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For Ruby Barrett.
The beginning and end of it is, having you as my friend makes everything better.




Chapter One

While other women inherited a knack for singing or swearing from their grandmothers, Riley Rhodes received a faded leather journal, a few adolescent summers of field training, and the guarantee that she’d die alone.

Okay, fine, maybe that last thing was a slight exaggeration. But a unique talent for vanquishing the occult, passed down from one generation to the next like heirloom china, certainly didn’t make dating any easier. Her matrilineal line’s track record for lasting love was . . . bleak, to say the least.

Curse breaking—the Rhodes family talent—was a mysterious and often misunderstood practice, especially in the modern age. Lack of demand wasn’t the problem. If anything, the world was more cursed than ever. But as the presence of an angry mob in any good folktale will tell you, people fear what they don’t understand.

To be fair, Gran had warned Riley about the inherent hazards of curse breaking out of the gate. There was, of course, the whole physical danger aspect that came part and parcel with facing off against the supernatural. Riley had experienced everything from singed fingertips to the occasional accidental poisoning in the name of her calling.

As for the personal pitfalls? Well, those hurt in a different way.

She’d grown up practicing chants at recess and trying to trade homemade tonics for Twinkies at lunch. Was it any wonder that, through middle school, her only friend had been a kindly art teacher in her late fifties? It wasn’t until tenth grade when her tits came in that guys decided “freaky curse girl” was suddenly code for “performs pagan sex rituals.” Riley had been almost popular for a week—until that rumor withered on the vine.

It was like Gran always said: No one appreciates a curse breaker until they’re cursed.

Since she couldn’t be adored for her talents, Riley figured she could at least get paid. So, at thirty-one years old, she’d vowed to be the first to turn the family hobby into a legitimate business.

Still, no one would call her practical. She’d flown thousands of miles to a tiny village in the Scottish Highlands to risk life and limb facing down an ancient and unknowable power—but hey, at least she’d gotten fifty percent up front.

Hours after landing, strung out on jet lag and new-job nerves, Riley decided the village’s single pub was as good a place as any to start her investigation into the infamous curse on Arden Castle.

The Hare’s Heart had a decent crowd for a Sunday night, considering the total population of the village didn’t break two hundred. Dark wood-paneled walls and a low ceiling covered in crimson wallpaper gave the already small space an extra intimate feel. More like an elderly family member’s living room than the slick, open-concept spots filled with almost as many screens as people that Riley knew all too well back home.

Hopefully after this job put her services on the map she could stop picking up bartending shifts in Fishtown during lean months. For now, her business was still finding its feet. The meager income she managed to bring in from curse breaking remained firmly in the “side hustle” category—though it was still more than anyone else in her family had ever made from their highly specialized skills. Riley had always thought it was kind of funny, in a morbid way, that a family of curse breakers could help everyone but themselves.

Whether out of fear or a sense of self-preservation, Gran had never charged for her practice. In fact, she’d kept curse breaking a secret her whole life, serving only her tiny rural mountain community. As a consequence, she’d never had two nickels to rub together. She and Riley’s mom had weathered a few rough winters without heat, going to bed on lean nights—if not hungry, then certainly not full.

Riley had never faulted her mom for ditching Appalachia and the family mantle in favor of getting her nursing degree in scenic South Jersey. It was only because she’d never been good at anything practical that Riley found herself here in the Highlands, hoping this contract changed more than the number in her bank account.

If word got out that Riley had taken down the notorious curse on Arden Castle, she could go from serving small-time personal clients to big corporate or even government jobs. (She had it on good authority they’d been looking for someone to remove the curse on Area 51 since the seventies).

Perching herself on a faded leather stool at the mahogany bar that divided the pub into two sections, Riley had an excellent vantage point to observe the locals. Up front in the dining room, patrons ranging in age from two to eighty occupied various farm tables brimming with frothing pints and steaming plates.

Her stomach growled as the scent of melting butter and roasted meat wafted across the room. After ordering a drink, she’d ask for a menu. As much as Riley didn’t mind charging into battle against mystical mysteries, she was terrified of plane food, so she hadn’t eaten much in the last sixteen hours.

