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Lilly Blu

“They’re nothing but ghosts,” someone said.

I looked across the demolished concourse in the direction the voice had come from. The door to the ticket booth was opening, causing some of the icicles attached to the handless clock to fall and splinter on the ground like glass. Shivering, Noah stepped from the ticket booth, the falling snow quickly covering his railwayman’s hat and uniform. 

He looked at me, eyes twinkling as much as the frost that covered the cracked ticket booth windows. “They’re nothing but ghosts,” he said again.

“What are?” I asked, shooting a sideways glance at the approaching wolves, then back at him.

“The wolves,” Noah said, making his way through the snow and around the mounds of rubble. “They’re just ghosts, bleeding through the cracks. They can’t hurt you, Lilly Blu. It looks as if you were right, the layers are colliding, overlapping.”

One of the wolves was so close now, it brushed past me. But as it did so, I couldn’t feel its touch against me. Tentatively, I reached out, meaning to brush its coat with my bare hand. Although I could see the wolf quite clearly, my hand felt nothing. It was as if what Noah had said was true, and the wolves were nothing but ghosts. Realising I had nothing to fear from them, I wasted no time in staggering across the concourse toward Noah. My leg throbbed with pain and the wound in my side burnt. I raised my hand to strike him, but just as before, he was quick to snatch hold of my wrist and prevent me from slapping him hard across the face. I tried to break free, but his grip was vice-like.

“That is no way to treat an old friend,” Noah said, eyes bright, grin stretched across his black and withered face.

“You’re no friend,” I hissed at him. “You tricked me, you deceived me!”

“Deceived you? Deceived you how?” Noah said, his breath hot compared to the icy wind and snow that swirled all around us. Once more, his breath was repugnant, smelling of decay.

“The mission you sent me on was an impossible one,” I said.

“Nothing is impossible,” Noah said, his eyes fixed on mine, fingers still tight about my wrist.

“Perhaps you’re right,” I said.

Noah frowned. “How so?”

“I thought it would be impossible for Luke Bishop to survive after having his head ripped off by Kayla Hunt, but he did survive,” I told him.

Noah looked suddenly shocked by what I’d just said. He released his hold on me and lowered his hand.

“Luke Bishop is alive, you say?” he asked, eyes widening.

“Don’t pretend to be so surprised by the news,” I snapped at him, my anger still bubbling just beneath the surface. “You knew all along.”

“I knew nothing of the sort,” Noah snapped back, and for the first time ever in all the time I’d known him, Noah did look somewhat rattled by the news. “How can you be so sure? Have you seen him?”

“A version of him,” I said, pulling my fur coat tight about me, and turning up the collar against the wind that continued to drive snow across the barren concourse. Large powdery drifts were now forming about the ticket booth over the rubble and at the top of the escalators.

“And who is he masquerading as now?” Noah said, reaching into his jacket pocket and pulling out a glass bottle of the thick, black stuff he so much liked to sup.

I narrowed my eyes and studied Noah as he raised the bottle to his lips and began to drink from it. I was looking for any signs that Noah was lying to me, and if he really did not know that Luke Bishop was still alive. I felt so conflicted inside. On one hand, I was full of anger and suspicion of Noah, but there was another side of me that hoped my anger and doubts about him were misplaced. Somewhere, deep inside, I still hoped that Noah hadn’t been deceiving me—that he hadn’t tried to push me to my death by sending me back through the layers to save Kiera and my friends. Because if Noah had been deceiving me, like a part of me feared, then I had no one. The web of deceit I had uncovered and had been constructed by the young artist, Nev, was far too complex and dangerous for me to put right on my own. 

I watched Noah screw the cap back on the bottle and place it back into his pocket. Again, he hooked cobwebs from the corner of his lips with one brittle-looking fingernail. I cringed beneath my fur coat.

“So?” Noah asked me.

“So what?” I asked right back.

“So, who is Luke Bishop pretending to be now?”

“How do I know I can trust you?” I asked him, not wanting to tell him anything until I knew for sure that he was still on my side. I had to know, without question, that Noah had mine, Kiera’s, and my other friends’ best interests at heart.

Noah looked at me, somewhat confused and said, “Lilly, why do you not trust me? Why are you so suspicious of me all of a sudden?”

