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Dedication



To everyone who thinks falling in love might be scarier than fighting vampires—but who does it anyway <3 







  
  
Content Warnings




Dear reader, 

I had a great deal of fun writing this book. I want you to have just as much fun reading it. And informed, enthusiastic consent isn't just for sexytimes. 

This book is a sexy, spicy rom-com. There's horny girls and masterbation and on-page sex. It is also horror—like, scary, don't-read-this-at-night style horror. And it deals with topics that might be difficult for some people to read about, including: 

Blood/gore

Child abuse (mentioned)

Death

Mild body horror

On-page sex scenes

Suicidal ideation

Violence

If any of the above topics are difficult for you, please feel free to take it slow or skip the book altogether. Because you are more important than any book, and you don't ever need to feel bad or weak for taking care of yourself. <3 








  
  

Chapter 1

Layla





Ihad not realized how inconvenient falling in love could be. 

It had been roughly three days since Rory and I were trapped in a mausoleum in Ross Point Cemetery waiting for a vampire to murder us and Rory had choked out that she thought she might love me. Roughly three days minus a few hours since, her veins flooded with vampire poison and her injured wrist newly bandaged, Rory had fucked me into a blissful delirium. Roughly two days since she and I had woken up in each others’ arms and agreed to put our feelings on hold until we could find a way to keep the vampires that had been hunting me since my father’s death from killing both of us. 

And now here we were in my office, Rory’s mouth on mine, Rory’s tongue halfway down my throat, her hand with the bruised wrist twisted loosely in my hair, her other hand under my skirt and tightening around the bare skin of my inner thigh. I was pressed up against the small section of wall between the bookshelves and the door, gasping, my hands slipped under her tank top, fingers digging into her shoulder blades, my hips grinding against hers, chasing a pressure that wasn’t nearly enough. 

Rory pulled back at last with a groan and staggered back a couple of steps, panting. 

It was dark outside and we hadn’t turned on the room light, so the only illumination was the old-fashioned brass lamp on my desk. But even in the dim golden light, Rory’s face was flushed, her pupils blown wide with desire, her lips parted. And for a moment, it was everything I could do not to follow her, catch her lips again with mine, drag her hands up to my breasts or down between my legs to where I was embarrassingly wet. 

Instead, I closed my eyes and sank back against the wall, rubbing a hand over my face and trying to catch my breath. I wasn’t completely sure my legs would hold me if I tried to stand on my own right now. The cool of it against my back, bleeding through my thin shirt, grounded me a little. 

“Fuck,” Rory gasped. There was a ragged, breathless quality to her voice that made my entire body ache for her hands on me again. “Fuck, I’m so sorry, Princess. I was just…I was just going to…” 

“It wasn’t entirely your fault,” I managed. My voice was trembling. 

I swallowed hard and tried to force my tone back to cool professionalism. “Neither of us intended…” 

Vampire poison was…complicated. Not enough to turn someone into a vampire on its own, and only under very specific circumstances able to turn someone at all. None of those circumstances were present, so the only effect the vampire bite had had on Rory was to make her restless and irritable and supremely uncomfortable. And Rory was about five degrees past restless at the best of times. 

She’d been dealing with it for three days now, and I was starting to wonder if it would actually kill both of us—not because it could actually kill you, but simply out of sheer, unbridled irritation. I knew I couldn’t be irritated with her because of something she couldn’t control. But after three days of this, I think both of us were about two breaths away from either jumping out the window or curling up in a corner and sobbing. 

There was a way to make Rory more comfortable, as we’d discovered approximately two days previous. But me fucking Rory incoherent on a regular basis was not exactly something that lent itself to us putting aside our feelings. 

We hadn’t technically fucked since then. 

Technically. 

I’d heard Rory touching herself in her shower, even though I’d tried very hard not to. And I tried not to think too hard about the fact that, no matter how hard I’d tried to be quiet late at night in my bed with my small, discrete vibe, she’d almost certainly heard me as well. 

Even the thought made me blush. 

But we’d been trying.

And sometimes, like tonight, when we were both exhausted and Rory looked ready to climb out of her own skin, I’d suggest a chaste kiss. And… Well, perhaps I hadn’t entirely taken into account the degree to which the events of three days ago had affected both of us. 

This certainly wasn’t the first time we’d ended up making out, me pressed up against the wall, breathless and gasping, Rory devouring my mouth like she’d been starving to death and I was her favourite food. 

It was only getting worse. 

Because I certainly hadn’t taken into account how the events of three days ago had affected me—how the feeling of Rory’s arms around me, her lips on mine, made the walls I’d built up crumble, my body hum with an aching desire, my inhibitions and fears and insecurities and self-control melt away like hoarfrost in the sun. Turned me into a being of hunger and need and desire instead of someone cool and logical and considered. 

