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Chapter One
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“What are you staring at?” I asked. 

“Is that blue colouring or is it just the way the sun is shining off your hair that makes it look like...” Nev started. 

“I don’t dye my hair,” I told him, taking a sip of tea from the china cup I held in my hand. 

“It must be the light then,” he said as if inspecting me somehow.

I had noticed how since arriving at the small café at the end of the pier, Nev hadn’t stopped looking at me. It wasn’t always obvious, but even as the pretty waitress had stood at our table and taken our order, he had been checking me out from the corner of his eye. I didn’t know why. The waitress, whose strawberry blonde curls that sat heavy on her shoulders, was far prettier than I. In fact, I didn’t feel pretty at all – if I ever truly had. Perhaps once I had. But that seemed like another lifetime ago. In a life where Potter held me close to him. He had made me feel beautiful – despite the creature living deep inside of me. He had loved me because he had a monster living inside him, too. All of my friends had. 

“What are you thinking?” I heard Nev ask. “You look miles away.”

“I’m just tired,” I shrugged, looking back across the table at him. 

“Perhaps you should eat some more of your breakfast,” he said, watching me push the remains of the scrambled eggs and toast idly about my plate with a fork. 

“No wonder you look so pale,” he smiled.

“So, I’m pale and my hair shines blue,” I said, perhaps more angrily than I intended. It wasn’t his fault that Potter had deserted me for Sophie Harrison. But had he deserted me at all? No, not really. The Potter in this where and when wasn’t mine. He belonged to someone else. But do we ever truly belong to anyone? The Potter from this when had kissed me – held me in his arms... that connection we had once shared was there. I’d felt it as we kissed in the darkened corridor back at the offices of The Creeping Men. I might have been pushed into another layer – but my feelings were just the same and deep inside of me. I believed that Potter felt those feelings too. He said we fit together. Like Starsky and Hutch, he had said. Not the most romantic of things I know, but that was Potter. Romance was like a foreign language to him, but I liked the language Potter spoke. I couldn’t help that. I couldn’t help the way I felt. But I would have to learn to if I were to make a life for myself in this new where and when I’d been pushed into. The where and when hadn’t been my choice, but the decision to leave my friends had been. The decision to trick them onto that train so they could escape to safety had been my choice alone. After killing the Leshy in the woods, Potter had said that he didn’t believe in giving people second chances. That they should live with the bad decisions and the mistakes they make. Had he been talking about me – about the decision I had made on that underground platform as I’d let the man I was in love with, and my friends slip into the darkness of that tunnel and out of my life? But if he was, then wouldn’t that suggest that he did remember? Was he now punishing me for making that decision?

“I don’t mean to offend you,” Nev said, cutting into my thoughts again. 

“Huh?” I said, glancing up from the scrambled eggs that I was still mindlessly pushing around the edges of the plate. 

“When I said about the colour of your hair and the paleness of your skin,” Nev reminded me. “I was trying to pay you a compliment.” 

“Why compliment me?” I sighed. 

There was a pause as the waitress appeared beside us and gathered up my half-eaten breakfast. She placed a fresh pot of tea onto the table. Nev watched her go from the corner of his eye, then looked back across the table at me. The morning sun that sparkled on the waves as they rolled beneath the stubby pier made his blue eyes shine and gave his messy dark hair a halo effect as the light streamed in through the café window.  

“Can I ask you something?” he suddenly said, rolling up the sleeves of his denim shirt to his elbows. 

“If it’s about me posing for that painting, I still haven’t made up my mind,” I half-smiled back at him.

“It’s not about the painting,” he said. 

“What then?” I asked, pouring fresh tea for the both of us. I was in no rush to go anywhere. Where did I have to go to?

“Why do you look so sad, Kiera?” he asked. 

“Do I look sad?” I asked, breaking his stare and looking back out of the window. 

“Yeah, you look sad,” he said, voice soft. “I could tell that you had been crying when I came across you this morning. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to...”

“It’s complicated,” I said, still gazing out of the window, watching the waves race up the beach.