Next to her, a middle-aged man with face-paint-streaked cheeks bellied up to the bar to speak to the hot older woman pulling pints.

“Eilean, come and sit with us.” He thumbed at the more casual area in the back of the pub.

Over her shoulder, Riley followed his direction to a cluster of rowdier guests on the edge of their seats in a haphazard cluster of well-loved armchairs. They all had their necks bent at uncomfortable angles to watch a small, shitty-looking TV hanging from the wall.

“We need you. The game’s tied and you’re good luck.”

The bartender—Eilean—waved him off. “Even if that were true, I wouldn’t waste it on you lot and that piss-poor excuse for a rugby club.”

She smiled at Riley when he turned tail back to his buddies, but her eyes held the kind of guarded interest reserved for interlopers at a place that served almost exclusively regulars. “Can I get you something?”

Without hesitating, Riley ordered an aged local scotch on the rocks, hoping the quick, simple order would convey that she came in peace.

While she waited, the face-painted man and several of his buddies took turns heckling the sports teams onscreen, their impassioned shouts cutting above the dining room’s steady din of conversation.

Riley smiled to herself at the colorful insults delivered in their thick Scottish brogues. A similar disorderly air erupted in her mother’s living room every time neighbors and friends gathered to get their hearts broken by the Eagles. Even though she’d never traveled abroad before, suddenly Riley felt a little more at home.

“You’ve got good taste in scotch.” Eilean placed the highball glass of amber liquid in front of her. “For an American,” she said, warm, teasing.

Apparently, in a village this small, even a few words in her accent stood out. Riley raised her glass in acknowledgment before taking a sip.

She savored the sharp, smoky flavor of the smooth liquor, a subtle hint of spice lingering on her lips after she swallowed. Good whiskey tasted like indulging in bad decisions—that same satisfying burn. This job might kill her, but so close to Islay, at least she could enjoy single malt without paying shipping markup or import tax.

“I’d ask what brings you all the way out here,” the silver-haired bartender said, “but there’s really only one reason strangers come to Torridon.” Almost imperceptibly, her gaze strayed to a couple tucked in at a corner table wearing a pair of what looked like homemade novelty T-shirts reading Curse Chasers.

Riley winced. Reminders that her real life was someone else’s sideshow circus could make a girl feel cheap, if she let them.

Accustomed to using people’s drink order as a bellwether for their character, out of habit, her eyes fell to check what they were drinking. Riley groaned.

“Not mojitos.” Far and away the most tedious cocktail to prepare. She revised her previous analysis of their threat level. To make matters worse, their table held the remnants of several rounds.

“All that muddling.” She rubbed phantom pain from her wrist.

Eilean barked out a laugh. “You’ve spent some time behind a bar, then?”

“More than I’d care to admit.”

They shared a commiserating sigh.

“Do you get a lot of gawkers?”

“Not enough,” Eilean pursed her lips. “The Loch Ness monster is obviously a big draw for bringing supernatural enthusiasts to the Highlands, but unfortunately for us, the curse on Arden Castle scares off more tourists than it brings in.” She grabbed a rag to wipe down the bar where a bit of beer had splashed. “The latest landlords have promised to make a big investment in turning the castle into a vacation destination that will ‘revitalize the whole village,’ but we’ve heard that promise enough that we try not to get our hopes up anymore.”

“Maybe these guys will surprise you.” Riley pulled a card out of her wallet and extended it to Eilean. No one really used business cards anymore. Even though she’d gotten them on sale, they’d been an irresponsible purchase. But they added an air of legitimacy that her unconventional offering still required.

“At the very least, they hired me.” Based on what Riley could tell from their website, her new employer, Cornerstone Investments, was a land developer based in London. The latest in a long list of investors both public and private who had inked their name on Arden’s deed, they were a relatively young company with eager, if green, staff.

“A curse breaker?” Eilean arched a finely crafted eyebrow. “No wonder that weedy project manager looked right pleased with himself last time he came in here.”

Considering how frazzled and desperate he’d been when they spoke on the phone a week ago, Riley took that as a vote of confidence in her abilities.

“Still.” As Eilean handed back the card, her voice took on a new note of gravity. “Arden Castle is no place for the faint of heart.”