I’d never had to take something like that into account before. I’d always been able to hide my feelings, if not control them, always able to force logic into any situation, view things with dispassion and distance. And then I’d met Rory—impossible, impulsive, chaotic and charming and sweet and funny and supremely irritating all in one. The one person in the world who I could ever remember feeling safe with. And all my self-control, my logic, my distance, had slammed up against the sheer uncontrolled energy of her being and been torn to shreds, and I was still reeling from it, desperately trying to gather up the pieces of my old self. 

I took another long, steadying breath and managed, somehow, to straighten, pushing myself away from the wall. My legs were still a little shaky, but I willed them under control. 

My office was a small room, the walls painted a lovely dark blue-black—what you could see of them between the heavy bookshelves—my large desk taking up most of one side of it, floor-to-ceiling windows taking up most of the outer wall. Right now, they were reflecting the lights of Victoria spread out below us, and further on, the lights of boats out on the ocean. 

I’d turned off the overhead light earlier because it gives me a headache, so it was just the soft golden light from my desk lamp illuminating the room. 

Rory was pacing in small circles on the soft rug, running her hand through her hair. She looked as ragged and desperate as she’d sounded and completely distraught. 

“Rory,” I said in my sternest voice.

Her head jerked up, eyes catching mine. 

I took another deep breath and forced myself to look away. “Rory. It’s alright.” 

She didn’t look convinced. 

Steeling myself, I walked over to her and took her arm. “Rory, sit down. Please.” 

This time, she did as she was told, slumping down into her seat with her elbows on the desk and her head in her hands. “I think I need a drink of water,” she mumbled. “Or something. I need to go find a ghost to fight.” 

I raised my eyebrows. “I hardly think we need to go looking for things to fight at this juncture.” 

She looked up, and this time, she grinned a little. “Don’t underestimate me, Princess. Just because we have a dozen asshole vampires trying to kill us doesn’t mean I can’t have hobbies.” 

I snorted, and she grinned a little wider. 

I settled myself down in my chair across the desk from her and tried to ignore how her eyes followed my hand as I swept my skirt down my thigh before I sat. 

I wasn’t sure whether it was the vampire poison or everything else, but over the last two weeks, she seemed to have completely given up on trying to be subtle. And subtlety had never exactly been her forte. 

And I ignored how my eyes kept sliding to the muscles in her shoulders and arms as she moved, the way her tank top clung to her breasts and outlined the tight lines of her stomach. And the way the sight kept pulling my brain from the task at hand and into other, much more pleasant memories involving Rory and her hard muscles and no tank top whatsoever. 

I sighed and rubbed a hand across my eyes. 

Neither of us had slept in approximately twenty-four hours, and I was exhausted. We both were. That was all this was; it was hard to keep your wits about you when you were almost too tired to keep your eyes open. 

“We both need some sleep, I think,” I said. 

Rory dropped her hands to the desk and leaned forward, her expression going focused. “No. We need to call them back, Layla. We’ve been talking about this for three days now and we still haven’t come up with a better solution. And we need to figure out what we’re going to tell them first." 

I narrowed my eyes. “We’ve discussed this.” 

‘They’ were an organization known as the Western Royal Association for the Investigation and Termination of Hauntings and the Supernatural, or WRAITHS. 

I’d never heard of them before my father was killed. Even since then, when I’d been spending more time and money and resources trying to figure out what had killed him and was now hunting me than most people had available—than I would have had available had both my father’s business and his staggeringly large fortune not passed to me when he died—there had been a suspicious paucity of information. This is what I knew about them: 

They were a government organization on some level. 

They had a loose hierarchy, but every major city or region in Canada had a local governing body. 

They were meant to regulate ghost hunters, vampire hunters, werewolf or shifter hunters, and any other professions that dealt with the supernatural. 

Their charter stated that their purpose was to keep people safe from dangerous supernatural entities. 

They had a tendency to hunt down and extrajudicially dispose of independent ghost hunters. Like, for example, Aurora West, who was currently sitting across the desk from me and who I had somehow managed to fall head-over-heels in love with. Like her mentor, the man who’d taught her to fight ghosts and who’d died in mysterious circumstances a few months earlier. 

Rory’s father had been both the WRAITHS chapter head and also an abusive monster when Rory was a kid, and after Rory’s mom got herself and Rory away, they’d spent their lives hiding from him until the day he died. 

And perhaps most importantly, it was rogue members of WRAITHS who’d decided to bring vampires across to Vancouver Island in the hopes that the vampires would kill enough people that WRAITHS—the only legitimate organization to keep such dangers in check—would gain the prestige and wealth and power they were so desperate for. 

And Rory, of all people, was now insisting we go talk to them in order to ask them to protect me. 

