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To Howard









One


The school’s entrance hall was smaller than I remembered, but then, the last time I had been there, more than fifteen years ago, I’d been only ten and easily intimidated – I had changed since. But even so, I wasn’t looking forward to this visit.


My heels announced my progress as I walked across the tiled expanse of the lobby towards the woman waiting to greet me.


Miss Mitchell was everything one would expect of the headmistress of an all-girls’ private school: tall and buxom with a ruddy complexion and short, wild, wavy hair. The expression ‘jolly hockey sticks’ could have been made for her, although from the tightness at the corners of her mouth I could see that any jollity she had this afternoon was forced.


‘Miss de Salle,’ she said, crossing the lobby to greet me, her hand extended, ‘I have heard so much about you.’


‘Lucky, please,’ I said.


‘Then you must call me Lydia,’ she replied, briskly shaking my hand. ‘Can I offer you a cup of tea or coffee?’


‘I think I’d rather get on with it,’ I told her.


‘Of course.’ She gave me an odd, twisted smile, as though she was embarrassed. ‘I really appreciate you coming. I would have understood if you hadn’t wanted to assist.’


‘Water under the bridge.’ My eyes shifted upwards and I shivered. ‘But I’m not sure I can help you.’ I couldn’t see any point in playing games.


‘I was told that if anyone could, it would be you.’


I’d read that this woman had been headmistress for only three years, so she didn’t know me – not Lucky de Salle the person. She almost certainly knew of me as Lucinda de Salle, the disgraced ex-pupil; she might have even heard of Lucky de Salle, a very minor celebrity, but she didn’t know me. And I liked to tell things as they were.


‘Look,’ I said, as we approached the stairs I had hoped I would never have to climb again, ‘last time I was here I tried to help and was scared half to death and then expelled for my trouble. I couldn’t help then and I’m not sure I can help now. The only reason I agreed to come here at all is because of the Ouija board. If your three boarders were playing with it and didn’t perform the final ritual, you could well end up with a problem far worse than the spirits of two young girls.’


‘What do you mean?’ she asked, glancing my way.


‘The twins are nasty, vindictive little things, but there are far more vicious creatures out there.’ Which was true: I myself had faced some deeply malevolent spirits. But fifteen years ago the twins had frightened me more than any spirit had before or since, and today I was confronting my demons. It didn’t help that my best friend Kayla had refused point-blank to come with me. Kayla was never scared of anything, so if she was scared of whatever was up in the attic, I was pretty certain I had good reason to be.


Lydia walked with me through the silent corridors and up the first two flights of stairs, but when we reached the third she hesitated. This last climb led up to the sixth form common room and the attic beyond.


‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘You don’t have to come.’


She managed a small smile. ‘Thank you.’


I returned her smile, but I had to force the corners of my mouth to curl upwards. I took the first step up, and that’s when the girls began to call to me.


‘Lucky, Lucky,’ they whispered. ‘Lucky’s coming; Lucky, Lucky, Lucky.’


I hesitated. My legs felt leaden, but I gripped the banister and forced my feet to move upwards, slowly, one step at a time.


By the time I reached the common room I was shivering. The last time I’d been there I had been running through it, running to get help, running to get away.


I crossed the room, the sound of my heels cushioned by the carpeted floor. When I reached the door at the other end I lifted my hand to grip the doorknob, but before my fingers even brushed the cold brass the door swung open. Shocked, I stepped backwards.


‘Lucky, Lucky, come and play, come and play our games.’


‘I don’t like your games,’ I said as I stepped through the door and onto the first step up to the attic. ‘And if you don’t promise to play nicely I won’t play at all.’


The door slammed shut behind me. I grimaced and continued up. They were children, for Christ’s sake, dead children at that, and although they were vicious, they couldn’t hurt me. Spirits have very little physical power.


The door at the top of the stairs opened as I climbed the last step. Were they stronger than before? Or had I just forgotten what tricks they could play?


The attic wasn’t in total darkness. A dirty skylight halfway along the roof let in enough of the grey afternoon light for me to see piled-up desks and chairs at the far end. There were a few boxes stacked next to them, their dark bulk reminiscent of a beast ready to pounce. There was a lot of storage space up there, and very little stored. I guessed it had been a long time since this room had been used for that purpose.


The abandoned Ouija board was lying on the floor in the middle of the long room, just below the skylight. The planchette was upside down a few feet away. I took a pace forward and then another, the floorboards creaking at each step.


‘Lucky’s come to see us. Lucky’s come to play.’ Their whispers filled my head. ‘Where’s Kayla? We want to play with Kayla.’


‘Kayla doesn’t want to play with you,’ I said.


‘We want Kayla, we want Kayla, we want Kayla!’


Their chanting was loud and strident, aggressive, even: not a good sign. I wasn’t sure whether only I could hear the voices or not, but if others could, I was pretty certain they would hear the words reverberating through the school’s long corridors.


I walked across the room and reached down to pick up the board. My fingers had barely skimmed the surface when it was snatched away and sent skidding across the floor to crash into the wall. I followed it across the room. Could the twins have become this powerful? I frowned. Something wasn’t right.


Once more I reached for it, and once more it skidded away.


‘KAYLA.’ This time the word came out as a deep growl. Not the voice of children at all. The hairs at the nape of my neck bristled.


I spun around. Dark gloom surrounded me.


‘Who are you?’ I asked, my voice coming out as a shaky whisper.


Silence.


I went to retrieve the board again. I bent down and picked it up, gripping it tight – and it was wrenched from my grasp with such force I stumbled forward and fell to one knee.


I stayed there for a moment, my eyes scanning the shadows. My ragged breathing was forming small clouds of mist in the air and I was shivering. It had suddenly become very cold. Goosebumps pimpled my arms and legs, but I wasn’t sure the chill had anything to do with that. I clambered to my feet, my eyes still searching the darkness.


‘Lucky, help us.’ Soft whispers floated across the room. ‘Please’ – a tremulous cry – ‘help us.’


I turned towards the stacked furniture and there they were: two girls in long, white nightgowns. Today they were huddled together, crouched down between the old desks and the stacked boxes, making themselves small.


I swallowed hard. Last time we had met they had been reaching out toward me, their greedy eyes glowing with malicious glee. Now they were just frightened little girls. Fear bloomed in my chest. It wasn’t the girls who had been called forth by the Ouija board, nor had they been the ones calling out to me. It was something far worse.


They looked up at me and even in the dark I could see the fear on their sad, little faces.


‘Help us and we promise to be good. We promise. Make him go away. Please make him go away.’


‘Who?’ I whispered.


Their eyes grew wide and they turned their heads, burying their faces against each other’s necks. I stood stock-still.


There was definitely something else in the room.


My breath was now white smoke and the air around me could have been made of syrup, it felt so thick. I tried to turn but it was hard, like I was swimming against the tide. Slowly I forced my body around.


It was dark – too dark for the time of day. I took a couple of steps backwards until I was standing beneath the skylight and the pale autumn light formed a rectangular patch on the dusty floor around me. Darkness so dense I could no longer see the door rose up to fill the other end of the room. It blocked my way out. I took another step back and heard whimpering behind me.


The darkness began to swirl in thick, soupy swathes, drawing in on itself, pulling together, solidifying and taking shape.


The girls behind me were crying. I could hear their hiccoughing little sobs, and it was then I realised they had never really been evil, they were just children, acting up the way kids sometimes do. Now they were afraid themselves and unfortunately I had the feeling they had good reason to be. I caught a sudden waft of a familiar sweet smell that reminded me of old ladies, but then it was gone as quickly as it had come.


Gradually the figure of a man grew out of the blackness. At first I thought he was exceptionally tall, then I noticed the high grey hat perched at an angle on top of his head. His close-fitting coat and breeches were also grey and his waistcoat and cravat a pale primrose. He wore white stockings, black shoes and looked very much like an eighteenth-century gentleman caught out of time. He even had a beauty spot near his top lip. I was surprised; he didn’t look at all frightening – but then his mouth curled into a cruel, supercilious smile.


‘Well, hello,’ he said.


I remained silent. It’s never wise to engage those from the other side in conversation unless you know what you’re dealing with; some delight in telling lies, twisting everything you say and generally playing with your head.


He took a step towards me and it took all of my self-control not to take a step back. The girls whimpered. I glanced around, trying to locate the Ouija board. He followed my eyes and chuckled – a low, menacing sound.


‘Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m here? Aren’t you going to ask me what I want . . . Miss de Salle?’


‘Why don’t you tell me?’


He moved a step closer. Three more and he would be within touching distance. I really didn’t want him that close.


He smiled again, and this time he was near enough for me to see his very white, pointed teeth. I had been right to be afraid.


‘You have something we want.’


‘Kayla, he wants Kayla,’ the girls whispered from behind me.


His face twisted into an expression as close to madness as I would ever want to see. His lips pulled back into a snarl, exposing more of those vicious teeth.


‘Be quiet, you little wretches. Hell will be too good a place for you if you do not hold your tongues.’


I risked glancing over my shoulder. The two girls were still wrapped together in a small, quivering ball. When I turned back he had closed the distance to an arm’s length. Too close. I needed to get to that Ouija board.


He plucked at the lace cuffs of his shirt that flounced out from beneath the sleeves of his jacket, drawing my attention to long ivory fingernails that would have been more at home on a big cat. He noticed the direction of my gaze and the smile returned to his face. He looked solid, almost human, but it was obviously nothing more than a veneer; malevolence oozed from his pores, tainting the air. I was finding it very hard to breathe.


‘Where is Kayla?’ he asked at last.


‘Who wants to know?’


He raised an aristocratic eyebrow at me, then chuckled. ‘Forgive me,’ he said, sweeping into a low bow. ‘I am Henri le Dent.’


French name, terribly English accent. He was lying, but then, they usually did. This one was a comedian: le Dent – the Tooth. I didn’t find it particularly amusing.


‘Well, Henri, I would like you to leave now. Goodbye.’


He chuckled again. ‘Come now, Miss de Salle – you’re far too experienced to expect that to work.’


I gritted my teeth. It had been worth a try, though I’d begun to realise I wasn’t dealing with a spiteful, restless spirit this time. Henri was something else altogether. Miss Mitchell’s three students had managed to call up a demon.


‘Okay, Henri, so what do you want?’


He flashed those pointy teeth again. ‘I have a message for your friend.’


He took a step closer and this time I couldn’t help but recoil. His smile grew broader. He knew I was afraid of him.


‘Tell Kayla you have a message for her from the other side.’


He moved so fast I didn’t have time to react. In an instant he was beside me and his slender fingers were closing around my throat. I clawed at his very solid hand, but it was futile. He lifted me up so my toes were barely touching the floor and pulled my face so close to his we were eye to eye.


He grinned. His teeth seemed to fill his face and I was quite sure I was about to die.


He saw the realisation dawn in my eyes and laughed out loud. ‘Yes, Miss de Salle – or may I call you Lucky?’ He contemplated my face for a moment and then very slowly licked his lips. ‘I think so. Death is such an intimate thing. Yes, Lucky, you are going to die – but not today, for you have a message to deliver. Tell Kayla she has been away far too long and we want her back.’


He leaned even closer and breathed in, closing his eyes for a moment as though savouring the bouquet of a fine wine, but when they sprang open they were black coals. His tongue flicked out and he licked the side of my face, tracing its pointed tip down from the corner of my eye and across my cheek. I tried to turn my head away, but his fingers were locked beneath my jaw. He was obviously enjoying himself, enjoying my fear. I caught a waft of his breath and the sickly-sweet scent I had smelled earlier returned full force. This time I knew what it smelled like: Parma Violets.


‘I’m hoping she will resist,’ he murmured, ‘for if she defies us, I will visit again, and when I do I will get to take another taste of you.’ He stroked my hair with his free hand. ‘I can hardly wait. I know you will be so sweet, like nectar. Oh yes, Miss Lucky de Salle, I am very much looking forward to meeting you again. I might even make a special visit – or two.’


I couldn’t breathe and my eyes were beginning to water. A tear overflowed and trickled down the side of my face.


He caught the teardrop on the tip of one of his viciously sharp nails and raised it up as if to study it. His nostrils flared as he took a flamboyant sniff, then with a reptilian flick of the tongue, he tasted it.


‘A woman’s tears, so fragrant, so delicious, so – endearing.’


He let go of me and I fell to the floor, gasping. When I looked up he was stepping into the thick black shadow cloaking the door.


He glanced back at me. ‘Au revoir, Miss de Salle. I shall be seeing you again very soon. In fact, I will be keeping a close eye on you.’


The darkness wrapped itself around him until all that remained was a black stain in front of the door, and then it was gone and the room was once again full of autumn gloom.


Somehow I managed to pull myself up onto my knees, though I was shaking so hard I had to clench my mouth shut to stop my teeth from chattering.


‘You must close the door or he’ll be back,’ a voice said from beside me, making me jump.


I looked around. The girls were standing there. The Ouija board slithered shakily across the floor and came to a faltering stop in front of me. The planchette followed. I reached out towards the board and then stopped, my fingers outstretched, but not quite touching it. I had a feeling it was too late for any of this.


‘What about you two?’ I asked. ‘Don’t you want to move on to where you belong?’


They glided around to stand in front of me, on the other side of the board.


‘We belong here.’


‘It’s been almost two hundred years. You need to leave this place,’ I said.


‘Why?’


‘You’ve been frightening the girls.’


They both smiled, the sweet, sunny smiles of children. ‘We haven’t, not for a long, long time.’


I frowned at them. I knew spirits didn’t have the same sense of time as we did, but even so, barely a few days had passed since their last escapade. ‘What about the three girls the other day?’


It was their turn to frown. ‘That wasn’t us,’ one said with a pout. ‘It was him, and when they’d gone he started being mean to us.’


‘Did they call him with the board?’


They both nodded, their faces solemn.


