
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



​House of Wraiths


Denarii Peters


	[image: ]



First Published in Great Britain by Crystal Clear Books 2026

Copyright © Denarii Peters, 2026

Denarii Peters has asserted her moral right under the Copyright Design and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

No paragraph of this publication may be reproduced, copied, stored or transmitted in any format save with written permission or in accordance with the provisions of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, or under the terms of any license, permitting limited copying issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency, 33 Alfred Place, London, WC1E 7DP.

No part of this book may be used in any manner in the learning, training or development of generative artificial intelligence technologies (including but not limited to machine learning models and large language models whether by data scraping, data mining or use in any way to create or form a part of data sets or in any other way.

Published by: Crystal Clear Books: www.crystalclearbooks.co.uk

ISBN: 978-1-0684474-7-1

Cover Image: Image by Hansuan Fabregas (Pixabay)

Author Photograph: Elizabeth Whitehead.

​

This one is for Sue C-H, whose amazing editing cuts the diamond to reveal the sparkle within

Thanks to all the usual suspects, especially Linda P-H, Sue C-H, Jenni S, Sam F and Steve B, and to everyone else who helped along the way, even the long-suffering Pete, who won't accept he's a vital part of everything I write. And of course, to you, the reader!

Denarii xx

2026



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE
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I could do nothing to save him from Heaven.

An axe cleaved the altar; tiny fragments of stone flew through me.

The destruction of our sanctuary had begun.

Caroline cried out; the sound lost in the roar of the bulldozer as it demolished the last intact wall of the now deconsecrated church.

‘You must go. Leave while you still can.’ Father Ignatius, brave to the end, clutched his silver crucifix, even though he knew it would be useless against the advancing angels.

I shook Caroline. ‘Come on.’

She hesitated. ‘If only there were some way to take you with us.’

The priest waved his hand towards where the font once stood. ‘My bones are here. I cannot leave so will wait beside them.’

Even as he spoke, from beyond the trees came the whispering of fast-beating angel wings.

Hell would not be far behind, so we took to the sky above Naseby, two ghosts fleeing together from the forces of evil.

‘Where can we hide?’ I hated hearing the fear in her voice, hated having no idea how to console her. When we made our escape from the Inferno, Naseby became our refuge: Father Ignatius granting us sanctuary after we had run away from our duties as Hell hounds, reapers of damned souls.

Now it was our turn to be reaped.

Ahead, the sky began to darken. A cloud blacker than midnight sped towards us, moving against the wind. I could taste sulphur on the air.

Tendrils broke free, questioning fingers of ink flowing outwards. A bird vanished within the mass; feathers descended.

Desperate, we circled, racing through the sky, attempting to return to the battlefield.

But from above the ruins of the church, a shout of triumph. ‘I see you, Ross Ferris!’ 

‘It’s Josh!’ Caroline, even more afraid of our old enemy than the strange cloud, wheeled round and headed back towards the darkness.

I tried to follow. But as we neared it, the cloud formed a wedge, splitting us: Caroline on one side of the ever-growing mass, me on the other. No way to cross, no way to reach her.

And now, close to it, I faced not the fragmented water-heart of a thundercloud, but a thousand long, thin, near-translucent, grey fingers stretching out to grasp at me, to drag me inside, while over it all, sounded a wild howl of disparate voices from a hundred elongated snake-throats.

Was Hell’s Final Door reaching out from the depths to claim us?

‘Caroline! Caroline!’ My own despair echoed back at me.

She had gone. Swallowed up. Not even her screams remained.

Beside, ahead of and around me, the enveloping entity pressed closer. And as it did so, I realised two things. First: there was no escape. And second: I flew within a cocoon of compressed wraiths. No doubt these spectral fingers and voices had once belonged to a multitude of ghosts: each one a separate, distinct individual while alive, but now, in death, combined, as though cut apart by some monstrous blade, then blended together.

Despite my fear, revulsion swamped me. I had not thought even Hell capable of such a horror. And now, was my own destiny to become a part of it?

I dared not stop moving, all the time terrified of what would happen if I failed to keep pace with the entity. Hell had chosen a more fearful fate than I could ever have devised for myself: absorption and total loss; my voice to become one with the relentless howl.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Numb, curling into myself, desperate to remain intact and not part of the shifting, seething horror surrounding me, I flew on. Stray translucent fingers passed too close, stroking, then dragging at me: fly paper tearing out a tiny part. It did not care if it took me whole or ripped me into shreds more delicate than gossamer. And every second, the space between me and it diminished.

But ahead, was that point of light the sun? Could the cloud be dissipating? Or altering course and leaving me behind?

I laughed as the tendrils streamed away through the thinning air around me, the unnatural grey fingers losing their already fragile form.

Turning my head, behind me the mass remained as dark and impenetrable as before, but out in front, a blue sky, and beneath stretched a forest.

‘Caroline, we’re safe!’ The shout died on my lips.

She was no longer beside me.

I was completely alone.

‘No!’ I stared after the fast-flying cloud racing away into the distance. Where did she go? Had it not released her? I could not have lost her, not after all we had endured, not after all our time together at Naseby.