“Who said it’s all of a sudden?” I shot at him.

“Lilly, Lilly, Lilly.” Noah smiled, but I could tell that it was forced. He looked generally mystified by my frostiness toward him. “How long have you known me? We go back many layers. Have I ever steered you wrong before? What has happened to make you distrust me so?”

“What has happened?!” I asked, unable to believe what I was hearing. “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through? Not only did I have to kill Kiera Hudson, I’ve been chased, nearly ripped to pieces by that freaking psychopath Jack Seth, I’ve witnessed friends being brutalised and murdered, I’ve been knocked down by a car, wasted my time traipsing through some godforsaken valley, nearly had one leg ripped off, half my stomach ripped open, and if that wasn’t enough, I got into a fight with some bloke who looked like a walking-talking fucking tree! And you have the nerve to stand and ask me why I don’t trust you anymore?”

“Who ran you down in their car?” Noah said, looking somewhat surprised.

“It doesn’t matter!” I hissed at him.

“Then why tell me?” he said, looking baffled.

“Because I want you to understand the freaking nightmare I’ve been through while you’ve been sitting here, twiddling your thumbs and drinking that black stuff or whatever it is you have in that crappy old bottle!”

“It hasn’t all been fun and games for me, Lilly Blu,” Noah said, looking somewhat taken aback by my outburst. Then glancing around what was left of the Grand Station, he added, “Can’t you see what’s happened here? I’ve had an absolutely awful time of it...”

“Aww, poor you. My heart bleeds,” I cut in. “Please don’t tell me anymore, just in case I start crying.”

“Don’t you go taking that tone with me, Lilly Blu,” Noah said, like I was some kind of disobedient child. “It hasn’t been any fun for me sitting here watching my home falling around my ears, watching those ghosts of those wolves seeping through the cracks while freezing my butt off in the worst snowstorm since... since... well, for as long as I can remember... and I can remember quite a lot.”

I looked at Noah and couldn’t recall a time I’d ever seen him looking so rattled—dare I say, nervous? Perhaps I had been wrong to be suspicious of him. Maybe he was telling the truth and the reason that he couldn’t come and help me was because he’d had his own nightmare to deal with? 

So, giving him the benefit of the doubt, I said, “So why does the Grand Station look like a bomb has hit it? And why are those ghostly wolves crawling all over the place?”

“I think you were right, Lilly Blu,” Noah said, his voice dropping to a whisper. He glanced left and right, then back at me. “It would appear that the layers are tripping over themselves and becoming one. And if what you say is true, and Luke Bishop is alive, then he will be at the heart of this catastrophe. You must tell me everything you know.”

Wanting to trust Noah, but not really knowing if I could, I said, “How I can trust you, Noah?”

“What do I need to do to prove to you that I’m your friend—that I always have been, and always will be?” Noah said, his voice sounding grave but sincere.

“Help me,” I said.

“Help you with what?” Noah asked.

“First, you can help me try and save Doctor Ravenwood’s life. I’ll take you to him,” I said, turning away.

“Ravenwood is here?” Noah said, sounding shocked and surprised.

Without looking back, I said, “He’s down on the platform, but we don’t have much time if we are to save him.”

“Then there is not a moment more to waste,” Noah said, catching up with me at the top of the escalators. Brushing past me, he led me down into the darkness once more.
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Lilly Blu

Between us, we carried Doctor Ravenwood along the underground platform. The pain in my leg and side had not lessened, and even though Noah was helping me to carry Ravenwood, the Doctor began to feel like a deadweight in my arms.

Sensing that I was beginning to wane and struggle, Noah, who had hold of Ravenwood’s legs, peered at me through the near darkness and said, “There is an office further along the platform, just past the escalators. Many layers ago it was where the platform staff used to work out of—it was their office. Unlike the rest of the station, it hasn’t yet been affected by the collapsing layers, so we should be safe in there for a while at least.”

Grinding my teeth against the pain, I staggered the remaining distance to the office Noah had spoken about. Reaching it, Noah kicked open the door with his boot and we manhandled Doctor Ravenwood inside.

“Put him down,” Noah said, his voice full of urgency.

“Put him down where?” I groaned. “It’s completely dark in here and I can’t see a thing.”