With a sigh I dug in my pocket and pulled out a sealed plastic bag. I emptied the contents – a candle and matches – onto the floor, then set the candle upright. My fingers were trembling so badly that I managed to spill half the matches onto the floor, then had trouble picking them up. Eventually I managed to grasp one between shaking fingers, but I didn’t have the strength to light it.


I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths, then tried again, and this time a small flame flickered, faltered, almost went out, then bloomed. The girls watched me as I lit the candle.


I picked up the planchette, placed it on the board and pushed it to where it read ‘Goodbye’.


‘Goodbye,’ I said as firmly as I could.


I lifted the planchette and passed it through the candle flame, then did the same with the board, then, murmuring the Lord’s Prayer, I whacked it three times on the floor.


The girls drifted away.


‘Wait!’ I said, and they turned back to me. ‘Remember, you promised to be good.’


‘We will,’ they whispered, and then they were gone.


Still shaking, I gathered the candle and matches together and dropped them back in the plastic bag. I didn’t imagine for one minute that they would keep their promise – although if this was the first time the school had experienced any trouble in the fifteen years since I’d left, they hadn’t exactly been going out of their way to be nasty to the pupils. I would suggest to Lydia Mitchell that she arrange for the door to the attic be locked and bolted. It wouldn’t keep the two little spirits confined, though they had never really strayed far from the attic room, probably because it was where they had died. It would, however, keep her pupils out and hopefully away from this sort of mischief.


I climbed to my feet and started towards the door, but after a few steps I hesitated. There was no thick darkness blocking my exit now, but even so I was wary. I took another step, and another, then scampered across the room as fast as my heels would let me, threw open the door and bounded down the stairs into the upper sixth common room.


Any relief I might have felt immediately washed away when I looked back up the stairs. The doorframe at the top was filled with solid black darkness.


‘Remember my message,’ a voice whispered with a hint of laughter, then the door slammed shut with enough force to shake the doorframe and rattle the coffee mugs littered around the common room.


By the time I reached the entrance lobby I had managed to control the shaking, but my throat felt raw and bruised. I could have done with a hot drink, or preferably something stronger, but if I tried to hold a cup or glass, I thought my trembling fingers would give away my fear.


It was very tempting to leave without seeing the headmistress, but I had to warn her to get that bloody room locked up tight. If it had been up to me, I’d relocate the common room too. I would suggest it, but it was up to her; she might not want to risk upsetting the girls – and more importantly the parents – anymore than they were already.


I hesitated outside her door, then knocked. A voice called out for me to enter. Lydia was not alone; she was sitting at a rectangular coffee table with a man who, upon seeing me, put down his cup and stood, offering me his hand.


‘Lucky,’ Lydia said, with a worried glance towards the man, ‘this is Philip Conrad. It was he who sent the car for you this afternoon.


I took his outstretched hand. ‘Thank you,’ I said, when all I wanted to do was tell the headmistress her problem hadn’t gone away and get the hell out of there. I wasn’t in the mood for small talk; I needed to have a much more pressing conversation with my friend Kayla, waiting outside in Philip’s car.


‘Your hand is icy,’ he said, holding onto it for a bit too long.


I withdrew it from his grasp as delicately as I could. ‘No heating in the attic,’ I said, and then wondered if my visit up there was something I should be sharing with him.


Philip gestured for me to sit as though he was now the one in charge and the headmistress had been relegated to the sidelines. He sat down so that he was facing me, then leaned back and deliberately put an arm along the back of the sofa and crossed his ankles. The creases in his elegant charcoal-grey trousers could have cut cheese. His suit alone probably cost more than Lydia earned in a month. His shirt was a very pale blue, his silk tie charcoal and sapphire stripes. His skin was lightly tanned and his black hair was professionally tousled. His smile looked speculative to me, and his dark eyes were alert. I was instantly on my guard. All my senses told me that he was another problem I didn’t want to be dealing with.


‘Was your trip . . . successful?’ he asked.


I looked at the headmistress. Her eyes were on him and there was certain grimness to her expression which gave me the distinct impression she didn’t much want him there either.


‘Not very,’ I said.


‘I thought you could make it go away?’ Lydia said.


‘I’m a psychic, not an exorcist. I can help someone to move on, but I can’t force them to go.’


‘This is terrible,’ she said.


‘It’s actually far worse than either of us thought,’ I admitted. ‘Your girls managed to conjure up something very dangerous. I doubt he’ll be coming back here, but I suggest you lock that room up tight. It won’t keep the spirits in, necessarily, but it would be a very good idea to keep your pupils out. As for the sixth form common room . . .’


Her fingers tapped a rapid tattoo on the arm of her chair. ‘Yes, yes, of course. We’ve never had a problem with them before – at least since I’ve been here.’


‘It was the room where they died,’ I said. ‘Most spirits either hang around the place they spent their last moments, or somewhere that held a special or emotional meaning for them.’


‘They died in the attic?’ Philip asked.


After I’d been expelled I’d researched the history of the building. ‘Before this was a school it was an orphanage,’ I said, ‘and apparently not a very nice one. The twins had been locked in the attic for the night as a punishment and there was a fire. The orphanage tried to cover it up – they said the girls hadn’t been locked in, that they’d just been overcome by the fumes and died in their sleep.’


‘But they didn’t?’ Lydia asked, reading my expression.


‘Sadly, no – they couldn’t get out. When their bodies were found they were huddled together by the door.’


‘Oh my,’ she said.


‘The scandal closed the orphanage and after the building had been repaired it became a school.’


‘Miss de Salle, you said my pupils had “conjured” something up – what was that?’ Philip flashed perfect white teeth that were horribly reminiscent of the dreadful Henri: two sharks, two different ponds. He didn’t sound at all worried, just curious.


‘A demon, Mr Conrad.’ I waited for the curl of the lips, the derisive sneer, but he surprised me.


‘Is this common?’ he asked.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I’ve heard it can happen and I’ve read documented cases, but I’ve never before had the misfortune for it to happen to me.’


‘But then, you’re a professional,’ he said.


‘I’d hardly say that.’


‘Come now: you’re quite well known within the’ – he made quotation marks signs with his fingers – ‘circle.’


‘What “circle”?’ I said.


‘Psychics, clairvoyants, experts in the paranormal – they all know of you.’


I gave a rueful smile. ‘In which case, Mr Conrad, you’ll also know that most of them hate me with a passion.’


‘Only the charlatans.’


I studied him for a moment. He had certainly taken the trouble to research me. ‘That would be most of them, I’m afraid,’ I said. ‘True psychics are few and far between.’


‘But there are some out there?’


‘Most of those with a real ability try to hide it. To some it’s almost a curse.’


‘But not you?’


‘Mr Conrad, if you knew anything about me beyond my reputation you’d know my ability almost destroyed my life. My mother abandoned me; I was expelled from this school, and I was constantly bullied everywhere I went afterwards.’


‘You’ve turned your life around.’


‘I’ve had help.’


His knowing smile suggested he knew something I didn’t, or something he shouldn’t. I wasn’t sure which it was, but I was pretty certain I would soon be finding out.









Two


Philip, as he had invited me to call him, wasn’t about to let me go so easily. When I stood to leave he told me he would be joining me in the car. I could hardly complain; it was, after all his.


His driver opened the door for me and I slid inside. Kayla was curled up on the far side of the back seat, her knees drawn up to her chin. She was defensive, and I had the distinct impression she knew there had been something in the school other than the spirits of two mischievous children. While Philip was walking around to the other door I made the most of the few seconds I had with her.


‘I’ve a message for you,’ I hissed, ‘from someone very unpleasant with teeth like a piranha.’


Before she had a chance to respond the other door opened and she had to scrabble across the seat to sit next to me while Philip climbed in.


‘Would you like to go somewhere to eat?’ he asked.


For a moment I was completely thrown. I hadn’t seen that coming.


‘A very kind offer, but I’m feeling a little tired.’


‘Of course you are – but I really would like to hear more about this demon.’


Kayla glanced at me, her eyes wide. I ignored her. ‘There’s nothing much to say other than that he’s dangerous and I really wouldn’t want to meet him again.’


‘It was a “him”? Not some creature?’


‘He was in human form. I think he’d styled himself on an eighteenth-century gentleman by the way he was dressed, but my history isn’t particularly good.’


‘Did he have a name?’


‘I doubt the one he gave me was his.’


‘Which was?’


‘Why are you so interested? Why do you even care?’


He stared at me for a moment then turned away to look out of the window at the passing scenery, but not before I saw his face cloud over.


Kayla shifted in her seat and reached out to put her hand on his shoulder, but then drew back. ‘He’s in pain,’ she said. ‘His life has been touched by something from the other world.’


‘What happened, Philip?’ I asked.


He was silent for a very long time. He gave a shiver and glanced across at me, his expression bleak. ‘Come to dinner with me and I’ll tell you.’


Kayla twisted around to look at me. Two sets of eyes waited for my answer: one pair filled with hope, the other with an expression I couldn’t quite define. Kayla and I had been friends for a very long time, but for the last few minutes I had started to wonder whether I knew her at all.


‘All right, I’ll have dinner with you tomorrow night.’


He gave me a sad smile and in it there was an air of vulnerability I would never have expected from a man like him – but then, a sharp suit and expensive tastes didn’t mean he had no feelings, did it? Just that someone like Philip probably knew how to hide them.


He dropped us off at my cottage and walked me to the door. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he said. ‘About eight?’


‘That’s good for me.’


He raised a hand and strode off down the path, stopping to give me a parting smile as he closed the gate behind him.


I watched the car pull away, then started rummaging for my keys


‘He’s troubled,’ Kayla said, as I let us in.


‘Not as troubled as you’re going to be if you don’t tell me what this is all about.’


‘Don’t be like that.’


‘Kayla, this demon had teeth that would make Dracula look like a pussycat and he was drooling over me like I was his packed lunch, so I think I’m entitled to be a little pissed off.’


‘That’s not my fault.’


‘Really?’ I said, as I threw my jacket down on the sofa and slumped down beside it. ‘Well, he said to give you a message.’


She sat down on the chair opposite me, knees together and hands clenched as if praying. Maybe she was. She looked at me from beneath lowered lashes.


‘What did he say?’


‘He said: “Tell Kayla” – that’s you, I believe – “that I have a message for her from the other side.” He said, “Tell her she’s been away far too long and we want her back.” ’


‘Oh,’ she said.


‘Is that all you’ve got to say? What does he mean?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘He seemed to think you would.’


‘So, you’re going out to dinner with this Philip guy?’ she said, changing the subject.


It was clear that she didn’t want to continue our previous conversation and I knew better than to push her, she often just disappeared if she wasn’t getting her own way. I gritted my teeth and counted to ten. As frustrating as it was I was going to have to tease it out of her.


‘I’m not sure I want to, but he is in pain, as you yourself pointed out. Either that or he’s a very good actor, because he didn’t appear to be hurting much when I first met him.’


‘I think what you saw inside the school was probably the act.’


‘Any insights?’ I asked her.


‘He was very interested in your demon.’


I shuddered. ‘The reason that demon was there is all down to you – at least, that’s what he said.’


Her forehead wrinkled and she drew a little closer to me. ‘Did he threaten you?’


‘Oh yes.’


‘Tell me.’


‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ I said with a shudder my hand rising to my cheek as I remembered his tongue trailing across my skin.


‘If he threatened to harm you, I want to know.’


She wasn’t the only one who could be difficult. ‘It’ll have to keep,’ I said playing her at her own game and checking my watch. ‘It’s getting late and I really need to go for a run before supper.’


‘It’s dark outside.’


‘I’m not afraid of the dark.’


‘If you’ve been threatened by a demon you should be.’


‘I got the impression the time of day or night wouldn’t really matter much to him.’


‘What name did he give?’


‘I told you, it wasn’t his name; it was a joke.’


Her lips pursed and she gave me one of her old-fashioned ‘just tell me, why don’t you?’ looks.


‘Okay, okay, it was Henri, Henri le Dent. It was a demon joke, I think, because he had very white, very sharp teeth.’


‘I’ll come with you,’ she said, and it was then that I realised the situation was worse than I’d thought. One of the few activities Kayla refused to join in with was my daily run, so if she really was willing to accompany me, it must be because I was right about old Henri Toothy Pegs being some seriously scary dude.


*


I ran for just under an hour, not for the exercise, although I suppose it was good for me, but because running gave me time to let my mind drift without any other distractions. Curiously enough, I had never come across a restless spirit while running. Like Kayla, it appeared they had an aversion to it.


Kayla lagged along behind, but after the first few minutes I cranked up my iPod and forgot all about her. It had stopped raining and it wasn’t cold, just damp. I kept to the main roads; even I wasn’t crazy enough to risk the bridle paths I might use on a bright summer evening. Even though I’d said explanations could keep, the afternoon at the school had seriously spooked me.

Henri had spooked me.


By the time I reached my gate I was ready for a shower and a glass of wine. Kayla caught up with me as I opened the front door.


‘I still can’t understand why you do this running stuff,’ she said. ‘You just get all hot and sweaty for your trouble.’


I switched off my iPod and dumped it on the small table in the hall. ‘Do I have to keep repeating myself? It gives me time to think.’


‘Time away from me, you mean.’


‘I didn’t say that. You know you’re welcome to join me anytime you like.’ Though this wasn’t strictly true; it was nice to get away from her sometimes. ‘I’m hitting the shower.’ Then I hesitated on the bottom step and sniffed. ‘Can you smell something odd?’


She shook her head and I took another long sniff, but I must have been imagining it, because there was nothing there. Henri must have rattled me even more than I’d thought. But for a moment I was sure I could smell Parma Violets.


*


I took my time in the shower – my wine and TV dinner would still be waiting for me at the end of it – and had just pulled on a pair of clean tracksuit bottoms and a T-shirt when Kayla appeared at the door.


‘You expecting someone?’ she asked, knowing full well I wasn’t.


‘No, why?’


