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			I don’t know who I am. I don’t know what I am.

			 

			The identity of Elizabeth Cage has always been a mystery. Even she doesn’t know who, or what, she is. But she’s learned to live with it.

			 

			Until now, when what should have been a peaceful holiday turns into anything but, and Elizabeth is forced to recognise that she isn’t what she seems.

			 

			But neither is anyone else. Has her whole life been a lie?

			 

			Someone very badly wants to know the truth about Elizabeth Cage. And they’ll do anything to find out. But who will live to regret it?
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			Jodi Taylor is the internationally bestselling author of the ­Chronicles of St Mary’s series, the story of a bunch of disaster-prone individuals who investigate major historical events in contemporary time. Do NOT call it time travel! She is also the author of the Time Police series – a St Mary’s spinoff and gateway into the world of an all-powerful, international organisation who are NOTHING like St Mary’s. Except, when they are.

			 

			Alongside these, Jodi is known for her gripping ­supernatural thrillers featuring Elizabeth Cage, together with the enchanting Frogmorton Farm series – a fairy story for adults.

			 

			Born in Bristol and now living in Gloucester (facts both cities vigorously deny), she spent many years with her head somewhere else, much to the dismay of family, teachers and employers, before finally deciding to put all that daydreaming to good use and write a novel. Over twenty books later, she still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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			Prologue

			My name is Elizabeth Cage. I don’t know who I am. Or even what I am. My adopted parents are both dead but they didn’t know either. No one does – although there are those who would like to find out.

			I used to be able to say that I’d never caused anyone any harm in my life but that’s no longer true. My life took a strange turn after my husband, Ted, died, and now there are several people – alive and dead – for whom, because of me, things did not turn out well. Because I have a ‘gift’. Michael Jones calls it a talent. I call it a curse. I can see things. And yes, I can see dead people, but mostly I see people’s colours.

			Years ago, when I was a child, I’d never heard the word aura, so in my head I called it a colour. Everyone has one. Usually they’re beautiful – a shimmering outline that constantly changes shade and shape as people react to what’s going on around them. Sometimes there’s a dark or dirty patch – usually around their head or their heart – and that’s never good. And they’re all different. Each colour is unique. Like fingerprints. Some are thick and vigorous and clearly defined; strong, throbbing, rich and deep. Some are pale and insubstantial.

			It’s not unknown for some people to have very similar colours to their family and close friends. I recently encountered an entire village where everyone’s colours were all variations of the same blue, turquoise and purple. The colours of a mother and her baby are almost identical for the first weeks and then, as the child develops her personality, her colour develops too.

			You might have come across people for whom you feel an instinctive liking – that’s because your colours are similar. Other people might repulse you – you feel an urge to keep them at a distance. You might not know why, but your colour does.

			Your colour tells me things about you. Things you might not even know yourself. Perhaps things you’d rather keep secret, but give me a few minutes and I’ll know whether you’re happy or sad. I’ll know if you’re lying. I’ll know if you’re afraid. I’ll know whom you love and whom you hate. You don’t have to say a word but you’re telling me just the same.

			And no – I’m not that happy about it, either. It’s a talent that hasn’t done me any favours at all. Think about it for a moment – do you actually want to know what people think of you? What they really think of you?

			I’ve done my best to live a normal life. I married Ted and settled down to what I hoped would be peace and happiness. And then, suddenly and very unexpectedly, Ted died and my life changed overnight. I began to crash from one situation to another. I was imprisoned in a government-sponsored mental institution. I’d be there still if Michael Jones hadn’t got me out.

			I’ve no idea what will become of me. Not only do I not know who I am or what I am, I don’t know where I’m going, either.

			Well, no – that’s not strictly true. I was going to Scotland.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			‘Well, this makes a nice change,’ I said as Jones shifted up a gear and we joined the motorway heading north.

			‘What does?’

			‘Us. In a car. Unthreatened. Unpursued. Undead.’

			‘I think you might be slightly confused as to the precise meaning of undead, Cage, but, worryingly, I understand your drift.’

			‘Well,’ I said, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been in a car with you when we haven’t been fleeing something horrible. Most recently, three homicidal standing stones and an impossibly peripatetic red armchair.’

			‘And let’s not start on the dastardly Dr Sorensen.’

			I shivered. ‘No, let’s not.’

			‘Cage – why so gloomy? We’re on holiday. Scotland beckons. It’s going to be great. Men in skirts, good fishing, beautiful scenery, fresh air, good fishing, great food, more alcohol than even I can handle – by the way, Jerry says to bring him back a bottle or two of something powerful – and did I mention the good fishing?’

			Jerry is a friend of Michael Jones. He’s also a very successful thief. I probably shouldn’t say any more.

			‘It’s a fishing holiday,’ I said. ‘It would be hard not to mention the good fishing.’

			‘Come on, Cage, cheer up. A well-deserved bit of peace and quiet for both of us. Although I’ll tell you now, if anything odd happens – people rising from the grave, long-haired weirdos with a sword and a puppy, curses, ghosts, funny-looking people – then we’re out of there at top speed. This is a holiday. Got it?’

			‘I don’t know why you’re blaming me,’ I said, indignantly.

			He turned to grin at me. ‘Because you’re weird, Cage. There’s no getting around it.’

			‘Just watch the road,’ I said.

			He laughed, put his foot down and we headed north.

			 

			‘Are we there yet?’ I said, opening my eyes.

			‘No.’

			The engine purred, the tyres hummed. I fell asleep again.

			 

			‘Are we there yet?’ I said, opening my eyes.

			‘No. Wipe your chin.’

			I closed my eyes again.

			 

			‘Are we there yet?’

			‘Yes. For God’s sake – yes. And wipe your chin again.’

			 

			We left the high hills and followed the road down into a thickly wooded valley, still lush despite the hot summer. The air was cooler and fresher under the trees. We’d had an amazing summer and it wasn’t over yet, even in Scotland. The leaves were turning red and orange and gold but they were still on the trees.

			The road was narrow and steep and Jones drove slowly. I could see dilapidated buildings dotted around among the trees. I opened the window, enjoying the cooler, fresher air as we approached the river. I could hear the sound of rushing water somewhere close by. I could smell leaves and wet earth and water. This place was beautiful.

			We emerged from the woods and there, on the riverbank, stood an old, abandoned mill. The leat – the millstream – had long since dried up and dark green ivy clambered over everything.

			‘Brace yourself,’ said Jones and I looked ahead. We were approaching an old stone bridge. A very picturesque but very old stone bridge. Very, very old. I hoped it would bear our weight because there were a worrying number of metal ties holding it together. I wondered if it was actually safe for vehicular traffic and mentioned that to Jones.

			‘It’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘The hotel’s somewhere on the other side. Keep your eyes open.’

			He changed gear and we crept cautiously across. The bridge was barely one car wide. I disobeyed him and closed my eyes – all the better not to see the inevitable catastrophe if something approached from the other direction.