Riley’s ears perked up at the first hint of a lead.

“You believe in the curse, then?” Not always a guarantee, even among locals.

“Oh, aye”—Eilean laughed humorlessly—“and anyone who thinks I’ve had a choice in the matter hasn’t been here long. I’ve seen enough people broken by that curse over the course of my life-time to know that land doesn’t want to be owned and the curse ensures it won’t.”

When a guest at the other end of the bar held up two fingers, the bartender nodded and began pulling a pair of fresh pints while simultaneously finishing her warning. “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into.”

“I’m a professional,” Riley assured her firmly as she slipped the card back into the pocket of her jeans. Part of the gig was projecting confidence in the face of the unknown. Gumption, as Gran called it, was an essential trait for curse breakers. “But the more I can learn about the curse, and quickly,” she said with a meaningful head tilt, “the better my odds.”

The little time she’d had to research in the short period between receiving the assignment and arriving in Scotland had left her with more questions than answers. Arden Castle didn’t attract the same obsessive analysis and “eyewitness account” forum fodder as other Highland supernatural stories. A cursory Internet search hadn’t turned up many hits.

Maybe it was like Eilean said, that the close proximity of Loch Ness, or even the standing stones at Clava Cairns, simply drew interest. Or maybe it was because castles, cursed or not, were a dime a dozen in the UK. Whatever the reason, Riley knew she would have to tap into the firsthand experiences and folklore of locals like Eilean—people who had grown up in the castle’s backyard—to get this job done.

“Very well.” Eilean’s mouth pulled to the side. “I suppose it’s better you hear from me than the sensationalized tales of these hooligans.” She raised her chin toward the armchair crowd from earlier.

Riley eagerly pulled out a pocket notebook and pen from her purse. “Start at the beginning, please.”

It was curse breaking 101: pin down the origin.

In their most basic form, curses were uncontrollable energy. And power stabilized when you completed a circuit back to the source. Riley’s first task was always uncovering specific details: who, when, why, and how.

“Now, I’m not a historian, mind you.” Eilean popped open a jar of olives and began to spear them in pairs while she spoke. “But based on what I’ve always heard, the curse started roughly three hundred years ago.”

Riley leaned forward. An origin date somewhere in the eighteenth century was a broad window, but it gave her something to start with in terms of timeline.

“A land war had broken out in Torridon between the Campbells, the clan who held the castle at the time, and the Graphms, who controlled the region to the east.” Eilean kept one eye on her customers as she spoke and patiently spelled out the Gaelic version of “Graphm” when Riley jotted down the names.

“The fighting was so bitter and so deadly that it nearly wiped out both clans.”

Already the set pieces were starting to make sense. Gran had taught Riley that curses came from people, born out of their most extreme emotions—suffering, longing, desperation—feelings so raw, so heavy, that they poured out and drew consequences from the universe.

A blood feud made the perfect catalyst. All that burning hatred, the sheer magnitude of anguish from so many lost loved ones.

“The tale goes that when both clans’ numbers had dwindled so far that it looked like the castle might soon belong to no one,” Eilean said, her low, lilting voice weaving the story like a tapestry, “one desperate soul went into the mountains, seeking the fae that lived beyond the yew trees, determined to make a terrible deal.”

Ah, the infamous Highland fae. Riley loved a good fairy tale, especially when they were real.

“But which side did the person come from?” By the sounds of it, a member from either clan would have enough they stood to win or lose.

“The name is lost to legend, I’m afraid.” Eilean frowned. “Whoever it was, they made a bad bargain, because the last lines of both clans fell, and the castle lay dormant for years before a lieutenant from the Twenty-First Light Dragoons purchased the place in 1789.”

The bartender paused to hold up the bottle of scotch from before.

With a smile, Riley tapped the bar next to the glass, accepting the offer of a refill.

“Whatever that sorry soul was promised by the fae remains unfulfilled”—Eilean delivered a generous pour—“and the curse persists as a consequence, driving any-and everyone away from that castle.”

Riley bit the inside of her cheek while the bartender went to help another customer. She knew there were tons of regional nuances to curses, but even though popular lore cast the fae as tricksters and mischief-makers eager to make deals with desperate humans, Gran’s journal didn’t say anything specifically about their influence.