‘Well, there’s some man walking up the path.’


And there was a rap on my door.


‘What now?’ I muttered to myself. My cottage was at the end of an unlit lane and a ten-minute walk from the village, so I didn’t usually get unwanted callers.


I padded down the stairs and had a quick look through the peephole. A youngish guy was standing a few feet back from my doorstep, his face angled away from me, then he turned, giving me a distorted view of his face. He was wearing a grey hoodie and I caught a glimpse of blond curls escaping onto his forehead. His brow was crinkled into a frown and he was chewing on his lower lip. He was clearly anxious, maybe worried there wouldn’t be an answer – or maybe worried there would be. Of course there was no way I could ever be sure from a quick glimpse through a peephole, but he didn’t look particularly dangerous to me.


‘Know him?’ Kayla asked.


‘Nope,’ I said, as I reached out to open the door.


‘Are you sure you should?’ she asked.


‘If he turns out to be trouble you can scare the crap out of him,’ I said.


‘Goody.’ Her face lit up into a smile: she had a very wicked sense of humour at times, and a variety of ways of getting rid of unwanted guests, all of them interesting.


As I pulled the door open, the young man immediately drew himself up to his full height and pushed his hood back. His lips curled into a smile that was more like a grimace.


‘I’m sorry to call so late,’ he said. ‘Are you Lucky de Salle?’


‘That’s me.’


‘I wonder if I could have a few moments of your time?’ he asked, and I noticed a slight quaver to his voice. He was very nervous and I wasn’t sure whether this was a good sign or not.


‘Depends what you want.’


‘I’ve been told you might be able to help me.’


I waited, one hand resting against the door in case I needed to slam it shut.


‘Please, I need your help,’ he said again, and there was more than a hint of anxiety in his voice. ‘Please.’


I glanced at Kayla. ‘I don’t know – he looks vaguely familiar,’ she said, her forehead creasing into a frown, ‘but’ – she tapped her forefinger against her lips – ‘I’m not sure.’


I gestured for him to come inside and stood back to let him pass. ‘This way,’ I said, pointing him in the direction of my sitting room.


He walked in, stopped in the middle of the room and turned to face me. ‘I’m sorry to barge in on you at this time of night but I really couldn’t— I just couldn’t wait any longer.’


‘Okay,’ I said and gestured for him to sit. ‘What’s this all about?’


He perched on the edge of my sofa as though he was getting ready to run at any moment. His hands, resting on his knees, curled into tight fists, his knuckles white as bone.


‘I really don’t know where to begin,’ he said.


I waited, and Kayla sat down beside me on the arm of my chair, strangely quiet.


‘Look,’ he said, ‘at the risk of sounding flip, I can’t think of any other way of saying this.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I see dead people.’


Kayla muttered, ‘Oh, puh-lease.’ We had both seen the Bruce Willis film and that bit cracked us up every time. I found myself struggling to stop my lips twitching, although it really wasn’t that funny, especially as he was visibly distressed.


‘So,’ I said, as soon as I was sure I could speak without laughing, then, ‘Sorry, what’s your name?’


‘Jamie,’ he said. ‘Jamie Banks.’


‘So, Jamie, you think you see the dead?’


‘I don’t think, Miss de Salle, I do.’


‘And you’ve come to see me because . . .?’ I winced. It had come out all wrong: haughty and condescending. It was the tone I used on all those so-called mediums, and he hadn’t deserved it.


His cheeks flushed and he jumped to his feet. ‘I was told you might be able to help, but clearly I’m wasting my time.’


‘Sit down,’ I said, and he hesitated, then slumped back down on the sofa. ‘Now, tell me why you think I can help you.’


He sat staring at his clenched fists. His cheeks were still burning, but from his lowered eyes and the way he was pinching his lower lip between his teeth, I would have bet money on him being more embarrassed than angry.


‘I was desperate, so I went to see a medium,’ he said at last.


‘Her name?’ I asked. I couldn’t think of one psychic who would volunteer me as a recommended source of information.


‘Constance Selby.’ He said it like he knew I wouldn’t like the answer; he was right.


Kayla gave a snort. ‘That was money well spent.’


‘Paul the Octopus had more psychic ability than that woman,’ I said.


‘I thought she was quite good,’ he said, with a frown.


Kayla threw up her hands. ‘Hell’s bells, this guy is not for real.’


I ignored her. ‘Jamie, it’s really easy to make someone believe you’re giving them messages from the other side. You just have to be able to read body language and pick up on the things people say. To start with, nine times out of ten, if a person consults a psychic it’s because they’ve lost someone, so straight away they have a starting point.’


‘She knew things—’


‘You appear to know things about me: like where I live, for instance.’ And how did he know that?


‘After she mentioned you I read your book,’ he said seeing my frown. ‘When I decided I wanted to meet you it wasn’t that difficult to find out where you live.’


That was slightly alarming – I would have to check how available my personal data actually was.


‘He obviously didn’t read beyond Chapter One,’ Kayla said.


‘Did you read all of it?’ I asked, and when he nodded, I pointed out, ‘I spent several chapters explaining how so-called mediums can make a person believe that they’re getting messages from loved ones.’


He stared at me for a moment then gave a small laugh. ‘I’ve been conned, haven’t I?’


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Though, I must admit, I can’t believe she recommended that you come to see me.’


He looked down at his shoes and when he raised his eyes back to mine a flush had crept back across his cheeks.


‘She didn’t, did she?’


‘No, not exactly. I didn’t have a one-to-one consultation. I wanted to check her out, so I went to see her show at the local hall in Bromley, just up the road from where I live. Later, when I read your book, I could see how she had been manipulating the audience all along – the things you talked about, they were all there – but that was the first time I’d been to one of these things and she was really convincing, and then, at the end of the evening, I don’t know, it got even more . . . well, incredibly real.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘There was a question and answer session and someone asked what she thought of Lucky de Salle.’


‘Oh my, I’d have just loved to hear what she had to say about you,’ Kayla said.


‘And?’ I asked, ignoring her.


‘Well, she got all sort of huffy and said something like “that woman . . .” – but then she stopped mid-sentence and her face kind of went all slack. The whole audience could see something odd was happening. She was silent for so long that people began to whisper, then she started to smile, it was a really weird – actually quite scary – smile. She looked – well, insane, really. Then she started to talk in this strange voice, you know, real Evil Dead creepy.’ He paused for a moment and shuddered. ‘It gives me goosebumps just thinking about it.’


‘So what did she say?’ I asked.


‘It was really peculiar stuff, you know, something like, “Lucky the spawn of Hell”, and she was chanting it in this sort of singsong cackle, then her voice got deeper and she said, “guided by a demon child”.’


I inadvertently glanced at Kayla, who looked far from happy.


‘Well, credit where it’s due, that’s a new approach.’


‘You still think it was a con?’


I laughed. ‘I think it was a rather pathetic attempt to discredit me.’


He gave a wry smile. ‘I didn’t believe the demon thing; that would be nuts. But I bought your book anyway and what you said in it made sense, so I hoped you might be able to help me.’


‘What do you want from me?’ I asked.


‘I want you to make it stop. Can you make it stop?’


I tucked my hair behind my ear. ‘If you really do see spirits I can’t do anything to make them leave you alone. Maybe I can help you deal with it, but that’s all.’


He lowered his head, eyes focusing on his knees. Then he looked up and the fear in his eyes brought a lump to my throat.


‘Whatever you can do will be better than nothing,’ he said. ‘I’m too scared to sleep and I’m too scared to stay awake. On my way here I was tempted to leap off the platform in front of a train just to make it all go away.’


‘You don’t want to be getting involved in this,’ Kayla said.


‘Jamie, how long has this been going on for?’


He ran his hand through his hair in a jittery motion. ‘Ten months, two weeks and five days.’


‘Very precise,’ I said.


‘It’s a day I won’t forget.’


‘What happened? It was obviously memorable.’


He took a deep breath. His hands were back on his knees. ‘It was the day I died,’ he said.


This time I couldn’t help it: I looked at Kayla. She was frowning, and was obviously concentrating, because she’d got her forefinger pressed against her bottom lip – it was her tell.


‘What are you looking at?’ Jamie asked.


‘You died?’ I repeated ‘So what happened?’.


He was staring at Kayla – at least, he was staring at where she was sitting next to me, perched on the arm of the chair. His brow furrowed, he squinted, then pinched the bridge of his nose between finger and thumb. Then his eyes opened wide and shot to mine.


‘Who’s she?’ he said, pointing at Kayla. His hand was trembling.


‘What can you see?’ I asked. I wasn’t feeling so good about this myself: even people who actually had some psychic power never acknowledged Kayla.


‘A woman, sitting next to you: fair hair, slender, dark eyes.’


‘Her name’s Kayla,’ I said.


‘Lucky,’ Kayla hissed.


‘If he can see you he can see you. No big deal.’


‘Maybe not for you,’ she said with a pout. ‘Will you stop staring,’ she added, glaring at Jamie. ‘Hasn’t anyone ever told you it’s rude?’


‘You really do have a spirit guide,’ Jamie said.


‘Not so much a guide as a pain in the backside,’ I said, ‘but she does sometimes have her uses.’


‘Thanks a million,’ Kayla said. ‘Can you hear me as well as see me, “I can see dead people” boy?’


His eyes flicked from her to me then back again. ‘Yes,’ he said.


‘So, Jamie’ – I clicked my fingers to get his attention – ‘back to business. How did you die?’


‘And why aren’t you dead now?’ Kayla added.


He was still staring at Kayla. For someone who was apparently seeing dead people on a regular basis she was sure making him uncomfortable. He dragged his eyes away from her with some effort. ‘I was at Victoria Tube Station the day of the bombing,’ he said at last, in a low whisper.


I winced. ‘Shit,’ I said.


He swallowed hard. ‘We’d just come down the stairs into the entrance hall when the bomb went off.’


‘We?’


He looked up at me with glittering eyes, then back at his tightly clenched hands. ‘Sara, my girlfriend. We were going to town for the day. It was like a big adventure – she’d never been to London before.’ The last words were almost a sob.


I gave him a few moments before asking, ‘You lost Sara that day?’


He took several deep breaths, then started again. ‘She was slightly ahead of me, trying to push through the crowd – it was packed solid down there.’


I had read the newspaper reports and seen the aftermath of the devastation on the telly and I had promised myself I would never again visit the place as long as I lived, not because I was afraid of another terrorist bombing, but because if ever there was a place that would be haunted by lost souls, it would be there.


‘I can’t remember the blast, just Sara, glancing back at me, smiling, her mouth opening to say something. Then it went black and the next thing I know, I’m looking down into what I thought was Hell. There was smoke, lots of smoke, and then as it started to clear, I could see bodies, piles of broken bodies, some almost unrecognisable as people.’ He stopped and took another deep breath. ‘It was the silence that was weird. And then I saw them.’


‘Saw what?’ I asked.


‘People – people rising up and drifting past me. I searched their faces for Sara, but she wasn’t there, so I searched the bodies, but I couldn’t find her. Though I did find my body. My eyes were closed.’ He screwed his shut as if trying to remember. ‘I was sprawled out on top of some people on the bottom steps leading into the station. I guess I must have been thrown backwards. I reached out to touch my face and then everything faded away.’ He stopped.


I could feel my own eyes prickling and I had to fight back the tears. Poor, poor boy. ‘Then what?’ I asked, when I was sure my voice wouldn’t break.


‘I think I might have woken up in the ambulance, but the next thing I really remember is the hospital, and that was a total nightmare – too many injured, too many dead and dying. Apparently I’d stopped breathing, not just once but several times, and they’d kept bringing me back – but I couldn’t bear to stay in that place any longer than I had to. Being among the horribly injured was bad enough, but the dead – they were scared and confused and some of them couldn’t understand what had happened to them. Then, somehow, they realised I could see them and they crowded around me asking me to help them, and I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.’ He dropped his head into his hands.


I got up and moved across the room to sit beside him and put my arm across his shaking shoulders.


‘I would have been overwhelmed too. It’s not your fault you couldn’t do anything to help them. Most of them will find their way eventually.’


‘But what of those who didn’t?’ he asked, looking up at me with red-rimmed eyes. ‘What happens to them? Are they like the ones I keep seeing? Can they never find peace?’


I squeezed his shoulder. ‘Jamie, don’t torture yourself. It’s taken me almost my whole life to get where I am today. I asked myself exactly those same questions again and again as I was growing up.’


‘How did you survive?’


‘I had help,’ I said, looking across at Kayla. ‘Look, why don’t I make us something to eat? We can talk some more, see what I can tell you to help make it easier. I can’t promise I’ll be able to solve all your problems, but I can tell you how I dealt with mine.’


He gave a sniff and muttered a muffled, ‘Yes, please.’


I patted his shoulder, got up and made for the kitchen. ‘Would you like a beer? A glass of wine?’ I called over my shoulder.


‘A beer would be great, thanks.’


Kayla trailed me into the kitchen. ‘Do you really need a stray hanging around here?’


‘Like you, you mean?’


‘Not nice,’ Kayla said.


‘Nor are you when you say things like that. He’s hurting.’


‘I guess.’


‘He was talking about jumping in front of a train.’


Kayla gave a snort. ‘Not a pleasant way to end it all, I’d say, particularly for the poor train driver. If you’ve got to do it, why burden other people with your shit?’


‘I don’t think people who do that sort of thing are thinking rationally. It’s probably more of a spur-of-the-moment thing.’


I found a beer for Jamie and poured a large glass of white wine for me, switched the oven on and strolled back into the lounge with the two glasses.


‘Here,’ I said, handing him the beer. ‘It’s pizza and garlic bread for dinner, I’m afraid.’


‘I don’t want to be any trouble,’ he said.


‘Too late for that,’ Kayla mumbled under her breath.


Why she was choosing to be such a bitch I had no idea. I’d have thought she’d be pleased to have someone else who could see her – someone else to talk to – or at least torment.









