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Chapter One

There is no jolt. Or shock. Or sudden, great intake of breath. Your eyes don’t snap open. This is no rebirth. It’s like waking up but not remembering the moment you were no longer asleep. You will hurt, depending on how you went, and you will scar, but you will live again. And that’s all that matters.

The whistle woke Allery from death, but it was the feeling of being smothered that made her heart hammer. She couldn’t move—the new-shower-curtain smell of the body bag seemed like the only thing between her and six foot of earth pressing down around her. No, it wouldn’t be six foot; they must’ve almost dug her out for her to have heard their signal. God, they couldn’t get to her quick enough.

Don’t panic. Don’t panic.

The material moved against her mouth when she breathed, so she clamped her lips together and exhaled hard through her nose instead. She didn’t dare open her eyes. She reminded herself she wouldn’t be trapped underground for eternity. They were coming. There was nothing for her to panic about.

She swallowed, grimacing at the dryness of her throat. Hanging was not a pleasant way to go but it had been a necessity. The prison guards had told her the only way she’d leave would be in a body bag and she’d smiled.

She longed to be able to bend her knees and lift her arms above her head but if she moved even an inch the earth moved with her, filling the wiggle room.

It wasn’t quite silent underground; if she strained her ears, she could hear a faint scratching of metal against rocks and a thumping of soil.

They were digging her up. They’d know not to keep jabbing into the ground like that, wouldn’t they? She didn’t know how much having a spade in the guts would hurt and she didn’t like to hazard a guess. The noises grew louder, and she could hear voices above.

“…hurry up!” Esme, impatient as usual.

“Well, if you put your back into it…” She couldn’t work out if that was Driscoll or Nick. Driscoll, probably. Nick would be on lookout, listening to the trees, checking for the guards.

The pressure eased on her chest as the soil lifted and she thrashed about to free herself. She opened her eyes though she could see nothing.

“Got her.” Esme’s voice again. “Quick, help her.”

Somebody unzipped the body bag and she got herself out of it as fast as she could. Esme grabbed her arms and pulled her out of the grave. The early evening gloom welcomed her back to the land of the living, and she quickly relaxed—the adrenaline dropping away left her shivering and aware of the fact she needed a wee.

She stood on the ground beside the open grave and brushed dirt from her grey prison uniform. Esme leaned on her shovel, a big grin on her pretty face. Driscoll thrust out his hand.

“Good to have you back, Al,” he said.

“I’m glad to be out of that place,” she replied, taking his hand.

“Did you get the information?”

She smiled. “Of course.” Driscoll didn’t ask for it. It wasn’t safe for anyone else to know; the wardens were also looking for the key, and if she had managed to find out about it, they would, too. Eventually.

The forest was full of unmarked graves; rectangles of fresh dirt nearby the only clues that anybody had been buried there at all. Who cared about a bunch of dead criminals? Allery frowned but Driscoll shoved his spade into the pile of earth and began filling the hole she’d climbed out of, stirring her into action. She took the shovel from Esme and helped him.

“Least they didn’t cut you open to find out how you died,” Driscoll commented.

Allery could still feel the rope burn around her neck. She smiled a little but didn’t reply. After they’d patted the ground flat, she hefted the spade over her shoulder, aware they might have to bolt at any moment.

“So, are we going after it now?” Esme asked.

Allery arched her back and stretched her neck, making the bones click. “I’ve just come back to life after spending far too long locked up,” she said. “It can wait one more day.”

“I’m sure it can,” Driscoll agreed, scratching his moustache with a chewed fingernail. “For now, how about we head home and have a little celebratory drink. The sooner we’re away from here, the better. Nick! Get your arse over here.”

It was always hard to pull Nick away from the trees once he was connected. He stood, palms to the trunk of a sycamore, his forehead pressed lightly against the bark, and Esme went to him, placed a hand on his shoulder, and put her lips to his ear. Allery dropped her gaze with a smile, imagining exactly what Esme would’ve said to get his attention.

“Jealous?” Driscoll teased, giving her a nudge with his elbow.

“Let’s go and get that drink,” she replied, hooking her arm through his. “And get the hell away from this place.” She took one last look at the grey walls of the prison peeking through the trees before turning away.

*

Merrybell Cottage sat in an overgrown field at the end of a no-through road, on the outskirts of a village in the backend of nowhere. It was derelict, its roof tiles missing and windows smashed. Ivy consumed one of its outbuildings and the roof was green with moss and lichen. The other outbuilding still stood but had no roof at all, and a rotten chicken coop squatted beneath some raggedy trees by its side. It had been raining, so the ground was soft and squelchy beneath their feet, but Allery was glad to be home.