“Hang on,” I heard Noah say, followed by a thud as he let go of Ravenwood’s legs. I heard a scratching sound, then saw a halo of light. In it I could see Noah’s face. He held the flickering match before him as he hunted about in the darkness.

“Here they are,” Noah said. “I knew there were candles in here somewhere.”

The darkness began to swell with light as Noah lit several candles. I could see that I was in an office. There was a desk, a fountain pen, and an ink blotter on it. Noah set one of the candles down on the desk, and in the pool of candlelight, I could see that there was also an old-fashioned telephone with a dial, a mouth and earpiece, resting in a cradle on top. In front of the desk there was two wooden chairs. As Noah made his way across the office, a candle in each hand, I could see that on the other side of the room there was a small sofa where I guessed the railway men and women had once sat, taking a break or waiting for a train to arrive at the platform. Near to the sofa, there were four lockers.

Noah set both the candles down on a nearby table and hurried back across the office. Taking hold of Ravenwood’s legs again, Noah said, “Let’s settle him down on that old settee.” 

Together, we carried Ravenwood the short distance and placed him down on his back, resting his head carefully against the arm of the sofa. All the while that we’d been carrying Ravenwood, he had remained silent, and there was a part of me that feared perhaps he had died while I’d gone in search of Noah. But to my relief, Ravenwood suddenly made a soft mewing sound in the back of his throat. Fetching up one of the candles again, Noah leant over Ravenwood and inspected the gash across his throat.

“Who tried to kill him?” Noah asked me.

“Sophie Harrison,” I said.

Noah shot a look back over his shoulder at me. “So, she’s back, is she?”

I nodded my head. 

Noah looked down at Ravenwood again. Leaning closer still, and holding the candle just above the wound, Noah said, “You know what, I think Ravenwood might just survive. The wound is a bad one, but not fatal—I believe. He will heal, like we all do, but he will need time.” Then reaching into his jacket pocket once more, Noah pulled out the glass bottle again. He unscrewed the cap, and at first, I thought perhaps he was going to pour some of it into Ravenwood’s open mouth, but he didn’t. Tilting back his own head, Noah began to drink from the bottle.

In the wavering candlelight, I watched him and said, “What is that stuff you drink?”

Taking the bottle from his lips, screwing the cap in place, Noah placed it down on the nearby desk instead of back into his pocket as usual. “It helps with the pain,” Noah said.

“You’re in pain?” I asked, somewhat surprised by his remark.

“I’m always in pain,” Noah said quite matter-of-factly, as if pain was something he had grown accustomed to.

“Why are you in pain? Are you injured?” I asked, thinking of my own injuries and wounds beneath my fur coat.

“We don’t have time to talk about my ailments right now,” Noah said, as if dismissing my questions. “Our time would be better served if you told me everything you have learnt on your recent journey.”

Knowing that I had so much to tell him, and not sure where to start, as the pain I still felt made it hard for me to concentrate, I reached for the bottle of black stuff that Noah said helped reduce pain. Before I’d even closed my fingers around the neck of the dusty bottle, Noah had closed the gap between us within a heartbeat and snatched it from my hand.

“You said it helped with pain, and if what you say is true, I could do with a few sips of whatever is in the bottle right now,” I said.

Noah placed the bottle back into his jacket pocket. “Lilly, you asked me on the concourse if I was your true friend,” he said, eyes fixed on mine. “If I let you drink from the bottle, I would be no true friend of yours. The pain you feel now is nothing to the pain you’ll eventually feel if you get hooked on the black stuff.”

“But...” I started.

“But no, Lilly Blu,” Noah said, his voice cold and stern as was his stare. He then turned, and pointing to a door set into the wall on the opposite side of the office, he added, “If I’m not mistaken, there’s a small washroom behind that door. If I remember rightly, it isn’t much, just a toilet and a sink, but you’d be better served going in there to tend to your wounds. Drinking from the bottle will not heal you.”

Feeling somewhat perplexed, I crossed the office and pushed open the door. And just as Noah had said, beyond it, there was a small bathroom. I stepped inside, closing the door behind me. Taking off my fur coat, I hung it from a hook on the back of the door. As I pulled off the rest of my blood-soaked clothes, I couldn’t help but wonder what it was that Noah drank from the bottle. If he was telling me the truth and that the black stuff did help to heal the pain he felt, why wouldn’t it ease mine, too? And why was Noah in pain? I could see no visible injury. But perhaps he had scars and wounds that I couldn’t, see? Perhaps he wore his wounds on the inside?