I sighed. “WRAITHS didn’t save us from the vampires last time.” We’d had this argument enough times that I could probably have recited both our lines by now. “It was you. You and me together. None of the help they gave us was any use at all.” 

Rory shoved her hand through her hair again and stood abruptly, her chair skittering backward on the smooth hardwood floor before catching on the rug. “You were almost killed!” She closed her eyes, sucking in a long breath, then strode around the desk, lifting her chair by its back and dragging it with her. I winced at the drawn-out squeak of the chair’s legs on the floor, but Rory hardly seemed to notice. She swung the chair ]around beside me, straddled it, and crossed her arms across the back of it. “Princess,” she said. Her voice was low and pleading. “Can’t you understand?” She reached out and caught a strand of my hair, tangling it between her fingers. “I need you to be alright, Layla. I’d die if anything happened to you; I need you to be alright. And I will do anything—anything at all—to keep you safe. I know you don’t want to call them because of me. I get it. I hate the bastards, too. But this isn’t something we can do on our own, and I…I can’t…” Her voice choked a little. 

I reached up and caught her hand in mine. “They… You told me they…” My voice was unsteady as well, my head leaning a little towards her hand, and I ached to let her cup my cheek in her palm, let her draw me forward, kiss me like she had just a few minutes before. Every part of me was exhausted, and I just wanted to curl up in Rory’s arms and sleep for a week. 

“They already know about me, Princess,” she whispered. “If they want to kill me, they already know where I am because I won’t leave you. But they don’t know about the vampires. No one in Victoria does except you and me and the people who brought them here. This isn’t just about us anymore. We have to tell WRAITHS because as much as I hate them, they have people trained to deal with this sort of thing. There aren’t any independent vampire hunters here because there were never any vampires here before a few months ago, and now the vampires are killing independents a hundred times faster than WRAITHS can get to them. And they’re still after you. They’re not going to leave you alone, Layla. They’re going to keep coming after you until they’re dead or you are. And I’m not going to let that happen.” 

The backs of her fingers were pressed up against my cheek, and I could feel how her hands trembled. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her face was bruised and cut from her fight with the vampires. I could still see the angry bruise around the two puncture wounds in her forearm where she’d flung up her arm to protect her throat. 

“I won’t put you in danger,” I whispered. “Rory, I can’t do that.” 

“Layla, I’m your bodyguard! That’s what you hired me for. I’m supposed to be in danger if it means you’re safe!” Her voice was desperate. 

I closed my eyes and swallowed hard. 

I understood. That was the problem—I knew exactly how she felt. That was the thing we’d been circling this whole time, not quite able to resolve it. The thought of Rory getting hurt made me sick to my stomach, and she’d made it very clear that she felt the same about me. 

But… we’d survived the vampires in Ross Cemetery because I’d let her go out to fight them while I made the wards that would let us escape. Because I’d trusted that she wouldn’t throw her life away to save mine, and she’d trusted that I’d do the same. 

“Layla.” Her voice was softer now, and very close to me. “Layla, look, I’m…I’m sorry. I just…” 

I drew in a long breath and opened my eyes. Rory was standing in front of me, her hand hovering beside my arm like she’d been reaching out to touch me and then remembered I don’t like being touched without warning.

She managed a small smile, and it made my chest ache a little. 

I loved her. That was what made all of this so complicated—I loved her, and I wanted so badly to take away all of the strain that had gathered in the corners of her mouth and around her eyes. 

But I couldn’t. Not until we solved this for good. 

And I could hardly ask her to trust me if I wasn’t willing to trust her. 

I reached up to touch her cheek, and she closed her eyes, her posture sagging a little. 

“I can’t knowingly put you in danger, Rory, but…you’re right,” I said quietly. “We can’t let the vampires run loose on the Island. That wouldn’t be fair to anyone.” I met her eyes, trying to push back my exhaustion-induced headache. “We’ll call WRAITHS. We will inform them that there are vampires, and we will agree to explain the circumstances. And we will do it on the condition that they leave you out of it completely and leave the rest of the independent ghost hunters alone.” 

Rory was studying me, her green eyes steady and intense, and I was reminded yet again that, despite her complete inability to sit still or focus on anything for more than about fifteen seconds at a stretch, she was much more perceptive than I’d assumed when I first met her. 

“Alright,” she said softly, running the backs of her fingers along my jaw. “But when we go talk to them, if they offer protection, promise me that you’ll at least consider it.” 

“Very well,” I said brusquely, trying to hide the way her touch sent a pleasant warmth running across my skin. “We will consider it if they have protection to offer that might do more than the last group of people they sent to protect me.” 

Rory smiled—a wolf’s smile with too many teeth. “Oh, believe me, Princess. No one will get near you unless they’re very, very qualified. I’ll see to that.” 