Esme and Nick practically ran ahead, giggling and flirting like teenagers. They stopped in the doorway to share a kiss before disappearing from view. Allery looked back at Driscoll locking the car and he turned to smile at her.

“Back in Merry hell,” he said, throwing his arms wide. “What a wonderful shithole to bring a girl home to, eh?”

“You have no idea how much I’ve missed this place,” she replied. “Compared to prison, this is like a palace.”

“Really?”

“Well, no. It’s like a slightly less shit prison. Without the bars and screws.”

Driscoll chuckled. He pushed the door for her and stepped aside. “After you.”

The first thing she noticed was the smell, that damp mustiness beneath the alcohol and cigarettes, as familiar as her shoes. Then she took in the mess. The empty cans of beers by the rodent-chewed sofa and the pile of pizza boxes acting as the extra leg for the three-legged coffee table. Her skin crawled but the thought of cleaning made her smile. She went inside, took off her coat, and draped it over the arm of the sofa. There was no carpet, nothing on the walls, a fireplace with broken tiles and no fire, exposed pipes, and a crack running up the back wall. A pang of something twisted in her chest and disappeared. Regret? They’d had a nice headquarters before all this, with a proper office and a sign on the door that read, Locke & Co.

Esme’s muffled voice reached her through the ceiling and Nick’s laughter followed. Allery sighed. “It’s like I’ve never been away,” she said.

“We’ve missed you, believe me,” Driscoll said, standing at the worktop in the kitchen. “Can you believe we pulled that off? Prison break of the century. Drink?”

“I’m just pleased that tip paid off, otherwise it would’ve all been for nothing.” She sighed. The woman she’d spoken to inside had been…insane. It should’ve come as no surprise—she could imagine only too well what it would be like to be trapped in that place for eternity, but the severity of the woman’s delusions, her raving, her laughter, especially her laughter… Allery scratched the back of her neck and closed her eyes briefly, willing the memory away. “I want to go out.”

“Out?”

“To a bar, or a club or…anywhere. I’ve been cooped up. I need to be out of these clothes and out of this house.”

“But you’ve only just got here.”

“I need to breathe for a bit; I need to feel. Do you remember my mother?”

Driscoll raised his eyebrows. “Now there’s a question to come out of nowhere. Of course I do.”

“You saved her life, but she was always going to die.”

It was Driscoll’s turn to sigh. “Yes. All mortals die at some point, though it was cruel for her to be taken so soon. I know you think you’ll forget her, Allery, but you won’t. Some things you don’t forget.” He turned to take a glass from the cupboard. “Enough of this melancholy; get a drink down your neck.”

“I think I need more than one drink. Let’s go to that club. I want a night of freedom.”

Driscoll laughed. “Only one night? Sure, after this job, we’ll all have our freedom.”

“Now that’s a nice thought. Come on, all four of us. Let’s have one decent night together before the shit inevitably hits the fan.”

Driscoll drummed his fingers on the worktop, then he snatched up the car keys. “You’re on. Go get changed, fetch the lovebirds, and I’ll get the car started.”

*

The DJ played the dance music loud and its heavy beats pulsed through her chest, making her feel a little sick. Strobe lights flashed, people jumped up and down, and the sticky floor bounced beneath her feet. She squeezed past a group of youngsters, teens, probably not old enough to be there, their hot bodies smelling of sweat and alcohol, and made her way across the crowded dance floor to the table where the others sat. She put the drinks on the table and took a seat next to Esme.

“You all right?” Esme asked, leaning over. She wore false eyelashes, making her elfin face appear doll-like, and a low-cut top to show off her ample assets. She smelled like peaches.

Allery pulled her gaze up. “Mm? Yeah. You?”

Esme grinned. “See anything you like?”

Allery couldn’t help glancing at Nick, though he couldn’t possibly hear them and was deep in conversation with Driscoll anyway, before clearing her throat and looking out at the dancers. “Tall blonde,” she said, “dancing with the sweaty guy.”

“I think that’s a man, Al.”

She rolled her eyes. “No, there.”

Esme looked again. “Oh yeah. Not bad.”

“Not bad?” Allery gazed at the woman. Her curled blonde hair bounced around her shoulders as she danced and her dress was tight and short, showing off ridiculously long legs. “I’m going to talk to her,” she said, getting up.

“She looks like a slut,” Esme commented.

“Good!” She gave her friend a wink, and squeezed back onto the dance floor, pushing through the crowd to reach her target. The woman had stopped dancing by the time she got to her, and was leaning against the bar, laughing at some joke with her sweaty friend.

