once. That’s a new one for me.”

      “You had sex outside?” Laurel Gibson, the hotel’s sales and marketing manager, came into the room, carrying a stack of orange folders. “I didn’t think you were that bold.”

      “I’m not a total prude,” Rosie said. “Besides, it’s not like you’ve ever had sex outdoors.”

      “Wanna bet? I grew up on a farm.” Laurel gave a toss of her straw-blond hair, then passed out the folders. “There’s one for each of you, and it includes a tentative schedule of events for September and October. Fair warning, we’ve got a lot going on.”

      Charlie took one and peeked at the schedule. Laurel wasn’t kidding. This fall was going to be busier than ever.

      “Thanks for getting it all organized,” Rosie said. “I’m so glad we’re not scrambling to get our events on everyone’s radar, like last Christmas. Preston also agreed to increase our advertising budget. As you’ve probably guessed, he wants us to ‘go hard’ on Halloween.”

      “Of course he does,” Selena muttered. “He’s not the one doing all the work.”

      “At least he hasn’t fired us,” Charlie said.

      Last November, when Preston had come on board as the hotel’s new GM, all four of them had been in danger of losing their jobs. He’d given them a chance to prove their worth when he challenged them to increase the hotel’s occupancy rate by making it more holiday-forward. The Damsels’ efforts had attracted so many new guests that they’d all been allowed to stay. Ever since then, he’d insisted they “lean into” every holiday.

      Laurel pointed to the folders. “Take a minute to look through everything. Now that September’s here, we’re going to offer fall-themed activities for a few weeks before ramping up to spooky season in October.”

      Charlie passed the box of donuts around, then grabbed an apple fritter for herself, along with a cup of coffee. As she reviewed Laurel’s list of events, she grew excited. Fall was her favorite season in Victoria, and she enjoyed participating in the hotel’s holiday activities. Not to mention, she was eager to share her news about Canada’s Most Haunted.

      Laurel called them to attention ten minutes later. “Given that Halloween is one of the biggest holidays of the year, I want to focus on planning for it first. I’ve probably mentioned it before, but my roommate, Celia, works as a part-time guide for Historic Hauntings, giving ghostly walking tours of Victoria. In exchange for promoting her tours to our guests, she’ll offer us a discounted rate. She could even arrange a few private tours, if there’s enough interest.”

      “That’s great,” Rosie said. “Those tours get super popular around Halloween.”

      Charlie couldn’t wait any longer. She was so antsy she was practically jumping out of her chair. “Speaking of ghosts, I have to tell you about the latest development. I’ve been sitting on this for three days, and it’s killing me. Canada’s Most Haunted is coming to Victoria.”

      “Ooh, I love that show,” Laurel said. “Where are they filming?”

      Charlie felt a touch of pride, knowing she had the inside scoop. “They haven’t decided yet, but they’re considering shooting an episode at the Duchess.”

      The silence that followed was…unnerving.

      Rosie spoke up first. “You know the Duchess isn’t haunted, right?”

      “We’re not even mentioned on Celia’s ghost tour,” Laurel added.

      Charlie had yet to do any research on the hotel’s history, but she’d sought out Knox two days ago to get more information about the show. As she went on to explain the situation to the Damsels, her anxiety kicked in, making her wonder if she’d been too hasty in agreeing to work on this project.

      “Are you saying we’d have to pretend our hotel is haunted?” Selena asked. “Are we going to dress up in sheets and frighten people? Or hide out and make scary noises?”

      “And why did Preston pick you as the point person?” Laurel said. “Since when are you a fan of spooky reality shows?”

      “I’m not, but…” Charlie cringed. “I got roped into it because Preston told me Knox needed my help. So, I…” She trailed off as she caught the others’ knowing looks. “What?”

      “Oh, hon.” Selena sighed. “You don’t have to work on this show to get close to Knox. Just lure him into a dark corner and kiss him. Break the spell he’s under and turn him from a beast back into a human. Like in Beauty and the Beast.”

      “Are you serious? I can’t imagine being that pushy.”