Again, I had to fight to hide the way her words made a shiver of pleasure run up my spine. She must have seen it anyway because her grin widened. 

“Okay,” she said, standing and swinging the chair around out of the way. “Let’s make the phone call. And then, let’s get you to bed.” 

I was positive the implication in the words had been fully intentional, and I glared at her. 

She laughed and leaned across the desk, pulling my phone across to me. “Easier than your tiny little smartwatch.” 

I rolled my eyes. “My tiny little smartwatch, as you call it, is perfectly functional.” 

I did not, as a general matter, agree with smartwatches on principle. Having a phone strapped to your wrist where anyone could get a hold of you at any time sounded a little bit like my worst nightmare. But I’d dug the smartwatch my father had gifted me a few years ago out of my closet because it had a silver band that was a) more substantial than the silver bracelets I’d been wearing the night we’d almost been killed and  b) allowed me to bully Rory into wearing the bracelets herself. I knew perfectly well she wouldn’t take anything of mine if she thought the lack of it might leave me unprotected. 

So I pretended that I’d suddenly realized how useful a smartwatch could be, and she pretended to believe me, and we were both as decorated with silver as I could make us. 

I picked the phone up and scrolled through my contacts until I found the number given to me the man who’d saved us from the WRAITH wards that had trapped us inside Joey’s burning house a few days earlier. 

I hesitated half a moment. Then I tapped the call button. 

It rang through to an answering service—hardly a surprise; it must be at least seven or eight in the evening by now, although it had been a long enough day that I hadn’t really been paying attention—and I left a brief message with my name and number, stating that I had some information I’d like to pass on. When I tapped the phone off and glanced up, Rory was watching me hungrily. She winked, and I could feel my face heat. 

She grinned. “Come on, Princess. Bed.” 

I pushed myself to my feet huffily, and she reached out to steady me. “Easy there,” she murmured, pulling me in just a little. 

For a moment, I closed my eyes and leaned against her. Her arms came up around me, and I could feel the press of her lips against my hair. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m just teasing, honest. But you need to get to bed. You look like you’re about to fall over.” 

I nodded without opening my eyes. 

I didn’t want to have to straighten, to feel Rory’s arms release me. I didn’t want to walk back to my empty bedroom with its empty bed and cold sheets, knowing Rory was sleeping in the adjoining room just metres away. I didn’t want to curl up against my pillow, my arms achingly empty, and wait for my own body heat to warm the blankets. 

I didn’t want to know that just one door away from me, Rory was doing the same. 

But I would. I had to. 

I’d admitted to myself, finally, that, I’d fallen in love with Aurora West. And somehow, despite everything I’d ever thought I knew about myself, she’d managed to find something in me to fall in love with as well. For the first time in my life, I’d found someone who made me feel safe, made me feel like everything was going to be alright. 

And I couldn’t bear to lose that. 

We were both in danger. We didn’t know when the vampires were going to try to kill us a second time, but we both knew that they were. And when I was around Rory—when I was standing like this, her strong arms holding me up and holding me together—I could convince myself that I didn’t have to be Layla St. James, the ice queen; always in control, always prepared, always capable of taking care of myself and everything around me because no one else would do it. When I was with Rory, there was something in my brain that told me I didn’t need to be on guard. 

And that was terrifying. 

I couldn’t afford this. I couldn’t afford the possibility that Rory could get hurt because I’d felt safe enough to let down my guard. And so I had to keep her at arms length, at least a little while longer. 

And I had to find a way to make us safe, because I didn’t know how much longer I could do this. 

“You’re right,” I mumbled into her shoulder. “Let’s go to bed. We can figure everything else out in the morning.” 








  
  

Chapter 2

Rory





Here’s the thing: no one ever tells you how damned inconvenient falling in love is. 

And when I say inconvenient, I mean I was basically drooling over the woman in my arms. 

I’d discovered over the last couple of weeks that every single thing about her was something I was crazy about and just hadn’t realized it before. I mean, there were all the things anyone would look at her and be impressed by: how ridiculously smart she was; how listening to her talk made me feel like I had when I was a kid and had taken the back off an old-fashioned pocket watch I’d stolen from a pawn shop—I had no idea what all the tiny moving parts did and how they connected, but somehow they made the watch keep time and I couldn’t stop staring at them. How fucking brave she was; hell, I was trained at this, and I still couldn’t quite match her cool self-confidence and sheer, unflappable courage. How she did what she thought had to be done no matter what it would cost her. But it wasn’t just that. I’d discovered I loved the way she looked in the mornings when she’d just woken up and her hair was all tangled and she couldn’t quite remember how to make words yet. How she glanced up and to the side when she was thinking hard about something. How she’d get that little scowl line between her eyebrows when she was concentrating on her paperwork. The smile she got sometimes when she was looking out the window, watching the tree branches sway in the breeze or looking up at the moon at night. Her deadpan sense of humour; how she’d crack a joke without even a smile and it would take me like two minutes to realize that she had. The way she’d look at me under her eyelashes to see if I’d figured it out. 

