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For Dark, who planted the seed and then left me to make it grow. 




Chapter One







I was standing in the kitchen, looking out the window at the branch of the old oak tree that had come crashing down during last night’s storm, decimating the old shed into firewood, when I heard the put-put of a car struggling up the steep driveway to the cottage. My heart froze in my chest the same way it did every time someone invaded my isolated little sanctuary, and I made my way through the cottage to the front living room so that I could peer out through the old net curtains, and wait for whoever was coming to reveal themselves. It didn’t take long, the cottage was tiny: just the living room, the back kitchen, a single large bedroom and a shoe cupboard of a bathroom. There was a small square of hallway connecting all the rooms and a rickety wooden front porch clinging to the old gray stone façade of the cottage, but that was it. It was small, it was cozy, it was in dire need of an upgrade, but it suited me. 

I felt safe here. 

That sense of comfort ended in a heartbeat when a battered Fiesta emerged from the clusters of overgrown rhododendrons, a midsize rental truck hot on its heels. I hadn’t heard the truck; its smooth purr had been hidden by the roar of the ageing hatchback. I knew what it meant, though. I’d become accustomed to people visiting the cottage. There was a maintenance man who came every few months and a gardener who hacked at the long grass and the weeds that threatened to choke the place. Every so often, a suit would show up with a clipboard and poke around. Whenever this happened, I’d retreat to the garden. I’d walk the path that was almost entirely gone now and look at Agnes’ prized roses and try to quell the panic and the rage that someone was in my house. Eventually they’d leave again, and I’d go back into my refuge and reassure myself that nothing was different, nothing had changed. 

This was not that. 

The man who parked his car in front of my front door wasn’t the maintenance man and he wasn’t the gardener. He wasn’t wearing a suit, either. He was perhaps my age, early thirties, with dark hair and a closely trimmed beard. He slid out of the vehicle as the truck pulled up alongside, crowding my small driveway, and I saw that he did sort of look like the maintenance man after all. The jeans that were clinging to his lean hips were faded and slightly ripped, the dark blue T-shirt tight against his torso worn enough that I couldn’t read the words that had once been printed there. He had a look in his dark eyes I’d never seen on the maintenance man’s though. 

Avarice. 

Possession. 

I suddenly knew without a doubt that I was looking at the new owner of the cottage. 

No! It couldn’t be possible. Agnes had promised me before she died: she’d make this place mine and I’d be safe here. She owed me that much, at least. She’d looked at me guiltily as she said that, eyes stroking the picture of me that always sat on the mantelpiece. I hadn’t wanted to feel the ugly bubble of resentment that had welled up in my chest, but it was true. She did owe me that. I gave my life for hers and my reward was to be stuck here, trapped and useless. I couldn’t leave the land attached to the cottage, and I couldn’t taste or touch, or, worst of all, be touched in return. All I could do was think and feel and sometimes, if I was very lucky, catch a hint of scent on the breeze, the woman who owned the farmhouse a couple of miles over cooking with her window open and reminding me that life did go on, somewhere. 

Life was about to go on right here. I didn’t know how he’d managed it, but Agnes’ son had obviously found a way around the very clear, concise instructions she’d left in her will and sold the cottage out from under me.

Bastard. If he was stupid enough to move in here, I was going to haunt the hell out of him.

It wasn’t him outside, though. I’d never met him—he hadn’t once come to the cottage to visit Agnes in the all the time I’d had left with her, after my demise—but I’d seen pictures. He was older and fatter—and uglier, I thought meanly. He wasn’t one of the two men who climbed out of the truck, either, I realized. They were eyeing my cottage with a mix of amusement and disdain. 

I wanted to feel angry about that. Instead, I felt slightly ashamed. I knew what they saw. The green wooden window frames were peeling, the wood swelling, and the front porch was a death trap. The damp patch in the back corner of the bedroom made me pretty sure there was a tile or two missing on the roof, and weeds were popping up on the slab-stoned path that wound along the front of the cottage. The place looked like hell, both the maintenance man and the gardener doing the least they could get away with. But it wasn’t like I could do much to fix things—I was dead!

“Jesus Christ, Patrick,” I heard one of the men shout to the dark-haired man, the one I was sure was the new owner of the cottage. “You said it needed doing up. It needs knocking down and rebuilding.”

An icy flush rushed through me as I wondered what would happen then, if the cottage was reduced to rubble. Would I still be here, or would I poof out of existence? I mean, my existence had been less than a shadow of a life these past…seventeen years, I realized with horror. But at least it was an existence, and crappy as it was, I felt a strong desire to hang onto it.