Lacking the courage to chase after the entity, I told myself I stood no chance of rescuing her, even if it were possible to catch up with it. There would be no way for me to force entry and wrench her free from all those grasping fingers. The only outcome would be my own recapture and total absorption.

But what if I was wrong? What if it had released her first? What if she were somewhere close by, searching for me? Yes, that must be it. She might even be down in the forest.

Calling her name, I spiralled towards the trees, noticing something familiar about them; we had been here before! And if I recognised this place, so should she. If I’d had one, my heart would have leapt. Perhaps all was not lost.

A building in the distance: candy twist chimneys rising above a grey tiled roof. Fordyce House.

I laughed again as relief flooded through me. Of all the places we might have made for, this had to be at the top of my list. If anyone could offer any protection at all to Caroline and me, it would be Lily. A true neutral, she had lived a life in perfect balance between good and evil. As a result, though now a wraith, she could not be touched, let alone claimed, by either the forces of Hell or of Heaven, and might even be capable of defying them to a limited extent.

Only one catch: she hated me. I had persuaded the ghost of her daughter, Rose, to leave her side and go to Heaven.

And Lily was not about to forgive my actions.

Even so, if Caroline had escaped from the cloud, this was sure to be the place she would have attempted to reach. Where else could I look for her? 

The summerhouse empty: no Caroline, no Lily either. The flagged floor clean; not a speck of dust marred Rose’s unmarked grave. But a single, bright crimson blossom lay there, a token from a mother who still mourned her child. Could I in all honesty hope for any kind of welcome here?

Nothing would be gained by hesitating, so I set off across the wild, untended, knee-high expanse of weeds and grass that had once been a fine ornamental garden, then drifted through into the kitchen.

On the other side of the room, the door flew open, slamming into the wall. Lily must already be aware I had entered her domain. And now summoned me.

It would not be wise to keep her waiting.

I plunged down through the floor and into the passage outside her cellar. Another door opened. In the cold, silent interior, a figure hovered in the air.

Pale but glowing a little, the shade of Lily observed me. Hair a nest of writhing serpents, her long gown twisted around as though caught in a gale.

‘I’ve been expecting you. But don’t imagine I’m happy about it.’

Expecting me? Ah. So, I must not have been the first to arrive. ‘We need your help, Lily. Has Caroline told you what’s happened yet?’

‘Caroline? Haven’t seen her in a long time. And she’s no more welcome here than you are.’

The ground lurched under me. Losing balance, I staggered back.

If she had not found the way to Fordyce House, the cloud must have taken her after all, grasping her in those shifting tendrils.

I closed my eyes, trying in vain to shut out the vision of her being ripped apart.

On opening them, Lily floated a hairsbreadth in front of me, peering hard: all curiosity, no sympathy. ‘I was informed you were on your way. And here you are. But if you want to stay, there will be a cost.’

Her words cut through my frenzied thoughts. What could possibly be more important at a time like this? Caroline lost to me, and Lily could only talk of costs. Huh! Since ghosts have no use for money, only one treasure mattered to this wraith, only one loss she had suffered which might compare with mine.

‘Lily, I can’t do anything about Rose. She’s where she ought to be. You just have to accept it. No one can bring her out of Heaven.’ I edged away, wary of the usual display of sparks and fury to which I had become accustomed.

But instead, she laughed. ‘We’ll see. I have a powerful friend now, and he agrees with me: you sent her there, you bring her back.’

‘Indeed he will.’ From behind me came a ferocious blast of heat and the stench of asafoetida.

Something truly wicked had entered the room.

‘Hello, Ross.’ Claude wore his human shape: dark-skinned with a golden earring in one ear and sporting a tricorn hat, complete with a long white feather: incongruous and even faintly ridiculous. Until you noticed his eyes; whirlpools of liquid gold, usually hidden behind dark glasses, held my gaze.

‘What are you doing here?’

He laughed, sending a blast of sulphur-tinged air into my face. ‘I’ve just rescued you, but don’t bother to thank me.’

‘Well, you didn’t make a very good job of it, did you? All right, you might have saved me, but that cloud still grabbed Caroline.’ I struggled, wishing for the courage to throw a punch at him for his lack of sympathy, but he only grinned. Did he not understand what it meant to have lost her to such horror: the fingers, the darkness and the keening cries of despair?

‘Wrong as usual, Ross. The entity came to save you, from a whole pack of Hell hounds just waiting to grab you as soon as the other side claimed your precious priest. They were certain they had you, but I confounded their plans.’ He chuckled. ‘And gave them a little scare; they didn’t enjoy tangling with that cloud of wraiths one little bit.’

‘You sent that monster?’ Of course he did. Who else could have been involved with something so foul? And what had he done with it now? Had he brought it with him? I couldn’t help a quick glance towards the window, but outside, the sky remained blue, and no dark shadows blocked the sunlight. ‘So, your creature drove me here, but where is Caroline? What have you done with her?’

Again, he chuckled.