“Is it a guy...?” 

He didn’t have to finish before I slowly nodded my head in answer to his question. 

“He must be mad,” Nev said. 

“Why?” I asked, looking back at him. 

In his usual confident way, Nev said, “You’re stunning, Kiera. I mean, you’re really beautiful, and I should know. I’m an artist, remember?” Then smiling his boyish grin, he added, “I have an eye for what’s hot and what’s not.”

“He loves someone else and it’s my fault, I guess,” I said. “He was once mine, but not any longer...” I trailed off.

“What happened?” Nev asked. 

He sounded like he actually cared. But I wasn’t ready to talk about Potter and me. I wasn’t ready to talk about any of it. How could I? What would I say? No man, however much kindness I could see in his eyes, would ever understand. I was a monster, and Nev would run just like Sophie had run out on Potter. But she hadn’t run out on him in this where and when. They were going to be married soon. Had the Sophie in this layer accepted Potter for what he really was? 

“I don’t want to talk about it right now,” I said, putting down my half empty cup of tea and standing up. 

Before I could step away, Nev had reached out and taken my hand in his. “Don’t go,” he said. “Stay a while longer.” 

“I don’t think I should,” I said, sliding my fingers free of his, and placing my hand into my coat pocket. It wasn’t that I didn’t like his touch. There seemed no point in even becoming friends with Nev. Even if my heart didn’t long for another, I was a monster and despite how pretty Nev believed me to be, he had no idea of the creature that lurked just beneath my skin. Why let a human into my life? I kept a different kind of company now. I was one of The Creeping Men. I was part of an organisation – agency – that investigated everything unhuman. How could I invite a human into such a world? I couldn’t. Nev was a good guy, and he deserved better – he deserved better than me. 

Nev stood up, and taking a crinkled five pound note from his pocket, he dropped it onto the table. I headed out of the café, head down, and Nev followed. With the warm morning breeze tugging at my long, black hair, I hurried back along the pier toward the shore. I hadn’t gone far when I felt Nev’s fingers curl around my arm. He spun me around to face him. 

“Kiera, how old are you?” he asked. 

“Why? Are you trying to say I’m childish for racing away?” I asked, gently shaking his hand free. 

“No,” Nev said, looking a little startled. “Why do you think behind everything I say is hidden some kind of insult?” 

“So why ask my age?” I asked. 

“Because you look as if you have the weight of the world dragging you down,” he said. Taking my free hand in his again, he said, “When I look into your eyes, it’s like there is an old soul looking back at me.”

“Perhaps there is,” I said, thinking of everything I had seen, learnt, and been through since I had driven into the Ragged Cove for the very first time. How long ago had that been? It felt like several lifetimes ago. I was no longer that young, naïve police recruit who had come looking for adventure. But the adventure I had uncovered hadn’t been like anything I could have ever imagined. I was not that girl anymore. And I did feel old. Like I had seen and done too much. Meeting Nev’s stare, I said, “I’m just so tired, that’s all.” 

“So how old are you?” he asked again. 

How old was I? Age was a concept I’d long since forgotten. It kind of lost its relevance when dead. But I was alive now. The red waters beneath the Fountain of Souls had brought me back to life – healed the cracks in me that had threatened to tear me apart. How did I tell Nev that I had lost count of the years I had lived and died?  

As if sensing that I was struggling, Nev frowned and said, “Okay, so what is your date of birth?”

What year was I in now? I’d been pushed, but into what year? If I gave my true date of birth, but had been pushed back, then my date of birth might only make me thirteen years old in this where and when, and I certainly looked a lot older than that. But what if I’d been pushed forward some years? That might make me the youngest looking seventy-year-old ever. My fingertips brushed gently over my iPhone in my pocket. Having such a device suggested that I had been pushed back into a year close in time to the one I’d left. My last birthday had been my twentieth, before setting off to the Ragged Cove for the very first time. I looked at Nev and said, “I’m twenty.” 