Allery rested her forearms on the bar, pretending to wait for service, and gave it a moment before saying loudly, “I like your dress.”

The woman looked at her. “What?” she asked, raising her voice over the music.

“Your dress,” Allery replied. “I like it. It’s very tight.”

“Are you taking the piss?” Then to her friend, “Is she taking the piss?”

Allery smiled and shook her head. “I’m not taking the piss. I’m Allery, by the way.”

“Oh.” The woman looked suspicious for just a moment longer before her frown lifted and she smiled. “I’m Caitlin. This is my cousin, Mark.”

“Mark, I’m going to pinch your dance partner.” Allery took hold of Caitlin’s hands. “Dance with me?” She pulled her onto the dance floor before she could protest, smiling at Caitlin’s confused laugh.

They danced, Caitlin’s hands above her head, eyes closed. Heat radiated off the bodies around them. Allery took the opportunity to put an arm around Caitlin’s waist and pull her closer. This was living. Caitlin’s eyes opened and her arms descended around Allery’s neck.

“Are you gay?” she asked.

“Little bit,” Allery replied, grinning at the drunken eyes-half-closed expression on Caitlin’s face. “You don’t have to dance with me.”

Caitlin had come very close to her, leaning in so she could hear. Allery breathed in the smell of her coconut-scented blonde hair tickling her face.

“Always wondered what it’d be like to kiss a woman,” Caitlin said, moving back.

“Want to find out?”

For a reply, Caitlin’s lips met her own, smooth and warm, and when she opened her mouth, Allery tasted vodka and orange on her tongue. Love straight girls. The kiss ended as the next track started to play. Allery lifted a hand to push Caitlin’s hair from her face and froze.

Behind Caitlin, standing among the dancers, stood a warden. Though he looked like a teenage boy, his soulless black orbs for eyes and the unnatural stillness with which he held himself gave him away. Nobody else noticed him. Allery looked back through the crowd for her friends, but Driscoll sat alone at the table.

“Warden,” she mouthed to him, and it took only the blink of her eyes for him to disappear.

She turned back, took hold of Caitlin’s arm to lead her away, but a blade burst from the girl’s chest, blood red. Caitlin’s brow knitted in confusion and a strangled noise passed her lips. Her fingers clutched at Allery’s shoulder. She looked down at the blade, then gazed at Allery, her eyes red and teary, full of fear.

The music seemed to mute and the blood pounding in Allery’s head became louder. She opened her mouth to say…to say what? The warden pulled the blade back and Caitlin crumpled. People screamed then and Allery’s ears popped.

“No,” she breathed, holding Caitlin as she lay dying. She looked up at the warden, heard Caitlin’s cousin shout somewhere, felt him shove her aside, and she fell back onto her elbows, staring at Caitlin.

“Al!”

She came to her senses when someone grabbed her arms and pulled her to her feet, and she clutched Nick’s arm and backed up with him as the warden paced towards them.

“Where’s Esme?” she cried, as people scattered before the knife-wielding lunatic, bumping into one another.

A dark shape crashed into the warden, knocking him off his feet and pinning him to the dance floor, snarling over him, fur bristling.

“Oh shit, Nick!” She pushed people then, shoving them towards the exit, yelling, “Go! Go!”

Nick did the same, urging them on, and she could hear him crying, “It’s all right, it’s just a dog!”

A dog! Inside she was laughing hysterically. As if anyone would believe that. A fucking dog!

The clubbers were screaming and bumping into tables in their haste, sending glasses crashing to the floor. The bouncers fought against the tide briefly, until a howl turned them to the exit with everyone else.

Another warden appeared in front of her, a girl this time, probably about twelve years old. Clubbers skirted around her, spilling out of the fire escape into the night. The girl raised her arm; she had a gun in her hand, pointed at Nick.

Allery dived across him as the gun fired. The bullet punched into her back, and she fell into his arms. As he lowered her to the floor, she saw the wolf leap over them before the darkness closed in on her.


Chapter Two

Allery opened her eyes and blinked until her vision cleared. She was lying on the sofa back at the cottage, bloodied cotton pads discarded in front of her. Driscoll was slumped at the dining table, a can of beer in one hand and his forehead pressed into the other. As she sat up, he turned his face towards her.

“It’s not your week, Al.”

She stretched her back and rolled her shoulders, wincing at the pull between her shoulder blades and guessing that was where her newest scar sat. “Two deaths in as many days,” she said. “It’s not the best.”

Driscoll picked up something from the table and tossed it to her. She caught it and looked at the little lump of metal as he said, “The bullet with your name on it.”

