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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: 

Alcohol consumption/intoxication

Blood/gore

Child abuse (mentioned)

Death

Internalized ablism

Involuntary intoxication

On-page sex scenes

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

Rory





The basement was dark, with the musty, mildewed, half-rotted scent of an abandoned house. It was cool as well, the warmth of the winter sun outside having given up at the top of the frankly dangerous stairwell. 

It wasn’t the chill that made a small shiver run up my spine.

I grinned, closing my fists tighter around my weapons of choice. I could taste the iron tang of blood in the corner of my mouth. The fresh bruise across my eye throbbed, but the pain felt like money—the two hundred-dollar bills I had shoved into my back pocket.

Not every day you win a fight and get a ghost job, even in as haunted a city as Victoria, B.C.. Maybe my luck was finally turning.

A ghost had killed someone here just last week. Police had said it was an accidental death, but the guy who hired me knew that was bullshit. And now that I was here, so did I. 

The timing was a stroke of luck, honestly—I mean, if you could consider getting hit in the face a stroke of luck. Ghosts always come out quicker when you’re hurt. They can smell it, like rats sniffing out a dead body. 

And me? I’m a fucking rattrap. 

But, like, for ghosts. 

“Happy to see me?” I said. My voice echoed strangely around the empty basement. I could feel the shift of the air currents, the way the air chilled, just a little more than usual. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.” I made my voice a mocking singsong. “Look, you gotta still be hungry. You’re always hungry, right? Well, look at me. Here I am, just sitting here bleeding on your nice clean floor.” 

Clean was overstating it, really. 

The air shifted again, a discordance that felt almost like anger. 

Good. Exactly what I wanted.

At the edge of my hearing, I could hear tiny skittering, rat-like except maybe just a little too quick for a rat. If I didn’t know what I knew, I might have thought that’s all it was.

If I didn’t know what I knew, I might have brushed off the creeping sensation at the back of my neck, the clenching in my gut, that unexplainable sense of being watched, told myself I was imagining things because it was dark down here and smelled funny and I was alone. And someone had died in here a few days before. 

And then I would have died down here too. 

But I knew.

I sauntered out into the centre of the floor and glanced up at the ceiling where the one bare bulb flickered, causing the shadows to dance crazily. “Poor little me,” I called. “Stuck in this haunted basement all by myself. Whatever shall I do?”

The attention, the crawling sensation on the back of my neck, was focused now. Hungry. 

I stood in the middle of the bare cement floor, alone. Grinning. 

There was more skittering now, noises that weren’t quite noises scratching at the edge of my senses. 

“Come get me,” I sang, but my voice was swallowed up by the darkness around me. I tightened my hand on my weapons, my muscles tense.

It should have happened by now. I’d been down here long enough, and I was bleeding, dammit. They should have come for me right away. But the cold hostility had turned into something else: a waiting, restless feeling.

I shivered a little despite myself. 

This ghost was strong enough to kill. Whatever it was waiting for, it couldn’t be good.

At the top of the stairs, the door swung shut with a loud crack. I almost jumped, and I forced my breathing to slow.

It just meant that the ghost was taking the bait. Nothing to worry about. 

But it was waiting. There was something this ghost was waiting for. And I was alone in the basement, and the door, if I tried it, would almost certainly be locked… 

I shook myself. This was stupid. I’d handled worse than this before. And the moment I let fear get the better of me…

“What’s the matter?” I called into the darkness. “Scared?”

More skittering. The bulb above me swung gently as if in a breeze, but there was no breeze down here. The hair on the back of my neck rose, but I still saw…nothing. And something about that nothing—something about the considering, cold, waiting of it—made me shudder in a way that I hadn’t in a long time.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small knife. “Alright then, you coward,” I whispered to myself as I popped the blade open. “Maybe we can tempt you with a little treat.” I slid the knife blade along the pad of my thumb, hissing a quick breath at the sharp sting of it. Then I held my hand out in front of me and let a fat drop of blood fall to the ground. 

It hit the cement floor of the unfinished basement with a small sound that was somehow much louder than it should have been. 

I felt a sudden shift in the attention.

“Smells good, doesn’t it?” I whispered, folding the knife and shoving it back into my pocket. “More where that came from.”

For a moment, the basement was silent. The light flickered again, like a candle about to go out. 