      “But you wouldn’t be helping with this ghost show if he wasn’t part of the deal,” Selena said. “Right?”

      “It’s not just that. I’m always up for anything that helps the Duchess stand out. It’s an important part of my job.” No matter how exhausted or stressed-out she got, Charlie always tried her best to be a goodwill ambassador. To make the hotel an appealing place for everyone who stayed there. From an early age, she’d trained herself to be a people-pleaser, because her mother had only praised her when she presented a positive face to the world.

      When no one responded right away, she reached for the lone chocolate glazed donut in the box. Being in the hot seat required a few more carbs. “Anyway, it’s too late to back out now. Knox agreed to help Preston, and I agreed to help Knox, and somehow, we have to make this hotel a little more haunted.”

      “Well…” Laurel stretched out the word. “For all we know, it is haunted. I can ask Celia more about it. Even though our hotel isn’t on her regular beat, her tour only covers seven spots. Maybe there’s a haunting here she’s heard of. Since she works at the provincial archives, she might know more about the hotel’s history.”

      “The Duchess has been around for over a hundred years,” Selena added. “At some point, it must have played host to a traumatic event or a gruesome murder. Maybe it’s been featured on a true crime podcast.”

      “That would be ideal,” Charlie said, then immediately felt guilty. “Sorry, I didn’t mean I was hoping someone died gruesomely, but…um…”

      “We get it,” Laurel said. “Hopefully, you can find something juicy. If it works out, we can include ‘as seen on Canada’s Most Haunted’ in our promotional materials. Talk about great publicity.”

      “Thanks,” Charlie said. “I have Sunday off, so I’m going to start watching the show. If any of you want to join me, you’re welcome to come over.”

      Selena gave her a sly smile. “Wouldn’t it be more fun if you watched it with Knox? Then you could take notes and discuss strategy. Together.”

      “I…I don’t know. I hadn’t thought of it.” Could she be so bold as to invite Knox to her place? “What if he turns me down?”

      “Then brush it off like it’s no big deal,” Rosie said. “But you won’t know until you ask.”

      Charlie drew in a shaky breath. “Okay. I’ll ask him.”
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      Ten minutes before Knox was due to arrive at her apartment, Charlie dashed into the bathroom and checked her appearance in the mirror again. After trying on multiple outfits, she’d chosen a short-sleeved top with a fun floral print and faded jeans. A little makeup, some hoop earrings, and her favorite beaded bracelets completed the look. A nice change from the blazer-and-skirt combo she usually wore as front office manager of the Duchess.

      As she was touching up her mascara, her hands shook so badly she had to set down the tube.

      Just breathe.

      Why was she so jittery about having Knox over? She’d never had any qualms about popping into the Gilded Lily to chat with him. Or hanging out with him in the staff room on those occasions when their breaks lined up. And last December, she’d persuaded him to work with her on a bunch of the hotel’s holiday events. He’d even dropped by her parents’ house last year when he helped her haul a fully decorated Christmas tree to the Duchess.

      But she’d never been alone with him in her apartment. Just the two of them, without the steady bustle of the hotel to distract them.

      A sharp rap on her door made her heart seize up. He was early.

      Before she could reach the door, it swung open. Her mother, Irene Fraser, entered the apartment, clad in a pale pink dress and matching kitten heels, a pair of diamond earrings glittering beneath her sleek blond bob.

      Charlie walked over to her and caught a whiff of honeysuckle—her mother’s signature scent. “Hey, Mom. Shouldn’t you be heading to that cocktail thing at the Thomsons’?”

      Both her parents had active social lives, filled with golf games, charity fundraisers, dinners, and events at the yacht club, where they were long-standing members.

      “Didn’t I tell you, sweetie? The renovations on their kitchen still aren’t done. It’s so hard to find decent help in this city. So, we offered to host the gathering at the last minute. I’d love it if you’d join us.” She raked her gaze over Charlie. “You’d just need to change into something…presentable.”

      Charlie could think of nothing more excruciating than spending the evening with her parents’ wealthy acquaintances. “Thanks, but I’ve already got plans.”

      “Is one of your friends from the hotel coming over?”