“See? You’re only twenty,” Nev said. “Four years younger than me and you’re wandering around as if your world is going to fall apart. So, when is your birthday?” Nev asked. 

“The sixth of June,” I said. 

“Why, that’s tomorrow,” Nev said, combing his unruly fringe from eyes.

“Tomorrow?” I whispered. 

“Yeah, it’s your twenty-first birthday,” Nev beamed, looking suddenly elated at the thought. “How could you not know that?”

“I’ve had a lot on my mind,” I said, slowly turning away and heading back along the pier. 

Nev caught up with me as I stepped onto the shore. My boots left prints behind in the sand as I cut across it toward the road where my car was parked. “So, what have you got planned?” 

“Planned?” I shot him a sideways glance. “I don’t have anything planned.” 

“It’s your twenty-first birthday, Kiera, you’ve got to have some plans,” Nev said. Then pausing, he stopped short and said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be tactless.”

“Tactless?” I asked.

“That’s what this whole thing has been about, hasn’t it? Why you were crying? How could I have been so dumb?” Nev said. “I bet you did have plans but now that you’ve... well, now that you’re single... I bet those plans...”

I thought of how I would be spending my birthday alone now that Potter had taken Sophie away for a few days. If the thought of them together hadn’t hurt before, it was now a crushing pain in my chest. “I’d rather spend it alone,” I lied, looking at Nev. But he knew it was a lie, just like I did. 

“What about family?” Nev said, following me to my car. 

“Don’t have any,” I said. 

“Friends then?” 

“Don’t have any of them either,” I said, which wasn’t a lie – not in this world. Apart from Murphy, I didn’t know where any of my friends were or if they even existed here. I thought of Kayla and how I’d seen her in the grounds of Bastille Hall. But that hadn’t really been my friend. That had been the Leshy trying to deceive me. 

“You have one friend at least,” I heard Nev say over my shoulder as I fished the keys to my car from my pocket. 

“Oh yeah, who?” I asked, looking back at him. 

“Me,” he said. Nev didn’t smile or grin. He looked dead straight at me. “I’ll be your friend, Kiera, if you let me.” 

“I don’t think that would be such a good idea,” I said, turning away and swinging open the door to my car. 

“Why not?” Nev asked. 

“You don’t know me,” I said, climbing into my beat up old car and closing the door. 

“I’d like to if you give me the chance,” he said, just before I pulled away, leaving him standing alone at the kerb. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Glancing up into the rear-view mirror, I watched Nev standing alone beside the road, hands thrust into the pockets of his grubby denims, hair blowing about his unshaven face. Why was I treating him so mean? The pain I felt wasn’t his fault. It hadn’t been caused by him. All Nev had wanted to do was be my friend. He also wanted me to pose for him, but I doubted very much that I would ever find the confidence in myself or our friendship to let that happen. But for now, he was the only friend – or the only person that wanted to be my friend in this new world. Could I really risk throwing that away? However much I feared the consequences of me befriending a human, it didn’t mean I had to marry him. What would be the harm in sharing the odd cup of tea with him? Taking a walk every so often along the beach? Could there ever be a problem in doing such things? What if I were never to be pushed again? What if I were to stay in this new where and when for the rest of my life? Could I bear not to have a friend? Could I really spend it alone? There had been a time when I’d happily sit for hours in my chair and stare out of the window, but I had changed. That girl didn’t exist anymore. I had found adventure – I had found love – and going back to sitting by the window and watching the world go by was no longer enough for me. I doubted Potter was sitting by some window and staring out of it. No, he was with Sophie, and they were probably... I didn’t even want to start thinking about what they might be doing together. I pushed thoughts of them from my mind. I might not be that naïve, young girl anymore sitting alone in her flat surrounded by paper clippings of the missing, but I was still Kiera Hudson. And I’d learnt how precious friendship was. I had died because of it, but friendship had also saved me. In my dream, Jack had told me that if I were true to myself, then I would be okay – I would get through this. It wasn’t in my nature to turn down the hand of friendship. I couldn’t be ungrateful, and I definitely couldn’t ever be unkind or cruel. 