And then the ghost struck. There was a whirl around me, darkness and cold and something that pricked against my skin like needlepoint frostbite. It had sucked up the blood and now was swirling up my legs, hissing and winding around me, a hundred tiny voices that I couldn’t quite hear enveloping me, surrounding me, reaching into my mind, trying to pull out every last thought and leave nothing but the blankness of terror.

I opened my hands, shaking out the thin, salt-infused net I’d held crumpled between my fingers.

“Gotcha,” I whispered. 

The terror that flickered and pushed at the corners of my brain, terror that wasn’t mine but was meant to feel like mine, faltered for a moment.

I scooped the net through the swirling mist around me, and the keening, laughing voices in the corners of my hearing changed abruptly to a howl of surprise and outrage. The net swayed and wriggled, as if of its own accord, but I pulled it tighter. 

“How do you like that, eh?” I whispered. “A little less fun when you’re the one being hunted, isn’t it?” 

The thing whirled, almost yanking the net out of my grasp. I tightened my grip, the salt-heavy rope cutting into my fingers, and the ghost turned its furious attention to me, hissing and spitting, the creeping ectoplasm of its nebulous form brushing against my skin like a clinging shadow. I could feel my heart beat slowing, my blood growing sluggish in my veins. I yanked the neck of the net tighter in one hand, and with the other, I grabbed it and squeezed. 

Again, I heard the high-pitched, howling scream at the corners of my hearing, and my heartbeat sped up again for a moment, then slowed as the ghost turned its efforts once more from escape to attack. The air darkened around me, and I gasped for breath, my heart pumping slower and slower, my lungs labouring as if I was underwater. Behind my eyelids, I could see the shape: a young girl on the water, her head going under, a gurgling scream, gasping for air. The shape on the boat above her laughing and laughing, the burning, white-hot pain in her lungs as they filled with thick water instead of air. The screaming sensation in my own lungs, my body sobbing for breath. 

My fingers were loosening on the net, my mind splintering under the pain and fear—

I bit down hard on my split lip, and the sharp taste of copper blossoming across my mouth was enough to bring me back to myself. With the last of the strength in my muscles, I squeezed down on the ghost between my hands in the salt-stiffened strands of the net. 

There was a final, furious, hopeless scream that echoed in my brain over and over and over. And then…quiet. 

I dropped to the ground, panting and shaking and trying not to vomit. 

It was the worst with kid ghosts. 

It wasn’t their fault. And I knew there sure as hell wasn’t anything left of a kid inside the thing that had been trying to kill me. But it always made something cold and sick tighten in my chest. And yeah, it was stupid, I know, but there was something in the back of my head that kept saying, over and over like a computer glitch, “At least you’re doing something. At least you’re stopping someone from getting killed, you’re doing something that’s actually kind of good,” and that was the only way I managed to keep from ending up curled up on the floor vomiting after a ghost like this.  

I closed my eyes for a few moments, pulling in a deep breath and waiting for the jangling panic to drain from my muscles. Then something, some sense, made my eyes snap open again.

The light above me swung on its string, the flickering beam stronger than it had been.

But…still flickering. 

I frowned up at it, my senses slowly coming back. The ghost was gone, I was sure of it.

So why—

The flickering was eerie, ominous in the sudden stillness. And I realized, suddenly, that the feeling of eyes watching me hadn’t gone away.

If I’d been anyone else, I probably would have ignored it. If I’d been anyone else, I probably would have told myself it was the paranoia from the ghost in my head moments earlier. But I wasn’t anyone else, which was probably the only reason I was still alive. And I was damn sure not going to start ignoring the instincts that had kept me alive in the first place.

There was a small creak from the stairs—not the skittering I’d heard earlier, not the noise that was almost more a feeling than a noise. This sound was real. 

There was something under the stairs. Something waiting. Something watching me. And I could feel the hunger in the stare.

Carefully, I pushed myself to my feet. “Alright, may as well come out.” I tried to keep my tone brash, but the words came out a little squeakier than usual.

There was no answer. But from the corner of my eye, I saw something—a shadow within a shadow in the darkest corner behind the stairs.

And something in that shadow moved.

For the first time in a very long time, I felt real fear—cold, panicky, undiluted terror shivering through my veins like ice water.

And then there was a sound, blessedly ordinary—the creak of the door swinging open. A sharp beam of light cut through the darkness of the basement, bright enough to blind me, and I blinked hard. 