			‘It’s probably been here for the best part of five or six hundred years,’ said Jones, amused. ‘I doubt it’s going to collapse just because we’ve turned up. Have you gone to sleep again?’

			‘No, of course not.’

			‘Only your eyes are closed.’

			‘No, they’re not. Well, maybe a little bit.’

			And then we were across. The hotel almost sprang out of the landscape at us, nestled among the trees on the banks of the white foaming river.

			‘There it is,’ I said, excited. ‘We’re here. We’ve arrived.’

			‘Well, of course we have. What did you expect?’

			‘Death, catastrophe, blood, fire . . .’

			‘That’s what I love about you, Cage. The way you always look on the bright side.’

			I wasn’t listening. This was beautiful. A large sign among the trees welcomed us to the Old Bridge Hotel.

			‘Fully licensed,’ said Jones, who has different priorities.

			I suspected this had once been an old Edwardian hunting lodge. Its roof was thick with chimneys and gables. The front bedrooms would have spectacular views out over the river. I felt happier just by looking at it. There would be walks and scenery and good food. There might even be fish. This was going to be a wonderful holiday.

			We pulled into the hotel car park which was carefully camouflaged with trees so as not to spoil anyone’s view. There were only two or three other cars parked there. I wondered if perhaps the other guests were all out taking advantage of the lovely weather and touring the area, but it wasn’t a large hotel anyway. Probably not more than ten or twelve bedrooms. They might not have full occupancy at this, the end of the season.

			Jones switched off the engine and for a moment, we just sat. The way you do after a long journey.

			He turned to me and grinned, his red-gold colour flaring up around him with excitement. ‘All right?’

			‘Yes. I’m so looking forward to this.’

			‘Me too.’

			I opened the door and climbed out to see an elderly man marching determinedly across the gravel towards us. He wasn’t very big and most of him was covered in an Edwardian hall-porter coat in dark red that fell past his knees. A row of medal ribbons – to which I guessed he was certainly entitled – ornamented his chest. Golden epaulettes worthy of the generalissimo of the People’s Utopia of Somewhereorother adorned his shoulders. It was a miracle he could stand up under all the weight. His peaked cap rested on top of his very large pale ears and bore the legend Old Bridge Hotel.

			Disregarding Jones completely, he stood in front of me and inclined his head in what might have been interpreted as an actual bow.

			‘Good afternoon, madam. Welcome to the Old Bridge Hotel.’

			‘Thank you,’ I said, closing the car door. ‘It’s very nice to be here. The hotel looks lovely.’

			‘It is, madam. A beautiful spot. If I could introduce myself – my name is Clarence. May I assist you with your luggage?’

			Jones, having thrown an assessing glance at Clarence’s less than imposing physique, was already pulling the cases from the car himself.

			‘Is the hotel very old?’ I asked, more for the sake of conversation than information – and also because I didn’t want to hurt Clarence’s feelings.

			‘Built in 1905, I believe, madam. As a private hunting lodge.’

			I frowned. ‘The reign of Edward the . . . Seventh?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘Did he ever stay here?’

			‘Several times. For the fishing and the shooting. We don’t do the shooting any longer but the fishing is as good as ever.’

			‘Well, that’s good news,’ said Jones, closing the boot. ‘What can I expect to catch?’

			‘At this time of year, sir, trout. Plenty of them around. Practically throw themselves out of the water, they will.’

			‘They’ll have to,’ I muttered.

			‘I heard that,’ said Jones.

			‘You forget I’ve seen you fish.’

			‘Most importantly,’ said Jones, turning back to Clarence, ‘and not as stupid a question as you might think – are there any spooky goings-on? Moving furniture? Carelessly concealed bodies?’

			I blushed but fortunately Clarence laughed in genuine amusement. ‘None of that, sir.’

			‘No headless Highlanders or wailing ladies looking for their lords? No clocks striking thirteen?’

			‘Not at all, sir,’ he said, entering into the spirit of the game. ‘No ghostly battles fought in the dead of night. No mysteriously levitating objects hurling themselves across the room. Not even a Black Dog howling at the moon foretelling a death in the family.’

			‘Did you hear that, Cage?’ said Jones, wheeling the suitcases across the gravel as Clarence trotted alongside. ‘Nothing for you to get your teeth into here. You might as well wait in the car.’

			He and Clarence began to talk fish. I dropped back to give them room, grinning at their backs.

			Clarence abandoned us at the front door, which stood open to welcome guests. The porch was full of boots, waterproofs, walking sticks, dog leads, umbrellas, wicker baskets and odd bits of what I assumed were fishing equipment. A polite notice requested muddy boots and wet outerwear not be worn inside the hotel; a drying room was provided.

			Jones rummaged in his pockets.

			‘Oh no, no, sir,’ said Clarence, backing away. ‘No gratuities expected. Enjoy your stay.’

			Spotting another car pulling into the car park, he trotted off, presumably to watch them struggle with their suitcases as well.

			I don’t know what made me do it, but I paused for a moment to watch the car manoeuvre itself into a parking space and the passengers alight. They were a young couple, by the looks of them. She looked very frail, emerging from the car and looking uncertainly about her. Definitely not capable of handling her own luggage. He, on the other hand, looked more than able, so I turned back to the hotel.

			We pushed our way through the inner doors. ‘It’s like stepping back in time,’ I said, looking around in delight.

			‘No, it’s not,’ said Jones, firmly, possibly remembering our encounter with Evelyn Cross when she’d whipped us both back to a moment in WW2. ‘Nothing like.’

			We were standing in what had surely been the original hall. Fashionably shabby rugs covered a stone-flagged floor. To our right, a magnificently ornate wooden staircase curled off out of sight. You had to hand it to the Edwardians, they could certainly do a staircase.

			To the left of the staircase stood a matching wooden counter – obviously more modern but nicely done. Two rows of pigeonholes faced us from the back wall. An ornate but electric chandelier hung from the high ceiling and the two full-length windows were curtained in a tartan material that contrived to be both traditional and modern at the same time.

			A gleaming circular table with a striking arrangement of bronze, orange, cream and yellow chrysanthemums stood in the middle of the room. I couldn’t help thinking that apart from the desk, the telephone and the computer screen, the hall must look very similar to the way it had a hundred years ago.

			A slim, grey-haired woman sat behind the desk. Her soft heather colour was almost motionless. Very serene and still. She looked up as we approached.

			‘Good afternoon. I am Emily Kirk. My husband and I welcome you to the Old Bridge Hotel.’ She had a lovely, soft, lilting accent that matched her colour.

			‘Good afternoon,’ said Jones. ‘We have reservations in the name of Jones and Cage.’

			‘That’s right,’ she said, clicking away at the keyboard. ‘If you could just complete and sign these, please . . .’

			She passed over two sheets of paper.

			‘I’m afraid you’re too late for afternoon tea,’ she said, to Jones’s everlasting regret, ‘but dinner is served from seven onwards so you’ll have plenty of time to unpack and settle in. Have you come very far?’

			‘Rushford,’ said Jones, handing her his completed paperwork.