“I’ll add it to the collection,” she said dryly. “How are Nick and Esme?”

Driscoll tapped his fingers on the tabletop and eyed the inside of the beer can as if looking for the answer. “Alive.”

Allery picked up the cotton pads and took them into the kitchen to the carrier bag they used as a bin. “You sound pissed off,” she commented.

“Do I now? Well, maybe if Esme had a brain in that pretty little head, she’d think twice about transforming in a club full of people.”

An image of Caitlin’s face as the blade pushed through her chest came into Allery’s mind. She hoped Esme had ripped the warden’s head off. She let the tap run clear before filling a glass with water, then returned to the sofa.

“How did the wardens know where to find us?” she asked.

“Don’t they know everything?” Driscoll said. He knocked back whatever was left in the can. “Bastards.”

“Where were you?”

Driscoll looked at her, one of his dark eyebrows raised. “Getting the car.”

She nodded and rubbed her face tiredly. “Sorry. It’s just…they’re always going to find us, aren’t they?”

“As long as we stay one step ahead, we’ll be fine,” Driscoll said, getting up. He pushed the chair back under the table, the legs scraping across the hard floor. “Get some sleep. We’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”

*

Allery woke before the sun came up, took Driscoll’s keys, and borrowed the car without asking. She drove for an hour through the countryside, down tiny dark lanes, until she was in the middle of nowhere, and pulled up in a layby. Light rain sparkled in the beams of the car’s headlights and a badger, its eyes flashing, looked her way before trundling to the other side of the road. She switched the engine off and tutted as the wipers stuck halfway across the windscreen. Steadying her nerves, she leaned over to pull a torch from the glovebox.

The woodland beside the road was full of skinny-trunked trees that creaked unnervingly in the wind and when she closed the car door, it echoed in the distance. It was the perfect spot for wardens. All sorts of wardens.

As she stepped beneath the canopy, droplets of rain fell heavily to the earth, one catching the back of her neck and sliding under her top. She wiped it away with one hand as she directed the torchlight through the trees with the other. Ahead, a tree stump surrounded by fresh shavings caught her eye and she headed towards it. It hadn’t been long felled, by the look of it, and she leaned down to touch the damp wood, wondering what she’d feel if she was like Nick. She sat down on it to wait, turned off the torch, and gazed up at the lightening sky.

She’d been waiting some time, fiddling with the zip on her coat, when a voice said, “Miss Locke.”

“Jesus Christ.” She flushed at having jumped out of her skin. “You scared me.”

It was one of the old wardens, his hair grey and his skin wrinkled. His black eyes were dull and rheumy, and he blinked slowly at her. “You were waiting for me,” he said. He had the monotone voice of all the old wardens.

“Yeah,” she said, getting to her feet and brushing a hand over her damp backside.

“But you do not have the key.”

“Not yet, no. Look, I’m working on it, okay? I need you to do me a favour.” She expected a flicker of something on his face, some sort of confirmation he had felt something at her words, a confirmation that wardens could still feel. But he remained expressionless, so she sighed. “Open a door for me?”

“Opening a door up—”

“Upsets the balance,” she finished. “I know. Sorry. I wouldn’t ask, but it’s important. I need to speak with my father.”

“If I open a door, another will close, and something will end up trapped in your world. You ask too much, Miss Locke.”

“The last warden I spoke to opened a door for me.”

The warden closed his eyes and the lids flickered as he accessed the knowledge of his brethren. When he opened them, he said, “Yes. It was the price you asked for the key. You spoke with your father about the boy and yet, we still do not have the key.”

“No, I know.” She cursed and clenched her fist, forcing herself to calm down and not do anything stupid. “I need to speak to my dad or I can’t do anything else for you.”

Silence. She received no hint that he was thinking over her request, no hint she had angered or frustrated him. Instead, he turned from her and tore a strip from the world. It sounded like thunder, a low rumble that could’ve been mistaken for a passing lorry. Then, a strip of light appeared beneath the warden’s fingertips, expanding as he pulled, and Allery had to look away.

When she turned back, the door was open—a rectangle of light in front of her. She nodded her thanks to the warden and stepped into it. She passed through pins and needles and into a white, square room. The door behind her closed, leaving no trace it had ever existed, and she let out a slow breath to steady her nerves, reminding herself she’d done this before.

As she turned around, he appeared in front of her. He was beautiful, as always, blond and lovely as a painting. His feathered wings flexed and folded at his back and when he smiled, she threw her arms around him.

“Dad!”