When my eyes flicked back to the shadows at the bottom of the stairs, there was nothing there. But I could still feel the sharp attention of those eyes in my memory, the hunger in that gaze, like the phantom pain of a missing limb.

The footsteps on the creaky wood of the stairs were loud and completely real. When I glanced back, the lightbulb on the ceiling had stopped flickering.

“Are you Aurora West?” 

In the newly steady light, I examined the two people who’d interrupted…whatever the hell that had been. They were dressed in dark clothes, suits and sunglasses, looking almost like some stupid cosplay. “What is this, Men in Black?” I asked, wiping my bloody lip on the back of my hand and grinning at them. 

There was probably blood staining my teeth. I kind of hoped there was.

Neither of them looked impressed. “I asked,” said the man, “are you—”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard what you asked,” I said. “Just wondering why the hell you think I should answer.” I gave them another bloody grin.

The man who’d spoken looked like he was thinking about threatening me. Which, honestly, I would have very much enjoyed after the damn day I’d had. The other, however, seemed to have sized me up a little better. She stepped forward, smiling a smooth smile that showed none of her teeth at all. “Our employer asked us to locate a person by the name of Aurora West,” she said. “She has a job, and it requires a rather unique skill set. And she’s willing to pay a great deal of money to get it done.”

I narrowed my eyes at the two of them.

They were trying way too hard to be impressive for me to take them seriously. But the suits they wore were definitely high-end fabric, and if I had to guess, I’d say the tailoring was done somewhere in a place that I couldn’t afford to sneeze in.

Not that that was saying much, now that I thought about it. 

“How much is ‘a great deal’?” I asked warily.

The first of the two thugs was still looking at me like I was something stuck to the bottom of his shoe, but the woman seemed to have scented victory like sharks scent blood in the water. She stepped a little closer, and I fought the urge to step back.

She whispered a number in my ear.

I could feel my eyebrows shoot up to my hairline. She must have noticed, judging from the smirk on her face.

“She said she’d pay me that?” I asked when I remembered how to talk again.

“If she decides to hire you, yes. She showed me the contract.”

I bit my lip and glared at the two of them. 

I didn’t trust people who looked like this. I’d never trusted people who looked like this. Mostly, people like this came after people like me because they wanted something they couldn’t get legally, and they needed someone to throw under the bus after they’d got it.

But… 

I glanced around at the dark basement. 

I still had the two hundred-dollar bills I’d won from the fight earlier crisp in my back pocket, not to mention what the guy who’d offered me this job still owed me. That would keep me in food for the next couple weeks, probably. Maybe pay the entrance fees for a couple more fights, which I’d hopefully win. 

And then? 

Well, and then it’d be same ol’, same ol’, all over again. More split knuckles and black eyes, more ghosts screaming in my head. Hoping for a ghost to show up and hurt someone bad enough that they’d track me down and pay me to get rid of it so that maybe I’d have the next month’s rent. Watching how the person the ghost had been had died, seeing it over and over in my head as they tried to kill me before I finally managed to kill them. Telling myself it didn’t matter, at least I was doing something, even though it sure as hell didn’t feel like it. And under all of that was the creeping, nagging memory of the terror of a few moments ago in the basement, and the little voice in my head that told me, you could have died. 

One day, I would. One day, a fight would go bad, or a ghost job would go bad, and I’d end up like Micah. 

I thought I’d gotten used to it. Hell, hard not to. But something about the number that woman had whispered in my ear made the dirty, ugly desperation of it wind around me with the choking force of one of the damn ghosts. Because maybe, something whispered inside me, maybe there was an out. Maybe, for once in my life, something actually good was going to happen to me. 

I knew better than to trust anything like that. But somehow, I heard myself saying, “Fine. I’ll come talk to your fancy boss. But no guarantees. I don’t like what I hear, I’m walking.”

“Oh, of course.” The woman was still smiling her shark smile. “If you don’t like it, you’re absolutely free to leave.” 

I knew from the look on her face when she turned away that it wouldn’t be nearly as simple as that.

I followed anyway.

As I stepped out of the basement, I couldn’t help a quick glance behind me. I could have sworn, for just an instant, that I saw the slightest movement at the bottom of the stairs, just outside the small pool of light from the bare bulb. 

The bulb flickered one final time and died.