Whatever Riley was up against here, she had her work cut out for her.

A bell chimed over the front door of the pub, pulling her attention from the first stirrings of a mental pep talk.

Holy shit. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight of the man who entered.

Everything from the harsh line of his jaw to the broad stretch of his shoulders pulled tight with a specific kind of tension that seemed . . . tortured. Even though that didn’t make sense. The expression on his face was perfectly neutral; he wasn’t limping or dripping blood.

As he walked in and moved toward the bar, Riley had the sudden, visceral memory of a painting she’d seen once. She was far from a fine art lover, but back when she was in the sixth grade, her whole class had gone to the Philadelphia Museum of Art on a field trip.

Riley had found the whole day unforgivably boring—none of the work moved her. But then she’d come to this one massive canvas, and it was like her feet sprouted roots into the marble floor.

All these years later, she still remembered how the artist had captured an angel suspended midfall. She’d felt the momentum of that still image within her own body. The way anguish strained his face and form until his plunge became like ballet, like poetry.

She felt it again—the painting feeling—now, looking at this stranger. Heat licked up her spine, as swift and sudden as wildfire.

Looking back, that painting had probably been some kind of sexual awakening. For even though the man at the bar was fully dressed, coat and all, the angel had been naked, his modesty preserved in profile.

Riley had found herself fascinated by his body, the high contrast of strength and vulnerability. Sharp ribs and taut thighs versus how tender the pink soles of his feet had looked. How those massive indigo wings had folded as he fell.

Looking at this real-life man who reminded her of an artist’s rendering, Riley realized something new about the painting.

It wasn’t the despair in the pose that had drawn her in. It was the defiance.

It was that even in the act of falling, the angel had flung up one arm, fingers curling, reaching for the only home he’d ever known, refusing to go quietly, while the other arm remained tucked to his breast, protecting his heart.

The man with his dark head bowed over the bar looked similarly braced for impact. For the fight that inevitably awaited a fallen angel on land.

What did it say about Riley that his weary resilience called to her? Probably something twisted.

Since she was someone trying to make curse breaking into a career, it wasn’t a great secret that Riley wanted to save people, but she feared the parts of herself that wanted to be saved in return.

“Who is that?” She hadn’t meant to speak the words out loud, but Eilean heard and answered anyway.

“Oh. Him. He’s been causing quite the fuss ever since he came to town.”

Wait, that guy lived here? Forget the curse; he should be Torridon’s new claim to fame.

Though if the unimpressed look on Eilean’s face was anything to go by, she was seemingly immune to this guy’s whole thing.

Riley leaned forward, lowering her voice. “What do you know about him?”

“He’s English.” Eilean moved to restock some napkins. “Like the land developers who hired you, though blessedly he doesn’t work for them. He comes here most nights, so he probably can’t cook. And he’s an archaeologist hired to—”

“An archaeologist.” Riley’s ears perked up. “Oh, that’s perfect. I just watched a movie about archaeology on the plane!”

Eilean’s slate brows came together. “. . . So?”

“So, that can be my in!” Riley didn’t remember all the details of the film—she’d nodded off a bit in the middle—but it had been based on a true story. The main character was ripped directly from the pages of a best-selling memoir after some major film studio purchased the guy’s life rights.

“Wait.” Eilean stopped working. “You’re not going to hit on him, are you?”

“I mean, yeah,” Riley said, “but, like, respectfully.”

She didn’t make a habit of picking up people in bars, but she certainly didn’t have a problem striking up a conversation with someone she found attractive. And this guy was hot like burning—even dressed in the repressive layers of a Ralph Lauren ad, with a button-up under his sweater and a tweed blazer over top.

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” Eilean began to shake her head. “The assignment you took—”

“Oh, don’t worry.” Riley could already tell that Eilean saw everyone under this roof as her responsibility. “I’m not on the clock until tomorrow morning.”

She didn’t mix business and pleasure at home, but that was mostly because she didn’t want to pollute her potential client pool with former flames. Since her first trip to Scotland was likely to be her last, that didn’t seem like an issue here.