I couldn’t stand it; I had to know. ‘Did it harm her? Tell me!’

He bounced his hand in the air, as though patting a pet dog. ‘Calm down. One thing at a time. Your little girlfriend is safe. And she will stay that way as long as you both co-operate.’

But was she really safe? Claude rarely spoke the truth; he could be lying. My mind raced; I had never seen anything like that cloud. Could even a daemon be powerful enough to have created it? But if he hadn’t, who had? If this was a bluff, it was the strangest one I had ever come across.

He peered at me. ‘Do you require proof the entity is under my control?’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Shall I bring it back and have it chase you beyond the Final Door?’

I tried to control my shiver, but he must have seen it. ‘Please don’t threaten me. It’s not necessary. Just tell me what you want. And I’m not Lily; I don’t believe anyone can enter Heaven and drag an unwilling young girl back onto the temporal plane.’

‘What does he mean “unwilling”? Rose is bound to want to come home. Why wouldn’t she?’

At Lily’s words, the daemon and I exchanged glances.

Claude shook his head. ‘Ross is right, my dear. Your daughter will not want to leave. It’s the way with Heaven. I understand it really is quite, er, Heavenly. However, that doesn’t mean it can’t be done.’

I wanted to disagree, but at that moment we were interrupted. Somewhere in Fordyce House a door opened.

‘Oh, not more of them!’ Lily shook her fists at Claude. ‘They’ve come back. You’re going to have to deal with them. You promised to sort it out.’

The daemon leaned forwards. ‘It’s not as simple as that, Lily.’ Then his eyes were on me. ‘We will discuss how to solve the problem of Rose, and maybe even the possibility of your reunion with Mistress Caroline Trenby, in a while. For now, you’re going to do a little job for Lily and me.

‘There are a couple of people, living people that is, in the hall upstairs. They’re thinking of buying Fordyce House. If that happens, they will annoy Lily, as well as be in my way. So, you are going to rid us of them.’

‘Why me?’

‘Isn’t it obvious? Lily can’t be seen, and while I have a hound at my disposal, why should I do the barking myself?’ He snorted. ‘I’ve told you what to do. Now hurry up and do it!’

‘If I interrupt them, they'll think I’m trespassing. Or worse, a thief. If they have the owner's agreement to look round, it’ll be obvious I’m not supposed to be here.’

Lily hissed at me. ‘Who cares what anyone thinks, so long as they go away? This is my house. I have been here since...’

‘Look, Lily, it makes no difference how long you've haunted the place. You still don't have legal title. Only a living person can own property.’

A new noise: heavy footsteps on the stone stairs.

Lily and Claude vanished through the cellar wall.

I flung my arms in the air. ‘What do you expect me to do about it?’

No reply. And the door already opening.

This required some quick thinking. Since I wasn’t an unpleasant, scary daemon with a hundred pointed teeth and long, sharp claws, I couldn’t rely on terror alone. But if I didn’t find a way to do what Claude wanted, no doubt the consequences would be rather painful.

‘I'm sorry there's no electric light in this part of the house. Do watch your step, Mrs. Carter. I should have thought to bring the big torch with me.’

The cellar door hung open on one hinge, and the light shining in proved more than adequate.

‘What the Hell! Who the Dickens are you?’ A plump man in a shiny, brown suit gaped at me, while I blurted out the first thing that came into my head.

‘Oh, I’m a ghost hunter. I didn't expect to find living people inside. This place has been abandoned for such a long time. And after all those sightings...’

‘What are you talking about? This is a perfectly ordinary house. There are no ghosts here.’

‘Can't agree there. I’ve discovered several cold patches in the corridors, and earlier I heard a wail and some footsteps in one of the rooms upstairs.’

‘Did you really?’ The woman with the streaked blonde hair pushed past the estate agent. ‘Ooh, I told you it looked spooky, George. I couldn’t possibly live in a haunted house.’

‘I assure you, Mrs. Carter, this man is mistaken, and if he doesn’t leave right now, I will call the police.’

With her fingers fluttering in front of her face and wide eyes peering into the dark corners of the cellar, she had to be the weak link: curiosity piqued, fear in waiting. So, I ignored both the men and spoke to her. 

‘It’s no surprise the place is haunted, given its history. They did tell you, didn’t they?’

She shook her head.

‘Well, at least three murders have been committed here, one in this very room.’

‘Ooh, no!’

‘Oh yes. First, there’s a lady in grey called Lily. Her husband buried her over there, under...’

‘Shut up. How dare you make up stories to scare my clients.’ Given the colour of his face, I considered it high time the agent had his blood pressure checked. 

And his interruption arrived too late.

I had been wrong about the weak link: Mr. Carter, already half way up the stairs. ‘Come along, Janice. Why don’t we go and look at that new build?’

The agent clenched his fists as he watched them go. ‘Another sale lost!’

Surely he wasn’t about to hit me. How unprofessional! Even so, it would be better not to give him the opportunity.

Making for the door, I called over my shoulder, ‘I’m sure you won’t object if I carry on looking round. This is such a spooky place.’