“It’s not that bad,” Patrick replied, the low burr in his words telling me that he was probably a local, from the small town just a couple of miles away. Someone I might have known if we’d both really been thirty-three. In reality, I was probably fifteen years older than him, but then, he was going to slowly age and I’d still be here, just as I was. 

“It is that bad,” the third man said, grinning wryly. “You’re seriously going to move in? Why don’t you stay on at your mum’s until it’s a bit more habitable?”

“It is habitable,” Patrick threw back, looking insulted. “It’s got water and power.”

“And a dead body in the pantry,” one of the other two quipped. 

I glanced across to the hallway at his words, at the parquet flooring that had long since been scrubbed clean of my blood. No body in the pantry, I thought wryly, but there had been one on the floor. I wondered if Patrick knew that. Agnes had died peacefully in her bed, but I wondered if he knew that I’d died slipping and sliding in my own bodily fluids, still fighting against the hands that were twisting the knife embedded in my belly. 

“Nobody died here,” Patrick threw back, answering my question. Then he quirked a quick grin. “Probably.”

He dug about in his pocket and produced a large key. I found myself drifting toward the front door and listening to the scrape as he slid it in, then a series of clicks as he fought with the mechanism. 

“You’re sure you’ve got the right place?” I heard one of his friends joke through the thick, solid wood door. “You haven’t bought another cottage down the road? One that’s in better nick?”

“Shut up, asshole,” Patrick threw back. The door gave way suddenly as the lock lost the fight against the key. A chink of light appeared in the gap, then the hallway was flooded with bright sunlight as Patrick threw the door open and stepped inside, his face and body reduced to a silhouette as my eyes struggled to adjust. He was tall, towering over me as I stood invisible just a pace away, and he smelled of some sort of aftershave. It hit me like a blast, filling me with the scent of sandalwood and oranges, and I was so stunned by the overwhelming shock of such a strong smell that I just stood there and let him walk right through me. 

Ooooh. My stomach convulsed and my every nerve twisted in a weird pleasure-pain as I scattered and then came together again. I was so disoriented I barely registered the low, “Fuck!” that echoed round the space. 

I spun to look at Patrick and saw he was staring right back at me. My astonishment at being seen lasted only a heartbeat before I realized he was gazing through me to his friends, who were crowding in the doorway and peering in, their expressions saying they weren’t sure it was safe to step inside.

“What?” one of them asked. 

Patrick frowned and stuck his hand out. I scuttled back out of reach as he wiggled his fingers in the empty air where I’d just been. 

“Nothing, I just thought I felt…a draft or something.”

“You’re surprised?” the friend asked, one eyebrow lifting scathingly. “In this place, I think cold drafts are going to be the least of your worries. You’ll probably wake up dead after breathing in funky mold spores all night.”

“If I’m dead, then I’m not going to wake up, am I?” Patrick shot back. 

They laughed, the warm sound of it washing over me, but the thought struck with the force of a gong in my chest. What if he did die here? What if something happened and he ended up stuck in the cottage, a ghost like me. It hadn’t happened with Agnes, but she’d been old and ready to pass. Patrick was young and full of life. Just like I had been. Maybe…

I realized just what I was hoping for as the friends finally got up the courage to cross the threshold and started stomping through the cottage, investigating the small collection of rooms. I was wishing death on someone, just so I wouldn’t be lonely anymore. 

I was horrified at myself, but I still couldn’t quite kill that tiny spark. 

The three men made a thorough investigation of the place, which, I gathered from their conversation, Patrick had purchased sight unseen. The two friends—Gavin and Mace, a nickname I presumed—rattled about opening cupboards, looking, they joked loudly, for the dead body, while Patrick tested the taps and then attempted to fire up the boiler. The thing had been twenty years old when I died, but it did work, if you knew how to use it. Patrick didn’t, and I watched with no small amount of amusement as he prodded at buttons and twisted cogs all while ignoring the little lever that had to be depressed while you twisted the dial hard over. I could have done it in about twenty seconds—I’d always fixed it for Agnes whenever a fault or a particularly strong gust of wind or a Tuesday knocked out the pilot light—but while I could curl my fingers into fists with frustration, I couldn’t use them to touch anything. 