      “Yep.” She didn’t elaborate, hoping her mother would assume she was hanging out with Rosie or Laurel. If she mentioned she was entertaining a male guest, she’d be hit with a barrage of questions.

      “Well, if you get done early, you’re welcome to stop in,” her mom said. “The Bouchards are coming, and they hinted Randolph would be joining them. From what I heard, he’s single again. Might be the opportune time to win him back.”

      Charlie repressed a shudder. “Mom, I’m the one who broke things off.”

      “True, but that was three years ago. After all that time, you haven’t found anyone to replace him. Don’t you think you might have been a tad hasty?”

      Never. If anything, she shouldn’t have gone out with him in the first place. From day one, he’d interspersed his compliments with sharp little barbs—about her job, her clothes, and her sweet tooth. Whenever they went out for dinner, he always ordered for her (“the little lady will have the kale salad”) and got annoyed if she hinted at wanting dessert. After they’d gotten engaged, he’d pressured her to spend a fortune on designer clothes, salon visits, and expensive gym memberships, just to meet his exacting standards. If she’d married him, he would have stripped her personality down to nothing.

      “I’m in no hurry to get married. Not anymore. But thanks for inviting me.” Now, please leave. She did not want her mother still standing here when Knox arrived.

      “All right, dear. Have a nice evening.” With that, her mother turned to go, closing the door behind her.

      Not for the first time, Charlie regretted moving out of the three-bedroom apartment she’d shared with two of her friends. But once Randolph had proposed, he insisted she come live with him. By the time she’d had the courage to end things, her roommates had found a replacement. She’d decided to save money by temporarily moving back home. Though after three years, the arrangement could hardly be called temporary. At least her apartment was in a separate living space, located above her parents’ spacious three-car garage. But at age twenty-eight, it was embarrassing to admit she didn’t have a place of her own.

      Another knock came at the door, and her shoulders tightened. When she opened it, Knox stood there, wearing jeans and a black T-shirt with the Ghostbusters logo. In his arms was a paper bag from Fairway Market.

      “Come on in,” she said. “I love your shirt.”

      “Thanks. I got it at that vintage place on Johnson Street.” He kicked off his sneakers and set the bag next to the coffee table. “I also brought some snacks, though it looks like you’ve got that covered.”

      She flushed, fully aware she might have gone overboard. Laid out on the table was a pitcher of ice-cold lemonade, a platter of homemade chocolate chip cookies, and a bowl of freshly popped popcorn, drizzled with butter. “In my opinion, you can never have too many snacks.”

      “I feel the same way. That popcorn smells incredible.” He took out a jumbo pack of Twizzlers, a bag of Sour Patch kids, and another bag of Nestlé miniature chocolate bars.

      Had he remembered her sweet tooth? Or did he just love candy as much as she did? “Awesome. Now we’ll feel like we’re at the movies.”

      He stuck his hands in his pockets, as if unsure what to say next, and cast his gaze around her apartment. “Cute place.”

      It was only six hundred square feet, but she’d put every inch of it to good use, filling it full of potted plants, bookshelves, and funky accent pieces, like a fuchsia shag rug, a sunshine-yellow armchair, and a gooseneck lamp with multicolored shades. In one corner was her portable keyboard, which had been gathering dust since Christmas.

      “Thanks,” she said. “I know it’s strange to still be living with my parents, but…”

      “No, I get it. Rent in Victoria is ridiculously expensive. It’s gotten almost as bad as Vancouver.” He walked over to one wall, which held a series of shadow boxes filled with quirky little toys, some dating back to the 1950s. “This is so cool. Where’d you get all these things?”

      “Mostly from flea markets or Etsy. My granny started the collection, and when she went into assisted living, she gave it to me. I like adding to it.” She loved seeking out new treasures—small china figures, glass animals, tiny dolls, and miniature dollhouse furniture.

      “I sometimes hit up flea markets on the weekends,” he said. “Now that I know what you collect, I’ll keep an eye out for that stuff.”

      “Thank you.” His comment was so thoughtful it took her aback. Feeling slightly flustered, she gestured to the couch. “Should we get started?”