As I washed away the blood that covered the gouge marks in my leg, and the gash across my stomach, I heard a soft knock on the door. Naked, I open the door a fraction and peered through the gap. Noah peered back at me through it.

“I found these in one of the lockers,” he said, holding out an armful of clothes. “They must have been left by the staff who once worked here.”

Opening the door just another inch or two, wide enough for me to slide my arm through, I took the clothes from Noah. “Thank you,” I said, before closing the bathroom door once more.

I sorted through the clothes, and although they smelled old and musty, I found a pair of jeans and a roughly woven shirt that was blue in colour and a little too big for me. But if I rolled the sleeves back a little, it would fit me just fine. Before getting dressed in the clothes, I patted my wounds dry with tissue paper until it was blotted pink. Although my injuries were still painful, I could see they were beginning to heal at last.

Once dressed, I stepped back into the office. Noah was sitting at the desk, and he gestured to the remaining vacant chair. As I headed across the office toward it, I looked back to see that Ravenwood was still lying perfectly still on the sofa.

“He’s not dead,” Noah said, as if able to read my mind. “He’s sleeping, which is the best thing for him right now.”

I sat down next to Noah. He took off his railwayman’s cap, setting it down onto the desk. Then, lacing his wrinkled hands in his lap, he looked at me.

“Now, Lilly Blu, where were we?” he said. “Ah, yes! You had started to tell me about Sophie Harrison. So, what about her? Where does she fit into all of this?”

So, with Ravenwood unconscious on the sofa on the other side of the room, and Noah sitting before me, eyes gleaming in the candlelight, I started to tell him about everything that had happened on my journey I had taken through the layers to save our friend, Kiera Hudson.
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Nev/Luke Bishop

At first, I thought a stray wasp was buzzing incessantly about my head. Slowly coming out of the deep sleep I had fallen into; I waved my arm blindly in the air in an attempt to shoo the wasp away. But it continued to buzz annoyingly about me. Apart from the sound of the hovering wasp, the next sensation I became aware of was the pain in my face. It was little more than a dull throb now. And through the fading fogginess of sleep, I knew that the black stuff Noah had given me had done its job. With my eyes still shut, and the sound of the wasp seeming to grow louder, I placed one hand to my face. I let my fingertips caress one cheek. I no longer could feel the jagged tear marks that Lilly Blu had left on the young artist’s face.

The sound of the wasp grew louder. I opened my eyes to look for it. The barn was in darkness apart from a halo of blue light that radiated from somewhere on the bed. Easing myself up on one elbow, I glanced down to find that the screen on my mobile phone was flashing blue with light. The phone sat on top of the blankets, vibrating from side to side, omitting a buzzing sound. Realising that there had never been any wasp, I picked up the phone. Still coming awake and squinting down at the bright screen, I could see Uri’s name blinking on and off. 

Placing the phone to my ear and switching on the bedside lamp with my free hand, I said, “What?” 

My voice sounded groggy and distant, and I think Uri picked up on this at once. “Nev, are you okay—it sounds as if you...”

“I’m fine, what do you want?” I cut in. 

“You asked for an update... you know about Ravenwood and the Turning Ceremony...” Uri started to explain. 

How had I forgotten about it? Had the pain in my face clouded my judgement and memory so much? How long had I been asleep? Had Sophie been turned as planned? But more importantly, was Ravenwood dead? 

“What happened?” I asked, feeling suddenly awake.

“Sophie was turned,” Uri said, “but...”

“But what?” I cut in again, moving to the edge of the bed and sitting forward. I caught a fleeting glimpse of myself in the cracked mirror and could see that the scars on my face had totally healed. The artist had been left without a blemish. 

“But Ravenwood tried to poison her—kill her,” Uri said, sounding as shocked as I now felt at hearing this news. 

My mind wasn’t disturbed at the thought that Sophie might be dead—I planned on killing her myself once my plan had come to fruition—I just had never thought for one moment that daft old fucker, Ravenwood, had it in him to try and murder anyone. Why had he done such a thing? Because he had known that Sophie wasn’t pregnant. He had discovered her lie. But had he exposed it? 