And also…okay, so look, I’m human, okay? And Layla was the hottest, most gorgeous woman I’d ever met, and also she’d basically fucked me into a coma a couple days ago. That wouldn’t have been an easy thing to forget even if I hadn’t had vampire venom running through my veins. 

Add onto that the fact that we were both scared, exhausted, and not one hundred percent sure we’d both be alive the next day or if there was anything we could do about it, and it was taking every speck of my much-abused self-control not to tip her chin up and kiss her until neither of us could remember how to talk. When I looked at her sitting there, eyes half-lidded and hair adorably mussed, I could practically feel the shape of her titties in my hands, the long, smooth lines of her thighs clenched around my neck, her hands grabbing at my hair as she gasped and moaned. My entire body had turned into one long, drawn-out begging plea, and that plea was, “Layla, please fuck me, or I’m going to actually pass out and die on the floor in front of you.”

I mean, I wouldn’t actually die. 

Probably. 

But dammit… 

I sighed and tried to ball up all my emotions and all my horniness and shove them away. 

Even now, I could feel the way Layla trembled a little in my arms. 

She was afraid. 

She wanted to be with me; I knew that much, at least. And I mean, listen, I was as shocked as anyone by this turn of events because I’m smart enough to realize that Layla is way the hell out of my league. But she was terrified by it. And…I guess I sort of understood. 

I wasn’t any more used to working with someone than she was. I certainly wasn’t used to depending on anyone. Hell, I don’t think I could have, even back in the cemetery, even with my life on the line, if it had been anyone other than Layla, and the thought of her in danger was enough to make me break out in a cold sweat. 

Besides, as much as I hated it, she wasn’t wrong. I needed to be able to keep her safe. I needed her to be alright, and I knew damn well that when I was kissing Layla, a hundred vampires could walk into the room, and I’d ignore every last one of them. 

And I couldn’t risk that, no matter how desperately I wanted her. 

So at last, reluctantly, I released her. She shivered a little as she straightened, and I had to resist the urge to pull her back against me, wrap her in my arms to keep her warm. 

Instead, I managed a grin. “Alright, Princess, go on. I’m going to check the wards one last time.” 

She yawned. “I can come help,” she said, then yawned again wider. 

I snorted. “Pretty sure you have to be awake to check wards. Come on, get to bed; I’ll follow you in a minute.” 

She turned those sharp grey eyes on me for a moment, and like always, my entire body went on full alert, and my brain turned into a sort of melted puddle. 

Then she looked away and nodded. “Very well,” she said, fighting back another yawn. “But if I don’t see you up there in fifteen minutes, I’m going to come looking.” 

She turned to the door. For a moment, she hesitated, as if she wanted to turn back. But then she pushed it open and stepped out into the hallway. 

Something stiffened in my muscles the moment she was out of my sight, but I shoved it back down. 

There was no need to panic. I mean, there probably was, but it wasn’t here, tonight. The house was warded, and we knew what we were dealing with, and we’d put salt across all the doors and windows. There was no way the vampires could get in. 

At least, I was pretty sure. 

That was the thing—I didn’t actually know anything about vampires other than the few things Micah had taught me before he’d been killed and a whole lot of things I’d learned mostly against my will a couple nights ago in a graveyard. At the time, Layla had managed to set off a sunlight ward to keep them from killing us. But I was pretty damn sure even a sunlight ward wouldn’t have completely gotten rid of something that powerful. I’d never felt anything like that vampire before, and I didn’t want to ever again. And if the ward hadn’t gotten rid of them—well, it had absolutely pissed them off. Which meant we’d gone from three days ago having one vampire who wanted to kill Layla to now having half a dozen vampires who’d been slammed with a sunlight ward, hit in the face a few times with a silver-ringed punch from yours truly, were pissed as hell at both of us, and knew for a fact that Layla and I were going to either rat them out or come after them ourselves, because we didn’t have much of a choice. 

It…wasn’t good odds.

I shivered. 

I hunt ghosts for a living, okay? I know how to deal with scary-ass things. But those vampires scared the living hell out of me. 

I made my way down the short hallway and out the front door, checking my pockets as I went. Layla had handed me enough silver when we got back from the graveyard that I looked like a damn rich lady on her way to the opera or something—the faint moonlight through the clouds glinting off three rings on each hand, an anklet, a bracelet, and a delicate chain and pendant around my neck that was very much not my style. But then again, I figured I’d have time to worry about fashion when I wasn’t worried about someone cutting my throat wide open and slicing their claws through my abdomen. 