Annoyed more at my own helplessness than his inability to work the problem, I looked up to the top of the boiler where I’d stashed the ancient instruction manual that, though yellow with age, would tell him how to do it. I was just wondering if I could manage to blow hard enough on the dust to draw his attention there when he exclaimed, “Aha!”

I heard the rush of the gas unleashing then the little explosion of sound as the pilot light caught. The pipes rattled and groaned, unhappy at being called back into action after their semi-retirement, but the boiler began to work, albeit with a slightly worrying buzzing sound. 

“There will be hot water!” Patrick called to his mates, blasting my ear with the volume of his voice. 

“Fucking A,” Gavin shouted back. “You realize there’s no shower, right?”

“What?” Patrick stormed off to confirm Gavin’s astute assertion that there was indeed no shower in the bathroom, just a short tub jammed along the back wall, leaving me momentarily alone in the kitchen. 

I breathed a sigh of what was relief, I told myself, and not loneliness. Nonetheless, I found myself following the sounds of Patrick’s outrage until I could see the three of them again, somehow all shoehorned into the claustrophobic space and discussing how easy it would be to rip out the ancient bathroom suite and put in something new and fresh, a walk-in shower, a toilet that actually flushed and didn’t just run day and night. Patrick and Mace seemed to think it would be simple, Gavin was much less convinced. I was pretty sure he had the right of it. 

The bathroom discussion broke up when Mace pointed out that it was already after two and they only had the truck until five. At that point the three men went into a flurry of activity, hauling out the sticks of Agnes’ furniture that were still in situ and leaving them in a sad pile out by the destroyed shed that Patrick scratched his head over for a moment before giving a fatalistic shrug. 

I stayed out of the way as they opened the truck and started bringing Patrick’s things in. I’d no desire to get in the way and have someone walk through me again—or worse, a bit of furniture temporarily reorganize my insides—so I slid out the back door, sitting in Agnes’ beautiful Bergère chair, the blush pink long since faded to a washed-out pinky-gray, and stroked the crushed velvet material, imagining I could feel the silky soft bristles move under my fingertips. I loved this chair. It was an antique, even though it was in such bad condition that it likely wouldn’t be worth restoring, and seeing it sat out here, ready to be a victim to the rain clouds just starting to creep across the horizon, made me sad. 

And angry. 

It was change, after seventeen years of living my pitifully limited existence and almost fifteen years of soul-crushing aloneness. I didn’t want change. 

Every glance toward the cottage as Patrick and his friends filled it with his things called me a liar, though. I wanted to protect the pathetically small pile of things that I still thought of as mine, yes, but I was filled so much with adrenaline and anticipation that I was breathless with it.

Quite an achievement for someone who didn’t need to breathe.

I didn’t realize they were finished until I heard the almighty clatter of the truck doors closing, then the muted rumble of the larger vehicle starting up. I hurried around the house, wondering if they were all three leaving and undecided whether I was delighted or devastated about that, but when I got to the driveway, only Gavin and Mace were in the vehicle. Gavin sat behind the wheel while Mace hung out the window to talk to Patrick, who stood, dusty and sweat-covered, by the passenger-side door. 

“You sure you don’t want to come back to town with us? Grab some dinner and,” he smirked, “shower at your mum’s?”

“I’m good,” Patrick assured him. “I’ve got food, and I’m going to have to get used to washing in a bucket. Might as well start now.”

“Masochist,” Mace commented, rolling his eyes. 

Patrick just grinned, lifting his hand to wave as Gavin carefully reversed the truck in the tight space and then trundled off back down the driveway. 

And then it was just the two of us. Of course, I was the only one who knew that. As far as Patrick was concerned, he was alone as he walked with tired steps back into the cottage. I followed him, sliding in before he could pull the door closed in my face. I could walk through it if I had to, but I very much preferred not. 

I gave him as much privacy as I could as he used the toilet without closing the door and then filled up the small tub, stripping off his dirty clothes and leaving them in a pile on the ugly lino floor. I wandered the cottage, taking in the slightly battered but comfortable looking sofa in the living room, and the TV, out of the box already and propped on top of a glass and chrome TV unit. There was a stout wooden bed assembled in the bedroom, sheets piled in a jumble on top of the mattress, and the sliding doors of the built-in closet had been wrestled aside, two suitcases sitting in the tight space, their contents waiting to be stacked on the shelves or hung up on the railing. The kitchen had a tiny table and two chairs jammed by the back door, and a shiny microwave and kettle had been dumped on the counter along with a small, glass-fronted fridge that held a pint of milk, a pack of cheese and about ten bottles of beer. 