Three


We ate around the kitchen table, with Kayla wafting around us; she always did that when there was something going on she couldn’t join in with. Jamie couldn’t keep his eyes off her; he was trying to look like he wasn’t staring, but he was.


‘Why are you so interested in Kayla?’ I asked. ‘If you see spirits all the time now, she can’t be anything new.’


He finished his mouthful, then said, ‘I’ve never seen one quite like her.’ He took a swig of beer, then added, ‘All the ones I’ve come across are scared and needy or angry and aggressive, but she’s none of those things.’


He was right: most spirits hung around either because they didn’t understand what had happened to them or they had some last message for a loved one, or some other unfinished business. Occasionally you’d get one all bitter and twisted, wanting to take vengeance on the living for some imagined slight or there were those, like the twins I’d dealt with earlier that day, who just wanted to hang around their school and be naughty – they might be a little malicious but they caused no real harm; they just enjoyed scaring the crap out of people.


‘Kayla is one of a kind,’ I admitted.


‘How did she die?’


‘I am here, you know,’ Kayla said.


‘Sorry,’ Jamie said, his cheeks glowing.


Kayla gave a morose grunt and sat on the worktop opposite us. ‘I didn’t die,’ she said. ‘At least as far as I know.’


‘Have you been together long?’ he asked.


‘As long as I can remember,’ I said.


‘From when you were a kid?’


‘I sometimes wonder if we were born together. It certainly looks that way.’


‘We grew up together,’ Kayla added.


‘Is that usual?’


‘Usual for what?’ I asked.


‘Spirit guides?’


I hesitated a moment, thinking about his question. ‘I don’t know, I’ve never met a true psychic who’s had one.’


‘In your book you’re quite opinionated about people who claim to speak to the dead.’


I took a slurp of wine. I could talk about this all evening – in fact, I had, on numerous occasions: seminars, after-dinner speeches, interviews, pubs . . . After my book was published I did the usual publicity rounds and I think I probably went onto the psychic circuit’s ‘Most Hated’ list. I’d even had some nutter sticking pins into a wax effigy of me on a TV show. Kayla thought it was hilarious. ‘People who claim to speak to the loved ones of the vulnerable are leeches. It doesn’t matter what excuses they use, taking money for lying to people is just plain wrong.’


‘You’re right,’ Jamie said. ‘I’d give anything not to be able to see the dead, and I bet those fake psychics would too if they really could.’


‘Did you see Sara?’ I asked.


He stopped mid-bite and dropped the pizza back onto his plate. He screwed his eyes shut, breathed deeply, then shook his head.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


‘No, it’s okay,’ he said, giving me a lopsided smile, ‘it’s just that if I’d ever wanted to see a spirit it would have been hers. But I never have.’


‘Didn’t you ever try to call to her?’ Kayla said.


His head jerked up. ‘Is that possible?’ he asked.


I glared at Kayla.


‘It’s not a good idea,’ she said, albeit rather half-heartedly. ‘I just wondered, that’s all.’


He turned to me. ‘Is it possible?’ he repeated.


‘If she’s gone, she’s gone. To try and call her back would be a mistake.’


‘But it is possible?’


‘Don’t you think you’d have seen her by now if it was?’


He frowned.


This was something I really didn’t want to get into with him. The problems he had already would pale into insignificance if he started trying to call up his lost girlfriend. It was time to change the subject. ‘Have you got somewhere to stay tonight?’


‘I’ve got a room at the local pub.’


‘Oh,’ I said.


‘Are you going to tell him or shall I?’ Kayla whispered, loud enough that he could hear her.


I gave her a killer glare, which she ignored.


‘Tell me what?’ he said, looking from me to Kayla and back again.


Kayla grinned in my direction, leaving it to me to break the bad news.


I sighed. ‘The pub is haunted by a former landlord. A rather unpleasant old man who broke his neck falling down the cellar stairs. He keeps out of my way because he’s scared of Kayla, but he’ll make your stay a misery if he thinks he can.’


‘That’s all I need,’ Jamie muttered. ‘Can anyone else see him?’


‘Every now and then some perceptive guest will catch a glimpse of him, but the present landlord and his wife are about as receptive as brick walls so they never have, which is probably just as well – the place changed hands so many times over the past five years it was beginning to look unsellable. They’ve been there two years now and can’t understand what all the fuss was about.’


‘If I were you I’d get the last train back to Bromley,’ Kayla said. ‘You’ll probably just make it if you hurry.’


‘Excuse me, Jamie,’ I said, getting to my feet. ‘My friend and I need to have a little chat in private.’


I gestured for Kayla to come with me. For a few moments she sat there, perched on the kitchen counter, staring at Jamie as though she was going to ignore me, but at last she hopped down and followed me out of the room.


‘What?’ she asked once I’d shut the door behind us.


‘Exactly what do you think you’re doing?’


‘We need him hanging around here like we need a bloody great hole in the head. He’s bad news.’


‘He needs help.’


‘Not from you.’


‘Then who else?’ I countered. ‘If he really is seeing the dead – and if he can see you, then I suspect he is – who else can help him?’


‘You can’t help him. Don’t you see that? No one can help him. He’ll just have to learn to live with it like you did.’


‘I had you,’ I said, and I stared at her until she lowered her eyes. ‘He hasn’t got anyone.’


‘Then maybe he should call up his girlfriend,’ she said with a wicked smile.


‘Why are you being such a bitch? You know as well as I do that the chances of him connecting with her are practically negligible.’


She started paying a lot of attention to the strand of hair she was twirling around her finger.


‘He might even end call up something deeply unpleasant – not to mention the matter of old Henri le Dent, which we still haven’t dealt with . . . Do you really want to risk him turning up here because Jamie started messing around with the other side?’ Her eyes met mine and a frown creased her forehead. ‘I guess not,’ I said.


‘There’s no need to be mean,’ Kayla said.


‘I’m not the one being mean. Jamie has asked for my help and I’m going to do my best to give it to him.’


‘Well, it’s all settled then,’ Kayla said with a sniff. ‘But don’t come crying to me when it all goes horribly wrong.’


‘What on earth could go wrong?’


Kayla muttered something under her breath then flounced off into the living room, leaving me to return to the kitchen – and Jamie – alone.


‘Is something the matter?’ he asked, as I entered the room.


I sat down across the table from him. ‘Not really, Kayla’s just being a pain.’


‘She doesn’t want me here, does she?’


I opened my mouth to lie, then seeing his expression, thought better of it. ‘I think she’s a little surprised you can see her. It’s always been just her and me and I think maybe she wants it to stay that way.’


His forehead furrowed. ‘Don’t you have any friends? I mean human ones.’


I laughed. ‘Do you, since you began to see ghosts?’


He slumped back in the chair. ‘No, I guess I don’t. I’ve sort of distanced myself from them – they can’t understand what I’m going through.’ He started fiddling with his half-empty glass. ‘To be honest, I think most of them think I’m crazy, or I’m having some kind of breakdown.’


I gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘Look, I’ve been seeing the dead all my life. I was the weird kid who talked to herself – I was always bullied, so I got used to being alone and apart from everyone – except for Kayla, of course.’


‘So it’s just the two of you?’


‘Pretty much. I go to the village pub for a drink with the locals now and then. I’ve got an agent who I see several times a year, and my editor of course.’


‘No boyfriends?’ he asked, then he flushed pink and apologised.


‘Actually, I have had a few boyfriends, but after a couple of months they usually end up leaving because I’m too weird.’


‘That sucks.’


‘Not really. They were pretty high maintenance emotionally.’


‘Did they know about Kayla?’


‘Do you think they’d believe in her?’


He gave a small laugh. ‘No. If we’d been having this conversation last year I’d have thought you were bonkers.’


He chugged back another mouthful of beer and sat back, concentrating on the last drop as he swirled it around the bottom of the glass. This gave me the opportunity to concentrate on him. When I first saw him standing on my doorstep I’d thought he was probably about twenty, but once he’d taken off his hooded jacket I could see he didn’t have the gangliness that comes with adolescence, and judging by his biceps, he had either been working out or doing some kind of manual work. Looking at him now, I would have said he was probably only a year or two younger than me. Fine lines radiated out from his eyes. I wasn’t at all sure whether that was from laughter or pain. I doubt he’d had much to laugh about over the past year, though before then I assumed he’d probably been happy.


‘What do you do for work?’ I asked.


‘Not a lot,’ he glanced up from his glass. ‘I was training to be a vet, but after . . . you know . . . I couldn’t concentrate on anything. I’ve done a bit of casual work here and there just to keep myself in cash and to pay the rent, but’ – he grimaced – ‘that’s part of the reason I need your help: I want to get my life back, or at least some semblance of it.’


His eyes met mine, and for a moment, they were all I could see. ‘You can stay here for a while,’ I heard myself say, and even as the words came out of my mouth, I thought, What? And yet I couldn’t stop. It was like my voice was coming from somewhere very far away. ‘You can’t afford to be paying out for a room at the pub.’


His eyes stayed locked with mine and then he blinked and I was left feeling a little lightheaded.


A small hint of a smile curled the sides of his mouth. ‘You’re going to let me stay here?’


I opened my mouth to say, No, no, you can’t; I don’t know what I was thinking, instead a murmured ‘yes’ came out, and although I knew inviting a strange man to stay in my home was downright crazy, the hope in his eyes and longing in his voice was so much I couldn’t bring myself to disappoint him.


‘We’re going to help each other,’ I said, though I still wasn’t sure where the words were coming from.


‘Me, help you?’


‘Can you drive?’ I asked. I reached for the bottle and refilled my glass. I was probably going to need it.


‘Yes.’


‘Well, that’s one way you can help me straight away,’ I said, at last feeling like I had regained control of myself. ‘I hate driving, but it’s the only way to get anywhere from this blasted village other than the daily train or twice-daily bus.’


‘I can’t afford a car,’ he said.


‘No problem. I have a car, I just don’t like driving it.’


‘Thank you,’ he said, and looked back down into his empty glass, but not before I saw his smile.


‘Do you want to go and get your stuff from the pub?’ I asked.


‘If you’re sure you don’t mind me staying here? I can afford the pub for a few days,’ he said, his eyes once again meeting mine.


Another chance for me to back out but I didn’t; no: I couldn’t. ‘Can you afford to have Barmy Bill messing with your head?’ I heard myself say.


He blinked. ‘Who?’


‘He’s the one I told you about. He was the pub’s alcoholic landlord about thirty years ago,’ I managed to explain, now back in control of my own vocal cords, ‘I think what makes him so grumpy is that he’s haunting a pub, but can never have another drink.’ I reached for my glass, then stopped: I was already feeling rather odd. ‘Come on, I’ll show you to your room and you can decide what you want to do.’


When I took him out into the hall, I saw Kayla sitting on the stairs.


‘He’s staying then,’ she said, as she got up and moved out of our way. She had clearly been eavesdropping.


‘For a few days,’ I said.


‘Sorry?’ Jamie said.


I turned to look at him and I realised he could no longer see Kayla, although she was directly between us.


I glanced at Kayla with a frown. She and I were definitely going to have to have a long talk, and not just about her friend Henri. It was becoming increasingly apparent she had deliberately let Jamie see her earlier in the evening and now she was hiding herself again. Kayla wasn’t averse to playing games, but this was one I didn’t understand, not in the slightest.


I gave Jamie what I hoped was a bright smile and, ignoring the question, gestured for him to follow me up the stairs. I threw open the door of my spare bedroom and switched on the light.


‘It’s not massive,’ I said, ‘but there should be enough room for you and your stuff.’


He walked over to the window and looked out into the night before turning back and surveying the room. ‘It’s great,’ he said. ‘Bigger than my room at the pub and probably with a better view; I was overlooking a yard full of empty beer crates there.’


‘Okay,’ I said, leading the way back downstairs, ‘let’s go and collect your things.’


I grabbed a coat off the hook by the front door and he pulled on his jacket.


‘You coming?’ I asked Kayla, over my shoulder.


‘I’m sure you don’t need me around,’ she said.


I let Jamie by and turned to face her. ‘Come on, you know Bill’s bound to be about.’


‘I’m sure you and your new best friend will do fine without me,’ she said with a sniff.


‘Suit yourself,’ I said.


I hesitated for a moment to see if she would follow, but she turned away and I pulled the front door shut. I could do without Kayla in one of her moods.


‘Have I caused a problem between you two?’ Jamie asked, as I joined him out in the lane.


‘Not really. I think this has more to do with something that happened earlier in the day. You turning up when you did just gave her an excuse not to talk to me about it.’


‘Sorry.’


I flashed him a smile. ‘Don’t worry about it, Kayla and I are just the same as any other two girlfriends: we argue sometimes and we get on each other’s nerves, but it’s never serious.’


‘It is kind of weird your best friend being a ghost,’ Jamie said.


‘Once you get to know me, you’ll find I am kind of weird.’


By the time we reached the pub the moon was obscured by black, rolling clouds racing across the sky and it was trying to rain again. Despite being escorted by Jamie, it had been a relief to reach the end of the unlit lane and see the lights of the village come into view, but now it looked like the journey back home was going to be a very dark one. I wasn’t looking forward to it one bit, not with Henri around.


Jamie opened the door to the public bar and ushered me through first. An open fireplace split the bar in two and the heat of the fire roaring away inside it instantly chased away the chill that had seeped into my bones during the walk.


‘Lucky, darlin’, lovely to see you,’ Rita, the landlady, called from behind the bar.


Roger, her husband, raised his eyes from the pint he was pulling and glanced our way. ‘You found her then,’ he said to Jamie.


‘The usual?’ Rita asked, ignoring her husband.


‘Please; Jamie?’


‘Lager, thanks.’


‘You go and get your stuff,’ I said.


Rita and Roger exchanged a look that wasn’t lost on me, but I waited until Jamie disappeared upstairs before explaining.