‘Get out! Get out right now. And if I catch you here again, I’ll have you arrested for trespassing.’ 

He stomped up the staircase behind me, issuing threats all the while.

But on reaching the entrance hall, it dawned on me I had a problem. I could not leave the grounds of the house; it would be far too dangerous. Once away from this place, the lodestone in my head would draw Josh and the other Hell hounds to me like vultures to carrion.

I hesitated with my hand on the doorknob. 

‘Well, go on. Get out!’

Only one thing to do; taking the steps in a single leap, I hared away over the gravel and into the grounds. Not very dignified, but at least it worked.

He swore after me but didn’t give chase, and I managed to duck down between the overgrown ornamental shrubs.

Seconds later, a car door slammed, and the agent revved away down the drive in a shower of tiny stones. 

Returning to the cellar, I found Lily waiting for me.

She shimmered with delight: no sign of a single spark. ‘Oh! I so enjoyed that. You showed him. He won’t come back now.’

How could the woman be so naïve? ‘I’m sorry, Lily, but this is only the beginning. Fordyce is a big house with extensive grounds. That man will soon find other possible buyers.’

She writhed, her hair floating upward in a little spiral of darkness. ‘No, I don’t think so. Once people know this is a haunted house, they’ll all stay away and leave us in peace. You’ll see.’

My cue to shut up, but I’ve never been good at that. ‘No, not at all. There are people out there who would love to share a house with a poltergeist. And if they don’t want to do that, they will probably call in an exorcist.’

Now there was a thought. What would happen to Lily if she were to be exorcised? It wouldn't change her status as a neutral: neither Heaven nor Hell could take her. I hoped we would not have to find out.

‘You mustn’t call me that.’

‘Call you what?’

‘That rude name. I’m not a common poltergeist; I’m a unique, very special spirit. Even the angels said so. Now, go away. I’m busy.’

Something was happening to her. She floated across the cellar and hovered over the only flagstone not covered in a layer of dust. Once again, her long hair began to writhe like a nest of ink-dark snakes, sparks flew from the ends.

And she began to howl.

Understanding she wanted a little space, a bit of privacy, I left her. Even Lily, so different from every other spectre I had ever come across, was not spared the need to haunt. This had to be the hour in which she died, the time of day when her husband murdered her and interred her under the floor of this very room. Some wraiths are extroverts, welcoming observers. They love to court the gaze of the living; enjoy frightening an audience; relish the opportunity to make their presence felt, in an attempt to ensure they will not be forgotten. But for others it is an embarrassing ordeal. I suspected Lily to be one of those.

I drifted into the drawing room; no surprise to discover Claude stretched out on the sofa pretending to be asleep. I perched on the wide window seat and observed him. His demeanour appeared inoffensive, even a little foppish. Nothing about him gave away what he really was unless, like Caroline and me, you had one of his fingernails, referred to as a lodestone, embedded in the back of your head. 

After a moment, he opened his eyes and sat up. 

I leant towards him. ‘I did what you asked. Now, why don’t you tell me the real reason you are here with Lily, and what you want with me. We both know it’s not possible to bring Rose back.’

‘That’s where you’re wrong. It’s not only possible, it’ll be easy.’ He grinned at me, if a glimpse of several dozen razor-sharp teeth could be described in so benign a phrase. ‘I didn’t intend to bring you here so soon. This place is not quite ready yet; there are still a few matters outstanding. You and Caroline were supposed to remain at Naseby a good while longer. But the living are always so impatient, don’t you agree?’

‘Maybe so. Certainly, they acted far too soon for Father Ignatius; unhappy at being forced to abandon his work, he wasn’t ready to go.’

‘I wouldn’t worry about him. My sources inform me the good father had not one but two escorts to guide him up the stairway to Heaven. By now he is bound to be one of the happiest souls in all of Paradise.’

‘It's not what he would have wanted though.’

‘No, I agree, but it’s the best he could have hoped for. And as you are only too aware, he won't know he doesn't want it. There will not be a single thought in his head which could possibly disturb or upset him. Everything will be perfect. For him, Naseby won't even be an unhappy memory; it won’t be a memory at all.’ A daemon's laugh is reminiscent of a distant rumble of thunder but a whole lot more threatening. ‘Come, Ross, you’ve seen the lengths Heaven goes to in order to make its citizens happy; the extraordinary steps it takes to keep everyone smiling.’

‘I suppose I have.’ I couldn't say any more, my tongue being bound.

Claude laughed again. A flicker of amusement crossed his eyes. ‘It would be useful to be able to tell Lily all about Heaven, wouldn’t it? Explain why she should give up on her daughter. Well, you shouldn’t have signed their little piece of parchment when you passed through the Pearly Gates. Didn't you bother to read the small print? Then again, if you had, they wouldn't have let you in at all. Another of the angels’ little tricks: no real choice. Only the illusion of one.’