      “Sounds good.” He settled himself at one end of it and reached for the pitcher. “Do you want a glass of lemonade?”

      “Yes, please. And help yourself to the cookies. I made them this morning.”

      As she joined him on the couch, she caught the faint hint of cedar and citrus and wondered if he used a special beard grooming oil. Taking a deep, calming breath, she willed herself to relax. But it was hard to play it cool when he was sitting right beside her, his broad frame taking up so much space. He was so close she could easily reach over and touch him.

      Not that she would. This was a get-together between two colleagues. If she wanted more from him, she’d have to build up to it. Slowly. Which made her feel more like an awkward teenager than a grown woman. But she didn’t want to risk anything that would make him retreat into his grumpy shell.

      “I did a little research into Canada’s Most Haunted,” she said. “It’s been around for five seasons, but I planned to start us off with the first episode of season one.”

      Knox passed her a glass of lemonade. “That works for me.”

      She took the glass and handed him a black composition book and a ballpoint pen. “I also got us each a notebook so we could jot stuff down.” Even as she said it, she knew she sounded nerdy. Like they were students working on a group project.

      He took it from her and set it on his lap. “Let me guess, you were a straight A student?”

      “Um…yeah. Kind of.”

      There was no “kind of” about it. She’d always excelled in school, mostly because her parents had expected nothing less.

      “Same here. Except for chem.” He offered up a grin. “I hated all those formulas.”

      Interesting. She filed that tidbit away in the portion of her brain reserved for facts about Knox. He doled them out so sparingly that she treasured them as if they were tiny gems.

      Once the show started, she did her best to keep her eyes on the screen. But she couldn’t resist sneaking a few glances at him. Though she’d always been aware of his height—he was almost a foot taller than she was—he was usually standing behind the bar, so the difference wasn’t as noticeable. Seated on her couch, he looked so solid. Like he could wrap her up in a giant bear hug or pick her up in his arms with little effort.

      Focus. If she wanted to know what to expect from the show, she needed to pay attention.

      By the end of the first episode, she was able to relax. She even giggled at a few of Knox’s snarky comments. Not that she blamed him, since some of the “evidence” the paranormal investigators found looked dubious at best. Like, was that really an otherworldly orb floating by the window, or was it the reflection from a passing car? Was that figure on the road a spectral vision or a random cow?

      After three hours, her interest started waning. When Knox suggested breaking for the evening, she turned off the TV. She tried not to ogle him when he stood up, though she couldn’t help noticing the way his T-shirt revealed his sturdy biceps and the tattoos on his upper arms. Or the way the dark fabric stretched across his brawny frame.

      Down, girl. No staring.

      She distracted herself by gathering up the plates and glasses; Knox followed her, bringing the leftover snacks to the kitchen counter. After setting them down, he peered at a shelf where she’d stacked a pile of DVDs. He picked up a thick box set. “You have the first five seasons of The Hidden Forest.”

      She cringed, hoping he didn’t think she was a total geek. “I was a huge fan, back when the show first started. Like, I was flat-out obsessed.”

      “But not so much anymore?”

      “I wanted to stick with it, but the show went downhill in the fourth season. Toward the end of the fifth, I tapped out.”

      “Yeah, the first few years were the best.” He examined the titles more closely. “I’m surprised you have so many DVDs.”

      “There’s something so comforting about owning my favorite movies. This way, I can watch them anytime.” Most of her collection consisted of fantasy films and romantic comedies. “But these DVDs aren’t my worst addiction.”

      “No?” He chuckled. “What else are you hiding?”

      “You’re gonna make fun of me.”

      When he shook his head, she led him into her bedroom. Other than her queen bed and dresser, most of the room was filled with books. Not just shelves but teetering piles of paperbacks propped up next to her bed. Knox regarded them with such a stunned expression that she almost burst out laughing. Until she realized they were alone. In her bedroom.

      What the hell were you thinking?

      Her bed was right there. Worse yet, it was unmade, and her thin cotton nightie was crumpled up beside her pillow, next to a pair of pink panties. She’d tossed them there in her hurry to change this morning. Her face flamed as she ran over to the bed and covered them with her comforter. “Um…so.…I love collecting old mass-market paperbacks.”