“Do I have anything—” She bared her teeth at Eilean.

“No,” Eilean said after a quick glance, and then, crossing her arms, “I suppose, in your line of work, you know your way around trouble.”

“Huh?” Riley had gotten distracted looking at the guy again. Before tonight, she hadn’t even known they made cheekbones that sharp.

“Never mind.” Eilean ushered her forward. “Good luck to you, curse breaker.”




Chapter Two

When Clark Edgeware grew warm across the back of his neck upon entering the Hare’s Heart, he simply assumed the pub’s radiator had gone to pieces in keeping with the rest of his life.

After shrugging out of his wool coat, he ordered a beer, ready to chalk today up as another with nothing to show for the job he shouldn’t have taken in this village that resented his presence.

But then, a few minutes later, when the flush wouldn’t go away, he turned to his left and saw her.

“Hi,” the woman descending from one of the neighboring barstools said in an American accent.

Clark’s first thought was that she was loud. Not her voice, but how she looked. Everything about her demanded attention. From her blond hair, so bright it was almost silver, to her eyes, heavily shadowed, as if she’d smudged charcoal across the lids, to her impossibly plush lips. And that was just her face.

Even without letting his gaze fall, his body was aware of the decadent curves of hers.

Truly, someone who worked here should do something about the thermostat.

“Umm, hello.” He tried to lean casually against the bar.

“I’m Riley.” She stuck out a hand as pretty as the rest of her, sporting a fine-lined tattoo—a starburst above the third knuckle on her ring finger.

He wanted to ask about it. He also worried that his ears were ringing.

On a delay, he accepted the handshake. “Clark.”

He knew he was looking at her too intently, but nothing had cut through the monotonous haze of his life in so long.

Ever since Cádiz, he’d been relentless with himself, trying to earn back his reputation. The few things he did outside work, he did merely to sustain himself so he could work more, harder—eat, exercise, shower, sleep. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done anything simply because it felt good. And looking at her did.

Thank god, she didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she looked back, flushed herself, like the lousy radiator had gotten to her too. It wasn’t unusual for people to stare at him, but it was unusual for Clark to feel seen.

“Listen.” She released his hand. “I don’t want to disturb you if you’re waiting for someone . . .”

“I’m not.” He’d taken every meal alone for the last month. And even before he’d come to Torridon, he hadn’t met mates at the pub in ages. He was poor company, even before the scandal. And Patrick—who had always smoothed the way for him socially—had gone.

“Okay, then,” Riley said, stepping a little closer, close enough that he got the whiff of a fragrance he couldn’t quite catch, something that made him think of summer even though the leaves had begun to change in Scotland, daylight growing scarce as autumn took hold. “Eilean, over there”—she raised her chin toward the bartender he recognized from his frequent visits—“said you’re an archaeologist?”

That threw him. He’d thought—had hoped—he read a different kind of interest in her approach.

“That’s right.” He changed his posture to better suit a professional inquiry. “Are you in the market for one?”

She curved her obscenely pretty mouth in a coy, closed-lipped smile. “Maybe.”

“Well.” He cleared his throat, trying to get ahold of himself. If she was looking to hire someone, he’d need more information about her objectives. “I specialize in ancient Roman civilizations in the Mediterranean region. There are a lot of different kinds of archaeologists, commercial, industrial, forensic . . . it depends on what you need.” He didn’t have the strongest set of contacts these days, but he’d do his best to get her a reliable referral, if he could.

“Oh, okay, no.” She brought a curled finger to her mouth, seeming to find something amusing in his answer.

Even though he didn’t know what it was, Clark liked the way her eyes lit up.

“That was my attempt to . . . I don’t actually know anything about archaeology,” she confessed. “I just watched this movie on the plane, Out of the Earth.”

“Oh.” Clark stiffened. Dropping his eyes to the bar top. Of course.

“Have you seen it?”

He grimaced. Was she joking?

“Not personally,” he said after a pause.

There had been a premiere, multiple actually, but Clark had only had to beg off the one in London. His father hadn’t put up a fuss. He wanted Clark there in theory, but in practice, this was cleaner. No whiff of scandal to take away from his big night.