Dead right. I had been a fool when I placed my complete trust in the angel. I didn’t hesitate, just signed at the foot of a long column of words using a sharp pointed quill and a little pot of melted gold. Before my first visit to Heaven, I believed only Hell used trickery, but once through those Gates, I soon discovered the extent of my error. ‘Yes, Claude. I did sign it, and because of that I am now prevented from saying a single word about the place... except, maybe I'm glad I'm on this side of those Pearly Gates. And it doesn’t make any difference how much you threaten me, because even if I wanted to return, they wouldn’t let me in.’

The daemon snorted. ‘Is that a fact? I do hope we are not about to fall out. Because you’re wrong again. You do make a habit of assuming things are true without a shred of evidence to back them up, don't you?’

‘You're telling me there is a way to do it?’

‘Oh yes. I can send you back into Heaven. I can't go with you myself of course, but I do have a suitable travelling companion in mind. Once inside, you will track down little Miss Rose, and either persuade her to come with you, or kidnap her and bring her out of there like a parcel tucked under your arm.’

‘This is insane. I wouldn't stand a chance. They’d spot me, arrest me and hand me over to the nearest Hell hound before I could take five steps beyond the Gates.’

‘No, their systems are not nearly so sensitive. In order to remain undetected by the angels, and anyone else for that matter, a spirit has only to have been in Heaven at least once before. And in any event, you won't be entering by the Gates. There are a couple of other ways in.’

I already knew about one of them, having used it myself: the route through the conference room sandwiched between Hell and Heaven, with its endless table over which Caffiaes the daemon and Doris the angel had sealed their forbidden tryst; a tryst which had given me a fleeting glimpse of selfless, complete love.

‘Unless the path begins within this house, I don't see how it’s even possible to reach the starting point. There must be a hundred Hell hounds on my trail by now. The moment I step out of Lily's shadow, they will be able to locate me.’

‘Wrong again. Keep trying, Ross. There must be something you know that is both right and of some use. The only method by which a hound could track you down is by using what is inside your head. Only the lodestone can lead them to you. But once I have removed it, you will vanish as far as they are concerned, and they won't have any way of finding you.’

It took a second. Less. I screwed my eyes closed to better fight the rising wave of panic. ‘No, you can’t...’

His laughter rippled around me. He recognised my terror, and it amused him.

‘Please, Claude, there must be another way.’ My voice broke. Without the lodestone, I would fade. I could not bear the thought of becoming a wraith: translucent, bodiless, bereft. And oh, the pain that would precede the loss. ‘Please, please don’t do this to me.’

More laughter. There is never any point in begging mercy from a daemon.

I had to think, push through the fear, find the words to save myself.

‘Even as a wraith, I would still be me. And still be a spirit which belongs to Hell. The hounds collect wraiths every day. Once I did too.’

‘True, you will still be you, but also a spirit already registered as having entered Hell. They filed that record the moment Caroline first ushered you in. Why would anyone be on the lookout for something already received and stowed away?’

‘But they made me into a hound. I used to work for them. Why would they ignore that little fact?’

‘Because certain files have been relocated, and according to those, Ross Ferris, Caroline Trenby and several others are already beyond the Final Door.’ Claude could not have looked more pleased with himself.

‘Louise!’ The ex-member of my own team of Hell hounds who, with Claude’s help, had managed to arrange a transfer for herself and become a clerk in Hell’s department of records. 

He nodded. ‘That woman is so very useful. I'm glad I had the bright idea to switch her with Nadine. You see, I needed someone with a good brain and a talent for clerical work. All Nadine is any good at is betraying causes and stabbing people in the back. I couldn't have trusted her.’

Something struck me: a solitary hope in the midst of my despair. ‘You said I would have a companion in this mad venture. Does that mean you are going to release Caroline and bring her here?’

‘Don’t you ever listen, Ross? I said it has to be someone who has been to Heaven before. Miss Trenby may be delightful, but she doesn’t have quite enough charm to persuade the angels to entertain her. I’m surprised you haven’t guessed. I don't have access to many souls who have been to Heaven: they are in rather short supply in Hell. The opposition do tend to be a tad more efficient than we daemons are at keeping hold of the souls they take.’

I only knew of one individual who fitted the bill and was already shaking my head. ‘No, I refuse to go anywhere with Kenneth Barnes. It doesn’t matter what you say. Nothing you can do will ever induce me to work with that man.’

The daemon immediately ceased to be a benign presence conversing with me in pleasant tones. His body expanded, becoming as tall as the ceiling; his face shifted like wet clay into a bright red mass of horns and sharp, curved fangs. ‘You will do exactly as you are told. I need Lily: I have plans for her, and she keeps a safe house for me.’ His eyes whirled. ‘And you are nothing compared to her: less than worthless. I only rescued you from the battlefield because Lily wanted you to put right the mistake you made over Rose.

‘Now, I will extract the lodestone. And it will hurt. You will fade into a wraith and then you will serve me.’

I could not move. Knowing what must come next, I cried out. And pleaded.

But still he buried his claws deep inside my head. And the pain became excruciating. Searing. Burning. As though I wore real flesh and had been set on fire, while at the same time a blunt knife tore its way into the depths of my skull.

Ghosts never faint. They do not lose consciousness.