So, stomping down onto the brake, my car shuddered to a violent halt. Yanking on the gear stick, I threw the car into reverse and headed back down the road to where Nev still stood. My little red Mini shook as it wheezed and sputtered all around me. Reaching the kerb, I leant over and forced open the passenger door. 

“Get in,” I said.

“Is it safe?” Nev beamed at me, climbing into the car. 

“Very funny,” I sighed, lurching the car forward again. 

“Why the sudden change of heart?” Nev asked, fixing his seatbelt in place.  

“Who says I’ve had a change of heart?” I smiled sideways at him. “I might have been playing hard to get.” 

“Do you want to be got?” Nev asked, a smile breaking across his face. 

“I want a friend,” I said, turning to look front. “And I don’t want to spend my birthday alone.” 

“What are you going to do?” Nev asked.

“What are we going to do?” I said right back. 

With that smile still stretched across his face, Nev said, “I know this nice little place called The Light House. It’s a bit expensive, but I sold some paintings recently and...”

“I’ll pay,” I said, heading out of the village. “So where am I taking you?”

“Where are you going?” he asked, winding down the window and letting in some of the warm mid-morning air.  

“I’m heading back to the place where I’m staying and going straight to bed,” I said. 

“Sounds perfect,” Nev smiled. 

“Alone,” I told him. 

“I thought you didn’t want to be alone,” Nev teased. 

“Not on my birthday,” I reminded him with a half-smile. 

“I thought when you said you were heading home to bed it was going to be my birthday,” Nev chuckled mischievously. 

“You really are a flirt, aren’t you?” I scowled at him. 

“I try,” he said back. 

“Too hard perhaps,” I smiled. “So where do you live?”

“This way,” he said, pointing to a narrow road that branched away to the left.

My car rattled over the uneven road, the engine groaning. Nev gripped his seat as if fearing my car might just disintegrate into a pile of rust all about him. To drown out the sound of the labouring engine, I switched on the car radio. These Days by Take That started to play. 

“So where do you stay?” he asked. 

“The Crescent Moon Inn,” I told him. 

“Don’t you have a place of your own?”

What did I say? That my real home was a room I rented back in Havensfield in a completely different where and when? “I’m in between places.”

“Did he throw you out?” Nev asked.

“Who?” I frowned, taking a narrow bend in the road at a crawl. 

“This guy,” he said. 

“No, I left,” I said. “I pushed him away. But I’d rather not talk about it.” 

“Okay,” Nev shrugged. 

“What about you?” I asked, changing the subject. 

“What about me?” 

“What kind of place do you live in?” 

“Right there,” he said, pointing again through the windscreen. 

I peered in the direction he was pointing. A cottage sat back from the road. A sea of bright yellow rapeseed surrounded it. As we travelled the winding road, I could see that the cottage was made from a sandy coloured Devonshire stone. The roof was thatched, and the building was squat, giving the appearance of something from a Tolkien novel. 

“That’s real pretty,” I said. “You’re lucky to live in such a place.” 

“I don’t live in the cottage,” Nev said. “I rent out the barn – the studio – that’s behind the back of it.”

“Studio, huh?” I smiled. 

“Every artist has a studio,” he said, understanding I was teasing him.

I slowed my car to a stop. I looked at the paved path that led up to the front of the cottage. The lawn was neatly cut, and the flowerbeds were a spray of colour. “So, who lives in the cottage?” 

“Mavis Bateman. She’s a widower. Her husband died a few years ago – sometime before I rented the barn – studio,” Nev explained. “I don’t pay much rent, but I do help her out around the place. She finds it hard to get into the Ragged Cove these days because of her arthritis, so I go and do the shopping.”

“So, you have a car?” I asked. 

“No,” he said with a shake of his head.

“How did you get into town this morning?” 

“On my bike,” Nev said a little sheepishly. 

“So, you’ve left your bike back in town?” I asked. “Why have you let me drive you all the way home if your bike...”

“Because I wanted to get a lift with you, Kiera,” he confessed, his cheeks suddenly glowing red.