It was a lot of change, but not a lot of stuff. When Agnes lived here, the cottage had been jam-packed with funny bits of furniture and fussy little knick-knacks, and piles and piles of books. Maybe Patrick wasn’t into all that, maybe he liked things minimalist. Or maybe—and more likely—he just hadn’t brought all of his things until he’d spruced the place up a bit. I somehow couldn’t see floral wallpaper and frothy curtains being his thing. 

He emerged from the bathroom without warning, hair still soaking wet and slicked back against his head, beard shiny with droplets of water. Thankfully, he’d slung a towel around his hips, but I did get a brief flash of dark hair spread across his chest and a line running down the center of his stomach before I made myself turn away. 

I let myself giggle, since he couldn’t hear me. He’d probably be a lot shyer about waltzing around the cottage mostly naked if he knew there was a ghost here, perving on him. 

He got dressed and heated up some soup in the microwave, eating it at the tiny table in the kitchen, then cracked a beer and spent the next hour entertaining me greatly as he tried to set up the TV and discovered that the aerial had come down in the same storm that killed the shed, and he couldn’t get anything but static. It was dark by this point, and he was on his third beer as he sat down on the sofa with a disgruntled huff and picked up a book instead. 

He might be unhappy, but I was delighted. I shifted position so I could hover over his shoulder and peer at the pages. Agnes used to read with me all the time, and fifteen years was a long time to go without stories, but Patrick obviously favored hard-hitting sci-fi over romance, and he read so fast I couldn’t absorb the story and kept missing important bits of information. I was as frustrated as he was when he ended a chapter and tossed the book onto the arm of the sofa. 

When he was finished getting ready for bed—a feat which involved him making it, something he’d clearly forgotten about if the muttered curses he threw about were anything to go by—and he plunged the cottage into darkness, I basked for a moment in the stillness and the quiet. This was it; this was the existence I recognized. I looked at the sofa, thinking it looked nice to lie on, might give me the most comfortable rest I’d had in a long time, but I found myself gravitating toward his bedroom instead. He hadn’t bothered closing the door again—because he was alone, as far as he knew—so I was able to creep inside and kneel down by his bed.

Even though the curtains were a flimsy beige that wouldn’t keep any of the early morning light out, there was almost no light pollution outside. I was accustomed to pitch darkness, and the low glow from the digital clock radio he’d plugged in easily provided enough light for me to make out his face. Repose in sleep, it was almost a pretty face. A full mouth and thick, slashing eyebrows. There was none of the character I’d become accustomed to over the day. No easy grin or irritated scowl. 

A hint of wickedness crossed me. I leaned forward until my face was just an inch from his, and blew, hard. I managed to ruffle a few hairs on his forehead, but his eyebrows didn’t so much as flinch. I frowned, annoyed. 

Before Agnes died, we’d been working on my ability to create disturbance. Blow on a sheet of paper and push it off a table, make ripples appear in a glass of water. Press my hand to hers and see if she could feel my coolness—because Agnes missed touch just as much as I did. I hadn’t been great at it, but I’d been much better than this. I’d not bothered working on it since she passed, though. I was out of practice, and it showed. 

Berating myself for my lack of dedication, I got to my feet. I looked, for the space of a moment, at the empty side of the bed, then I made myself leave, retiring to the sofa and gazing hard at the book I couldn’t read, the empty television screen I couldn’t turn on. The life I couldn’t live.




Chapter Two







Patrick jammed the scraper in behind the tile and twisted, hard. Instead of pulling away from the wall and joining the shattered remnants on the kitchen counter, the bastard broke in half, making his hand slip. A flare of pain raced up the side of his palm as the jagged edge sliced deeply. 

“Motherfu—” he cut the curse off with a hiss. 

Twisting his arm around to get a good look at the cut, he saw a trickle of blood already running down his wrist, winding a trail through the layer of dust coating his skin. 

Chucking the scraper down amongst the debris on the counter, he eyed the wall with disgust. The tiles were an ugly shade of brown with chickens and eggs embossed in a random pattern—and they were damn near superglued on. He’d thought it would take maybe an hour to chisel away at the backsplash, instead he’d been here the whole morning and there was a depressing amount of brown still to eradicate. 

And now he was bleeding. 