			‘Quite a long journey then. Now, I’ve given you Rooms Six and Nine. They’re opposite each other. One looks out over the river and one across to the mountains. I’ll leave it to you to decide who has which.’ She looked up and smiled. ‘Please, no bloodshed.’

			‘Does it often come to that?’ enquired Jones.

			Her colour swirled towards him, soft and gentle. ‘More often than you might think, Mr Jones. Let’s just say we’ve found it advisable to take down our collection of antique weapons. The lift is behind the stairs.’

			‘I can manage the stairs, I think,’ said Jones, hefting the suitcases.

			‘I’ll bring the keys,’ I offered.

			‘Don’t strain yourself, Cage.’

			‘I don’t intend to,’ I said, heading across the hall.

			The stairs were what I call luxury stairs. Very wide and shallow and thickly carpeted with lovely old-fashioned brass stair rods. Getting up them was easy, although as Jones pointed out, I was burdened only with a handbag and two keys.

			The corridor at the top stretched left and right. We turned right. Portraits hung on the walls. Pale faces peered out of dark canvases, watching us look for our rooms. Their expressions were uniformly gloomy.

			‘They probably didn’t catch any fish either,’ I said.

			I unlocked Room Six first. This was the room at the front with the view over the river. Jones followed me in. The furniture was dark and old-fashioned and very solid. Everything was polished to a high shine. A green and gold bedspread matched the curtains hanging at the windows.

			‘Nice,’ he said, looking around.

			‘Hm,’ I said, crossing the corridor and unlocking Room Nine. This one was almost identical except the bathroom was on the other side and the colour scheme here was red and gold. The view from the window was full of rolling heather hills and jagged mountains.

			‘Nice again,’ said Jones, dropping the suitcases. ‘Which one do you want?’

			‘Your holiday – your choice,’ I said.

			I’d bought him this fishing holiday as a Christmas gift and he’d asked me to join him on it. Since then, we’d had what Jones frequently referred to as an incident-heavy year and this was the first opportunity we’d had to get away. Plus, we were avoiding the law after a red armchair had shown us where a woman’s body had been concealed. No, don’t bother reading that again – you got it right the first time.

			And as if that wasn’t enough, both of us were also avoiding the attentions of Dr Sorensen after Jerry, Iblis – don’t ask about Iblis – and I had broken Jones out of Sorensen’s clinic. And then the Three Sisters had had a go at us – so all in all, quite a crowded year. And that’s not even mentioning the troll. And it wasn’t over yet. For someone who only ever wanted a quiet life, I did seem to attract trouble wherever I went. To be clear, I don’t actually do anything. Things are done to me. There doesn’t seem to be anything I can do about it.

			As I said, I’m Elizabeth Cage and I was married to Ted Cage. My lovely Ted. We lived happily and quietly, and I had no idea how much he sheltered and protected me until he died, when all sorts of things began to happen to me. I only escaped with the help of Michael Jones – yes, the same Jones currently complaining about the weight of my suitcase. Before anyone feels sorry for him, he’s the biggest man I have ever met. He could probably lift both cases, me, and half the hotel without even breaking a sweat. He has fair hair just beginning to grey at the temples and works for the government, in which capacity he knows a large number of very dodgy people. And seems quite proud of it. As he’d once said to me, ‘I work for the government, Cage, of course I know some dodgy people. Have you ever actually met an MP?’

			He’s irritating but cooks like a dream so one makes up for the other. He’s friendly, outgoing, and for some reason, people like him.

			Unlike me. I’m not friendly and I’m definitely not outgoing. I like to keep my distance from people. At school I was the weird one. At work I was the one shoved down into the basement by myself to digitise the council’s records. The job no one else wanted to do. It didn’t bother me. I liked being on my own. Sometimes, for me, people can be a little difficult to handle.

			Once, when I was a child, I saw a woman. She looked perfectly normal. Nice, even. Well dressed and smart. But her colour was black and oily and full of violence and instead of swirling gently around her, it stabbed in and out in vicious spikes. I hid from her. She stopped. I knew she was aware of me. I held my breath and after what was, to me, a terrifying few minutes, she went on her way. I ran all the way home to my dad.

			It’s important to say there are no good colours or bad colours. Nice people do not necessarily have pretty colours and bad people are not necessarily a sinister and murky black like the woman I saw when I was younger. Philip Sorensen’s colour, for instance, is a kind of bluey-white, like thin, greasy milk on the turn. Jones’s is a golden red, so thick and vigorous that it can light up a room.

			Or sometimes a colour is faint and fragile – like Mrs Barton’s, my next-door neighbour, whose mind is usually somewhere else these days. Her robin’s-egg blue colour grows thinner and more brittle by the day. I don’t think it will be very long now.

			My own colour? I can’t tell you. I can see everyone’s but my own. I don’t know why. Perhaps I don’t have one, which is worrying because every living thing has a colour. Except, possibly, me.

			I was roused by Jones demanding to know if the furniture was communicating with me again and were we going to stand here all day. I said, ‘No, obviously not,’ and to show him I was in complete control of everything, took the key to Room Six and its view of the river.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			It was dark outside when we went down to dinner. They’d drawn the curtains to the dining room, which was done out in the same misty purple and grey as the mountains and was welcoming and cosy. Circular tables were scattered around, each with a crisp, white cloth. Light winked off the cutlery and glassware.

			We weren’t the first people in. Two of the other tables were already occupied.

			‘Please sit wherever you like,’ said the very young waiter, his chest swelling with importance in what I guessed was probably his first job.

			Jones selected a corner table. I knew he would. He never sits with his back to a room. Especially one with an open door. He seated himself to face the room. I took the seat opposite, which gave me a very nice view of the wall and curtains, and looked at the menu while he busied himself with the wine list.

			‘What do you fancy, Cage?’

			‘Tonic water, please,’ I said vaguely, my mind already on whether to have the pâté or the prawns, followed by the pulled pork or the salmon. Or even the venison. Or the steak. Not all problems are a problem.

			He sighed. ‘Am I drinking alone?’

			‘You usually do.’

			‘We’re on holiday, Cage.’

			‘A glass of white wine then, please. And the pâté and the salmon.’

			‘Are you sure you want fish tonight?’ he said. ‘It’ll be trout tomorrow, don’t forget.’

			I put down the menu. ‘You’ll be catching tomorrow’s dinner?’

			‘Of course,’ he said, offended. ‘Didn’t you read the brochure?’

			‘Only the relevant bits. You know – descriptions of the hotel, the facilities and surrounding area.’

			‘We bring home our catch . . .’

			‘Not sure who you mean by we. Or even what you mean by catch.’

			‘. . . And they cook it for us. There’s a tray with your room number on it in the tackle room by the kitchen and we just leave them there.’

			‘Them?’

			‘It says in the brochure I can expect to catch anything up to six fish a day. Although I have to throw the little ones back. Which reminds me – think of a number under ten.’

			I regarded him with some misgivings. ‘Are you going to start doing conjuring tricks?’