“And Ravenwood—is he dead?” I asked, pressing the phone to my ear, not wanting to miss a word of what Uri said next. 

“Yes,” Uri said. “Sophie killed him—slit his throat.” 

“Good girl,” I breathed with relief. For once, she hadn’t fucked up. Maybe I’d let her live a little while longer as a reward. 

“But what I don’t know is whether Ravenwood had a chance to tell Kiera Hudson about his suspicions—about Sophie not really being pregnant.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” I hissed down the phone, springing from the bed and to my feet. I began to pace back and forth in front of the artist’s easel.

“Hudson and Ravenwood were together for a while—in his study before he went running off into the woods,” Uri started to explain. His voice had begun to waver, and I detected the crisp edge of fear in it. 

Good. He had every right to be scared. Scared of what I might do to him and his whingeing and whining girlfriend, Phebe, if they failed me. 

“What do you mean Kiera and Ravenwood spent time together. How much time?” I barked, gripping the phone so tight that I heard my knuckles crack. 

“I don’t know—ten or fifteen minutes—I can’t be sure,” Uri said, his voice now sounding weak and feeble. Pathetic. “It all kicked off bigtime at Hallowed Manor. Hudson started some kind of investigation into Sophie’s poisoning. She just wouldn’t let it drop. She was crawling on her goddamn knees all over the place...”

And as Uri continued to waffle on and on about Kiera, memories of her sprang into my mind—memories of her crawling around on her hands and knees where the body of the boy, Henry Blake, had been found beneath the tree on old farmer Moore’s land. But that had happened in a different Ragged Cove—in a different where and when. I’d killed that little shit, but Kiera hadn’t known back then. She still believed me to be the dashing young cop, Luke Bishop. Despite all her crawling around on all fours, she hadn’t seen that I’d been involved in that kid’s death. The next time I saw Kiera on all fours, she’d be naked on my bed, and I’d be deep inside her. 

“Nev? Nev? Are you still there? Did you hear what I just said?” Uri asked, his voice sounding distant as I pulled myself back from thoughts of Kiera.

“Yes, I’m here,” I said, my groin throbbing now more than my face. “So, what you’re telling me is, that you have no idea if Ravenwood told Kiera about his suspicions before Sophie killed him?” 

There was a long silence. 

“Well?” I demanded. 

“No,” Uri said, in a weak whisper. 

Without saying another word to him, I ended the call. Pushing the phone into my pocket, I began to pace back and forth again. Had Ravenwood told Kiera that he believed Sophie wasn’t pregnant? Thanks to the mindless cretins I had come to rely on for help, I had no way of knowing for sure. Ravenwood could have told Kiera anything. What else had Ravenwood figured out? Did he suspect that I was Lois Li? No, impossible. He had never met me and definitely not Lois Li—no one had. Maybe I was giving the old fool Ravenwood too much credit? But then again, I had never anticipated him trying to kill Sophie. It was such an extreme thing for him to do. I’d never known Ravenwood to be a killer. In all the layers I had come across him, he had been nothing but a bumbling old fool—more interested in what he could find at the bottom of a test tube than anything else. But one thing I could be sure of was that he must have definitely figured out that Sophie wasn’t pregnant. If he had told this to Kiera, what would she make of it? She would know that something was very wrong. Or perhaps she would just suspect nothing more than Sophie trying to trap the man she loved, Potter. But I knew how Kiera’s mind worked. Uri had been right; Kiera did like to crawl around looking for clues—poking her nose into stuff. Would she let the matter drop? Would she let it go? And even if she did suspect nothing more than Sophie trying to trap Potter, would she tell him? Would she let Potter walk blindly into such a trap? 

Before I’d even gotten close to trying to figure out and anticipate what Kiera might do next with the knowledge that Sophie wasn’t pregnant, there was a knock on the barn door. Was it old mother Bateman knocking? If so, what did she want? Why wouldn’t she just fuck off and leave me alone for once? She was becoming a leech. Couldn’t she see it was still the middle of the night and that I wasn’t going to bike all the way into the Ragged Cove so I could bring her back some Jammie-fucking-Dodgers? 