I did.
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In an empty room, I hovered between ceiling and dirty, ragged carpet. The pain gone, I would still carry the memory of it for the rest of my existence. Now I felt nothing. Nothing at all.

Raising my hand and peering at it, even to my own eyes the fingers bore a kind of translucency: the borrowed body I had worn for so long now taken from me and with it every sensation. Twisting in the air, like tendrils of smoke, my limbs flowed but could not support me, not that they needed to: my being now as insubstantial as a cold winter breeze. Claude had reduced me to being just one more wraith.

For the second time since the day of my death at The Farrier’s Arms, I mourned the loss of my body. But this occasion was so much worse than the first. Pity the wraith left to drift on the temporal plane, with not even a reflection in a cracked mirror to prove there is anything left of what once lived. 

What did he want me to do now? No doubt Claude would let me know sooner or later.

Passing through the wall of the sitting room and into the corridor, also empty, without the lodestone to guide me, I had no idea where the daemon had gone. Nothing at all: no tell-tale heat, not even the icy blast that would have located Lily. Despite everything, I craved some company, perhaps needing reassurance I had not vanished altogether; for someone, even Claude, to say, ‘Ah, there you are, Ross.’ These thoughts were not logical. Ever since my death, I had no problem seeing other spirits. But now this nagging fear, this new terror. Could I be all on my own? Had even Lily deserted me?

I called out but received no reply, heard nothing except the howl that came from my own lips. Descending into the cellar, drifting through the familiar dust motes, sparkling, ever falling in the still air. A spider hung motionless from its web.

All control gone, in the grip of panic, howling and shrieking, tearing through Fordyce House: crossing walls, into cupboards, among moth eaten coats abandoned too long ago. In the end, falling straight through the grime covered glass of the highest attic window, I twisted into the wind above the garden.

A shadow in the summerhouse: a woman crouched over something on the ground.

I flowed through more panes of glass into the tiny outbuilding.

Lily turned away from the chest which held her daughter's drawings and the map of the Naseby battlefield. ‘Ah, so you've come round at last. Took you long enough to recover.’

‘You can see me?’

‘Why wouldn't I be able to see you? Claude has finally made you what you should always have been. Get used to it.’

Used to it? If I was forced to be like this for a thousand years, I would never become accustomed to it. Better to be nothing at all than have less substance than a feather in the wind. Perhaps she had been a wraith too long, forgotten what it was like to feel that same wind on your skin. What greater harm could the daemon have done me?

‘Where is Claude?’

‘Calm down. I’m not the enemy.’ She snorted. ‘He’s gone to another of his safe houses. Not sure which one. He’s bringing that friend of yours here. Then the two of you will be on your way to Heaven. And about time too!’

The feeling of relief Claude had left, instantly turned into curiosity. ‘What do you mean “safe houses”? Is he in danger?’ I could only think of one reason for Claude needing places to hide; he must have crossed Hell in some way.

She laughed. ‘No, he’s just setting things up, that’s all. And if he hasn’t told you anything, why should I? Besides, it’s none of your business. You’re only here to fetch Rose back.’

‘It can’t be done. I’m not the only one who has to accept things; you do too. And I’m telling you Rose is better off where she is.’

A shower of sparks flew at me. Her features twisted into a grimace. ‘That isn’t true. My baby is missing me. And you are going to bring her home. Claude promised you would. You disobey him, there will be nowhere to hide.’ She jerked her head at the house. ‘You had best go inside now. I believe he has already returned and brought that nice Mr. Barnes with him. Better hurry: he won’t like being kept waiting by a mere wraith.’

Turning her back on me, she again drifted her fingers over the surface of the chest. ‘Soon, Rose, we will be together again. Very soon, my darling.’

Claude waited for me in the sitting room. Kenneth Barnes too, though I was determined to ignore him. I hesitated on the threshold: half in, half out, anger at war with fear. Could the daemon see it churning and curdling inside?

But as his eyes, golden as though a fire raged within them, swept over me, all of my anger deserted, along with the tattered remains of foolish courage. I had to force myself to stay, to fight an overwhelming urge to flee. Here was danger, the source of pain, something to be avoided at all cost. If only I could return to the wardrobe in the empty bedroom above my head, hide there among the faded, moth-eaten coats, until the monster went away again.

Claude masqueraded in his human form, but the daemon inside the false skin remained all I could sense.

‘Stop trembling, Ross. I'm not going to hurt you again. Not just now.’ 

Easier said than done, not that I understood how he could damage me any more than he already had. Being a mere wraith had to be worse than any pain.

‘He's right, old boy. Pull yourself together and you'll soon see. It'll be the making of you.’ Barnes putting on one of his acts, this time pretending to be some kind of old-style military officer, trying to stiffen the resolve of a nervous recruit.

No point in replying. Somehow, Claude must be convinced his scheme stood no chance of working. If I had no choice other than to go into Heaven and try to find Rose, then I must do it alone, not take the buffoon with a thousand personalities, not one of them his own, along with me.