Then I was out and into the faded orange light of the late afternoon that glowed through the dirty windowpanes of the old house, and Thug Number One shut the basement door behind us with a loud bang. 








  
  

Chapter 2

Layla





“Ms. St. James?” 

I looked up from my work at the polite, professional tone, trying to keep from scowling. 

The light through the narrow floor-to-ceiling window across from me had begun to turn the soft gold of late afternoon, and the sun had come out from behind the clouds for a moment, glowing through the thick branches of the trees framing my window and glinting off the surface of the ocean barely visible in the distance. 

It wasn’t nearly dark enough yet to merit turning on my desk light. 

I had it on anyway. 

I do not do well with interruptions. And everyone who knew me knew that, which meant whoever this was, they were someone I didn’t deal with on a regular basis.

I was right—it was the man in the black suit I’d hired a week ago. I couldn’t remember his name, and as we were unlikely to interact further once this contract had been fulfilled, I hardly saw the need to try. 

“Yes?” My voice was sharp and clipped, and from the look on his face, I hadn’t succeeded with the polite tone. “What do you need?”

His eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly, and I sighed. I’d thought maybe now that my father was gone and I was in charge of the business, people would be—I don’t know, a little more receptive to my style of communication?

I should have known better. Men who were brusque and abrupt were leadership material. Women were…bitches, probably.

“We’ve tracked down the person you asked for. She’s waiting downstairs.” 

At least he seemed suitably impressed by his surroundings, even if not by me personally. 

The study downstairs would have been more impressive. But whatever else you might say about my father, he knew how to design homes for maximum intimidation effect, even in his personal office. 

My personal office, now. 

I nodded, trying not to let the relief show in my face. Inside, though, I sagged with it. I hadn’t realized my nerves had been strung so tightly. 

“Thank you,” I said, turning back to my paperwork. “You may as well bring her up.” 

After a moment, the man must have realized he’d been dismissed. He nodded—at least his nod was respectful, and it should be, considering the amount of money I was paying him and his partner—and stepped out of my small office. The door shut sharply behind him as if he couldn’t get out of my office quickly enough. 

It wasn’t just because he didn’t like my tone of voice. I’d seen how his eyes had flicked, involuntarily, to the shadows in the corner behind my desk. 

Even though I was far, far too used to the sensation, I could feel it too—it only got stronger when I was left alone. I’d thought, once, that moving somewhere else in the house—from the study downstairs to this small office—might help. 

It hadn’t. It had only made it worse, because in the new rooms, I didn’t know what the shadows should look like. What I should be afraid of. And it had still been there. It was always there—the faint, electric prickle creeping up my spine. The sense of something watching me.

I closed my eyes, trying to steady my heart rate through sheer willpower. Trying to keep from curling up into a ball, hiding my head in my arms like a child. 

That wouldn’t save me, anyway. And in the dark, all I’d see would be the memories my brain insisted on playing over and over and over again. 

My father. How he’d looked when I’d found him that morning six months ago—lying on his back in the centre of his massive bed, pale as death, his eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling, frozen open in shocked horror. 

The blood. So much blood. Blood soaking the white coverlet, staining the golden pine of the bedposts, dripping onto the rich reclaimed wood flooring and spattering the bright white of the walls. 

How the red of the sunrise through the east-facing windows had glowed across the scene, making the whole room look like it had been washed in blood. 

The police had ruled it a homicide. I wasn’t sure how they could have done otherwise, considering the nature of the wounds. I’d been a suspect for a while—the cold-fish, emotionless daughter who didn’t scream or cry at the news, just simply and calmly took over the reins of the family business, moved into my new position and my new wealth without any sign of disruption.

They’d dropped me as a suspect, eventually, because they had no evidence I’d done it—because I hadn’t. 

I’d never really been able to perform grief in a way that satisfied other people, even if my feelings towards my father hadn’t been as complicated as they were. But neither the police nor anyone else knew how often since then I’d woken sobbing, my pillow wet with tears. 

Whether I loved him or hated him, my father’s deep shadow had overlaid my entire life. He’d fought my mother for custody when they divorced, not, I think, because he wanted his child, but because he wanted to crush my mother. And as wealthy as he was, with his lawyers and his psychologists and his connections, there was nothing she could do. He painted her as crazy, controlling, unfit. I hadn’t seen her since I was seven years old. I didn’t know where she was or if she was alive or dead. And I had grown up with my father, his presence looming over everything I said or did. 