Heading to the bathroom, because the kitchen sink was full of the glass light fixture he’d accidentally shattered, he ignored the vibration of the phone in his pocket as he tried to stop the blood dripping down onto parquet flooring of the hallway, the only decent feature in the whole bloody cottage, he was beginning to think. The tap took a while to chug out water clear enough that he felt comfortable sticking his wounded flesh under there, but the icy cold killed the last of the sting. When he’d rinsed away the dirt and blood and was able to get a good look at the injury, he grimaced. It wasn’t all that deep, but it ran in a long line three inches down the side of his hand. 

“No putting a plaster on that,” he muttered. 

Digging his Stanley knife out of his pocket, he cut a strip off one of the towels he’d nicked from his mum’s place and wrapped it round his hand. He pressed his mouth into an irritated line when dots of blood immediately started to seep through. Shit. 

His phone began to buzz again in his pocket. Whoever it was, they were persistent. Irritated at whoever was calling, the blood that was still blooming on the light gray towelling and the damned cottage that seemed out to get him, he yanked the phone out and answered it without checking the caller ID.

“What?”

“Hey, baby.”

Oh, for the love of God. 

“Alicia.”

There was a short pause as Alicia digested his tone, which was sharp enough to slice through rock never mind his hand. She’d always been good at ignoring things she didn’t want to hear, though, so after a moment she breezed right on as if she hadn’t noticed.

“You haven’t been in much lately.” 

“I’ve been busy.”

“Too busy for coffee?” Alicia worked at the coffee shop in the town, which was where Patrick had met her. He’d been flattered when she’d flirted with him, because she was five years younger than him and drop dead gorgeous, but two months into a relationship with her had been more than enough time to realize what a vapid bitch she was. “I’ve missed you.”

Patrick’s nerves grated at the sugary sweetness of her words. To think that she had once made his cock hard. He stared at the cracked mirror hanging on the wall, at his pissed off eyes and tightly clenched jaw. 

“Like I said, I’ve been busy.”

“You used to make time for me, now you can’t even make time for coffee.”

He watched his nostrils flare as his annoyance surged. Turning away from the mirror, he left the tight confines of the bathroom and headed through the kitchen, out the back door into the watery sunshine. 

“Maybe I’ll come in later, grab some decent grub. Standards have dropped now I’ve to feed myself.”

Anything to get her off the phone. He should just tell her to get lost, but it was a small town, there was no escaping her, and he wanted to try and keep things civil if he could.

“I’m not working today,” she pouted. 

Perfect, then. 

“Well, your place does the only good coffee in town, so I’ll be back in.”

“I haven’t been to see your new place,” she purred. She wouldn’t, not if Patrick had anything to do with it. “It’ll be great, having your own digs. All that extra privacy.”

“Yeah,” he muttered, running his fingers through his hair and disturbing a plume of dust. 

“I’m free tonight, maybe I can come up and you can give me the tour?” A pause. “You could have your first sleepover.”

He rolled his eyes. She was as subtle as a brick wall. A couple of months ago, he’d have jumped at the chance to have her under him for a night; now the thought of having to deal with her before and after made the middle part much less appealing. 

“It’s not really set up for visitors yet, Alicia. It needs a bit of doing up, you know? There’s not even a kitchen.”

Or, hopefully, there wouldn’t be, if Patrick could ever get the fucking tiles off the wall. He hadn’t even started on the cabinets. 

“You’ve got a bed, don’t you?”

“It’s covered in dust, though. Everything is. I might even stay at my mum’s tonight.”

Like hell he would. But she didn’t need to know that. 

She sighed dramatically. “I’m starting to think you’re trying to avoid me, Patrick. We had fun, didn’t we?”

Yeah, there was no way Patrick was touching that one. He’d been crystal clear when he’d broken up with Alicia—he’d used small words and everything—but she seemed to have conveniently wiped the entire conversation from her mind. 

“Look, Alicia, I’ve got to go. Gavin needs help examining the roof.”

“All right,” she sighed. “I’ll see you at the coffee shop soon, yeah?”

“Sure,” he agreed. 

“I’ll look forward to it,” she breathed. 

Patrick hung up rather than reply. He stashed the phone in his pocket and was just peeling the towel away from the side of his hand to see if it had stopped bleeding when an amused voice called from above his head.

“What use do you reckon you’re going to be to me, up on this roof?”

Turning, he squinted up at Gavin, who was grinning down at him and standing perilously close to the edge, a hammer dangling from one hand. 

“I thought I’d just stand down here and catch you if you fell.”

“Pffft.” Gavin shook his head at him. 
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