“It’s about this famous dig from the 1970s—”

Wait. His eyes shot back to her face. Did she seriously think he didn’t know what Out of the Earth was about?

“—where they found this entire ship buried on some fancy English lady’s property.”

She looked sincere. A little nervous, speaking quickly. As if worried she’d bore him with the recap.

“I thought you might know about it because the main character, the archaeologist, is based on a real person—a British guy, and he’s still alive, I’m pretty sure.” She snapped her fingers. “Shit, what was his name . . . something with an A.”

“Alfie Edgeware,” Clark finally supplied, stumbling a bit on the vowels of his own last name.

“Yes!” She pointed and almost poked him in the chest in her eagerness. “That was it. Have you ever met him?”

This was surreal. People brought up his dad to him all the time—especially since the film came out—but not like this.

Clark took a deep breath. “I have.”

Even people who didn’t care about archaeology got weird when they found out he was related to England’s second-favorite scientist (after Sir David Attenborough—who, Clark had always heard, was actually nice).

“Really?” Riley’s eyes widened. “Okay, that’s amazing. What are the odds? I guess the circle of British archaeologists isn’t that big. Can I . . . do you mind if I ask you something about him?”

“Sure.” He could be polite. It wasn’t her fault his dad was a tosser.

“Is he . . .”

As she paused to pick her words, Clark braced himself for the adjectives he encountered most frequently—brilliant, charming, single.

Better Clark than his mum at least, fielding that one.

Riley leaned in, lowered her voice to a self-conscious whisper. “. . . kind of a jerk?”

“Pardon?” He coughed, choking on nothing but air.

“Sorry.” She bit her bottom lip. “I know he’s supposed to be the real-life Indiana Jones—and I guess he’s like best friends with Oprah ever since she picked his memoir for her book club—but he seemed really insufferable, even before he found the boat.”

The laugh built like a volcano in his belly, his chest. Until it was taking everything Clark had not to let it out.

“—and then after, it’s like, why doesn’t he give more credit to his team?” Riley continued, oblivious to how good it felt to hear someone, anyone, say what he’d been thinking for most of his life. “There’s no way he would have found the mast if that woman Emory hadn’t recognized the change in soil structure the day before.”

“Excellent observations.” Clark grinned like a fool.

“Sorry, again”—her blush was exceedingly becoming—“if he’s your friend.”

“He’s not.” Clark would have defended his dad against serious slander. He loved him, for all his flaws. But he felt confident Alfie would have found secret delight in such an incisive character assessment—though, to be fair, not as much as Clark.

He wanted to say, Who are you? Because her name wasn’t enough. But that didn’t make sense, so instead he said, “Can I buy you a drink?”

“Uh, yeah,” she said with a laugh.

The sense of relief that washed over Clark was as good as if he’d done it himself.

“I would really like that.”

He waved for the bartender.

“Wait.” Riley caught his arm, and that felt loud too, her hand on him. High volume. Everything else in the room—people shouting at the telly, glasses clinking, the hum of the radiator he’d developed a fondness for in the end—all muted.

“Actually, I’m sorry.” She grimaced, dropping her arm. “I shouldn’t have another drink. It’s not you,” she rushed to assure him before his brain could even go there. “Like at all.” Her eyes fell to his mouth and lingered a moment.

He wet his own lips, confused, but not enough that his body could ignore how close they stood to one another.

“You’re really se—” She cut herself off, opening her eyes like she hadn’t meant for them to fall half-lidded. “What I mean to say is, I would really like to accept, but I just had two generous pours of scotch on an empty stomach.”

Clark couldn’t get over how much he liked the way she spoke. Not just the accent, but the decisiveness of her statements. It was so refreshingly straightforward. So not English.

He thought for a moment. “In that case, would you let me buy you dinner?”

“Dinner?” She tilted her head. “That’s a pretty big commitment for someone you just met.”

He shrugged. A gesture that was as unfamiliar to him as inviting a stranger to join him for a meal. “I’ve got a good feeling about you.”

Her gaze softened. “You do?”

“Is that a yes?”

She was so pretty, especially when she smiled.

“Yes.”