And after the funeral—after I’d started to look into the possible causes of my father’s death that the coroners wouldn’t—I’d woken one night to a sound. Something in my room with me. 

When I’d sat up quickly, flipping on my bedside lamp, my hand scrabbling for the pepper spray I kept beside my bed—there was nothing there. Nothing in the room at all. 

At least, nothing I could see.

But I could still feel eyes on me. I could still feel the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. And the pooled shadow in the corner of my room had seemed much darker than it should have been.

I could have walked over and flipped on the room light. But to reach the light switch, I’d have had to walk past that pool of shadow, just a little darker than the other shadows in the room. And I’d known, in a way that was intuitive and inarguable, that if I did that, I would be as dead as my father. So I’d stayed in my bed, my covers pulled up around me, my shaking hand clutching the can of pepper spray, until morning.

By the time dawn’s light had filtered through the tall windows and I had made myself crawl to the edge of the bed to look, the shadows were nothing but shadows again. The feeling of being watched was gone. 

But it had never really gone. Not for long. 

And I’d sworn I’d never be caught like that again—that horrible, humiliating helplessness, the knowledge that someone or something could hurt me and there was nothing I could do about it. 

I drew in another long breath and turned back to my paperwork, forcing my brain away from the memories.

This was why it was important that my contractors had found who I was looking for. Because I refused—utterly refused—to be intimidated by whatever the hell this thing was. But I’d also prefer not to end up the way my father had.

The smooth mahogany surface of the desk was cool under my hands, and I found I was holding my pencil tightly enough that it was leaving an imprint in my fingers. 

I forced my fingers to loosen their grip. 

There was a tap at the door. “Come in,” I called without looking up. I didn’t want the newcomer to see how shaken I was. How much my hands were trembling.

I didn’t do well with new people. I had a reputation, I knew—I’d had it since elementary school: standoffish, stuck up, too good for the rest of the world.

The truth was, I was terrified. I didn’t know how to deal with people, and whatever I said, it seemed to come across wrong. And so I embraced my reputation, and it had… Well, it hadn’t exactly solved all my problems. But considering the fact that my father had been the biggest real estate investor in the city, and I heir to a fortune the magnitude of which I still hadn’t entirely wrapped my head around, it at least convinced people to leave me alone.

The door opened, and I heard footsteps coming into the room, then halting. 

I finished the paragraph I was reading—at least, I let my eyes trail to the bottom of it, although I’d certainly have to re-read it later if I wanted to get anything from it—and then I looked up, schooling my expression into something polite and mildly disinterested.

I had to hold myself back from actually gaping. 

I should have expected something like this, honestly—what else would I have expected from a prizefighter-slash-ghost hunter? But there was something about this woman, something about the way she looked and moved, the way she stared at me, that felt like a bomb exploding right in the centre of my carefully curated life. 

She looked to be in her mid-twenties—around my own age—and she exuded a self-confidence so thick it was confrontational. Her short hair was probably naturally a dirty brown, but it was dyed a garish orange that hurt my eyes to look at and cut in an under-shave that was growing in sharp and stubbly, her pale skin tanned brown from the sun. She moved like a wolf, all smooth muscle and compressed energy, and there was a sharp, predatory air about her, the alertness of someone who knew she might be walking into a trap. She didn’t look afraid, though—she looked dangerous. Like she almost hoped it was a trap and she’d have the chance to kick the hell out of someone. There was a bruise across one of her sharp cheekbones and another that was well on its way to forming into an impressive black eye. Her knuckles were bruised and bloody, and she wore athletic-style trainers and a tank top that showed the muscles of her arms and shoulders to unmistakable advantage. She was backlit by the sun through the window behind her, which cast her face a little in shadow and made the orange of her hair glow like it was on fire. 

She was staring at me like she’d never seen another human being in her life.

I cleared my throat, trying to regain my composure. “You are Aurora. Yes?”

She nodded, still staring at me. I couldn’t read the expression on her face.

“And you are…practised in dealing with supernatural entities.”

She nodded again.

I closed my eyes, trying not to let the sudden, shaky relief flooding through me show.

Aurora was bad news. I’d known it the moment I looked at her, but really, I’d known it from the first briefing paper I’d compiled on her a few days earlier. She was violent, dangerous, no stranger to the wrong side of the law, with a history of run-ins with the police stemming back to her childhood. She was the type of person I’d normally avoid at all costs. 