“Allery,” he replied, holding her close. “If you’ve come about the boy—”

“I haven’t,” she said, closing her eyes as he ran his fingers through her hair, wishing she could stay this way for just a little longer. She pulled back to look at him. “I know who has the key. It turns out the woman in prison knows so much because the person who has it is—”

“Should you be telling me this?”

“—is her daughter!”

“Allery.”

She couldn’t help but grin at her father’s pursed lips. “Sorry. It won’t hurt for you to know that, will it? Imagine the daughter of an immortal, rare as hen’s teeth. I have a name now, but I don’t know where to find her and her mother didn’t know either.”

“Have you tried doing an internet search?”

He may have been an angel, but sometimes her dad sounded so human. She shook her head. “Not yet. If I told you her name, you could—”

“Allery, you mustn’t. You know the wardens can eavesdrop here.”

“But if you had a name, you could find her like that!” She clicked her fingers. “I could get this all over with so much quicker.” She looked away from him, down at her feet and at the mud her shoes were leaving in the white room. “We could do it telepathically.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You wouldn’t.” She looked at the frown marking his perfect face. “Okay, you would. But I’ve died way too much to let a little pain bother me.”

“You’ve died? Allery, what have you been playing at?”

“You mean you’ve not been keeping an eye on me?” She rolled her eyes. “Oh, please don’t tell me you’ve been too busy…fornicating. Actually, I don’t want to know. Don’t tell me. It’s gross. Just promise me I’ve not got any little brothers and sisters running about somewhere.”

Her father chuckled. “No. I’ve been careful.”

“You know, you’re never going to be allowed back into heaven.” His face darkened and so she cleared her throat and decided to get back to the point. “Please, Dad. Just help me out here.”

He met her gaze and gave the slightest of nods. She closed her eyes briefly, sucked air into her lungs, and let it out slowly between her lips. When she looked at him, she felt nothing at first and could hear only a faint ringing in her ears. Then he pierced her mind, the feeling as if needles were pushing through her pupils, his voice clear inside her head, pressure building in her skull as he said, “The name?”

She struggled to keep hold of herself, not to lose herself in her father’s psyche, and, with a push, she let go of the name. Deni McClellan.

He released her and she fell to her knees, her head spinning as something warm trickled onto her lips. Blood. She wiped her nose and looked at the smear on the back of her hand before her father lifted her chin and met her gaze again.

She opened her mouth to scream as he entered her mind once more, but the information he fed her overwhelmed her senses and she could only gape as the knowledge flowed into her—a flickering map, towns and streets racing by at superspeed. When he stopped, she crumpled, and he caught her up in his arms, smoothing her hair back from her forehead.

She groaned and tried to open her eyes but the white of the room was too bright. “I’m okay,” she mumbled, weakly pushing at her father’s hand. “Help me up.”

“Don’t ask me to do that again,” he said, helping her to stand. “Knowing I’m hurting you—”

“It’s fine,” she said. She let him go and held a hand to her rolling stomach, fighting the urge to vomit. Tentatively, she opened her eyes, blinking until everything came back into focus. “Thanks.”

“Allery, maybe you should sit down for a minute.”

She waved aside his concerns and moved to the wall. She gave it a knock so the warden would know to open the door. “Don’t worry about me,” she said, attempting a smile. “Honestly, I know what I’m doing.”

A genuine smile fell onto her lips as her father embraced her and she returned the hug, closing her eyes and sinking into the warmth of him. She felt him go and when she turned around, the forest, and the warden, was in front of her.

“The key—”

“Yes,” she said, rather more abruptly than she intended. “I’m getting it.”

The warden said nothing. He took a single step backwards and was gone. Allery sagged. The sun was up, though pale, and birds sang in the trees. She just wanted her bed. With a sigh, she weaved her way around trees and puddles of mud and made it back to the car in the layby.

As she closed the car door, someone said, “What’ve you been up to?”

“Holy fucking hell!” She looked over at Driscoll grinning at her from the passenger seat, her heart hammering unpleasantly. “Don’t do that! You scared the shit out of me.”

Driscoll chuckled. “Sorry,” he said. “Well? What’ve you been up to, eh? This is a strange place to meet a paramour.”

“I was meeting my dad,” she said, turning on the engine and forcing the car into gear. “And before you even open your mouth, I know. It’s risky.”

“You’re bleeding,” Driscoll commented.

She cursed and wiped her nose again. “I’m taking us home.” She swung the car out into the road and headed back to Merrybell.


Chapter Three

Nick’s eyes closed and he forced them open, sat up in bed, and glanced at Esme sleeping soundly beside him. Her blonde hair fell over her face and she breathed through her mouth, her lips parted. Daylight filtered in through the threadbare curtains and he could hear Allery and Driscoll down in the kitchen, clunking and clattering around and probably trying to send up a hint that they should get out of bed. As he rubbed his hands tiredly over his face, Esme stirred.