They got a table, and a server brought them menus. Clark pointed out a few of the dishes he liked best, since he’d come here pretty often over the last month. Whenever he didn’t feel like cooking in his cramped camper kitchen.

“So,” he said, once they’d placed their orders and gotten their drinks. “You’re obviously not from around here. What brings you to Torridon?”

Riley bit her lip, studying him. “I’m a little nervous to tell you.”

“How come?”

“People tend to look at me a little differently when they find out.”

Clark tried to rack his brain for something that would make him not like her. “Are you in fracking?”

She shook her head. “You’ve heard of the curse on Arden Castle, right?”

Ah, so she was a tourist. It made sense. Clark had encountered a few people visiting Torridon because of the local lore. He didn’t blame her for being embarrassed about putting any stock in the silly fairy tale; the idea of a curse on the castle was as outrageous as any of the local legends about mythical monsters.

“I have, yes.”

He certainly wasn’t going to tell her that the curse was just one of many things making his path to professional redemption harder.

“I looked into the history of Arden Castle quite a bit before coming to Torridon.” Reaching into his briefcase, Clark pulled out one of the books he’d gotten on special order from a local university press and extended it to her. “You might find this interesting.”

Riley took the book eagerly, studying both the cover and back copy with care before leafing through the pages.

“This is fantastic.” After a few more moments of careful inspection, she handed the book back with obvious reluctance. “Thank you for showing me. It’s harder than you think to find research on Arden.”

“Keep it,” he said impulsively, handing it back. He wouldn’t dampen her sightseeing vacation by sharing that even Historic Environment Scotland, the preservation group tasked with protecting heritage sites, didn’t think Arden Castle was worthy of proper excavation efforts.

He guessed they were a poorly funded, resource-strapped government body. But still, they’d been more than happy to let upstart land developers purchase the historic property with the meager stipulation that they bring in a contract archaeologist to check for any “salient” artifacts remaining in the crumbling castle before they turned it into a tourist destination to rival Nessieland.

After everyone suitable had turned them down, the HES didn’t even care that Clark specialized in a totally different time period and region. As long as they could say they’d sent someone with the bare minimum of qualifications, they could wipe their hands of the entire matter.

Clark tried to do a good job anyway, to bring whatever semblance of process and procedure he could to the assignment. He hoped, however fruitlessly, to find something worth studying. Something he could publish, really, so that the only journal articles with his name on them weren’t the—now retracted—ones on Cádiz.

“Are you sure?” Riley looked down at the book again, flipping it open to run her fingers reverently across the pages.

“Absolutely.” Clark had finished it, and besides, he had plenty of others.

“Thank you.” She placed the book carefully in her lap, spreading out her napkin to protect it. “Curses are always hard to pin down in documentation. They’re difficult to visualize, and half the time, people who have experienced a curse are too afraid or ashamed to write anything down.”

Wow. She seemed to have spent a lot of time thinking about curses.

“You genuinely believe in this stuff, then? You’re not having me on?” Clark supposed it wasn’t that different from his mom getting into astrology a few years ago. Apparently, he was a textbook Capricorn. Whatever that meant. He certainly didn’t put any stock in pseudoscience, and Riley’s interest in the occult seemed to him a similarly harmless misconception.

“Oh, no, I’m a firm believer.” Riley carefully moved her water, making room as the waiter delivered their food—a pair of burgers and fries. “I guess you could say it’s sort of an obsession for my family. My grandmother wrote a whole book about it.”

“Really?” Despite himself, Clark was fascinated.

Though he didn’t ideologically align with the subject matter, he knew from colleagues how difficult it was to both write and publish a novel. And on such a polarizing topic. She must have been a very gifted storyteller indeed.

“That’s certainly impressive.”

“Gran was one of a kind.” Riley popped a fry in her mouth, then licked a trace of salt off her thumb.

Clark momentarily forgot how to chew.

“I spent every summer with her in the mountains—and she tried to teach me as much as she could about curses—but she passed when I was nine.” Her voice held traces of a sadness still raw after all these years, but her eyes remained clear. “I still wish almost every day that I could ask her a question, get her advice.”

“She sounds very special.” Clark certainly couldn’t begrudge Riley for holding on to stories shared by a beloved grandmother.