‘He’s staying with me,’ I said, giving them both a hard stare and daring them to pass any comment, mainly because I doubted I could disagree with anything they were likely to say.


Rita, unfortunately, was completely oblivious to the warning. ‘Darlin’, are you sure? I mean, do you know him?’


‘He can’t afford to stay here,’ I said.


‘Well, he’s not getting a refund for tonight,’ Roger said.


Rita flapped a hand at him to shut up. ‘Lucky, you can’t let a complete stranger sleep in your home.’


‘Why not?’ I asked, immediately defensive. ‘You do it all the time.’


‘That’s different. Anyway, I have my Roger to protect me.’


Roger gave a snort and slammed an overflowing pint on the bar, slopping the contents. A customer opened his mouth to protest then thought better of it, paid and shuffled across the bar to a table as far away from the irritable landlord as he could get.


‘What is the matter with you this evening?’ Rita asked.


‘You know full well what’s the matter. This f—’ he took a deep breath. ‘This flaming place, that’s what.’


I raised an eyebrow at Rita. She gave me a tight smile and reached across to pat Roger’s hand. ‘It’s our little problem,’ she said. I must have looked puzzled as she leaned closer across the bar and whispered, ‘You know the one.’


‘Sorry, you’ve lost me.’


‘For goodness’ sake,’ Roger said, joining his wife, ‘you of all people should know what we mean.’


The penny dropped. ‘Barmy Bill.’


Roger shushed me and glanced around the bar to see who might be listening. ‘Keep your voice down, will yer?’


‘What’s happened? I thought you hadn’t had any trouble. In fact, I remember you telling me that it was all a load of old nonsense.’


Roger’s cheeks puffed out and took on a rosy hue, which had nothing to do with the heat from the fireplace. ‘I know, and I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I still think it’s a load of old bollocks, but . . .’


‘But?’ I asked.


He glanced at Rita.


‘Tell her,’ she said.


Roger beckoned me closer and leaned across the bar. ‘Last weekend we had a young couple stay a few nights. First night was no problem, but the second night she woke half the damn village screaming the place down.’


‘I thought she’d never stop,’ Rita added. ‘She just went on and on and on.’


‘What did she say happened?’


Roger’s lips twisted into a sneer. ‘Couldn’t get any sense out of the woman, didn’t hear anything she was saying through the screeching, other than that she’d woken up and seen some horrible old man peering down at her. They packed up and left straight away, didn’t even wait until morning. She refused point-blank to go back into the room – she got dressed right here in the bar.’


‘Is there any way to get rid of him?’ Rita asked. ‘From now on I’m going to be scared half to death that another guest is going to wake me up with their screaming.’


‘You could try getting an exorcism,’ I said. ‘I know there are priests who’ll do it, but they have to have permission from their bishop, or sometimes even higher.’


‘That’s all I need, a bunch of bloody God-botherers chanting and burning incense around the place,’ Roger said.


‘Beats the alternative,’ I said.


‘Do you know someone who could help?’ Rita asked.


I took a sip of my wine. ‘Not personally, but I’ll ask around.’


Before I had a chance to think on it any further I was distracted by the sound of hurrying feet on the stairs: feet moving too fast for the narrow wooden steps. The door at the bottom of the stairwell flew open and Jamie burst out, stumbled, righted himself and almost ran across the bar to the exit.


He was followed by a low, insistent voice hissing venomously, ‘Run, little boy, run as fast as you can, but it won’t do you no good; when your time comes, you’ll have nowhere to run to. When your time comes, we’ll be waiting.’


‘What about your pint?’ Roger called as Jamie tugged open the door and ran outside.


‘Oh God, it’s not happened again, has it?’ Rita asked me. I ignored her as I moved across the room and positioned myself between the stairs and the exit.


Bill was still uttering his poison as he entered the bar. His malicious smile slipped a little upon seeing me, but then his eyes flicked around the room and his smile returned. No Kayla.


‘Lucky, lucky me,’ he said, then laughed at his own joke. ‘I should have known you’d be around somewhere. You attract freaks like flies to a turd.’


Bill came a little closer, his piggy eyes glistening with glee. I’d heard he hadn’t been a pleasant man when alive. Being dead hadn’t improved him any. ‘I would have thought you’d have known better than to come here without your bodyguard,’ he said, taking another step towards me. ‘She deserted you as well?’


I frowned. ‘As well?’


He grinned, showing custard-coloured teeth punctuated with blackened stubs. ‘Haven’t you wondered why she’s the only one who doesn’t leave? First your mum, then your dad.’


‘My dad died,’ I said, before I could stop myself.


Bill’s grin turned up a notch. ‘Poor Lucky. You’d be better off if you joined him. You’d be better off dead.’


‘And we’d all be better off if you left this place and went to where you belong,’ I said, trying to take charge of the situation.


Bill laughed again. ‘Don’t you think it’s odd she bothers to hang around such a loser like you? Why don’t you ask her? Why don’t you ask why . . .’ His mouth snapped shut and he stumbled backwards a few steps. His eyes grew wide and he shrank away.


‘You have a big mouth, little man,’ Kayla said, stepping between Bill and me.


If he had become smaller, Kayla had grown: I could only see her back as she towered over him. But, though I knew it was Kayla, somehow it wasn’t. She was taller, wider; her voice was deeper, darker.


‘I didn’t mean no harm—’


‘Yes, you did, you horrible little insect,’ Kayla said. ‘Now leave this place and never come back.’


‘No,’ he whimpered, ‘please don’t make me leave, this is all I have.’ He dropped to his knees, his hands clenched together as if in prayer. ‘Please, I beg you.’


‘You should have thought of that before,’ she said, and I could feel the fine hairs on my arms and at the back of my neck bristle. Never before had I ever felt an ounce of fear towards my friend, but for a brief moment she could have been a malevolent stranger. ‘Be gone from this place and never return.’


‘No,’ he said, ‘please, no.’


And he began to fade at the edges – no, not fade: it was as if he were draining away like water down a plughole, or sand slipping through fingers, or autumn leaves swirling away on a breath of wind. Before I could make up my mind on exactly what was happening to him, all that was left of Bill was a small, shimmering ball.


And then he was gone.


Kayla stood there for a moment, staring down at where he had been, and then with a toss of her head she swung around to face me, and suddenly she was the same old Kayla. The confusion must have shown on my face as her smile was grim.


‘He won’t be back,’ was all she said as she walked past me and to the door.


I turned and watched her leave before returning to the bar. Rita was clinging to Roger’s arm as if it was a lifeline.


‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘Something happened, I know something happened.’


‘Your unwanted guest won’t be back,’ I said, and as I said it, I was pretty sure it was true. Despite myself, I almost felt a little sorry for the unfortunate Bill. I had no idea where he had gone to, but I didn’t think it was anywhere good.


‘You sure?’ Roger asked, and I nodded.


All at once I felt very, very tired. It had been a long day and I was physically and emotionally exhausted. I knocked back my glass of wine, though it could have been water for all the kick it had, and took out my purse to pay.


Roger waved the offered note aside. ‘On the house,’ he said.


When I left the bar Jamie and Kayla were waiting outside. Jamie was leaning against the car park wall and Kayla was sitting on one of the picnic tables outside the pub, swinging her legs like a little child. They were ignoring each other, although I wasn’t sure whether that was just because Jamie couldn’t see my friend or not.


‘Is he really gone for good?’ I asked Kayla.


She shrugged, not meeting my eyes. Jamie glanced over to where she was sitting and frowned. Then an unreadable expression passed across his face and almost immediately was gone.


‘You saw him?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ I said, when Kayla didn’t answer. ‘He was his usual nasty little self, but apparently he won’t be any more.’ Jamie dragged his eyes away from my uncommunicative friend. ‘She,’ I said, indicating Kayla with a head movement, ‘sent him away, and by all accounts he won’t be coming back.’


‘She can do that?’ he asked.


‘Unchartered territory as far as I’m concerned; she says so.’


‘He won’t be back,’ Kayla said, as she hopped down from the table and started walking towards home. ‘You coming?’ she called, glancing back.


Jamie picked up his rucksack and heaved it over his shoulder. ‘You still sure it’s all right for me to stay?’ His eyes met mine.


I could have said no, I could have said that now Bill was gone there was no need, that we could meet up tomorrow, but I didn’t. I was too damn tired and my head felt like it was full of cotton wool. ‘Bill may be no more, but I suspect you’ll sleep easier at mine. I don’t get any unwelcome guests – Kayla sees to that.’ And for the first time it occurred to me that this was probably true. Not once had I ever had a problem with spirits in a place where I was living, other than at the school and, in retrospect, that hadn’t actually been my problem. I had just ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time.









Four


I was relieved to be safely back inside my cottage. The narrow lane leading home had felt almost menacing, and when I’d reached my front door step, I could have sworn I caught a whiff of Parma Violets again. I suspected it was due to my overactive imagination. My encounters with Henri and Bill had left me more shaken than I would have believed, and it wasn’t helping that my best friend was somehow at the centre of it all.


While Jamie stowed his stuff I made a cup of tea. I wanted a few minutes alone with Kayla so I could start trying to make sense of what was going on, but as soon as Jamie started up the stairs she disappeared and didn’t return until he did. Knowing that she was avoiding me wasn’t lowering my anxiety levels.


‘Tea?’ I asked him.


‘Thanks,’ Jamie said, joining me at the kitchen table.


‘There’s a beer in the fridge if you’d prefer?’ I offered.


‘I’m not much of a drinker. I tried for a while hoping that if I was drunk it wouldn’t matter what I saw, but it didn’t help.’


‘It’s easier for them to mess with your head if you’re not in control,’ I said. ‘I imagine drugs would make it even worse.’


He gave me a sideways glance. ‘They do,’ he said. ‘Much worse.’


Now the door to the other side had been opened to him I doubted anything would close it again, so all he could do was learn to live with it. If not . . . well, I didn’t really want to think about the other option.


‘So, when did you first realise you could see ghosts?’ Jamie asked.


I put down my cup and relaxed back into my chair. ‘I don’t really know. Probably from the moment I was born.’


‘How about Kayla?’


I hesitated, trying to think back to when I was a child. ‘I’m not sure; I certainly can’t remember a time when she wasn’t with me.’


‘Did you ever consider she might be your twin or something?’ he asked


‘Yes, but Dad assured me that wasn’t the case.’


‘What about your mother?’


I sighed. After all these years it still hurt me to think about her. ‘She left when I was very young. I think I scared her. Dad said that wasn’t true, but . . . I don’t know.’


He gave me a sympathetic smile. ‘That must have been rough?’


‘My dad loved me enough for two – and I had Kayla. Of course having an invisible best friend brought its own problems. I was bullied until I realised Kayla was best kept a secret, so I learned not to look at her if other people were about when she was talking to me.’


‘How did your father cope?’ Jamie asked. ‘It must have been difficult for him?’


‘It was. We went to a succession of child psychiatrists before he decided they were doing me no good at all. Once he knew it was more than me having an overactive imagination, he started taking me to psychics. Unfortunately, most of them were frauds and I suppose that’s why I despise them so much: I’ve seen first-hand how they prey on the vulnerable, on people who are desperate for answers.’


‘Did he ever see her?’


‘Who, Kayla?’ I shook my head. ‘No, until today you’re the only person who has. The only living person, I mean.’


‘I can’t see her all the time, though.’ He looked to my left, then my right. ‘Is she here now?’


Kayla hopped down from the kitchen counter where she was perched and sat on the chair between us, and Jamie gave a little start.


‘Oh,’ he said. ‘There you are.’


‘Yes, here I am,’ she said, a slight edge to her voice. Jamie looked away, slumping down in the chair.


I glared at Kayla and mouthed, ‘Be nice!’ She wrinkled her nose, so I gave her what I hoped was a killer glare; it must have worked as she immediately plastered a smile on her face.


‘So, Jamie,’ she said, ‘you were training to be a vet?’


Seeing her smile, his shoulders relaxed a bit and he sat up in the chair. ‘I was,’ he started, ‘but . . .’


‘Maybe if you went back to college it would take your mind off things?’ I said.


‘How could it? Even if I wasn’t seeing – you know – I would be thinking of Sara everywhere I went.’


‘You met her there?’ I asked, and when he gave me another lopsided smile, I suggested, ‘Perhaps you could transfer to a different college?’


‘Maybe – I did consider it for a while, but . . .’


His voice tailed off again and I could tell his heart wasn’t in it – and who could blame him? It was bad enough he’d been blown up and lost his girlfriend, that would be enough to derail anyone; but seeing things no one should have to see on top of that?


‘Well, haven’t you still got a while before you have to go back?’ I said. ‘Perhaps you could ask if they would extend your leave of absence to the beginning of a new academic year?’


‘I suppose,’ he said, then added, ‘If you don’t mind, I think I’ll go to bed.’


I gave him a smile. ‘Of course, it’s fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.’


He said goodnight and was gone. I got up and started washing up, waiting until I heard the bathroom door close before forestalling Kayla by saying, ‘I’ve got to do something to help.’


‘I don’t see how you can help,’ she muttered.


‘Well, no one else can.’


‘You think he’s for real?’


I turned to face her. ‘Don’t you?’


An earnest look came over her face. ‘There’s something not quite right with him.’


I regarded her for a moment. ‘I’ll tell you what isn’t “quite right”,’ I said, ‘a demon asking after you and a nasty little spirit casting aspersions: what’s that all about?’


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she said, and started towards the door.


I crossed the room and stood in her way. ‘Oh no you don’t, Kayla. We really need to talk about this.’


‘Not now.’


‘Yes, now.’


She stepped around me.


‘Kayla?’


‘Lucky, just for once, let it be,’ she said. I hadn’t heard that tone in her voice before and it pulled me up short.


‘Kayla, we need to talk about this because I’m willing to bet that we haven’t heard the last of Henri Toothy Pegs.’


‘Don’t worry about him,’ she said.