Coming all the way into the room, I placed myself between Barnes and Claude and struggled to raise my eyes to the daemon. ‘Can we talk without an audience?’

As Barnes tutted behind me, Claude's mouth twitched. ‘Go and find something to do, Kenneth. Ross needs a little reassurance.’

Barnes left us without a word. Only after he had drifted through the wall did it dawn on me, he also had no body. Claude must have removed the actor’s lodestone too. At least I was not the only one to have suffered the agony of those razor-sharp claws. But he bore it so much better than I.

The daemon seated himself on the sofa and folded his arms. ‘Well, I'm listening, but don't expect me to take any notice. You are going into Heaven and taking Kenneth whether you like it or not. This is a mission for two souls, not one.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I say it is. My experience in these matters is much more extensive than yours. And if by “why” you mean “why Kenneth”, I have my reasons. And I don't have to explain myself to anyone, let alone you.’

‘I can do this better on my own. He will be nothing but a liability.’

‘Not very good at listening, are you? I’ve said what you are going to do and whom with. Do you really want to argue with... me.’ There it was: a flash of the reality behind the disguise, a glimpse of red scales and hard, golden eyes; fingers stretching, changing; nails curving into talons.

A wave of pure terror swept away my pretence of bravery. Pursued by the bully’s laughter, I fled through the house.

Tearing downwards, afraid to look back, I entered the cellar to discover Lily sitting at the table. I didn’t want another scene and began to leave again, but she waved at the chair opposite hers.

‘Come here, Ross, and sit with me a while. It’s not as bad as you think. He couldn't leave the lodestone inside you, and in time, the pain will be nothing more than a memory.’

‘No, it won’t. I told you this is not for me. If the Hell hounds can’t track me and all I am is an insignificant, little wraith, perhaps I should run away from you all and find myself a nice, quiet haunt somewhere out of the way.’

She chuckled. ‘Oh really, this isn’t like you. All this fear doesn't suit. Claude says doing what I ask isn’t even that difficult. And once you have put right your error and brought my Rose back to me, I will be eternally grateful.’

I held up my hands. ‘I give in. I can’t fight Claude. But I have to go alone. No one can work with Barnes. He'll get us both caught, and if you really want Rose back, you’ll tell Claude that is my final answer.’

‘He won't take any notice of you. And I’m not about to annoy him by saying any such thing.’ Well, no surprise there: Lily feared the daemon too.

Leaving her, I went for a drift round the tangle of decaying shrubs choked by weeds, while I considered my non-existent options.
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I waited by the summerhouse, where a tangle of sun-bright dandelions reflected like melting butter in the fly-blown glass, until Claude and Barnes came to collect me. Behind them, I dragged my unwilling feet down into the long, featureless, grey tunnel which led into Hell.

My suspicion that Claude intended to use the conference room entrance into Heaven had been correct. Not that I saw any way to reach it; the moment we encountered a Hell hound the game would be up. Even if they did not know me, they would be sure to recognise Barnes after the fiasco of the ‘union’. They might even be members of a team which had lost its leader thanks to his irresponsible actions. But having run out of options and choices, I merely followed Claude.

After instructing us to stay close behind him, he bloated out his body into a much bulkier figure, taking up most of the width between the tunnel walls. No one coming towards us could have seen around or through him; Barnes and I were well concealed. Besides, it would take a foolhardy Hell hound to dare challenge a daemon. He had more right to be there than a mere fetch.

We passed in front of the library and common room doors without incident. Members of teams tended to stay within, or move between, one or other of those spaces. Nothing could ever be gained by wandering any further down the corridor. Not when the Final Door lay in that direction.

Approaching Interview One, another daemon, one I had not seen before, slid out through the door. ‘Ah, Claude. Where have you been? I haven't seen you in ages.’

‘No, I've been pretty busy of late. You know what it’s like: always too much to do, so many projects...’

‘Bravo! That’s splendid, just splendid! But you must come along with me and see what I've been up to.’

‘Later, Valac, later, if you don’t mind.’

‘No. Now! I insist there should be no delay.’

‘All right. If it's that urgent, we’d better not hang about. Lead on then.’

Either the newcomer ranked as a more senior daemon, or Claude had some other reason to obey him.

As Valac began walking away, Claude waved at the door from which the other daemon had emerged and hissed at us, ‘In there, both of you, and wait until I come back.’ 

We slipped into Interview One. I hoped it would be deserted.

It wasn't.

Inside the room, Louise hovered. She broke into a beaming smile. ‘Hello, Mr. Barnes. I can’t believe my luck in bumping into you! I was only just now thinking how you would be the very one, indeed the only one, who could assist me.’

‘Well, my dear, I’m flattered, but Ross and I are busy helping Claude at the moment.’

‘Hasn’t Claude gone off with Valac? He’ll be ages; I’ve never met a fussier daemon. And Ross, you don’t mind hanging around in here for a few minutes, do you? This won’t interest you at all.’

I didn’t understand. This could not be a coincidence. And why did she gaze at me so intently, as though willing me to give the right answer?

‘I’ve no problem with that, Louise. You go off and do what you have to. I’ll wait here.’