We’d put fresh wards around the edge of the lawn this morning, like we had every morning since the graveyard. They required salt, which would probably kill the grass, and the neighbours would probably be pissed off. On the other hand, if we didn’t, they’d probably be even more pissed off because, okay, I don’t know a whole lot about land values, but three violent, incredibly bloody, and clearly not accidental deaths in the neighbourhood would probably do something to house prices in the area that wasn’t positive. 

Also, fuck Layla’s neighbours. 

I checked the ward across the front doorstep, then wandered to the edge of the lawn, every sense on alert. 

It was dark, the moon a faint glow obscured by clouds, and cold—it wouldn’t surprise me if we woke up to a hint of frost on the grass tomorrow morning. The wind blowing up from the ocean was strange and unsettling, and I could smell the sea salt on it, that odd tang on my tongue that tasted wild and untamed. 

The wards were still in position—the dim light of the moon through the wind-whipped clouds was enough to illuminate the dull outline of the salt wards. 

I shivered and glanced up, cursing myself. What the hell was wrong with me? Why didn’t I have my flashlight on? 

I reached into my pocket and pulled it out, my movements strangely reluctant, and I realized, suddenly, the reason I was standing here in the dark: I didn’t really want to know if there was something out there beyond the pitifully small line of salt, that would make my flashlight flicker. 

I rolled my eyes at myself. Micah would have cussed me out if he’d seen something like this, and I would have deserved it. 

I flicked the dollar-store flashlight on and shone it out through the gate, where there was enough of a break in the thick bushes that I could see out through them. 

The light illuminated the short walkway up from the road to the gate, shining a narrow beam of light out through the gate and into the street outside her house. The streetlamps a couple of houses down shone their warm yellow glow on the cracked sidewalk and black asphalt of the road, the soft lights from inside the neighbours’ houses hardly visible through the thick green of the bushes and blackberry vines that climbed the tall fences. 

For a moment, everything looked soft and peaceful. 

Then…the streetlamp half a dozen houses down flickered. 

It was only for a moment, but it was enough. I swore, reaching into my pocket for the decorative silver letter-opener I’d been soaking in salt water since that morning. 

The streetlamp flickered again. It wasn’t much—if I’d been anyone other than myself, I probably would have thought it was just a bad bulb or an electrical short or something. 

But then, if I’d been anyone other than myself, I’d have died a long damn time ago, so that’s not saying a whole lot. 

My hand was trembling, and I tried to force it still. Which, by the way, is a hell of a lot harder than it sounds. 

This time, it was the streetlamp two houses down, the one nearest to Layla’s house, that flickered.

I swore again. My heart was pounding hard against my ribs, and dammit, this wasn’t good. You can’t face things like ghosts and vampires if you’re already afraid; that’s the easiest damn way to die. But my brain kept flashing back to those horrible few minutes in the graveyard, the feel of a vampire’s hand on my wrist, casually crushing the bones between his fingers. And I hadn’t even been able to pull away. I’d just stood there and let him do it. 

The burn of the vampire venom tingled through my veins, stronger now, more uncomfortable. 

I clenched my teeth to keep them from chattering. 

Fuck me, this was ridiculous. I was a damn ghost hunter. I’d grown up with this, and I knew how to handle my fear. 

But not this fear. I didn’t know how to handle this type of fear. 

I didn’t know how to handle the fear that the woman inside the house behind me—the woman I was pretty sure I was in love with, the woman who’d become, somehow, over the course of a few short weeks, the very most important thing in my world—would be hurt because I wasn’t enough to stop this. 

Like I hadn’t been back in the graveyard. Like I hadn’t been so many times before that. 

This was a kind of fear I’d never faced and I didn’t know how to deal with and I honestly wasn’t sure I’d survive. 

My hand was still shaking, and so it took a second longer than usual for me to notice: the thin white beam was flickering. 

It flickered again, like the battery was dying. 

“Hey, motherfucker,” I said. I was trying to make it come out cool and confident, but I’m pretty sure I sounded like a scared little kid. “Stay the hell back.” 

There was no answer. Of course there wasn’t.

I knew because this had happened before. 

All last evening, when Layla and I had been huddled together in her office trying to come up with a plan, I’d felt it pulling at me. And when I’d made my excuses to come down here and check the wards, I’d only felt it stronger. 

“Rory.” The voice was a whisper, a hiss on the salt breeze, icy and amused and inhuman. I yanked my silver blade out with my free hand. 

The soft, barely heard laughter sent a chill up my spine. “Rory. Do you really think I’d come over here myself? I don’t need to, do I?” 