‘All very well for you to say – he wasn’t drooling all over your face. Anyway, wasn’t it you who said that if he threatened me I should be worried?’


She raised her eyes to meet mine. ‘I won’t let anyone hurt you,’ she said. ‘I promise.’ Then she turned and disappeared through the door, leaving me staring at empty space.


*


I woke up to raised voices. ‘What the f—?’ I mumbled, rolling over to look at the clock. Two-thirty in the morning. I sat up and swivelled my legs around, searching for my slippers with my toes while the voices kept rumbling on. I grabbed my dressing gown from the end of the bed and shuffled out into the hallway.


‘Like hell I will,’ I heard a male voice say from downstairs.


‘Wonderful,’ I muttered to myself. My guest had been in residence only a few hours and I was already losing sleep over him.


‘What business is it of yours anyway?’ I heard Kayla say.


Great, so Kayla was involved. I was tempted to stomp down the stairs – but then I might never know what was going on. Instead, I padded down as quietly as I could, avoiding the squeaky step third from bottom, and crept along the passageway towards the kitchen.


‘I’m making it my business,’ I heard Jamie reply. ‘And did you really have to extinguish the spook at the pub into nothingness like that? That was cruel, even for you.’


‘If you had dealt with him I wouldn’t have needed to. Anyway, don’t try and change the subject; what’s this “now you see me, now you don’t” act all about? Are you trying to alienate me from her?’


‘We can all play games, Kayla.’


‘I’m not playing games! She was visited by a court assassin this afternoon.’


‘Why do you think I’m here?’


‘You’d protect her?’


‘Better than you can.’


Protect me? Court assassin? What the hell was going on?


I pressed my ear against the door and heard Kayla sigh. ‘All right, but the sooner you’re gone the better.’


‘I’m not going anywhere.’


‘We’ll see,’ she said, and the door jerked open so suddenly I almost fell flat on my face.


‘Lucky?’ Kayla said, giving Jamie an anxious look.


‘All right, what’s going on?’ I asked. I crossed my arms and willed my cheeks not to flush scarlet.


‘Nothing – nothing really,’ Kayla started.


I glanced at Jamie and did a double-take: gone was the frightened young adult and in his place stood a confident, fully grown man.


I looked him up and down. ‘What—?’ I started to say as his eyes met mine and the strange fuzziness came back over my thoughts.


‘Hi Lucky, are you all right?’ he asked. ‘You look pale.’


‘I . . . I . . .’ I what?


‘You should go back to bed. You’re dreaming: weird dreams, strange dreams.’


Cotton-wool weariness filled my head and my eyes began to droop.


‘Here, let me help you,’ he said.


*


Considering the day I’d had, I hadn’t thought sleep would come easily, but I must have dropped off as soon as my head hit the pillow because I didn’t wake until it was almost light. I had dreamed though, I could remember it vividly. I must be more worried about this whole situation than I thought to dream in such detail. I lay there for a moment, trying to push the fug of sleep away. When I sat up I found Kayla staring out through my bedroom window.


‘Hey,’ I said with a yawn.


She glanced at me over her shoulder and gave a small, crooked smile. ‘You slept well,’ she said, ‘which is more than can be said for your guest.’


‘Oh?’


‘He spent most of the night pacing and finally fell asleep with the dawn chorus.’


‘Did you speak to him?’


‘Nope. I don’t need his emotional garbage – and neither do you.’


‘Change the record,’ I said. ‘I told him I’d try to help and I will.’


She crossed the room and sat down on the bed next to me. ‘Lucky,’ she said, then hesitated. It was unusual for Kayla to be unsure of herself, and added to what had happened the previous day I immediately began to feel edgy.


‘Kayla, what’s wrong?’


‘Sometimes you are far too trusting,’ she said. The room was still filled with the grey of early morning so I couldn’t see her expression, but there was sadness in her voice, tinged with another emotion I couldn’t quite place.


‘How do you mean?’ I asked.


‘This business at the school, Philip and now Jamie, don’t you think it’s all a bit . . . odd?’ She kept her eyes lowered as she twisted a strand of hair around her finger.


‘At the risk of repeating myself, what I do find “odd” is how, all of a sudden, the twin girls at the school kick off after fifteen years of nothing, Bill draws attention to himself by giving one of the guests at the pub the screaming abdabs, I suddenly have a demon at my heels, and in each case, I receive messages either for or about you. So what’s that all about?’


She stood up and faced me. ‘I just don’t think it’s a good time for Jamie to be here,’ she told me, ignoring everything I’d said. ‘Then of course there’s Philip Conrad. Okay, it could all be coincidence, but I wish I could be sure.’


‘Coincidence? Sure of what? Kayla, you’re talking in riddles. And what on earth has Philip got to do with anything?’


‘Exactly,’ she said, and if I could have taken her by the shoulders and shaken her I would have.


‘Kayla, will you just tell me?’


‘No need to get your knickers in a twist. Let me think about it, okay? Once you’ve had dinner with Philip tonight and found out what he’s all about, then we can talk.’


‘Why not now?’


‘Too soon.’


‘Too soon for what?’ I asked in exasperation.


‘I need to think,’ she repeated, and with that she flounced out of the room. I was very tempted to go straight after her, but as I was wearing next to nothing and there was a strange man in the guest room I thought better of it.


I contemplated taking a run before breakfast, but in the end decided against it: it was Jamie’s first morning in his new – albeit temporary – home and I wasn’t sure what Kayla might say to him if I wasn’t there to mediate.


When I got downstairs Kayla was nowhere to be seen and as she’d said Jamie hadn’t slept well, I decided not to wake him and ate breakfast alone. I was just pouring more coffee when he appeared in the doorway. His eyes were puffy and red-rimmed and his complexion was dull and pallid. I didn’t even bother to ask, just handed him my mug of coffee. His need was greater than mine and I drank too much caffeine anyway.


He slumped down on a kitchen chair, clutching the mug.


‘Bad night?’


‘A bit.’


‘Want something to eat?’


He shook his head, then, as if suddenly remembering his manners, mumbled, ‘No thanks.’


I sat down opposite him. After a few minutes the colour began to return to his cheeks and I could see he was beginning to focus. By the time he’d finished his drink he was looking a lot better and much more awake.


‘Mind if I have a shower?’ he asked.


‘Be my guest.’


‘Thanks,’ he said as he stumbled to his feet. He shambled back upstairs, leaving me to consider how I was going to spend the day. My diary was empty and the only thing I really had to do was pick up some dry-cleaning – and if necessary, I could do that the following day.


The problem was: now Jamie was here I didn’t know what to do with him. The best I could think of was to try to rebuild his confidence so he wouldn’t be afraid all the time. His meeting with the vitriolic Bill hadn’t been the best place to start. There was also the matter of Henri le Dent, who had left me in no doubt he’d be back at some stage. He’d scared the shit out of me and I was used to weird; a confrontation between him and Jamie just didn’t bear thinking about.


You have something we want, he’d said.


I shivered. I could almost feel his breath on my face, the touch of his fingers as he stroked and sniffed at my hair. Although my dreams had been strange I was surprised they hadn’t been nightmares – actually, I was surprised I’d slept at all. The scent of him was everywhere, but I knew it was all in my head.


At least, that’s what I told myself.


Then there was Philip Conrad. Now I thought about it, I realised Lydia Mitchell hadn’t explained who he was, or how he was involved. Kayla had said he was troubled, but in retrospect I thought it was far more likely my first impression of him was right: that it was he who was trouble.


And now there was Jamie. Men were like buses in my life: not one for months, and then three (if you could count a demon) came along at once: Henri: evil and terrifying; Philip: powerful, but with a slight air of vulnerability, and Jamie: scared and helpless. They couldn’t be more different.


‘Penny for them,’ Kayla said, dropping down onto the chair next to me.


‘I was thinking about your comments on coincidence,’ I said.


Kayla gave me a smug smile.


‘I was also thinking about what Henri and Bill had to say about you.’


That knocked the smile off her face. ‘I told you, we’ll talk about it later.’


‘I want to talk about it now.’


‘Well, I don’t,’ she said.


‘Henri said, “We want Kayla back.” So who’s “we”?’


‘What are you going to do with Jamie today?’


‘Don’t change the subject.’


‘He’s actually quite good-looking in a scruffy, down-and-out sort of way.’


‘Really?’ I said with a sigh. When Kayla was in one of these moods she would just disappear if I tried to push the point, but she was making me way beyond cranky.


‘And that Philip Conrad is decidedly yummy.’


‘Too slick for my liking.’


‘Wealthy.’


‘Looks can be deceptive.’


‘Fancy car, expensive suit.’


‘Both can be hired,’ I said.


‘Buffed skin and polished nails. Expensive aftershave.’


‘A vain man, that’s all I need.’


‘A rich man is what you need.’


‘No, I don’t. Men just complicate things.’


‘Then why did you say you’d go to dinner with him?’


‘Business.’


‘I didn’t hear him mention payment.’


‘If all he wants is advice, dinner will suffice.’


‘What if he wants more?’ Kayla asked.


‘He’ll be out of luck.’


‘It’ll do you good to have a little fun.’


‘That sort of fun I can do without. Especially with someone like him.’


‘We’ll see,’ she said with a smirk.


‘Kayla, if you’re right about him and he really is troubled, then he’ll have a whole lot of emotional baggage I can do without. I’ve got enough of my own, thank you very much.’


‘So why is Jamie here?’ she countered.


I sighed. I could hardly tell her I wasn’t at all sure why he was here either. ‘I told you, he hasn’t anyone else.’


A sudden tap, tap, tap on the kitchen door made my heart skip a beat and my head jerk up in surprise.


Kayla glanced at me. ‘Jumpy,’ she commented.


‘Can I come in?’ Jamie’s muffled voice asked from the hallway.


‘Of course,’ I said.


The door opened and he hesitated just outside. ‘I’m not interrupting anything?’ he asked, and glanced around the kitchen. ‘Is she here?’


‘I wasn’t talking to myself,’ I said.


Kayla glared in his direction and Jamie’s eyes widened a little before he gave her a tentative smile.


‘I don’t think I’ll ever get used to her doing that,’ he said to me.


‘Why does everyone talk about me as though I’m not here?’ she asked.


‘If by “everyone” you mean Jamie, it’s because half the time he doesn’t know if you are here.’ I gestured for him to take a seat. ‘Feel like some breakfast now?’


‘No, thanks. A cup of tea would be good though.’


My nerves were so frazzled a coffee was probably not a good idea, so I made myself a cup of tea to keep him company. I dug out a tin of biscuits from the cupboard, too. Fortunately they were still in their cellophane and only out of date by a couple of months but Jamie wasn’t interested.


‘If you fancy a drive we could go shopping to get some food in,’ I suggested. ‘You’ll need something for tonight as I’m going out.’


‘On a date?’ he asked.


‘No,’ I said, with a wave of the hand. ‘Business.’


‘That’s what you say,’ Kayla mumbled.


I gave her a look. She could be such a pain at times. ‘Kayla, you know very well it’s business.’


‘Does he, though?’ she asked.


I ignored her and turned back to Jamie. ‘I met him yesterday afternoon.’ I chose my wording carefully. ‘I think he has some issues that he wants to talk to me about. He suggested we have dinner.’


‘Issues as in ghosts?’ Jamie asked.


I decided to be a little economical with the truth. He was having quite enough trouble coping without throwing demons into the mix, at least at this stage. ‘I think so. To be honest, I know very little about him.’


Jamie turned his attention back to his drink but not before I saw a strange expression pass across his face . . . again.


‘What?’ I asked, but he continued staring into his cup. ‘Jamie?’


His eyes jerked up to mine. ‘Sorry?’


His face was so completely guileless I thought I must have imagined the previous expression. ‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘Let’s go shopping.’


*


I really don’t like driving; when I told Jamie that it wasn’t a lie. Every trip for me is a white-knuckle ride: after a long journey my fingers are tight claws and my shoulders and neck ache with tension. Really I should be living in a big city where public transport isn’t a problem, but then, cities mean other issues, like the number of lost souls wandering the streets, many of whom haven’t even realised they’ve died and should have passed over.


Now Barmy Bill was gone the village had only one spirit in residence: an old lady, fortunately of a much nicer disposition. She doesn’t know she’s dead and carries on just the way she did before she passed away. She lived alone and was quite old, very deaf and terribly short-sighted, so she doesn’t realise people can’t see or hear her. I always give her a cheery wave and if she sees me she waves back. Kayla usually ignores her, but then, that’s Kayla. She can be a complete bitch at times.


My blue Ford Fiesta is a few years old but hardly has any miles on the clock thanks to my totally incomprehensible aversion to driving. Jamie fortunately didn’t share my hang-up. In fact, once behind the wheel he was the happiest I had seen him since we had met. He certainly put the old girl through her paces; he had her racing through the country lanes at speeds I’d be incapable of reaching while driving, at least not without my knuckles shattering. I might’ve been a rotten driver, but I was a great passenger, so I just leaned back and enjoyed the ride.


We went to one of those out-of-town shopping malls where you can buy almost anything, from groceries to a three-piece suite to a garden shed. I always prefer the local corner shop, but our village store is rather limited when it comes to stock: if you want bread, milk, eggs or basic mild Cheddar cheese you’ll be fine, but if you have a sudden fancy for an Oriental meal for two or a nice piece of Brie, you’ll be right out of luck.


Jamie very gallantly pushed the trolley while I scanned the shelves and generally tried to discourage him from his terrible choice of foods. Kayla followed along behind us, completely uninterested in the whole process.


Occasionally we’d pass a child in a pushchair, or a baby seated in a trolley, and Kayla cheered herself up by making them burst into tears or start screaming the place down. I’ve never actually caught her at it, so I don’t know exactly what it is she does, but for all her hurt denials, I’ve always known it’s her causing all the tears and tantrums.


This time I just ignored her and hoped Jamie didn’t realise the trail of whimpering children was something to do with my best friend.