			‘No – we have to choose a beat number. The place we’ll fish from. Normally they hold a draw to allocate beat numbers but there aren’t too many of us staying at present so we can choose. Which number did you think of?’

			‘Three,’ I said, on the grounds that the lower numbers were probably nearer the hotel.

			‘Three it is,’ said Jones, cheerfully, filling in a card.

			‘Have you ever actually caught a fish?’

			‘Catching fish is not the point.’

			‘What is the point?’

			His colour subsided a little. He didn’t look at me. ‘To sit in peace. To drink in the silent hills. Listen to the murmur of the river. Breathe in the clean air. A chance for the things I’ve seen or done to be picked up and rolled away and buried deep.’

			In a way I knew what he was saying. Once, when my world had become too dark to endure, my mind had taken refuge in a box where everything was white and still and safe and no one could find me and I didn’t have to come out until I was ready.

			I smiled at him. ‘You go ahead and not catch all the fish you want.’

			He grinned and his colour brightened around him. ‘How’s your room?’

			‘Very comfortable. Nice bathroom. Great views.’

			The waiter arrived to pour our wine.

			Jones lifted his glass. ‘To us, Cage.’

			I nodded and sipped. ‘Actually, I’m really looking forward to this. Life’s been quite difficult recently and it will make such a pleasant change not to be menaced by trees and trolls . . . and other things.’

			‘Don’t think about any of it, Cage. We’ve got five days here. A spot of R & R for both of us. And much needed, I think. No one’s going to drug us or kidnap us . . .’

			The young waiter waiting nearby to take our order was trying so hard to maintain a professional indifference but I was certain I could feel the draught from his flapping ears. His face was quite still but his browny-green colour, shot through with gold, was swirling with excitement.

			‘Mr Jones is a writer,’ I said. I didn’t see why Jones should get to tell all the lies. ‘He’s trying out a plot.’

			‘Ah.’ The waiter nodded wisely and his colour retreated a little and became tinged with disappointment. We might have been his first serial killers.

			We placed our orders and settled back.

			Jones was toying with his cutlery – straightening it, lining it all up in a row, moving it and then lining it all up again. His colour, now more red than gold, was twisting around him. He had something to say, and for someone who always gave the impression of knowing exactly which words he wanted and the effect he wanted those words to create, he was having some difficulty getting going. I waited.

			‘Cage, do you remember, back in that café in Rushby . . . I said I wanted to ask you something?’

			‘Yes, I remember.’ And I did. We’d sat in the sun, under the striped awning, watching the fishing boats come in, and he’d said he wanted to ask me something. He never got around to it because, once again, we’d been overtaken by events. ‘Wasn’t it about spending Christmas at my place? That was what you said later.’

			‘Yes, but that was because I bottled out.’

			I was conscious of my heart beginning a slow thump. It wasn’t like him to bottle out of anything. His colour was deepening by the moment.

			‘The thing is, Cage, I want to talk to you about something quite important and I’m not sure what you’ll say.’

			I put down my glass. His colour was massing around him. To protect him. He wasn’t sure of my reaction to whatever it was he wanted to talk to me about. His unease made me uneasy. Suddenly, I didn’t think I wanted to know.

			‘Look, Jones, you don’t have to . . .’

			The waiter arrived with our starter. We sat in silence as he served us. I think he was disappointed we weren’t discussing disembowelling someone or plotting to overthrow the government.

			We ate in silence for a while and then Jones said, ‘How’s the pâté?’

			‘Good,’ I said, shovelling a slab of it on to my toast.

			He frowned. ‘It’s pâté, Cage, not tarmac. Have some finesse.’

			I watched his colour settle down around him. He’d bottled it again.

			We ate our starters in silence. It wasn’t an awkward silence. He was concentrating on his food. I was concentrating on mine. Which was delicious. Everything was perfect. The setting, the food and that lovely first-day-of-the-holidays feeling. I finished my starter first and looked around while I waited for Jones to finish.

			We’d come down to dinner early and the room had filled up while we’d been eating. I could hear people chatting behind me, hear the chink of cutlery on plates. Occasionally, someone would laugh. I was feeling so relaxed it took me a while to notice, but there was something . . . At first, I ignored it, but it was growing . . . A red thread of cruelty curdled the room.

			I felt a sharp stab of resentment. This was my holiday. Why couldn’t I just be left in peace? But this wasn’t something I could ignore. Under cover of sipping my wine, I let my mind drift . . . just a little . . . frustration . . . red . . . anger . . .

			Jones started to say something. I can’t remember what it was, but before he could get more than three or four words out, I said, ‘What’s happening behind me?’

			I sometimes forget he does this sort of thing for a living. Without even looking up from his plate, he said quietly, ‘A couple. Rings – so married. Probably to each other. They look miserable enough. Late twenties. He’s some sort of young executive, I think. Wearing too carefully casual clothes. Not sure about her. Long hair hiding her face. They’re having a row. Very quietly. He’s furious. She’s in tears.’

			I sipped my wine again. Only a sip because I don’t like getting drunk. There are things out there that lurk on the edges of our consciousness. Sometimes they stay quietly in the background, but sometimes, in the no man’s land of not quite drunk but not quite sober, they can make their presence felt, so I don’t drink a great deal.

			I’d like to have ignored the young couple and their problems. I was on holiday. I’d had a tiring year. I deserved a little peace and quiet. But something was happening in this room. Something that couldn’t – shouldn’t – be ignored. I could feel it building. Something very nasty was in here with us. I risked a look around. The couple were two tables away to my right. They’d been served but neither had even started their meal. He was gulping down his wine, his face flushed. His colour was a deep crimson with scarlet and orange flitting around the edges. She was sitting, head bowed, twisting her napkin in her lap. I could see tears on her cheeks. Her colour was grey, tight, still and watchful.

			I turned back again.

			Jones continued to eat, saying quietly, ‘Problem?’

			I sighed. ‘Actually, I think so, yes.’

			‘What do you want to do?’

			‘I don’t want to do anything but I might not have a choice.’

			‘We,’ he said.

			‘Sorry?’

			‘We might not have a choice.’

			‘It might not come to that,’ I said.

			‘You sound doubtful.’

			‘I am. What’s happening now?’

			‘He’s a very angry man,’ said Jones calmly, still eating. ‘I should imagine that if he ever loses control, we’ll be watching the furniture fly in all directions.’

			To look at Jones, you’d think we were discussing the weather.

			I nodded. Violence was curdling the room. Tragedy waited in the wings. I could see the young waiter, just a little bit out of his depth, standing over by the door and wondering what to do. Sobbing guests probably didn’t happen every day. The gold in his colour had disappeared, to be replaced by streaks of orange anxiety.

			‘Has anyone else noticed?’

			‘Yeah, heads are beginning to turn. I suspect our waiter will be off to get the owners in a minute. We’re building up to a nice scene.’

			‘No,’ I said, suddenly alarmed. ‘That mustn’t happen.’

			‘What do you want to do, Cage? Intervene? I suspect everyone else is about to become very British and pretend they haven’t noticed a thing.’