If I had been Barnes, I would have asked the nature of the problem, but he just followed at her heels like an obedient puppy.

No sooner had they disappeared into the depths of the filing office, than another daemon rushed in from the corridor. And at long last, something was going right.

I hurried over to greet my friend. ‘Caffiaes, I’m so glad you’re here. I’ve been really worried they might have destroyed you.’

‘No, it takes a lot to damage a daemon.’

‘But you defied the Directorate itself!’

‘Yes, and I have been punished for that, though they deemed destruction too final. There are only a limited number of us. We were created at the very beginning, and like the angels, no more daemons can ever be made. So here I still am. Not that I want to be. There are lots of better places I can think of.’

‘So, are they keeping an eye on you now?’

‘Sort of. It’s not as easy to sneak out of Hell on any of my little trips as it used to be. Now listen. We don't have much time. Claude will soon realise he's being distracted. I have a favour to ask of you.’

‘You can ask of me anything you like. If it hadn't been for you defending us from Claude as we fled, Caroline and I would have been sent behind the Final Door and never have escaped to Naseby. So, what can I help with?’

Caffiaes placed a hand on his chest. ‘I know where you’re going. Claude isn't the only daemon Louise talks to. While you are in Heaven, I want you to find ******* and give her something.’ The musical arpeggio, the true name of his beloved angel, sounded divine even from the lips of a daemon. I hadn't a hope in Hell (or anywhere else) of ever being able to pronounce it.

‘Doris? Is she all right?’

‘No, she isn’t. They found out about our affair, and they’ve removed all her memories of me. She won't even know who I am any more.’ As he spoke, he brushed away the viscous, oily, yellow tears now sizzling their way down his cheek. ‘I want her to have this back.’

The golden chain with the heavy diamond claw glittering at its centre, which I had last seen Doris wearing, hung in the air between us.

‘I’m only a wraith now. I can't carry anything.’

He rubbed the necklace between his fingers before leaning into me. ‘I suppose Claude thought it would be more convenient for him if you were reduced to a wraith, but don't worry. You'll have no difficulty carrying this. And it won’t act like a lodestone, not unless something changes it.’

As he plunged his fingers into me, I experienced a strange sensation, like a wasp sting. And it felt wonderful, having begun to believe I would never have any physical feelings ever again.

Looking down, I couldn't see the diamond claw or any kind of mark where it had gone in. Somehow, though I no longer had a body and formed little more than a pale mist in the air, the object had been concealed deep inside me.

Caffiaes nodded to himself. ‘There. Just make sure you give it her, and we can call it quits. You will owe me nothing after that.’

Before I could ask him how it would be possible to hand over the jewel when it couldn’t even be seen, he had passed through the wall by which he had entered. 

I decided I had better go in search of Barnes.

Entering the filing room, I took the narrow path winding between the towering metal cabinets. It was difficult to keep from flinching each time I passed a red one. Even though only a wraith now, without a lodestone that would fragment on contact, the memory of being here with Caroline and so nearly losing her still remained strong.

‘No! No, not like that. She isn’t a comedian. She’s just helped kill a king!’ Barnes’ voice, carrying more than a tinge of irritation, boomed out from the clerks’ common room.

I slid through the wall.

Louise, standing on a table, had twirled a velvet scarf around her shoulders; a gold paper crown sat on her curls, and what appeared to be lurid red paint dripped from her hands, the colours far too bright and incongruous in the grey room.

Barnes shook his head so hard it must have sent him dizzy.

Louise began speaking in a strangely strangled tone, which sounded vaguely Scottish. ‘“Out, damned spot: out,” ...erm... “I say. One; two. Why then ’tis time” ...erm... “to do’t. Hell is murky.” Oh, that isn’t right, Mr. Barnes, is it? Shouldn’t we correct it? What about Hell is... er... hot. Yes! “Fie, my lord,” Hell is hot.’

‘Stop! You’re murdering the text.’

‘Oh no, I thought it was a Duncan or a Donald or something she’d done away with.’

Had Barnes not been dead, I would have feared him about to have a stroke. ‘I don’t want to hear any more of this travesty.’ He fled through the wall.

Louise gave me a grin. ‘“Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?”’ 

I followed Barnes.

He floated in the middle of the filing cases, still fuming. ‘Some people should never be allowed near the works of the Bard. Clear case of pearls before swine, don’t you agree? Lady Macbeth indeed. Useless woman!’

To cover my laughter, I contrived a slight fit of coughing, after which I realised this commission from Caffiaes gave me a genuine reason to want to enter Heaven, which was all very well, except now we had to wait for Claude. And hadn’t a clue where he had gone.

Barnes set off through the cabinets towards the conference room. ‘I think we should just get on with it, don’t you?’

‘I'm not sure about that. If he doesn't return, we could be stranded, and in any case, I have no idea how he intends us to proceed.’

‘He told me about a huge table and said we just had to cross it.’ Barnes threw out his arms. ‘The way he described it made it sound at least the size of the Sahara. He said you'd already seen it.’
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