The knock came again, this time a little more insistent. Jeez, she must really be aching for one of those biscuits, I thought, heading across the barn to the door. I pushed open the door and was unable to hide my surprise on seeing who was waiting out in the dark. It wasn’t the old cow, Bateman, but Kiera Hudson. 
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Nev/Luke Bishop

After my initial surprise to find Kiera outside, I smiled at her. Then, realising that I didn’t know why she had come to the barn so late at night and also remembering how she had walked out of the restaurant on me in favour of that cock, Potter, my smile faded. Not knowing why, she had come to see me knocked me off guard. But not knowing what Ravenwood had told her rocked me. I had to react to the situation I now found myself in very carefully indeed. 

“I didn’t think I would ever see you again,” I said, folding my arms across my chest. 

Kiera looked me up and down. What was she trying to see? I knew that she couldn’t see much. The claw marks left behind by Lilly Blu had now gone. I was wearing the blue denim shirt speckled with paint, and my tatty jeans. I might have the worst case of bedhead ever, but that was about it. She wouldn’t be able to see anything other than what I carefully staged and presented to look like.

“I just wanted to come and explain,” she said. 

Explain what? Explain that she knew Sophie wasn’t pregnant? But what did that have to do with the young artist? As far as Kiera was aware, Nev didn’t know Sophie Harrison, and definitely didn’t know Doctor Ravenwood. 

So, acting as if Kiera was referring to how she had dumped me for Potter, I said, “There was no need. I think I understand.”

“But you don’t—not really,” Kiera said. “Can I come in?”

“It’s a bit inconvenient,” I said, looking back over my shoulder at the easel standing in the room on the other side of the door. I knew that the picture of Kiera as the statue was on there. Wouldn’t she wonder why I had painted it? And if she too had figured out that only supernatural creatures like us could see it in Snake Weed, she’d know that I wasn’t really human—that I wasn’t the young artist I had been pretending to be. 

“I understand you’re busy,” she said, turning away from the door. “Perhaps another time...”

I watched her head back down the garden path. And although now wasn’t the time to welcome Kiera into the barn—my sanctuary—would I get another chance to do so? And the needing to know what Ravenwood had told her was eating me up. But what ate me even more—picked the very flesh from my bones—was needing to learn how she felt at seeing Potter turn Sophie. Did she hate him yet? Was she ready to fall into the arms of the young artist? Perhaps that’s why she had come to see me so late? Perhaps she was already looking for a shoulder to cry on? 

“No, wait,” I called out. “Come in—please.” 

Kiera turned and began heading back up the path toward me. I stepped away from the door and headed as fast as I could back across the barn and to the easel. I covered the picture of the statue with the sheet of tarpaulin. Kiera closed the door behind her. I watched her look about the room—seeing—always seeing. She spied some paintings of mine that were not covered with sheets and headed across the barn toward them.

“Did you paint all these?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. 

“They are amazing.” She picked up one of the paintings, holding it out at arm’s length. It was a picture of the sea I had painted. I wasn’t really inspired to paint such things, but if my cover was to be believed, to be convincing, the young artist would need a collection of artworks. I had thought of everything. I’d had a lot of time to plan each and every move. Kiera put the picture down before turning to look at me once more. I noticed that she was no longer wearing the necklace I had stolen for her. Why had she taken it off? Hadn’t she wanted Potter to see it? Had he told her to remove it? Did he hate the thought that Kiera had had been wearing a present given to her by another man? 

“Where’s the necklace?” I asked, trying to hide my disappointment and rage that she was no longer wearing it. “Didn’t you like it after all?”

“I loved it,” she said. “But someone broke it.”

“Who?” That fucking nob-end, Potter, that’s who. She didn’t have to tell me. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Kiera said.

It fucking mattered to me!  

“Could you make me another?” she asked. 

“I guess,” I shrugged. What did it really matter to me? I hadn’t made it in the first place. I could steal another if she really wanted me to, but what would be the point? So, Potter could break it again? And with that piece of shit, Potter, at the forefront of my mind, I added, “So was that guy really your boss?”

“The guy in the restaurant you mean?” she said.

“Yes,” I said. Who else did she think I was talking about? She’d better not be trying to play the dumb-bitch-routine with me. I would have to correct her if she was. Punish her. I was nobody’s fool. Not hers or Potter’s. 
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