“Baby, what time is it?” she asked.

The bed was no more than a mattress on the floor, and he leaned over to pick up his watch. “Ten,” he said.

She groaned and laid a hand across her forehead. “Too early. Have you been up all night?”

He met her eyes only briefly. A small twinge of shame touched his guts, and he forced a smile. “Not all night.”

Esme sat up, a strap from her pink vest top falling from her shoulder, and put her arms around him. “I wish you’d tell me about your dreams,” she said softly. “What frightens you?”

“Nothing frightens me, Es,” he replied, gently shrugging her off him. He stood and pulled on a pair of jeans, feeling her eyes burn into him. He cleared his throat and turned to offer her another smile. “See you downstairs.”

“Okay,” she said. “Love you, baby.”

He nodded and left the room.

*

Nick washed himself with soap and cold water and dressed in jeans and a green jumper before making his way downstairs, resisting the urge to lose himself in the memories of the oak banister. Driscoll was in the lounge, sitting on the tatty sofa with a newspaper in his hands and a cigar between his lips. Allery was in the kitchen, scrubbing the work surfaces with a grey-looking dishcloth.

“Morning,” he said, as he joined Driscoll on the sofa.

“Up at last,” Driscoll replied, not looking up from his paper.

Been up longer than you. He didn’t say it.

Allery leaned on the breakfast bar and waved the dishcloth at him. “If we stay here much longer somebody needs to go out and buy me some cleaning equipment. The thought of the germs in this place…” She grinned, dumped the cloth, and rounded the counter to join them in the lounge. “Esme ready?”

“She won’t be long,” Nick said. Allery perched herself on the arm of the sofa and he wondered where she’d sneaked off to in the night. “Thanks,” he said. “For saving my life. Appreciate it.”

“It’s all right,” she said, “I wouldn’t have done it if I wasn’t immortal.”

He frowned but she shoved him playfully before getting up and returning to the kitchen. Driscoll, next to him, rustled the newspaper and Nick frowned at the smoke wafting towards him, raising a hand to disperse it. A sudden vibration in his pocket made him start, and he leaned forward so he could pull his mobile phone from the back of his jeans. He frowned at the name on the screen.

“Your brother?” Driscoll asked, eyeing him over the paper.

“Yeah.” His frown deepened as the name flashed. Jack calling. “I should get this.”

“Ignore it.”

“I can’t.” He got up and left the room, heading outside. He walked a short distance from the cottage and pressed the phone to his ear. “Jack?”

“You answered then.”

“What do you want?” It was drizzling, the air filled with a fine spray of rain, but it wasn’t cold. A pheasant kicked up a fuss somewhere off to his right and he only caught the tail of his brother’s mocking laugh.

“Is that any way to talk to your brother? No ‘how are you’?”

Nick looked back at the cottage and up at the window of the room he shared with Esme. “What do you want?” he asked again. “I’m busy.”

“Too busy to see your sick mum?”

Something very heavy settled in the pit of his stomach. Nick swallowed. “Sick? What’s wrong with her? Of course I’ll see her. Where are you? Are you home?”

“I’m at St. James’s. She’s dying and she’s asking for you. That’s the only reason I’m calling. She’s dying.”

Nick lowered the phone, his heart beating rapidly in his chest. He pressed the heel of his palm into his left eye, then quickly raised the phone when Jack barked his name. “I’m here,” he said.

“You better get here in time, Nick, or I swear to God…”

“I’m on my way.” He cut the call, licked his dry lips, and glanced back at Driscoll’s car. Then he shook his head at himself and hurried back into Merrybell.

“I need to borrow the car,” he announced.

Allery leaned back against the kitchen worktop, cradling a mug in her hands. “You can’t,” she said. “We need it. What for anyway?”

“My mother’s sick.”

“Sick?” Esme hurried down the stairs to him, barefoot in jeans and that stupid T-shirt with the unicorns on. “I’ll come with you.”

“You can’t take the car, we need it,” Allery said again. “Sorry, but this is more important than whatever you’ve got going on. You’ll have to visit her another time.”

“She’s dying,” Nick said, trying not to sound pissed off or choke up. The key could wait for all he cared and besides, sometimes their personal lives were more important, weren’t they? He didn’t realise he’d tensed until Esme took his arm gently.

“Al, we won’t be long,” she said. “Please?”

“It’s Driscoll’s car,” Allery said, shrugging.