“So how are you going to get it back?” I asked, feeling confused but also a little flattered by his confession.

“I’ll walk back into town later and get it,” he said.

Then looking at him, I said, “Where’s your crash helmet?”

“I’d look a bit stupid wearing a crash helmet on a push bike with a basket on the front,” he said, cheeks glowing brighter still.

“A basket?” I grinned. 

“I need something to put the shopping in,” he said. “Besides, it’s not even my bike, it belongs to Mavis.”

“And you had the nerve to joke about my car?” I taunted. “At least my mode of transportation has an engine!” 

“Okay, okay,” Nev sighed with a smile. 

“So, I take it I’ll be picking you up tomorrow night, unless you intend for me to sit in the basket,” I giggled. 

He sat looking at me. 

“What?” I asked, still trying to contain my laughter. 

“This is the first time I’ve seen you laugh since I met you,” he said. “You should do it more often. You have a beautiful smile.” 

“Thank you,” I said, now it was my turn for my cheeks to grow warm. 

Without saying another word, Nev leant toward me, planting the gentlest of kisses on my cheek. He then climbed from the car. “I’ll see you at eight tomorrow night.”

“Okay,” I said, starting the car again. “See you later, alligator.”

“In a while, crocodile,” he smiled, waving his hand. 

For the second time that morning, I left Nev standing alone at the side of the road. But this time, I didn’t feel so bad.
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Chapter Three
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Pushing the door to the Crescent Moon Inn open, I stepped inside. It was quiet and the dining room was empty, with the last of the guests who had wanted breakfast now headed into the local countryside to enjoy the summer sun and the beautiful sights that the Ragged Cove had to offer. I still found it hard to reconcile how different the Ragged Cove was in this where and when. There was no rain, sleet, or snow. No howling wind buffeting at the eaves. The fire in the hearth lay dormant, black charcoal etched up the chimney. There were no garlic bulbs hanging above the bar, and no bottles of holy water or crucifixes for sale. Even the five-pointed star etched into the wall had gone. 

“Hey, Kiera,” I heard someone say. 

I looked up to see Phebe standing behind the bar. A leather-bound book, which I guessed was some kind of ledger, was open. Crossing the dining area, I made my way toward the bar where Phebe stood. 

“I thought you might have come straight back from Bastille Hall once we had got rid of the Leshy,” Phebe said. She spoke freely as we were alone. “Where have you been?” 

And although she smiled – Phebe and Uri always seemed to be smiling – I knew she asked the question out of more than just sheer politeness. 

“Here and there,” I said, choosing how much I would tell her. 

“Where about?” she probed, smiling again. 

“Just in the town,” I said, matching her stare and wondering what I might see beyond her constant smile. 

“Would you like me to rustle you up something to eat?” she said. “Uri’s in the kitchen. I know he would be more than happy to...”

“Thanks, but I’ve eaten,” I said. 

“Really? Where?” she came back at me. Did I see her smile falter? I couldn’t be sure. Or was I just being paranoid? Perhaps she was just being friendly. After all, Phebe and Uri were nothing like Roland and his mother who had previously owned the Crescent Moon Inn. Perhaps it was the memory of them and what had happened here before that was my problem, and not Phebe and Uri. After all, they had been nothing but welcoming and helpful to me. And they were like me. They were monsters too. We had that in common at least. But as I stared at Phebe across the bar, I couldn’t help but feel that she knew more than she was letting on. More about what, I didn’t yet know, but I’d felt that feeling before. The night I had arrived at the Crescent Moon Inn, she acted as if she had in some way been expecting me. Uri said that my room had been booked in advance, that’s how they both knew my name. But it had been more than that. It was like they already knew who and what I really was.

“You knew I was like you,” I said. 

“I’m not sure I know what you mean, Kiera,” Phebe said, combing a loose strand of her dark hair behind her ear. Her smile held in place better than her hair. 

“You didn’t seem too surprised in the woods last night when you saw my wings, fangs, and...” 
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