There wasn’t much of a queue at the checkout, which was a relief: Kayla hates hanging around waiting to be served and she’s quite capable of causing mayhem among the shoppers. I shuddered, remembering the time the police had to be called after a fight broke out when a young woman accused an old boy in the queue behind her of patting her bottom. She’d started screaming obscenities, then her boyfriend, a tattooed skinhead with a stud through his bottom lip, had joined in, pushing the bewildered – and entirely innocent – pensioner in the chest, then going to thump him. In the end I’d managed to calm everyone down by somehow convincing them it was the old chap’s basket that had knocked the woman’s backside. I’d impressed myself with my quick thinking – I might have had to lie through my teeth but at least I saved some hapless old guy from being beaten up or arrested. Kayla, of course, thought the whole thing was hilarious.


This time, to my huge relief, she behaved herself, although I did have a minor heart attack when she started eyeing up a rather toffee-nosed woman being served at the opposite till. Fortunately, our last item was being scanned by the time Kayla had noticed her and I shoved my card into the little machine and tapped in my number as fast as I could manage, praying that just for once, there wouldn’t be any hold-ups in the processing.


Jamie, blissfully unaware of the potential calamity that had been narrowly avoided, strolled out of the supermarket pushing the trolley while I bustled ahead, trying to put as much distance between me and the store as possible. I was really hoping Kayla was right behind me.


‘Where to next?’ Jamie asked, as he turned the key in the ignition and the engine roared into life.


‘Yes, where to next?’ Kayla asked, with a smirk that made my heart sink. She’d been up to something, I was sure of it. All I could do was pray that I wouldn’t be reading about a riot in Sainsbury’s in a few days’ time.


‘I think home,’ I said, ‘unless there’s anywhere you want to go?’


Jamie put the car into reverse and checked over his shoulder. ‘No thanks, I’m good.’


I heaved a sigh of relief, but it was short-lived.


‘I was surprised at the bill,’ Jamie commented as he pulled out of the car park and onto the dual carriageway. ‘I’d have thought it’d come to a lot more.’


‘I didn’t notice,’ I said, digging in my handbag for the receipt and trying to ignore the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.


Kayla peered over my shoulder from the backseat. ‘Looking for something?’ she asked.


‘My purse,’ I said through gritted teeth. ‘The till receipt. What did you do?’


‘Me?’ She flopped back in her seat, smiling.


The receipt was wrapped around my credit card. I took a deep breath and unfolded it.


‘Oh, Kayla,’ I sighed. I had apparently bought fifteen litres of milk and a bag of potatoes, making the total considerably less than it should have been. I glared at her, but she just smirked back, knowing I could hardly say anything in front of Jamie. I was angry, but this time I had to let it go. At least it was a better than an all-out supermarket riot.









Five


I took a lot of care dressing for my evening out, though I didn’t know where Philip intended to take me. I chose my favourite black strappy dress – I loved the chiffon skirt that fell to just below the knee – and slipped a silvery-grey cardigan over the top, then added a pair of black round-toe courts and glittering silver earrings. I wore my shoulder-length chestnut hair loose.


‘Are you coming?’ I asked Kayla.


‘It really isn’t a date?’


‘No,’ I said with a smile, ‘and you might be able to help.’


She bounced up from the edge of my bed where she had been sitting as I got dressed. ‘Then I’d better get ready,’ she said.


‘Kayla, only I can see you.’


‘Even a—’ She faltered for a moment, then she lifted her chin high and gave a defiant toss of her head. ‘Even a spirit likes to look good when they’re out on the town. Well, I do, at least.’


She twirled around in a blur of blues, blacks, purples and greens and when she stopped she was wearing a fitted emerald-green dress that ended mid-thigh. Her dark blonde curls were piled loosely upon her head and she was wearing a necklace of gold and deep red stones of some sort. She was breathtaking, and I was suddenly very glad that Philip wouldn’t be able to see her.


*


My doorbell rang at eight o’clock on the dot. Philip was punctual, at least; I liked that in a man. There’s nothing worse than being all dressed up and fragrant, then having to wander around aimlessly for twenty minutes because your date’s running late.


When I opened the door he was standing with his back to me, looking down the path towards the gate. He turned towards me with a smile.


‘Hello,’ he said, and handed me a huge bouquet of peach roses.


I said, ‘Thank you, they’re beautiful,’ but I felt distinctly awkward: I didn’t even know the man and he was giving me flowers. Now I would have to invite him into my home while I put them in water because I was too polite to leave him standing on the doorstep.


I forced a welcoming smile onto my face and showed him into the sitting room. ‘I’ll just find something to put these in,’ I muttered, and hurried through to the kitchen to find a vase. The roses were lovely – they were lovely, but . . . Their scent filled the air and the cellophane crackled beneath my fingertips. These were not flowers picked up from a nearby garage or supermarket; everything about them said expensive. I shivered. Philip Conrad was too slick by far and although I had no reason to think so – yet – I couldn’t help but feel like I was being played.


I couldn’t remember where I’d put the bloody vase, so I stuck the flowers in the sink.


‘A bit over the top,’ Kayla said, then pushed her face into the blooms. ‘They smell nice, though.’


‘Hmm,’ I murmured. I didn’t want him to hear me and think I was talking to myself.


‘What do you think he’s up to?’


‘I don’t know,’ I whispered. ‘Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.’


‘Maybe what isn’t such a good idea?’ Philip said from behind me and I whirled around to find him leaning casually against the doorframe. He had an amused smile on his lips and once again I had the overwhelming impression that he knew things about me he shouldn’t.


‘Putting the roses in the sink,’ I lied. ‘I didn’t want to keep you waiting while I looked for a big enough vase.’ I realised I was on the verge of babbling so I shut up before I made a total idiot of myself.


‘We have time,’ he said. ‘The table is booked for nine.’


‘There’s a vase in the top cupboard,’ Kayla said, leaning against the fridge.


She might have been speaking to me, but her eyes were fixed on Philip and the light must’ve been playing tricks on me because her eyes looked almost black and her expression was very strange. I couldn’t ask if there was something wrong so I found the vase and attended to the roses.


‘That’s better,’ he said.


‘They’re lovely, thank you,’ I said.


‘My pleasure.’ And once again, there was something in his voice that hinted at hidden meanings to whatever he said.


‘Shall we go?’ I asked. Suddenly I was eager to get him out of the cottage.


‘We have plenty of time,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you show me around?’


I laughed, though even to me it sounded off-key and nervous. ‘There’s not much to see. This is more or less it downstairs, and it’s just two bedrooms, my office and the bathroom up top.’


‘You have an office?’


‘Converted bedroom – it’s tiny, just about room for my desk, a chair and a filing cabinet.’


‘I’d love to see it.’


I stopped and stared at him. ‘What is it you want, Mr Conrad?’ I was trying not to sound rude, but however nicely he was asking, he was still trying to invade my personal space.


His smile slipped a fraction. ‘Philip,’ he said. ‘Please, call me Philip.’


‘Okay, Philip – let’s cut to the chase. You’ve invited me to dinner, brought me roses and you certainly appear to know a lot about me, but I don’t know one thing about you. So I’m going to ask again: what do you want from me?’


He was still smiling, but the expression was tight, almost as though he was wearing a mask. ‘Let’s go to dinner,’ he said.


I was about to tell him I’d changed my mind, but Kayla quickly moved between him and me and put a finger to her lips. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’d be interested to hear what he has to say.’


I hesitated; she was right: he had piqued my curiosity. I took a deep breath and followed him out into the hall. When he turned towards me I could see his tight smile had relaxed into a more natural expression – but why wouldn’t it? I was doing what he wanted, after all.


He opened the front door and gestured for me to go first. I snagged my handbag off the hall table, checked I had my front door key and walked past him out into the night. He closed the door behind us and there was a soft click as it locked. Then, putting a hand beneath my elbow, he guided me along the path. I had another moment of unease. It felt like I was being escorted off the premises.


Kayla had skipped around us and was standing by the gate. ‘Nice wheels,’ she said.


Another shiny limousine waited in the lane, this one in metallic dark grey. As Philip opened the gate the driver – no, not a driver, a chauffeur – hopped out of the car and hurried around to open the door for me. Kayla clambered in first while Philip walked around to get in the other side.


‘Where are we going?’ I asked, as the chauffeur started the engine and pulled away.


‘The Riverview Hotel,’ Philip replied, his teeth a flash of white in the darkened interior. I shivered at the sudden reminder of the dreadful Henri.


‘Oh, won’t that be fun,’ Kayla said. ‘It’s only probably the most haunted bloody place for miles.’


‘At least they’re harmless,’ I said, then cringed. I hadn’t meant to speak out loud.


‘Excuse me?’ Philip asked.


‘Sorry, just speaking to myself.’


Another flash of teeth. ‘Really?’ he said, and again there was that tone to his voice.


I let it ride. At some point during the evening all would become clear, and if not, well, it was his choice if he wanted to waste a lot of time and money. As well as being one of the most haunted venues in the area, The Riverview was also the most expensive, patronised by celebrities and politicians who liked to hide away there for dirty weekends.


*


Staff, mostly of the living variety, hurried to meet us as soon as we walked into the building, greeting Philip with deferential familiarity. To my immense satisfaction the maître d’ also welcomed me by name.


Philip’s smile faltered a fraction. ‘You’ve been here before?’


‘It’s a popular place.’


Kayla giggled, and I must admit I found it hard not to laugh myself: Philip looked like a little boy who’s just found the terrific surprise he’d been planning was neither as terrific, nor as surprising as he’d expected.


But Philip’s smile soon returned as we were seated next to the long window that ran the whole length of the restaurant and provided an unimpeded panoramic view of the river as it swooped around the hotel before widening and flowing into the sea. It was spectacular during the day, but looking out across the water at night was magical: reflections of the lanterns set along the banks glittered like fairy lights and shone across the rippling surface. I could have stared out at the scene all evening.


‘It’s beautiful,’ I said.


‘My favourite place to eat.’


‘You come here a lot?’


‘Whenever I can,’ he said. ‘I’ve never seen you here, though, and I’m sure I would have noticed.’


‘I usually come here for lunch with my agent and publisher. All business, no pleasure.’


‘A shame. This view was meant to be enjoyed.’


The wistful edge in his voice made me look at him. He was staring out into the night, his expression sad. Then it was as though he gave himself a mental shake, his smile returned and I became the focus of his attention once again.


After asking if there was anything I couldn’t or wouldn’t eat he ordered for both of us, and while we waited for the first course, we sipped a delicious Puligney-Montrachet and chatted easily. But it wasn’t long before my earlier disquiet returned: he was trying just a bit too hard to make me comfortable and his smile had an odd, fixed quality. Kayla didn’t appear to share my concerns and, despite her telling me she wanted to hear what he had to say, drifted off somewhere, leaving Philip and me alone together. I hoped she would behave herself; I had enough to worry about.


He still hadn’t mentioned the school or the demon by the time we were served coffee, and he’d swerved around all my attempts to lead the conversation in that direction. But once we’d finished eating, he became strangely uncommunicative, and I found myself getting a little annoyed. After all, hadn’t the purpose of our dinner been to discuss the demon issue?


‘So, what have you got to do with St Agatha’s?’ I asked, trying to end the uncomfortable silence and – hopefully – get to the point.


He took a sip of his coffee and leaned back in his chair, then studied my face for such a long time I could feel my cheeks begin to burn.


‘My wife was an old girl,’ he said at last. ‘When we enrolled our daughter I wanted to be involved, so I became a governor.’


‘You have a daughter?’ I asked, although I had no idea why I should be surprised.


He didn’t reply, just looked at me with the same sad expression I had noticed earlier. Then his eyes swung away from me and he lifted a hand to catch the attention of a waiter. Within moments the bill was paid and we were leaving, so quickly I wasn’t quite sure what had happened.


As he hurried me out of the hotel, I glanced around, trying to catch a glimpse of Kayla. Where on earth was she? I wasn’t worried she’d be left behind – she’d catch us up when she was ready – but I was beginning to get concerned about being alone with Philip Conrad.


The car was waiting out front and the chauffeur was opening the door for me before we had even reached the bottom step. I had another quick look over my shoulder to see if Kayla had reappeared, but it looked as if I would be making this journey without her.


‘I thought you wanted to talk?’ I said, as soon as Philip had settled in his seat.


‘I thought we had.’


‘Mr Conrad’ – he gave me a look – ‘Philip, you were insistent I have dinner with you to discuss what happened at the school.’


‘I thought I could talk to you over dinner, but I couldn’t.’ His voice quavered slightly. ‘Not there.’


‘Okay, so how about now?’


He gave a short laugh that had nothing to do with being amused. ‘There are some things better not discussed in the dark.’


There I had to agree with him, but I was beginning to think I needed to know what he wanted and how he fitted in to the events of the last few days. I sighed inwardly; I was probably going to regret this. ‘How about you come in for a coffee or nightcap?’


He smiled, then he leaned forward and pressed a button; the tinted screen between us and the chauffeur slid down with barely a sound.


‘We’ll be going straight back to Miss de Salle’s cottage.’


‘Yes, Mr Conrad,’ the chauffeur replied, his eyes not leaving the road, then, ‘What the f—?’


He slammed on the brakes but as tyres screamed on tarmac, the car carried on moving as if in slow motion. I looked past the chauffeur at the road ahead. The unlit country road was pitch-black, but Henri le Dent was clearly illuminated in the stark white beams of the headlights. He stood there, legs apart, right hand resting on his cane, left hand on hip, a very wide and arrogant grin showing off almost every single one of those horribly pointed teeth.


The chauffeur leaned back in the seat, his foot no doubt pressing the brake pedal into the floor, but we still ploughed on until Henri disappeared under the front of the car and the whole vehicle juddered as if it had driven over a speed hump. At last the car slithered to a halt and for a moment there was silence.