But she was a ghost hunter. Not the ghost hunters that are ridiculously common here in Victoria, with their electronic monitoring equipment and temperature recording devices that try to trace anomalies.

The kind that hunt the ghosts that no one talks about. The ghosts that hardly anyone knows about. The ones that kill. 

She was good at what she did, and she wasn’t afraid, and she was broke enough that my offer should be enough to tempt her. And that was exactly what I needed right now if I didn’t want to die a particularly gruesome death. 

Maybe—just maybe—I’d survive this after all. 

“Excellent,” I said, opening my eyes and turning back to my paperwork. “I’ve hired you as my new bodyguard. I’ll have my people show you the contract, but I’m certain the terms will be acceptable. I’ve looked into you quite extensively.”

“You’ve—” she began. She sounded half stunned.

“Do let me know if you have any questions,” I murmured, still not looking up. “When you finish going over everything, come back here, and we’ll discuss your duties.”

The man, at least, seemed to take the hint. He took the still-gaping Aurora by the arm and steered her out of the room, leaving me, finally, in peace.

And, as always, the moment the doors closed behind them, I felt that creeping sense of watchfulness. Only now, there was something else behind it. Something cold, and dangerous, and very, very angry.








  
  

Chapter 3

Rory





Istumbled down the elegant spiral stairs after Thug Number One. I was having a hard time keeping my feet under me. 

This was a terrible idea. 

I’d known it was a bad idea the moment I stepped through the door to that modern, neat little office with its high windows and bookshelves lining the walls that somehow managed to tastefully insinuate that whoever was sitting inside it was absolutely fucking dripping with money, and looked up into the face of the woman who’d decided she was my new employer.

I knew how to say no to people. I’d spent my whole life saying no to people, and I sure as hell wasn’t the kind of girl to stand there and take it when someone walked up to me and casually informed me that they’d hired me and that I was free to look over the contract if I felt it was necessary. 

Not that I’d had to deal with that exact scenario before. But hypothetically. It wasn’t something I’d ever imagine myself countenancing. 

But damn…  

I had to bite back a groan because that would have been embarrassing.

The thing was, I’d always had a type. A very, very specific type. And that type happened to be gorgeous, aloof, long-haired women who dressed in pencil skirts and button-up blouses, women with narrow, expressive eyebrows, a pointy little nose, and a perfect, rosebud mouth. Women who sat behind massive, expensive desks that should have dwarfed them but who managed to look like they belonged there instead, who crossed one knee over the other, a delicate little ballet flat dangling from the toe of one foot as they worked. Women who chewed on their pencils, frowned over thick stacks of dense paperwork, and looked like they could run the whole damn world if they thought it worth their while. 

Women who looked like that and then bossed me around like they were perfectly aware I was absolutely weak for them and wouldn’t be able to resist if I tried—that was my damn kryptonite.

Thug Number Two was waiting at the foot of the spiral staircase, tapping her foot impatiently. 

If the office had whispered of money, the rest of this damn house felt like it was screaming, “hey, a rich fucking asshole lives here, in case you were wondering,”—the ceiling stretched up two stories so you could see up to where the spiral staircase met the upper landing, and two of the tall walls were basically made of massive windows from floor to ceiling, the glow of the sun off the ocean reflecting on the gold of the wood framing the windows and the blotches of paint on canvas on the walls that were probably stupidly expensive fancy artwork. 

I’d expected rich when the two Men In Black assholes had turned their car up the hill into Rockland. As we’d gotten closer to Cragdarroch Castle, I’d known we were talking rich-rich. But even that hadn’t prepared me for this house. 

“Here’s the contract,” Thug Number Two said, handing a stack of papers over to me as I stepped onto the cool tile floor. I was too dazed to protest, so I just took it and glanced over it like I actually cared.

Then, I looked more closely at the section that talked about ‘remuneration.’

This Layla St. James woman must not have been joking when she said she’d looked into me “quite extensively.” The list was exactly what I’d have written myself if someone had asked me to make a wish list of all my wildest dreams: more money than I knew what to do with, evenings off on the days that I generally have my prizefights, my own room, access to a personal training gym, phone and other utilities paid for. Room and board.

It was almost ridiculously perfect. And I knew damn well I couldn’t trust it.