I took a small step back. The terror I remembered from the graveyard was seeping up through my feet, filtering in through my skin, chilling the blood in my veins, and making my muscles slow and sluggish, drowning my thoughts in an ice-wash of stark fear. 

The vampire was right—it didn’t need to be present to hurt me. It had sent ghosts that had almost killed Layla and me the first night I’d been here.

“Rory.” It was a whisper, winding around me like the breeze. 

My flashlight was flickering harder now, like the battery was on the point of dying. The battery I’d put in fresh only a few minutes earlier. 

Then an image flashed into my mind, sharp and clear as a photograph:

Layla lying on the floor of her house, her long, ash-blonde hair soaked in blood, her grey eyes blank and sightless. Blood spattering the walls, soaking into the floorboards, seeping between the cracks in the varnished wood.  

I stumbled back. “No!” I’d shouted the word out loud, I realized vaguely. 

It wasn’t true. It wasn’t real; it was just the terror that emanated off ghosts, the terror they shoved into your brain to make it so you couldn’t think or feel, so you’d have no defence against them. Terror dug its icy fingers into my brain, pushing away my logic, clamping down on my instincts. 

I knew better. I was a trained ghost hunter. I knew how to push back fear. 

But not this type of fear. Never this type of fear. 

I lunged towards where the shadows were a little darker than they should have been, my knife out. 

It was stupid. You never go after a ghost when you’re afraid. But Layla was upstairs. Layla was upstairs, and there had been that flash of a vision… 

For a moment, the shadows darkened further. 

Then they cleared, and I was alone. 

My flashlight beam snapped back into focus. I didn’t realize how hard I was shaking until it did, and the hard white beam was trembling across the bushes like a strobe light or something. 

“Rory!” 

I spun. Layla was already out the door, her silk housecoat pulled around her shoulders, her hair disheveled. She had a box of salt in one hand and a silver paperweight in the other, and she looked like she was about to commit murder, and my knees almost went out from under me. 

“Princess,” I said, turning in time to catch her before she made it to the gate. “Shhhh. It’s alright.” I pulled her in close and pressed my lips to her hair, holding her tightly enough that I hoped it would disguise my shaking. 

“Rory, what happened? Are you hurt?” She pushed away, sounding almost as desperate as I felt. 

I tried to grin. “It’s alright—I’m alright. Just…you remember the ghosts? The first day I was here? I think…I think maybe the vampire was scouting things out. But I’m pretty sure he wasn’t here himself. At least, not yet.” 

She slumped against me for a moment, then pulled back and glanced over at the gate, not quite able to disguise her shudder. “So they found us.” 

“They’ve known where we are this whole time,” I whispered into her hair. “They’ve always known.” I hesitated, then looked down, meeting her eyes. “That’s why we have to talk to WRAITHS. We have to fix this.” 

She nodded, and I could feel the movement of her head against my shoulder. Then, she straightened and pushed out of my arms, grimacing a little. “Come on. Let’s get some sleep while we can.” 

She hesitated at the door, glancing behind her. I was standing close enough that I could feel the way her body tensed. 

“It’ll be alright,” I whispered. “They won’t be able to come across the wards.” 

I was pretty sure, at least.

Reluctantly, she nodded and stepped through the door. But her body didn’t relax, even when we reached the door to her bedroom. 

“Goodnight, Princess,” I said.

“Goodnight.” She turned and lifted her face, and I kissed her without thinking. 

The taste of her on my lips sent sparks through my entire body, and the desperate terror of a few moments before only intensified the feeling, and it took every drop of self-control left in me to keep from pulling her up against me, tipping her head back, and picking up where we’d left off in her office. I could tell from the set of her body that she was dealing with a similar struggle. 

I pulled back abruptly, breathing a little harder than I strictly should have been. “Goodnight,” I repeated again like an idiot, then turned and stumbled to my room before I could let my brain convince me to do something we’d both regret. 

I stripped down to my boxers and tank top, flopped down on the bed, pulled up the blankets, and turned to face the wall, letting my exhausted brain pretend, for the few brief moments I was still awake, that the pillow clutched in my arms was Layla, and that I’d wake up to her hair spread out across my shoulder and her arm draped loosely over my waist and the warmth of her skin on mine. But when I finally did fall asleep, I didn’t dream of Layla. 

I dreamed of blood spattered on the walls, blood soaking into the floor. A thin, corpse-pale man with skin pulling gaunt across the shape of his skull and stringy hair matted with blood, and teeth that dipped down to his lower lips, turning his smile into an animal snarl. 








  
  

Chapter 3

Layla





When I woke the next morning to the sun streaming in through the windows, I felt like I hadn’t slept at all. My head pounded with exhaustion, every part of my body was stiff, my dislocated-and-then-reset shoulder ached dully, and my mouth tasted terrible. 

