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Chapter 1: The Girl Who Didn't Run 


[image: ]




Three weeks since the funeral, and the house still smelled like her grandmother.

Violets. That cheap dusting powder old women used—the kind you found in pound shops and village chemists, nowhere Lila had ever been caught dead. It was in the curtains now. The carpets. The walls. Probably in her hair, and she'd only been here four hours.

Four hours in Whitby. Grey sky, seagulls that sounded like toddlers being murdered, and a house that seemed actively designed to make her trip over something.

She'd catalogued: three boxes of vintage buttons, a stuffed crow in a glass case, fourteen porcelain cats (fourteen), and a diary from 1973 that was mostly gripes about the neighbours. What she hadn't found: central heating, phone signal, or any evidence the 21st century had reached this stretch of coast.

Brilliant.

Rucksack hit the hallway floor. Dust exploded in the thin afternoon light, swirled like it had somewhere to be. The guesthouse loomed—narrow stairs vanishing into shadow, doors to rooms she'd have to check eventually, a kitchen at the back that absolutely had mice.

"Sod this," she told the empty hall.

The floorboards creaked back. Like they'd been waiting.

—-
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The estate agent had been clear: sell the house, clear the contents, split it with the aunt she hadn't seen since she was six. Simple. Straightforward. Exactly the kind of nothing-summer Lila needed to escape York, escape the sixth-form drama she was still pretending didn't bother her, escape being seventeen with fuck-all planned.

What the estate agent hadn't mentioned: Whitby in November was basically a horror movie set. Grey sea, grey sky, grey houses stacked up the cliff like they were competing for misery. The Abbey ruins watched everything like a warning. And the guesthouse—Raven's Rest, because of course—sat at the top of the 199 steps, which meant every trip into town was a cardio workout she hadn't signed up for.

She'd made it up twice. That was enough.

Day one. Start clearing tomorrow. Tonight, find the fusebox, find the least creepy bed, and pretend the house wasn't settling around her like it was listening.

—-
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Fusebox was in the basement.

Obviously.

Lila stood at the top of the cellar stairs, torch in hand (found in the kitchen, next to porcelain cat number fifteen), and tried to convince herself basements weren't that scary.

They were that scary.

Especially stairs that disappeared into actual darkness. Not metaphor darkness. The kind where your torch beam just gave up, like the light hit a wall and decided not to bother.

"Right," she said. "Basement. Fine. Grand. Love basements."

She went down.

One. Two. The stairs creaked like they'd been saving up for this moment. Air got colder. Smelled different—damp, salt, something underneath that could've been old wood or could've been worse.

Ten. Fifteen. Torch beam found the bottom—concrete, boxes, fusebox on the far wall like a dare.

Twenty. Down.

Basement was bigger than it had any right to be. Ran under the whole house, maybe. Torch picked out shapes—furniture under sheets, stacked crates, something that looked like a wardrobe that'd eaten smaller furniture. Fusebox was across the room. She'd have to walk past all of it.

"Just a basement," she muttered. "Just an old creepy basement in an old creepy house in a town that literally has a goth weekend. Fine. Everything's fine."

She walked.

Three steps in, the temperature dropped.

Not gradual. Like walking through a door. One step normal cold, next step bone-deep, fingers-numb cold. Her breath misted. The torch flickered.

Lila stopped.

Listened.

The basement breathed.

Not wind. Not pipes. Breath. Slow and deep and right fucking behind her.

She turned.

Nothing. Just the wardrobe. Just the crates. Just the dark, pressing closer than it had been.

"Okay," she whispered. "Nope."

Turned back to the fusebox. Three more steps. Flip whatever needed flipping, get out, never come down here again, and—

The torch died.

Complete dark.

Lila's heart stopped. Restarted. Hammered.

Phone. She had her phone. Fumbled for it, pulled it out, hit the torch—

Nothing. Battery full, screen black, dead.

She stood in absolute dark, in a basement she didn't know, in a house that had just become a lot more sinister, trying to remember how breathing worked.

Then something touched her shoulder.

Cold. Deliberate. Fingers.

She screamed—

The lights came on.

—-
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Fluorescent buzz. Harsh white. Basement revealed—just a basement, just boxes, fusebox with its switches flipped to ON.

No one there.

Lila spun. Nothing behind her. Nothing beside her. Nothing except the wardrobe, the crates, and her own reflection in a dusty mirror she hadn't noticed before.

Her reflection.

Standing exactly where she'd been standing.

She stared. It stared back. Normal. Fine. Just her—dark hair escaping its ponytail, too-big jumper, eyes wide with fear.

Then it smiled.

Not her smile.

And said: "Took you long enough."

—-
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Lila hit the stairs without remembering running.

Burst into the kitchen. Grabbed a knife from the block. Stood with her back to the wall, breathing like she'd done a marathon, staring at the basement door.

Which was still closed.

Had she closed it? She didn't remember closing it. She'd been running, and the door was—

The basement door opened.

Lila raised the knife.

Nothing came through. Just dark. Just stairs. Just the sound of something that might've been footsteps, climbing slow.

One.

Two.

Three.

The light from the kitchen hit the top of the stairs, and—

A boy. Her age. Dark hair falling over his eyes. Pale—proper pale, like he hadn't seen sun in years. Jeans and a band t-shirt that looked old. Ancient, even. The kind of vintage you couldn't buy, only inherit.

He stopped at the top. Looked at her. At the knife. At her face.

"Planning to use that?"

His voice was rough. Like he hadn't spoken in a while. Or like he'd been screaming.

Lila's hand shook. "Who the hell are you?"

He stepped into the kitchen. Light hit him properly. Solid. Real. Cast a shadow. Had feet. Had—

No breath.

She watched his chest. Waiting. Nothing.

"Name's Jax," he said. "And before you ask—no, I'm not breaking in. I live here. Have done for a while." Pause. "Thirty-seven years, actually."

Lila's brain short-circuited.

Thirty-seven years. His age. Her age. Thirty-seven years ago was—

"You're dead."

"Sharp one." He leaned against the counter. Casual. Like this was normal. "Mostly. Not entirely. It's complicated."

"You're DEAD."

"Loud one, too." Head tilt. "Your grandmother never screamed. Just fainted, first time. After that, we worked out an arrangement."

Lila's grip on the knife didn't loosen. "Arrangement."

"I stay in the basement during daylight. She didn't bother me, I didn't bother her. Worked fine for decades." He pushed off the counter. Took a step closer. "Then she died. And the house went quiet. And I've been waiting for someone to turn the lights back on."

He stopped. Looked at her properly. Something shifted in his expression—surprise, maybe. Recognition.

"You're a Halcrow."

"How do you know that name?"

"Same way I know you're seventeen, you're from York, and you've got your grandmother's eyes." Pointed at the knife. "You planning to put that down, or we doing this all night?"

Lila looked at the knife. Looked at him. Looked at the basement door, still open, still dark, still very much containing whatever he was.

"You touched me."

"Yeah. Sorry about that. Didn't think you'd actually scream."

"You TOUCHED me. You're a GHOST."

"Poltergeist, technically. Bit more solid. Bit more stuck." Shrug. "Touch is about all I've got, these days. That and the lights. And apparently, terrifying teenage girls."

Lila's laugh was hysterical. She heard it come out and couldn't stop it.
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