My mind wandered back to the room I’d just left, and I forced it away from dwelling on how the buttons on Layla’s shirt had tugged in the centre as the fabric stretched over her small, round breasts, the way the fall of her skirt accentuated the curves of her hips and calves, how her blond hair had brushed the table as she bent over her papers, the cool, calculating look she’d shot me as I walked through the door—when she’d decided to stop ignoring me completely, that is. 

I bit back another groan. 

That had been hotter than it really had any right to be.

But, incredibly hot prospective employer aside, there had been…something in that room. I’d felt it. Something I didn’t know and didn’t trust, a way the shadows behind the desk in the small, neat room with its navy-blue walls and tall, narrow windows looked darker than they should. 

A presence. 

And it was giving me flashbacks to the thing that I left only hours before in that basement. The thing that wasn’t a ghost. The thing that wanted very much to kill me.

I shivered and turned back to the contract. No one offered terms like that if they didn’t have something to hide.

I’d lived long enough to know how to keep myself alive. And saying yes to pretty girls with dangerous secrets was not one of the things on that list.

“Go ahead and sign, and then I’ll take you back up, and Ms. St. James will explain your duties,” said Thug Number One.

I took a deep breath, bracing myself. Because my next words were going to actually hurt. 

“Your employer is a busy woman,” said Thug Number Two. “She doesn’t have time to waste. So I’d advise you to—” 

“Listen,” I drawled. “Your employer said to let her know if I had questions. And I have some.”

The numbers under ‘remuneration’ on the contract danced pleadingly before my eyes, almost more viscerally attractive than the blond-haired woman behind the desk. 

Thug Number Two frowned. “Is there something wrong with the terms? I have been assured that if there’s something non-negotiable for you, you can simply pencil it in before you sign.”

I almost choked on my own spit at that.

That money was calling to me. Begging me to let it be mine. But honestly, if I still needed proof there was something fishy about this…

“She said to ask her. So take me to her. Come on, if she’s paying you like she’s planning to pay me, I’d think you’d hop right to it.” 

A cloud had drifted across the sun, making long shadows that crept across the butter-soft tiles under my feet and darkened the rich gold of the wood flooring in the sitting room on on the stairs, and something about them made a small shiver run up my back. 

Listen, I’m not the type of girl who scares easily, okay? The fact that this place was giving me the shivers confirmed what I already knew—this was a terrible idea. 

Thug One and Thug Two looked at each other, and I saw the flash of mild panic in their glance. I wondered if their payment had been conditional on me signing, and then decided I didn’t actually care.

“I’ll take you up to her, then,” the woman said at last, reluctantly.

I nodded. “Yeah. You’d better.” I tried to sound confident and not like I had just finished putting down a contract that was worth more than anything I’d ever dealt with in my entire life.

But, call me an egotist, I still figured my life was worth more. At least, it was to me.

When the three of us reached the landing at the top of the staircase, I paused at the door of the office, bracing myself. Even if this girl was my absolute kryptonite, I was going to tell her no. I was going to walk into the room, and I was going to tell her no. She could find someone else. What was she going to do—have her goons hold me hostage?

I glanced over at them. It…wasn’t completely outside the realm of possibility, I had to admit.

Still, she seemed like she’d be too worried about propriety for something like that. If she’d wanted to kidnap me, she didn’t need to offer me that damn much money. 

Again, I felt a deep, deep pang of regret. I’d never seen a contract like that one before, not even in my dreams. And certainly not one presented by a woman who …

I shook myself. No. I was going to walk in there and tell her no. It didn’t matter how drop-dead gorgeous she was, how everything about her hit every single one of my weak points. The sheer amount of money she was offering. I was strong. I was capable. I could absolutely resist her.

I pushed the door open and stepped inside past the two goons.

Layla was still sitting at her desk pouring studiously over the papers, but I could see the way she stiffened when I stepped inside. 

She made me wait a solid minute before she deigned to look up at me, her expression one of cool interest. “Yes?” she prompted at last. The light from the window glowed off her long hair, making her pale skin and her ice-blue eyes look like those pictures of sun glowing through an iceberg—so distant and so beautiful that it made your chest hurt. 

I realized I was staring.

“Um,” I said in a breathtaking display of eloquence.

She watched me, one eyebrow raised. 

I cleared my throat and tried again. “Miss. Ma’am. I—I can’t accept the contract.”