Driscoll hadn’t moved from the sofa. He looked from Nick to Allery and back again. He smoothed his moustache, tapped a finger against his chin, and said, “Take the car, but make sure you’re back before noon. If you’re not, I’m coming to pick it up.” He leaned forward, took the keys from the coffee table, and tossed them to Nick. “You’ve been warned.”

“Thanks.” He shook his head a little as Allery turned away, then turned to leave. Esme hurriedly slipped on a pair of trainers before she caught him up.

*

It was an hour’s drive to St. James’s. Nick sat in the car in the car park, staring at the dreary-looking hospital building while Esme paid for the parking ticket. The double doors slid open, and a porter trundled out, pushing an old lady in a hospital-issued wheelchair and pausing to check the road before crossing over. Two men were smoking cigarettes by the ambulance bay and a nurse dressed in blue hurried past them, a phone pressed to her ear.

Nick rubbed his face and tried to prepare himself for what he might see. Would his mother be conscious? Would she look old and frail? Or would she put on a brave face and smile and tell him there was nothing to worry about? Christ, he should’ve known she was sick.

A tap on the window brought him out of his reverie and he opened the door to take the ticket from Esme and put it on the dashboard. “You don’t have to come in,” he told her, getting out of the car.

“I want to,” she replied. “I want to be there for you both.”

You’ve never even met her. He said nothing, simply locked the door and headed across the road to the hospital, letting her follow.

Inside, everything smelled too clean, too clinical. Unnatural. His head spun a little and for a moment he froze in the foyer until Esme squeezed his hand and grounded him. He let out a slow breath, squeezed her hand in return, then steeled himself and went to the desk.

The receptionist, an older woman with closely cropped red hair and green-rimmed glasses, didn’t look up from her computer. Nick felt it polite to wait until she noticed him but Esme, impatient as ever, leaned on the counter and said, “Excuse me? We’re here to see Mrs Lode.”

No reply. More tapping.

“Patricia Lode?”

Eventually, she offered them a cursory glance and said, “Coleridge ward. Follow the signs, please.”

“Come on.” Esme took Nick by the elbow and led him down the corridor. He tried to ignore the knot of anxiety in his stomach and instead read all the signs he could see, though as he looked at the words he didn’t take them in. They passed other people but he barely registered them; the smell of hospital disinfectant made him light-headed and the strobe lights were too bright.

“Es…” He reached for her hand and took it, stopping in the middle of the corridor.

“It’s just here,” she said, her voice soft. “Do you want to go in?”

What if she’s already dead?

He swallowed and let go of Esme’s hand to wipe his palms on his jeans. “Yeah,” he said, stepping towards the door.

Four beds lined one wall of the ward and another four lay opposite them. Blue curtains and blue padded chairs and two wheelchairs, old people lying in the beds, a little girl wearing a pink coat standing by her mother’s side, her mother clasping the hand of an older man in bed. A window at the back of the room let the light in despite the venetian blinds. Flowers and “get well soon” cards and the thought that, bollocks, he should’ve bought some grapes or…something. And there she was, in the bed at the end by the window. And there he was, sitting beside her on the padded chair.

Nick froze as Jack gave their mother a nudge and she turned her gaze his way. She smiled and he started to breathe again. “She’s there,” he said quietly to Esme.

They headed over. Nick didn’t fail to notice how pale his mother looked, how thin. She clutched at his hand as he stood there and he leaned over to place a kiss on her cheek, her skin soft and dry.

“Hi, Mum,” he said.

“You came.” Her eyes were watery, through tears or illness he didn’t know.

“Of course,” he replied. “Mum, this is my girlfriend, Esme.”

“Oh, let me see!”

He stepped back and Esme came forward, smiling nervously and leaning forward to accept his mother’s outstretched arms. “Nice to meet you,” Esme said.

“Nick, she is just beautiful! Jack, hasn’t your brother done well for himself?”

He looked at Jack, caught his dark expression before it was masked with a smile and his brother got to his feet. “He has,” Jack said, rounding the bed. “Excuse me.”

“Ignore him,” his mother said, waving a hand. “He’s always in a bad mood lately.”

“He’ll be worried about you, I expect,” Esme said.

“I’m just going to see what’s up.” Nick ignored the frown on Esme’s face and turned away before either she or his mother could protest. He left the ward and caught sight of Jack farther down the corridor, filling a plastic cup from a water dispenser.

His brother, a little shorter, a little squatter, and always angrier than he was, snorted into the cup as Nick approached. “Decided to come, then.”

“Of course I did. Jack…she looks terrible.”