I grimaced and pushed myself upright. 

I couldn’t hear the shower going, and the door between Rory’s room and mine was shut tight, which probably meant she was still sleeping--ever since the first night she’d spent here, where between us, we’d fought off a terrifying number of ghosts, she’d had a habit of opening the door a crack when she woke up to check on me. 

I smiled to myself a little, despite the pounding headache, and tiptoed to the door to crack it open. She was a light sleeper, and I didn’t want to disturb her. 

She was still asleep, sprawled out on the bed, arms wrapped loosely around her spare pillow. The sight made something ache a little in my chest. 

I’d woken in Rory’s arms exactly once. That was all it had taken for me to realize that was the place that felt more like home than anything I’d ever experienced in my life. 

I sighed, pulled the door shut again, and made my way to the bathroom for a hot shower and two ibuprofen tablets. 

By the time I was clean and dressed, there was a voicemail notification blinking on my smartwatch and the sound of Rory’s shower going. 

I hesitated with my finger over the voicemail button, then sighed. May as well listen to it together with Rory. Instead, I dialled the number for my chef, who was already on his way with breakfast. 

Breakfast was laid out on the kitchen table when Rory sauntered in. Her hair was still damp, and she smelled of soap and cologne, and the sunlight that spilled in through the floor-to-ceiling windows glowed off her tanned skin. I had to make an effort not to let my eyes catch on the way her tank top clung to her skin or follow the line of her baggy jeans where they settled low on her hips.

She made no such effort, her eyes going up and down my body in frank appreciation that made me blush. “Damn, Layla. Are you ever not hot?” 

I rolled my eyes, and she laughed and pulled up a chair. 

It always surprised me how a night’s sleep seemed to be able to solve all of Rory’s problems. I wished it worked the same for me. 

She grinned when she saw breakfast and began shovelling the food into her mouth with the energy of a starving velociraptor, the splint on her wrist doing nothing whatsoever to slow her down. Rory had a way of making my fine china breakfast set seem like cheap no-name disposable plates. 

It should have been irritating. Instead, I found myself watching with a little smile on my face before I remembered myself and turned my attention to my own breakfast. She must have noticed because she glanced up and winked, and I felt my face heating again. 

“So, Princess,” she said when she’d finished, shoving back her empty plate, “what’s happened while I was asleep?” There was something tired and strained under her carefree expression that made me realize that perhaps she wasn’t as unaffected by what had happened last night as she wanted me to think. 

“I…got a voice message,” I said, pulling my phone from the small pocket in my skirt and setting it on the table between us. “I haven’t listened to it yet.” 

Rory nodded. She was eyeing the phone like she was worried it might jump at one of us, and I couldn’t in honesty blame her. 

This was a gamble. We knew it had been someone in WRAITHS who’d brought the vampires over in the first place. We’d assumed the rest of WRAITHS wouldn’t have approved, but we had no real proof of that. We might have just done the equivalent of phoning up the vampires and asking them if they’d like us for a morning appetizer before they got down to the business of bringing Vancouver Island under their thrall. 

I picked up the phone, put the audio on speaker so Rory could hear, and dialled through to voicemail. 

“Good morning, Ms. St. James.” I recognized the voice as Samuel Porter, head of the Victoria chapter of WRAITHS. “Thank you for bringing this matter to our attention. We would be grateful to hear your version of events. I hope today at eleven o’clock is convenient for you. I believe you already have our address, but in case you’ve forgotten, it’s—” He listed out the address. “I hope to see you later today,” he finished, and the line clicked off. 

Rory and I looked at each other for a long moment. The room had gone suddenly dimmer—probably a cloud that had rolled over the sun. 

“Your version of events?” Rory said. Her expression told me she wasn’t any more impressed with him than she had been the last time they’d spoken and she’d threatened to punch him in the face. “What’s the other version? The vampires’?” 

I shook my head, but the knot of tension in my stomach was tightening. “It could be Elaine. She could have gone there right after we did and given her version of the story. She stands to lose a great deal if what we know comes out, I suspect.” 

Rory cursed and shoved back her chair, running a hand through her hair. “I don’t like this,” she said in a low voice. “I don’t like this, Princess. We might be walking into a trap.” 

I pulled in a long breath. “Perhaps we are. But as you reminded me last night, I hardly see what else we can do.” 

Rory muttered something about sending the assholes out to the graveyard to check things out for themselves, then looked down at her phone. “Well,” she said, “at least they’re not going to make us wait too long.” 

I glanced at my watch. 

It was almost ten. 

I closed my eyes a moment. My stomach was tight, the muscles around my shoulder where it had been dislocated ached dully, and the nightmares from last night had left me much more tired than I had any right to be, considering how long I’d slept. 