			I had a choice. I could do nothing. I could ignore everything and let events take their course. Except it doesn’t work like that. I don’t know why I see these things. I don’t know why this happens to me. I only know that if I don’t at least try to do something, then it’s like an unscratched itch, which gets worse and worse until it stops being an itch and becomes a pain and I have to do something to relieve the pressure . . . I shifted in my chair. Something dark was building. There was blood in the air tonight.

			I heard a crash behind me. Now I could legitimately turn to see what was happening. Somehow, she’d managed to drop her glass on to her plate. Dark red wine flowed across the white tablecloth. It was actually quite an unpleasant image. She cringed back in her chair. His face turned an even darker red of embarrassment. His colour began to deepen to purple, rolling and boiling, reflecting his rising anger. He was losing control of himself. Flinging down his napkin, he pushed his chair back and strode from the room, leaving her all alone at the table.

			‘Now what?’ said Jones, placidly, buttering his roll.

			I pushed my chair back. ‘Keep her here. Don’t let her leave, whatever you do. She mustn’t be left alone. Not even for a moment.’

			‘Wouldn’t it be easier to do this the other way around? You stay with her?’

			‘I don’t think so,’ I said, standing up slowly. ‘I need an urgent word with her husband.’

			He nodded. ‘One day we’ll have a quiet meal, Cage.’

			‘Don’t hold your breath,’ I said darkly and followed the young man out into the hall.

			He’d paused for a moment, as if wondering where to go next, then turned abruptly left, colliding with an armchair and start­ling Emily Kirk, who was talking to two guests at the reception desk. I made it’s all right, I’ve got it gestures and she nodded.

			I thought he’d go into the bar, or perhaps up to his room, but he didn’t. He made for the gents. I stopped at the door. This was unknown territory for me. My mum used to suffer agonies of embarrassment even walking past a gents’ toilet. She would make me avert my eyes in case I ever saw anything unsuitable for young eyes. Once or twice I’d asked her what she meant by that, but she wouldn’t say, simply chivvying me quickly past the offending facility. She definitely wouldn’t be happy with what I was going to do next, but I had to do it. Because something awful was going to happen tonight and possibly only I could prevent it.

			I took a deep breath for courage, slipped in through the door and leaned against it. He was standing at the urinal. I averted my eyes, staring around at the smart blue and white colour scheme while I waited for him to finish.

			He looked over his shoulder, saying curtly, ‘You’re in the wrong toilet.’ He had a strong Yorkshire accent.

			I took another very deep breath. His purple and red colour was boiling with anger and something else. Yes . . . frustration. There was so much frustration pent up inside him, all ready to blow and I didn’t want him taking it out on me. He was wound up tighter than an elastic band. He could lose control at any moment. I had to make him calm down and listen to me before events spiralled further downwards to disaster.

			Still keeping my distance from him, I said very quietly, ‘You need to leave. Now. Don’t go back into the dining room. Don’t even stop to pack. Take the car and go now. She means to kill you tonight.’

			He missed the urinal. Most of it went on his shoes. They were suede and I still feel bad about that. They would never have been the same afterwards.

			He zipped himself up. ‘You what?’

			‘She means to kill you. She’s setting the scene. Another furious row in public. She’s in tears in the dining room. Everyone hates you. With no evidence whatsoever, they’re already convinced you’ve been knocking her about. And then, sometime tonight or possibly tomorrow, she’ll kill you. She’ll stab you, probably. In your sleep. She’ll say it was self-defence. You were about to attack her. Everyone in the dining room will testify to the argument tonight. How afraid of you she was. Everyone will be terribly shocked but no one will be surprised. This isn’t an isolated incident, is it? How many times has something like this happened? I suspect she’s been setting this up for some time. Do you have somewhere you could go tonight?’

			He was gawping at me. I couldn’t blame him. I was just a mousy little woman, with unfashionable clothes and hair, standing in front of him and telling him unbelievable things. ‘Who are you? What are you talking about?’

			‘Listen to me,’ I said sharply. ‘I’m saving your life.’

			‘How do you know . . . ?’

			‘Never mind how. You must stay away from her. She’s deadly. Answer me. Do you have somewhere you could go tonight?’

			He nodded vaguely. His eyes were far away. I wondered if he was suddenly seeing past events in a different light.

			‘Do you have a solicitor?’

			He nodded again.

			‘Get yourself to safety now. That’s the most important thing. First thing tomorrow, make an appointment. Tell them everything. And make very, very sure you’re never alone with your wife. Remember – she’s made you the villain.’

			He was struggling to take all this in. His mind was literally struggling. I could see his colour seethe and surge as he tried to process my words. To make sense of this suddenly different perspective. I guessed there were events in their past that were suddenly making much more sense to him but, even so, I suspected he was very conventional – definitely not a deep thinker – and here was a strange woman in the gents’ toilets telling him his wife was planning his death. That sort of thing didn’t happen in his world. I swallowed down my impatience because this was taking too long. I had every confidence in Jones’s ability to keep his wife in the dining room, but for his own safety, this young man should get out at once.

			I took a pace towards him. ‘Look. Suppose the two of you are alone in your room tonight. There’s a shout. A crash. A scream. She emerges holding her face and crying. What do you think people will say happened? Who do you think will get the blame? Or she falls down the stairs. Everyone will look at you. Did you just push her?’

			He threw a panic-stricken glance at the door. His colour had stopped writhing and was coiling around him like a blanket. Protecting him. He was almost convinced.

			I turned to go. ‘I can’t do any more for you. Leave now and save your own life. Otherwise . . .’

			I let the rest of the sentence hang in the air. I had no idea how this would play out. For all he knew I was some madwoman. For all I knew he was right.

			‘I’m in a nightmare,’ he said suddenly, his colour flying around him as some of his inner tension released with the relief of being able to tell someone. ‘It’s like being tangled in a sticky web. No matter what I do or say – everything twists. All my friends have gone. My parents aren’t speaking to me. I’ve somehow found myself in a job I hate and that I can’t do very well. Every part of my life is going down the tubes and I don’t know why. The more I struggle, the worse it gets.’

			‘What’s her name?’

			‘Leanne.’

			‘There’s your answer.’

			‘But why? Why would she?’

			‘Do you have life insurance?’

			‘Well, yes.’

			‘And a nice house?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And a big bank account?’

			‘We’re comfortably off, yes. Is that why?’

			I said quietly, ‘A little, yes – but mostly I think she does it because she likes to play.’

			I could see that hit home. His colour recoiled, twisted for a moment and then subsided. He was beginning to see clearly.

			He leaned over the basin and washed his face. Crossing to the machine, he pulled out a paper towel and held it to his eyes for one long moment, shutting out this suddenly unfamiliar world. I didn’t blame him in the slightest but he was wasting time he couldn’t afford.

			The seconds were ticking away. I had no doubt that Jones could keep Leanne in the dining room but I wanted this young man out of here. I wasn’t sure he would be strong enough to withstand his wife. I tried to put some authority into my voice. ‘Stop hiding. You have to go. Right now. Don’t look back until you’re safe. And never be alone.’