      “I can see that.” Knox picked one up from the tallest stack. It was an old-school romantic saga from the 1980s with a classic clinch cover, set on a pirate ship. “Love’s Burning Embrace. Looks spicy.”

      Now, her cheeks were a fiery inferno. Of course he’d pick that stack instead of the one with her fantasy novels. Though some of those were pretty racy, too. “Historical romance is one of my favorite genres. A lot of these older books are kinda problematic, but I can’t help myself. Whenever I see them at library sales and used bookstores, I snap them up and add them to my TBR pile.”

      “Nothing wrong with that.” He set the book back. “I collect paperbacks, too. I own almost everything Stephen King has ever written.”

      “Whoa. Hasn’t he written, like, fifty books?”

      “Or thereabouts. I still have two boxes of his paperbacks stashed away in my childhood bedroom. Most of them are from used bookstores. Whenever I buy a secondhand book, I like to imagine all the people who’ve read it before me.”

      She allowed herself to relax. Though she’d always known he was a voracious reader—whenever she saw him in the staff room, he was usually caught up in a paperback—she hadn’t realized he shared her book-hoarding tendencies. “I’ve never been gutsy enough to try Stephen King’s books. I’m not sure I could handle them.”

      “You might be surprised. I mean, you just watched three hours of ghost hunting and agreed to help with the show. That counts for something.”

      Was he teasing her? No, from his sincere expression, she suspected he meant it as a compliment. “Thanks. I’m glad I can help.”

      Especially since it means spending more time with you

      As they stood there, surrounded by all her books, a current passed between them. A tiny spark. She wanted to act on it—to take his hand and pull him closer—but didn’t know if he’d welcome her touch.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I should get going. Thanks for having me over.”

      “Any time.” Though she was tired of watching Canada’s Most Haunted, she wished he’d stay. She wanted to keep unraveling the mystery that was Knox McIntyre. “Now that we know the basic setup of the show, I guess we should figure out if the Duchess would even qualify for an episode. Laurel said she’d ask her roommate, Celia, if she could look into the hotel’s background. She works as a historian for the provincial archives.”

      He nodded enthusiastically. “Laurel must have already told her what we were up to because Celia got in touch with me yesterday.”

      “She did? I didn’t realize you knew her.”

      “I met her a couple of years ago when her dad did a signing at Bolen Books. She’s also stopped by the Lily a few times after her ghost tours.”

      Interesting. Knox so rarely spoke about his personal life that Charlie’s curiosity was piqued. “You’re friends?” Not that it was any of her business.

      He shrugged. “I guess you could say that since we share a mutual passion for horror novels. It’s always nice to chat with a fellow enthusiast. Anyway, she was excited to help us out, and she’ll let me know if she finds anything. Do you want to come if I meet with her?”

      Damn right. Even if Celia was probably far gutsier than she was, especially when it came to ghosts, this was Charlie’s project. She didn’t want anyone to take her place. “I’d like that. I hope she uncovers something spooky. But…um…not too spooky. You know what I mean?”

      Knox’s hearty laugh chased away her momentary bout of jealousy. “I hear you. So, maybe just one or two ghosts? Not a whole fleet of them, like when those ghouls take over New York City in Ghostbusters.”

      “Exactly.” She’d never seen him so at ease. Was it because of her? Or because he was off duty? Either way, she wanted more.

      She walked him to the door and waited while he put on his sneakers. As he was leaving, she was gripped with the urge to prolong their time together, even for a few more minutes. “I’ll walk you out. I could use a little fresh air.”

      “It’s a nice night. Still pretty warm for September.”

      A surge of self-confidence rushed through her. I did it. I had Knox over, and he wasn’t scared off by my shadow boxes, my DVDs, and my raunchy paperbacks.

      But when they reached the circular drive in front of her parents’ house, where he’d parked his truck, she stopped short. Her parents stood outside their doorway, talking to another couple.

      And right beside them…was Randolph.
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