While they worked to clear their plates, the woman across from him continued to surprise him, to make him laugh. When he asked about her hometown, she described the place simply by enumerating its local culinary delicacies—soft pretzels, roast pork sandwiches with broccoli rabe, water ice (pronounced wooder ice, and which was neither water nor ice but instead some kind of in-between slush), and something called Tastykakes, which sounded truly appalling—and proudly talking about how her city’s sports fans were some of the most hated nationwide. To his surprise, she didn’t think much of cheesesteaks, though she insisted that if he did have one, he should go to Woodrow’s.

She asked him about himself too—about growing up in Manchester and how he’d chosen his specialization in archaeology and whether people had made a lot of Superman jokes when he was growing up, dark haired and square jawed (yes).

The night passed like a dream, everything but Riley blurred into soft focus, the pub emptying around them as visitors went home to prepare for the week ahead.

He paid, though she sincerely tried to get him to split it, suggesting they settle the matter in a thumb war, an offer he indulged purely for the chance to hold her hand. His life could do with an influx of whimsy.

By the time they stepped outside, the sky above was dark as pitch.

“Whoa,” Riley said, tipping her head back. “Get a load of those stars.”

Clark stopped and looked up too, at a scattering of constellations winking down at them. He alternated his gaze between Riley’s rapt face and the wonders above, his belly pleasantly full, crisp air against his hot cheeks.

“I’m really glad I met you tonight,” he said, as if her boldness had rubbed off on him during the meal. Clark didn’t believe in destiny or anything like that. His father had made sure he didn’t believe in anything but determination and grit. But even he could admit this felt—different.

She turned to him, the breeze tugging at the strands of her blond hair. “Do you wanna kiss me?”

Fuck. More than he wanted to keep breathing. But something held him back.

“It’s late,” he said, but didn’t move away.

“Kissing doesn’t have a curfew.” Her voice came out frayed at the edges.

“You don’t know me.” Clark stared at her bee-stung lips, for what felt like the thousandth time and the first, swallowing thickly. “I could be a terrible person.”

“Are you?”

“Sometimes,” he whispered without meaning to, and then, more dryly, “but in any case, you can’t take my word for it.”

This time when she laughed, Clark couldn’t resist. He reached up, slowly, carefully, to cup her jaw. And as her eyes fluttered closed, he closed the distance between them, bending to kiss her. Her lips were petal soft and so warm in contrast to the night air.

Riley dropped her hands to his shoulders and swayed forward, until they were pressed together from the knees up. Clark groaned into her mouth at the contact, the way her body molded to his, tugging her closer, moving one hand to her waist, the other sliding up to curl into her hair.

A moment ago, he’d been able to hear the vague sounds of people stacking chairs inside the pub, the whistle of the wind, but now kissing her drowned out everything else. There was nothing but the growing harshness of their breaths, Riley’s tiny gasp when he sank his teeth softly into the impossible fullness of her bottom lip.

Only the sudden clang of the bell above the door startled them apart.

“Sorry,” Eilean said, looking anything but. “I was worried if I left you out here any longer, you’d freeze together like horny statues.”

Riley laughed while Clark flushed, glad that his long coat hid exactly how much he’d enjoyed that kiss.

“I should get back to the inn and try to go to bed,” Riley admitted. “I’m sure I’m already gonna get rocked by jet lag tomorrow.”

“Right,” Clark said, and Eilean ducked back inside, leaving them to their goodbyes. “How long will you be in town?”

“It’s kind of hard to say.” Riley pressed her lips together, drawing Clark’s eyes back to them until he forced himself to look just over her shoulder for fear of trying to pull her back into his arms. “At least a week.”

A week. It was more than he’d hoped for from her trip to such a small village. “I’d like to see you again, if you—”

“Definitely,” she said before he could finish. “Here.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of card stock, sliding it into his palm. “My information’s on there.”

“Great, thanks.” He watched as she headed back toward the inn, the entrance close enough down the road that he could see it from here.

It wasn’t until she’d slipped inside, looking back once to wave, that Clark lowered his gaze to examine the paper.

Riley Rhodes, he read, Curse breaker for hire.
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