			He screwed up the towel and threw it in a bin. ‘You think she’ll come after me? I’m ready for anything she could do to me.’

			‘Nothing so straightforward. I think she’ll injure herself and God help you if you don’t have an unbreakable alibi. Do you understand now?’

			He nodded, took a breath as if to say something, thought better of it and then pushed past me to the door. Yanking it open, he stopped and muttered, ‘Thanks.’

			‘What’s your name?’

			‘Tony.’

			‘Good luck, Tony.’

			‘Do you think she’ll let me go this easily?’

			‘I’m hoping she’ll write you off as a bad job and move on. I think she will if you protect yourself. There are plenty of other victims out there.’

			He nodded without looking at me and let the door swing to behind him.

			I gave him a minute or two and then slipped out as discreetly as I could. Once outside, I took a moment to let my breath out. It wasn’t over yet. Suppose he hadn’t believed me. Suppose, even now, he changed his mind and decided to ignore the very strange woman who had followed him into the toilet.

			Emily Kirk was still at reception. The other guests had gone and there was no cover for me at all. I smiled weakly at her raised eyebrows and made my way back to the dining room.

			I walked past Leanne without a single glance.

			‘All right?’ said Jones as I sat down at our table and picked up my wine. My hands were shaking.

			‘I shouldn’t be doing this,’ I said in a low voice. ‘I’m a housewife. I shouldn’t be confronting strange men in wrong-gender toilets. I should be at home, making jam.’

			He swallowed his mouthful. ‘Have you ever made jam?’

			I hesitated. My mum and dad brought me up to be truthful. ‘I’ve made jam tarts.’

			‘Not for me, you haven’t.’

			‘I’ll make you some when we get back.’

			‘I look forward to a tart-laden future. But again, are you all right?’

			I shook my head. ‘I don’t know.’

			I stared down at my food and blinked back a stupid tear. I’d really looked forward to this little holiday. I’d never been to Scotland before. I just wanted to be an ordinary person – even if only for a few days. I pushed my plate away. I’d lost my appetite and that was a shame because the salmon was first rate. I wondered if it had been caught locally. Although not by Michael Jones.

			He reached across the table and placed a warm paw over my cold one. His red colour reached out and touched me once, just briefly. My jangled nerves subsided. I took a deep breath, the world slowed down, righted itself, and my appetite came back. I smiled at him and picked up my knife and fork and asked him what she was doing now.

			He wiped his mouth with his napkin. ‘Just sitting there. Waiting for him to come back.’

			Yes, she would, wouldn’t she? She’d wait for him to come back so she could embark upon the second act. With lots of nice, respectable, reliable witnesses around. And Michael Jones, of course.

			I shivered. I’d never before encountered such concentrated malice in one person. I risked a quick glance. Even now, her colour was still a flat grey. There was very little variation of shade and almost no movement. Her public face was one of distress and fear but inside she was perfectly composed. Perfectly in control. Manipulating the people and events around her and enjoying every moment.

			I continued with my meal, straining my ears until, in the distance, I heard a car start up. Headlights showed briefly through the curtains. I heard the sound of wheels on the gravel. The car passed the window and then pulled away into the night. The sound of the engine died away. He was safe. That had been the easy part.

			I patted my mouth with my napkin, said, ‘Back in a minute,’ stood up and walked over to where she sat, hunched and alone among the ruins of their meal. ‘You poor thing,’ I said, trying to sound sympathetic and motherly. ‘Why don’t we see if we can’t get you tidied up a little?’

			She lifted a pathetically woebegone face to me. ‘Oh yes. That’s a good idea. Tony doesn’t like me to be untidy.’

			‘Well, in that case, let’s get you fixed up before he comes back. He looks as if he likes to get his own way.’

			‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘He’s so kind and caring and he does everything for me. I’m not allowed to lift a finger.’

			Damning him with every word she uttered. I looked at her colour again. No movement. No change. If she was even a fraction as agitated as she would have us believe, then it should be jumping about all over the room, riddled with anxiety and fear and distress, and instead it simply moulded itself around her. Rather like armour.

			I helped her out of the dining room. Every eye watched us go. Jones continued to eat.

			I took her to the ladies. The toilet I could legitimately be in. This one was done out in pink, white and grey. Quite nice, actually.

			She sniffed artistically and peered at herself in the mirror. Her colour encased her, rigid and still. Distraught she might appear to be, but she was in perfect control of herself. And the situation.

			I was careful not to get between her and the door. If she wanted to make a bolt for it, I wasn’t going to stand in her way. Although she’d have a job now Tony had taken the car. I took a moment to gather myself and then said, ‘He’s gone, you know.’

			She turned her head to look at me and just for a moment there was a flash – like a door opening on to something nasty – and I saw the real person beneath. It was rather horrible, actually. Like the opaque surface of water with something very unpleasant lurking just beneath. It dawned on me that perhaps she might not experience emotions in the normal way. Or even at all. It also dawned on me that I was alone with a very dangerous person.

			And then she smiled bravely through her tears. ‘I’m sorry?’

			I was assailed with sudden doubt. Suppose I was wrong? Suppose I’d just made things a hundred times worse. And then I looked at that flat, unchanging, uncaring colour again and was more convinced than ever that I had saved a life tonight.

			I clasped my hands together so she wouldn’t see their trembling. ‘He’s gone. Tony. He’s left the hotel. He didn’t feel like hanging around waiting for you to murder him so he pushed off.’

			For a long second, she did nothing but stand and stare at me and that was the moment when, just for a very tiny moment, her guard came down and I saw. I saw how she had planned it all. The build-up. The so-called threat to her life. And then the murder. The shock. The horror. The sympathy. And throughout it all – the attention. All the little puppets dancing around her. Dancing her dance to her tune. And then, when she became bored she would move to a new area to begin the dance all over again. With different puppets this time. Because that’s what it was to her. A dance. Entertainment. Fun.

			I came back to the present. She was clutching at the washbasin as if she hardly had enough strength to stand. ‘I don’t understand. You say he’s gone? Where? Why would he do that? Oh God, was he very angry?’ Her voice trembled. ‘Sometimes he gets so angry and it frightens me.’

			The door opened. Jones walked in and looked around. ‘So this is a ladies’ toilet. Nice.’ He closed the door behind him.

			She stared at him as if horrified. ‘You can’t come in here.’

			I think she’d just about written me off as no use but here was someone she could weave into her schemes. I wondered if I should tell her she was wasting her time.

			Jones held up his wallet. There was some kind of official-looking card in the pocket, but knowing Jones it could just as easily have been his library card. I didn’t care. I was just so pleased to see him because it was only when he turned up that I realised how scared I’d been. There was something seriously wrong with this woman.

			She turned to Jones, pitiful and afraid. I suspected she found men much easier to manipulate. ‘Oh, help me, please. I don’t understand what’s going on and I want my Tony.’