She frowned, a little wrinkle forming across the bridge of her nose. It was absolutely adorable. 

I forced myself to look away.

“You…can’t accept the contract?” She asked the question as if this was an entirely novel concept. As if the idea of anyone saying no to her, for any reason, had never crossed her mind. I gritted my teeth. Maybe this rich-girl was used to getting whatever she wanted, with her looks and her money and her cool self-assurance, but I wasn’t going to give it to her.

Even if I sort of wanted to.

I narrowed my eyes to show her I wasn’t intimidated. “No. Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Was there something in the contract she didn’t like? I instructed my agents to assure you that if there were additional terms you’d like added—”

I shook my head. “Nope. Sorry. Not doing it.” The words had come out maybe a little harsher than I’d meant, but it was the only way I could be sure that when I opened my mouth to say no, ‘yes’ wouldn’t come out instead.

Like I said—kryptonite.

“I—” she began. And for the first time, I saw her cool self-confidence slip just a little. Just for an instant, I saw something in her face. Something I’d never dreamed of seeing there. 

Fear. 

The shock of it took me completely off guard.

She was afraid. Whatever was in the darkness in the corners of her room, she’d sensed it. And she was terrified. 

It was gone almost instantly, her face smoothing back into its old expression of cool disinterest, and she glanced down at her paperwork as if I and my attitude were completely unimportant, except inasmuch as they were currently interrupting her very busy schedule. “I’m sorry to have troubled you, then,” she said cooly. “I apologize for having misjudged the situation.”

Under the coolness in her voice, though, I caught a hint of that same fear I’d seen in her face just now. The same vulnerability. 

And that was the problem. I’d been bracing myself to say no to a spoiled rich woman, drunk on her own power. I had no defence against the vulnerable, frightened girl I’d caught a glimpse of the moment before.

The shadows behind her, in the corner of the room, had darkened perceptibly, and I could feel the malevolence radiating from it like cold.

I knew ghosts. I knew how to tell the ones that just sort of hung around places—the ones made up of echos and shadows and memory and sadness—from the ones of teeth and claws and trauma. The ones that would kill you dead the second they had a chance. And I knew damn well there was nothing harmless about whatever the hell this was. It was probably even more dangerous than I’d thought downstairs when I’d been staring at that damn contract. 

This was ridiculous. I knew better than to let myself get sucked in. This was a terrible idea, and I knew it. 

But she looked so small behind that big desk, pale against the dark walls and the darker shadows. She’d looked so frightened.

I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, and before I had time to think better of it, I blurted, “I guess I could stay until you find someone else.”

Her head jerked up. For the first time since I’d met her, I saw something that looked like actual shock on her face.

“Look,” I said. “I’m not saying I’m going to do this. I’m not taking the job. This is just temporary until you find someone else, and if you don’t find someone else quick enough, I walk. So.” I spread my hands. “Take it or leave it.” 

She was still staring at me. 

I almost hoped she’d refuse. But I’d seen people look like she had. She was desperate. 

And I was a damn idiot. 

She closed her eyes. Her entire body was tense, and her fingers were clenched around the edges of the paper so hard I was almost surprised it hadn’t torn.

When she open her eyes again, she looked me up and down, studying me. I couldn’t read her face, and I felt, suddenly and unaccountably, like a six-year-old meeting her grade one teacher, that desperate desire for approval. To be judged worthy of acceptance. 

Dammit, this was me doing her a favour, not the other way around. Why the hell… 

“Very well,” she said at last. “I accept your terms.” 

My shoulders dropped in unconscious relief. 

I scowled. 

She turned back to her paperwork. “My agents will go with you to help you get whatever personal effects you might need and show you where you’ll be staying. When you’re settled, please come back up here and I will describe your duties.” She didn’t even bother looking up at me.

I blew out a breath. This had been a bad decision. This had been the worst decision I’d made in a while. And she wasn’t even going to give me the courtesy of dismissing me. 

I turned back to the door. I could still change my mind. I could march downstairs and out that fancy front door and never look back. 

She cleared her throat softly, and I glanced over my shoulder despite myself. 

She was watching me. And once again, I caught that glimpse of vulnerability in her gaze. “Thank you, Aurora,” she said softly. Then she turned back to her desk, possibly totally unaware of how thoroughly and completely she’d disarmed me. 