Jack drank his water and refilled the cup, the water dispenser bubbling noisily as he did so. “Maybe if you’d stuck around, it wouldn’t have come as such a surprise.”

“You know why I had to leave.”

“Yeah, I know.” Jack turned to him, gripping the cup until the plastic cracked. “I know what you are, remember? Fairy.”

Nick grabbed Jack’s wrist, spilling water from the cup. “Don’t call me that,” he hissed.

“Get your hand off me,” Jack growled back.

Their faces were close, almost touching. There was an odd smell of sulphur in the air. Nick could see the venomous hatred in his brother’s eyes, and he let him go with a snort of derision. “Jealousy made you ugly, brother.”

“I am not your brother.”

Nick stared at him a moment longer, then shook his head and walked back to the ward. Esme sat in the chair beside his mother’s bed, her blonde hair glowing in the light from the window, a little ethereal halo around her head. He smiled and joined them, taking up his mother’s hand once more.

*

Lung cancer. Nick sat in the passenger seat, staring quietly out of the window as Esme drove them back from St James’s. How could it be lung cancer? She didn’t smoke. Had never smoked. Would he see her again before she… Don’t even think it.

He chewed his thumbnail, then clasped his hands in his lap. They were heading across open countryside now, just one long straight road flanked by hedges and huge rolling fields spotted with sheep. A tractor pulled out of a side road ahead and Esme let out an indignant curse before flying past it.

His brother’s face flashed into his mind, lips curled in a sneer. Fairy.

Jack had always been a nasty bastard, but it was all bluster and spite. He couldn’t have known how much the barb really hurt, how that, in his mind, it was more than a word now.

Warm flesh against his. Hands—

Stop, he told himself. He chewed his thumbnail again and looked at Esme when she pushed his hand away from his lips.

“Don’t do that,” she said.

She smiled and turned her attention back to the road, both her hands high on the steering wheel. “Es,” he said, gazing at her, “pull over.”

“Hmm?”

“There’s a layby ahead. Pull over.”

She glanced at him, then slowed the car and swung off the road. She pulled the handbrake as they stopped. “Everything okay?” she asked.

He nodded and leaned over to kiss her, putting his hand on her thigh. “I love you,” he said.

“Love you, too, baby,” she replied, giving him a baffled smile. “What’s brought this on?”

He shrugged and kissed her again, working to remove the seat belt with one hand while sliding the other up the inside of Esme’s thigh. She pulled back from the kiss a little to release her own belt. “Do you want me to come over?” she murmured.

“In the back,” he said. He licked his lips and jumped out of the car, grinning as Esme giggled and hurriedly joined him on the backseat.

They kissed again, breaking apart as Esme pulled her top off over her head. He lapped up the sight of her and his lips parted in anticipation as she removed her bra. Her breasts were perfect, not too big but more than a handful, soft and lovely and… He kissed her jaw, her neck, her chest. She moaned and made to push him onto his back, but he muttered “no” and shifted her so she was beneath him instead. Their fingers worked at each other’s jeans while they kissed. Nick pulled back so he could watch her expression as she freed his cock from his pants. God, he loved the way she bit her lip like that, and she knew exactly what it did to him, too.

She laughed and he grinned before kissing her again. This was what he needed, this. Esme. A noise escaped between his lips as he entered her, and she shifted her hips so he could take her deeper. He closed his eyes. Forget.

“Jesus Christ, could you not wait till you got home?”

Esme gasped. Nick’s eyes snapped open. “Driscoll!” he hissed. Beneath him, Esme fumbled for her top to cover herself and he punched the back of the driver’s seat in irritation. “Piss off!”

“I told you I’d come to get the car—”

“Piss. Off,” he repeated. “Now!”

Driscoll shrugged and vanished. Nick looked down at Esme and she gazed up at him for a moment before laughing, her whole body shaking. He couldn’t help but laugh, too.

She took his face between her hands and kissed him. “Forget it,” she said.

Forget it. He kissed her again.


Chapter Four

Allery gazed out of the car window at the lake to her left, then checked it on the map. She looked up as Driscoll spoke. “Cricket St. Nicholas,” he said. “Is this it?”

“This is it.”

A steep hill led them up into the village, with cars parked all along one side of the road. A woman led a large piebald horse down the middle of the street and Driscoll slowed the car to a crawl, earning himself a nod of thanks. They passed pretty stone cottages with hanging baskets of pansies and the Church of St. Nicholas sitting behind its ancient graveyard. Opposite the church, a pub. The White Hart, its sign showing a white stag with golden antlers and hooves, the billboard outside proclaiming live music from the Spectral Ducks and a pie and a pint for a fiver.
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