			Jones had once said to me that we often reached the same conclusion but by different routes. I prayed that tonight especially he really was on the same path as me and not free-walking through the foothills of misunderstanding. Sometimes I think I should have more faith in him. I didn’t have to say a word.

			‘Leanne Elphick?’

			She stared at him, her eyes huge in her pointed, fragile little face. ‘How do you know my name? Who are you? Oh God, what is happening?’

			I suspected he’d done nothing more sinister than ask her name from Emily Kirk, but she clung to the washbasin, every inch of her terrified and bewildered and overwhelmed. Even now there was still no change in her colour. I would say she wasn’t experiencing any emotion of any kind.

			He put his wallet away. ‘We’ve been watching you for some time.’

			He bluffs very well. Part of his job, I suppose.

			She stepped back. ‘Why? Why would you watch me? I want to go home.’ She began to cry. The frightened little woman completely unable to cope with the world about her.

			I stared at Jones, worried he might not realise just how dangerous this woman could be and trying to convey my concerns to him.

			‘Pack it in, love,’ he said to her with barely concealed contempt. ‘You’re not impressing anyone.’

			That got her attention and reminded me again just how good he was at his job. And he was right. I read colours but Jones reads people. Like a book, it would seem.

			He didn’t give her any time to recover. ‘Anthony Elphick has left the hotel, I’m pleased to say. And in such a hurry I’m afraid he’s stuck you with the bill. And don’t bother sobbing all over Mrs Kirk – it turns out she never liked you, from the moment you stepped through her front door.’

			He was bluffing, but his bluff was cutting the ground from under her feet with every word he spoke. And rather taking the wind out of my sails. ‘Well,’ I said to him. ‘Obviously I’m not as special as I thought I was.’

			‘I think you’re very special,’ he said softly and then moved fast as she came at him with the soap dispenser. As he said afterwards, ‘The shame of it, Cage. Clubbed to death with a Palfrey and Herman’s Lily of the Valley Luxury Hand Soap dispenser. I’d never have heard the last of it.’

			He reached out, grabbed her and twisted her arm. The soap dispenser fell to the floor. I picked it up and put it back because I’ve been brought up to be tidy.

			‘Now then,’ he said, holding her firmly because she was trying to go for his eyes – and still that solid grey colour of hers never moved. ‘That’s enough of that.’

			She was panting but only because her struggle had left her out of breath. ‘You don’t have anything on me.’

			‘Wrong again,’ he said, but without elaborating so I guessed he didn’t. ‘Did you not hear me say we’ve been watching you for some time? This isn’t your first go, is it?’

			That hit home. Her colour jolted.

			‘Now,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. You’ll pay the bill like a good girl – why should the Kirks suffer just because you’re some kind of psychopath? – and then you’ll leave. First thing tomorrow. Quite quietly. And I’m going to pass on your details to some interested parties. I’d keep my head down for a bit if I were you. Over here, Cage. Stand behind me and don’t get in my way.’

			I stood beside him as he let her go and pushed her away from him.

			She stared for a moment, assessing her chances, I suspected, and then wrenched the door open and stalked out of the toilet.

			I watched the door close behind her. ‘Are you just going to let her go?’

			‘What can I do? She hasn’t done anything.’

			‘Yet. Will you really pass on her details?’

			‘Oh yeah. Someone will be interested in her.’

			‘They’ll arrest her?’

			‘Perhaps. Or, given her nature and skill set, possibly employ her. Could go either way.’ He put his hand on my shoulder. ‘Sorry if this spoiled your evening but I think you might just have saved a life tonight.’

			‘I think you did that. You didn’t need me at all, did you?’

			‘Well, I suspected something – that scene in the dining room didn’t sit right with me – but it took you to show me the way. Shall we finish our meal? They were just bringing round the sweet trolley when I left.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			We returned to the dining room where our young waiter, clearly a little bit out of his depth, was dithering at our table, obviously wondering whether we’d abandoned our meal and were ever coming back. I felt quite sorry for him.

			‘I think we’d like the dessert menu, please,’ said Jones, picking up his napkin again. His colour seemed brighter and more solid. ‘Cage, I want to talk to you for a moment.’

			I don’t know why this filled me with such foreboding. To delay the moment, I said, ‘You’re not going to do a Tony – abandon me and stick me with the bill – are you?’

			‘Any man who knew what was good for him would have abandoned you months ago, Cage, but I am made of stern stuff.’

			He said no more until after he’d given the dessert menu a thorough perusal and placed his order. We sat in silence until our waiter arrived with the desserts. I was sticking to a sorbet but Jones had gone full sticky toffee pudding. In a spirit of gratitude, our waiter – Rory, his name badge said – had been generous with Jones’s portion. I could barely see the plate. Actually, I could barely see Jones.

			I relaxed a little. That would take him some time to work through. Whatever he wanted to say, I was safe for a while.

			I had forgotten how easily he could eat and talk. ‘So, Cage . . .’ He paused for another mouthful. Whatever it was he wanted to speak to me about was obviously nowhere near as important as eating his pudding.

			I sighed. ‘Was there something specific you wanted to say?’

			‘A couple of things, actually.’

			I put down my spoon. ‘Go on, then.’

			He deliberately fixed his attention on his pudding. ‘It was the anniversary of Clare’s death last month.’

			Clare had been his partner. Professional partner, although I think there had been a deeper relationship than that. She died, but not before she’d betrayed him and the people he worked for. They’d held Jones responsible and, although he never said much about it, I knew he’d had a pretty tough time for a while. Dr Sorensen of the Sorensen Clinic had been part of that tough time.

			I thought he was mostly over that now. In fact, he was mostly over it. The two of us had been inching our way towards . . . I don’t know. I don’t know what Jones and I had. I don’t think he knew either, but whatever it was, I liked it and I didn’t want anything to happen to it. And now he wanted to talk to me . . .

			I looked at him. ‘Are you all right? About Clare, I mean.’

			‘Yes, I am. I’ve accepted what she did. In a way I can even understand why she did it.’

			He busied himself with his custard. I could see he wasn’t finished talking so I signalled to Rory for some coffee, please. Because while Jones might not have a problem with Clare, I did.

			I am aware that a lot of what I say makes me sound unbalanced. Not normal. It’s normal for me but not for anyone else, so I’ve learned to conceal my supposed talent. My dad taught me to get through life as peacefully as possible and that’s what I’ve always tried to do. Only then my husband died and everything started to slide out of control and then, last Christmas . . . oh God . . . last Christmas there’d been an accident. I banged my head. And reality . . . something went wrong with reality. There was Jones’s version – which, to be honest, was everyone else’s version as well – where I’d banged my head, had a wonky moment and been carted off to the hospital.

			Then there was my version – where I’d been attacked by something that looked like Clare and yet wasn’t. I’d been hunted through my own house. Even now, if I closed my eyes, I could see that thing reaching for me, its dislocated jaw swinging in that evil wind; I could hear the telephone ringing on and on and on and Ted’s voice telling me I was going to die. And all the time the angry snow swirled, covering the world in white silence.

			Except it never happened. It couldn’t have, because in my reality I’d exploded in a frenzy of rage and grief and fear and I’d brought down the whole clinic in a vortex of blood and destruction. I saw Sorensen’s broken body caught up in the whirlwind as I lay in the white silence of the snow, looking up at the stars as the world ended around me.

			Except it hadn’t. I’d woken up and the snow had gone and the world was still here and so, obviously, it had all been a dream. ‘You banged your head, Mrs Cage,’ they said. And yet, deep down, I was sure it had happened. Except that it hadn’t. Yes, I know – unbalanced.

			Jones had finished his dessert while I’d been busy with my thoughts. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘the reason I’m bringing this up now is because it kind of ties in with something I wanted to say to you. I’ve been waiting for the right moment – only I suspect that with you, Cage, there will always be something happening – so I’m just going to go ahead and say it now.’

			The coffee arrived.

			‘All right,’ I said, my heart pounding. ‘Go ahead and say it.’

			He stirred his coffee. ‘My boss was none too happy over Sorensen grabbing me last summer. When he thought he’d use me as leverage to get to you. Sorensen’s been told, in no uncertain terms, that his obsession over you has led him to act inappropriately and to pack it in.’

			‘Obsession is putting it rather mildly.’ I looked at him. ‘When I met you, I thought you worked for Sorensen.’

			‘I’ve worked with him. I’ve been seconded to him on several occasions. But no, I work for another department. And I rather think my boss is going to have something to say about Sorensen attempting an unauthorised interrogation on a member of her department. If she hasn’t already.’

			He brooded for a while and then roused himself. ‘The thing is, Cage, I’ve been told to make myself scarce. Take myself out of the picture, so to speak.’

			I was horrified. ‘They’ve sacked you?’

			‘Oh no. Full pay and so on. I’m not sure how official unhappiness with Sorensen is going to manifest itself and I must admit I’m very happy to keep my distance on this one and find something else to do for a while.’

			‘For how long?’

			He shrugged. ‘Not sure. I think it depends on what Sorensen has to say for himself, but it could be anything up to a year.’

			‘A year?’ I said, hoping I didn’t sound as dismayed as I felt.

			‘Mm.’

			‘What will you do?’ I braced myself. ‘Where will you go?’ I had visions of him island-hopping through Greece or mountain climbing or exploring the rainforests or . . . something. Not living quietly in Rushford, anyway. For anything up to a year.

			‘Well, that’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about.’

			He stopped again and sipped his coffee.

			‘Go on.’

			‘Well, I was thinking – when we go back to Rushford . . .’

			‘Can you go back? I mean, we were . . . on the run. We were living quietly and . . .’

			‘Actually, Cage, no, we weren’t. There was nothing quiet about it. We were holed up in a very pleasant seaside cottage where no one would ever have found us and then you set the furniture off. And barely had we got over that than those bloody weird women at Greyston had a go at us again. I have to tell you that your idea of living quietly is very different to mine.’

			‘I mean,’ I said, patiently, ‘that we were going to avoid Sorensen. Possibly go abroad and live.’

			‘Well, now we don’t have to. He’s in serious trouble at the moment and he’s got more to worry about than us. And you heard what he said – he doesn’t want you any longer. And if he doesn’t want you any longer, then why would he want me? I suspect he’ll concentrate all his efforts on burying the last few months and pretending they never happened. And he’s never going to want to admit he lost a valuable patient – that would be me – to a housewife – that would be you – an old crook – which would be Jerry – and whoever or whatever that weird blond bloke is.’

			‘Iblis?’

			‘Yes, him. And his bloody dog.’

			‘Nigel?’

			He sighed. ‘He’s called that mongrel Nigel?’

			‘Nigel the Ninja and actually, I rather think that was your suggestion.’

			He sighed. ‘Anyway, to return to the topic, I think it’s safe for us to go back.’

			‘And if not?’

			‘Then I’m sure we’ll get to know about it soon enough. And at least we’ll have had a lovely holiday in Scotland. Have I thanked you?’

			‘Many times. And I should be thanking you for bringing me. It’s been lovely so far.’ I remembered Leanne Elphick. ‘Well, mostly lovely.’

			He looked at me. ‘That’s the other thing I wanted to talk to you about. It could always be like this, you know.’

			‘What – being in Scotland?’

			‘No – I mean the two of us. Together.’

			‘What are you saying?’ My hands were shaking again and I dropped them into my lap, out of sight.

			He looked around the dining room, nearly empty now. Rory was beginning to clear the tables and lay for breakfast. No one was within earshot.

			‘Cage, I’ve been thinking. We could do this full-time. Together.’

			He was nervous. His colour was shooting all over the place. I, on the other hand, was simply bewildered.

			‘Do what all the time?’

			‘Help people, Cage. I think we should help people. Together.’

			Still slightly at sea, I said cautiously, ‘Define together.’

			‘Not sure how I can make it much clearer. I mean working together. What did you think I meant?’

			I rushed to cover up my blunder. ‘That’s what Sorensen said. That you and I could end up working together. Is that what you meant?’

			‘No. Forget Sorensen.’

			‘I wish I could.’

			‘Look, you saved that kid in the tree. And then there was Evelyn Cross. Not that she was a person but you know what I mean. And Hélène Rookwood. I know you panic because things happen around you, but have you ever thought that that’s what’s supposed to happen? That you turn up and things happen so you can put them right. We sometimes say we arrive at the same conclusion but by different routes. We complement each other. You could sort out the weird stuff and I can do the muscle. We’ll have to charge because I didn’t have a husband to leave me well-off and I need the money, but we could tailor the fees to people’s resources.’

			I was completely at sea. He was proposing I overturn the habits of a lifetime and I couldn’t take it in all at once. ‘But how would that happen? I mean . . .’ I tailed away.

			‘Well, let’s say someone comes to see you saying they think Great Aunt Mary is haunting the spare bedroom. We pop along, I stand in the doorway – well out of harm’s way – you firkle about a bit, doing that funny thing you do, and report that Great Aunt Mary’s told you her will is hidden in the chimney breast. I pocket the fee and we both shoot off down the pub.’

			He’d lost me. ‘Who is Great Aunt Mary and why would she have hidden her will in the chimney breast?’

			‘I don’t know but I expect you could make everything clear on the last page – you know, like one of those thrillers where everything’s tied up in a neat bow.’

			I shook my head. ‘But it’s not like that for me. I only see flashes of someone else’s story. I don’t usually know how things start, let alone how they end. I’ve no idea how Leanne and Tony Elphick will turn out. And besides, I couldn’t have done anything without you along to enforce things.’

			He beamed triumphantly. ‘Exactly the point I’m trying to make, Cage. Teamwork. Why don’t you take a while to think about it? Are you going to finish your sorbet?’

			I pushed over my dish and, to save time, my after-dinner mint as well.

			‘Exceeds expectations,’ he said thickly, spooning up the sorbet. ‘I like that in a partner. Have you thought about it yet? What did you decide?’

			‘Only that you shouldn’t talk with your mouth full. It’s not attractive.’
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