‘Davis, what happened?’ Philip asked.


The chauffeur began to struggle with his seatbelt. ‘There was a man, sir – he appeared from nowhere, right in the middle of the road—’ He flung the door open and jumped out.


‘Stay here,’ Philip ordered.


I reached out to stop him, but I heard Kayla say, ‘It’s all right.’ And there she was, sitting by my side. ‘But you stay inside the car.’ Once I’d promised I was going to stay put, Kayla disappeared again.


A few minutes passed. Inside the car it felt like I was cocooned from the outside world. I couldn’t hear what was going on, or see much through the tinted side windows, and it wasn’t until Philip and his chauffeur appeared at the front of the car to examine the bonnet and front bumper that I knew for certain they were still there. Henri could have carried them away to some terrible demon place for all I knew.


I saw Philip put his hand on the chauffeur’s shoulder and the man nodded his head a couple of times as if to say he was all right, though his face was milk-white in the harsh brightness of the headlights.


Kayla appeared beside me. ‘What happened?’ she said.


‘Henri happened.’


‘The chauffeur’s terribly shaken up,’ she said, sounding very matter-of-fact. ‘He thought he’d killed someone.’


‘I did too: I felt the car drive over him.’


‘You felt the car drive over a hole in the road.’


‘Not Henri?’


‘Of course not, silly! You can’t run over a demon. He was just playing with you.’


‘I’m glad you think it’s funny.’


She smiled a dark smile. ‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘I don’t think it’s funny at all.’


The back door swung open and Philip leaned in. ‘It’s okay, just a pothole.’


‘Is your driver all right?’ I asked.


‘A bit shaken, that’s all. He thought he saw someone standing in the middle of the road.’


Kayla looked at me and put her finger to her lips. ‘Was there?’ I asked.


He stood there, once again studying my face. I stared back.


‘No, apparently not,’ he said at last. He lingered a few seconds more, looking at me, and then stepped back and shut the door. I saw him join the chauffeur at the front of the car. The poor bloke was puffing on a cigarette as if his life depended on it.


‘I’d just invited Philip back home for a nightcap,’ I said to Kayla. ‘Is there any reason Henri le Dent wouldn’t want that to happen?’


She considered the question, her forefinger tapping her bottom lip. ‘No, I suspect this is about you.’


‘No, Kayla, this has your name written all over it.’


She didn’t deny it, but she still avoided the question hanging in the air. ‘Anyway, I doubt Philip will be coming back to the cottage now; his man’s a bag of nerves.’


‘Probably just as well,’ I said, ‘because you and I still need to talk. I don’t imagine Henri turning up again so soon is a good sign, do you?’ Again there was no denial.


The back passenger door opened and Philip climbed in. A moment later the chauffeur slid back into the front seat.


‘Do you want to take a rain check on the nightcap?’ I asked.


‘No, I need to talk to you.’


‘What about—?’ I struggled to remember the man’s name.


‘I’ve arranged for a car to be waiting at your cottage with a replacement chauffeur, and someone will ferry Davis home for the night.’


‘Oh.’ I couldn’t think what else to say, though I did begin to wonder just how many drivers and cars he had at his beck and call – and what he did for a living, to amass such wealth.


Sure enough, as I climbed from the car outside my cottage another limo pulled up behind us and I wondered how it had got here so fast. I left Philip outside with his entourage while I went in to turn on the kettle and put the door on the latch, telling him he could come in when he was ready. I could hear Jamie moving about upstairs and wondered what he’d been up to all evening.


Kayla followed me inside and plonked herself down on the kitchen table while I pottered about the kitchen.


‘Philip must live locally,’ I said.


‘Really?’


‘His other car was right behind us.’


‘His other car followed us back from the restaurant,’ Kayla said, ‘I hitched a ride until the accident.’


‘What?’ I said and she gave me a smug look.


‘He has two bodyguards.’


‘Bodyguards? Who the hell is he to have bodyguards?’


She sniffed. ‘I can’t say who he is, but I can tell you what he is: one very scared man.’


‘This is getting weird.’


‘Did he tell you anything interesting over dinner?’


‘If you had stayed around you would know.’


‘I got bored with all the small talk.’


I shooed her out of my way so I could put milk and sugar on the table. She hopped up on the kitchen counter. ‘Anyway, it was beginning to feel like a date so I didn’t want to cramp your style.’


‘He’s married with a daughter,’ I said.


‘Really? Are you sure?’


‘That’s what he told me.’


‘Men are such liars.’


‘Why would he lie about that?’ I said.


‘Who knows? I’m just making an observation.’


‘Anyway, what experience have you had with men?’


‘Same as you.’ She gave me another smug smile. ‘Remember, I’ve been there for almost every tragic moment.’


I was about to come back at her with a sharp retort when I heard the front door open and close, then footsteps in the hall.


‘Sorry about that,’ Philip said from the doorway. ‘I was just making sure Davis was okay. He really was shaken up.’


‘I’m not surprised if he thought he hit someone.’ I fiddled with the milk jug so I didn’t have to look him in the eye.


‘I don’t know – it was really odd. He described the guy in detail – in fact, he could have been describing your demon – didn’t you say he was dressed like an eighteenth-century gentleman?’


‘Whoops,’ Kayla said, with far more cheer than was strictly necessary.


‘Shall we go into the living room? It’s more comfortable,’ I said.


An amused expression crossed Philip’s face; Henri wasn’t the only one playing games. Without waiting for a reply I plonked the two mugs on a tray and marched through to the other room. My cheeks felt hot; I needed to regain some measure of composure. It didn’t help that I could hear Kayla laughing as she followed me into the sitting room.


I sat down on the couch and immediately realised my mistake when Philip chose to sit down next to me.


Kayla settled herself down in the armchair. ‘Told you it was turning into a date,’ she said. ‘Do you want me to leave?’


I risked giving her a glare, then shifted slightly so I was facing him, but as far away from Philip as the couch would allow.


‘Milk? Sugar?’


‘Thank you,’ he said, but ignored both.


I sipped my coffee and studied him. He had unbuttoned his jacket and was leaning back, surveying the room. I doubt he missed much. He had an agenda, I was sure of it, but he obviously wasn’t in any hurry to share it with me, and I couldn’t work out what it was. Maybe he was a long game man.


‘So,’ I said, when it became quite clear we would be sitting here all night if I waited for him, ‘what is it you want from me?’


His attention drifted back to me. ‘Demons,’ he said, after a moment’s hesitation. ‘I want to know about demons.’


I glanced at Kayla. She had such a lack of expression her face could have been sculpted out of marble, but the dark glitter of her eyes told another story. They held an emotion I didn’t understand, though if I had to put a name to it, I would have said it was anger: burning anger. I was puzzled, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it; Philip was watching me closely and waiting for some kind of answer. I had a feeling I was about to disappoint him.


‘What I know about demons I could write on a postage stamp.’ That wasn’t, strictly speaking, true, but I needed to know his true intentions before I started giving out potentially dangerous knowledge: you never messed with the other side unless you really knew what you were doing, and you certainly didn’t mess with demons. Henri le Dent was a case in point.


‘I’ve been led to believe you’re an expert – or you know someone who is at the very least.’


I heard Kayla gasp from across the small room, though I resisted the temptation to look her way. ‘Who told you that?’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘I think it does.’


His smile had disappeared, along with his aloof self-assurance. An emotion somewhere close to desperation clouded his features. The colour had leached from his face.


‘Please, Lucky – Miss de Salle – I need your help.’


He looked like his emotions were laid bare, and Kayla was right: he was a troubled man. I turned my head away as if I was considering what he had said, but I was actually risking another look at Kayla.


‘We already have one demon knocking at our door. I’m not sure we need any more,’ she said, not taking her eyes off him.


I really needed to talk to Kayla alone. I don’t believe in coincidences, and certainly not like this. I’d had no dealings with demons before, at least not that I knew of, and now Henri le Dent was on the scene and Philip Conrad seemed to think I was an authority. What the hell was going on?


‘Mr Conrad – Philip – I am not an expert on demons. I’m not sure I know anyone who is. Most of what’s been written about the other side is plain hogwash, and I would imagine the same can be said for demons; the truth is, we just don’t know anything, not for sure. There are theories about how to call them up, and what to do to protect oneself if a demon should appear, but I wouldn’t like to risk it as I couldn’t be sure they’re actually correct.’


‘I was told you had access to this knowledge.’


‘By whom?’


‘I . . . I’d rather not say.’


‘I’d rather you did.’ I crossed my arms, leaned back in my seat and waited, staring him out.


This time he looked away first. He spent a long time studying his fingers before he finally raised his eyes back to mine.


‘Do you know what a bokor is?’ he asked, and I don’t know who was more shocked, me or Kayla.


‘Yes,’ I said, wondering where this was leading – nowhere good, that was for sure. ‘I suppose you would describe a bokor as a voodoo priest or sorcerer.’


‘This man is dangerous,’ Kayla said, referring to Philip.


We were agreed on that.


‘What’s this all about?’ I asked again, and this time I wasn’t prepared to let it go.


‘For months I’ve been visiting psychics, clergymen, witch doctors – if they claim to have power, or anyone else who might possibly know about demons. Eventually I was introduced to a man in South London who knew a man, who knew another man who could arrange a meeting for me with a bokor.’


‘Philip, why would you even want to meet such a man? And more importantly, from my point of view, what’s it got to do with me?’


He looked me directly in the eyes. People say the expression ‘eyes full of pain’ is pure fiction, that no one’s eyes cannot convey such an expression. Whoever said that was dead wrong. What I saw in his eyes made me shudder.


‘A demon murdered my wife, Miss de Salle. It murdered my wife and then stole my daughter and I will do anything – absolutely anything – to get her back.’


‘Hell’s bells and buckets of blood,’ Kayla murmured under her breath. ‘Why did I not see that coming?’


Why would you? I thought, but couldn’t ask her so, I asked Philip if he wanted a drink of something stronger. I knew I did. ‘Although I’m afraid it’s just wine or beer.’


‘You’ve got that bottle of cognac,’ Kayla reminded me.


‘Oh, and I do have some cognac.’


‘That would be great.’


I thought Kayla would follow me into the kitchen so we could have a quick talk, but she remained behind, her eyes fixed on Philip, and when I returned with the drinks, they were both where I had left them: Philip slumped forward on the couch, his elbows resting on his thighs, hands clenched together, forehead resting on knuckles; Kayla watching him, her face a mask. I had no idea what was going on in her head, and – not for the first time in less than forty-eight hours – I began to wonder whether I really knew my best friend at all.


I put a glass of cognac on the coffee table in front of Philip and he straightened up and gave me a small smile of thanks.


I put my own glass down by the armchair, hoping that Kayla would get the message. Her dark eyes met mine and for a moment I thought she was going to ignore me, then she stood with a sniff and moved to sit on the arm of the chair. I sank down beside her and reached for my drink. Philip was studying the contents of his glass, swirling the amber liquid around as he stared into its depths.


I took a sip. It was velvet on my tongue, with a kick as it hit the back of the throat. A gradual warming sensation followed, filling my chest then the pit of my stomach. Philip was still pondering on his glass and hadn’t drunk a drop.


‘The bokor sent me to you,’ he said at last.


I was genuinely puzzled. I had never had any dealings with these so-called black magicians or voodoo priests or whoever they were. I had quite enough on my plate with fraudsters pretending to be psychic without antagonising some seriously scary people.


‘He mentioned me by name?’


‘Well, sort of,’ he said, swirling the cognac, then breathing in the fumes.


‘Go on.’


‘I met him at this house in a rundown part of London, somewhere near the river. I was taken there by the contact, and to be honest, I doubt I could ever find the place again. It was dark, it was raining and it was very late.’ He finally took a sip, although I doubt he even tasted it. ‘It wasn’t an experience I’d recommend, nor is it one I’d be prepared to repeat.’ He swirled the glass again, then downed it.


‘I’d get the bottle if I were you,’ Kayla said, reading Philip’s mood the same way I was. I went and got the bottle and poured him another.


‘The bokor spoke to me in something like a French patois. I couldn’t understand a word, but the man who took me to him translated . . .’


He stopped talking again, and at last I asked, ‘What did he say?’


‘He told me to forget my daughter. He told me she’d gone somewhere I could never reach her.’ He raised his eyes to mine. ‘He told me all this, without me having said a word – I hadn’t even told him why I’d come to him.’


‘Philip, he probably had his people research you. It wouldn’t be difficult to do. I guess if I Googled you I’d find some mention about your wife’s death and how your daughter had gone missing.’


‘I know you’re right and I told myself the same thing, but if you’d been there, if you’d seen him . . .’ He shuddered. ‘He was very convincing.’


‘They always are.’


He sighed. ‘I said to him, “So you won’t help me?” then he and the other chap jabbered away to each other until the bokor did some mumbo-jumbo with some bones, stones and bits of twig. He started muttering to himself while the other man went off and returned with a large bowl and a hen.’


‘I don’t suppose I have to guess what happened to the chicken?’ I said. I don’t know if it was the brandy or not, but I was feeling slightly nauseous.


‘It wasn’t pretty, and I’d had enough, so I got up to leave. Then something weird happened: the chap – the bokor – started speaking in English, cultured English. His mate, the translator, went all wide-eyed and started crossing himself, again and again.’


‘So what did he say?’


‘He said I should visit my daughter’s school and that I’d find help there. He said there was a woman, a lucky woman who would come to the school and that it was she who had the knowledge I sought.’


‘This isn’t looking good,’ Kayla murmured. ‘I think it’s time you and I had that talk.’


I ignored her. ‘Was that it?’


‘No. The bokor went into some kind of fit, then the room filled with people and they all started fussing about him. I was ushered outside and into the car and driven away. The man who had taken me there more or less threw me out of the car when we got to our original rendezvous – he didn’t even ask for the money I owed him for setting up the meet.’


‘So you contacted the school?’


‘I didn’t need to. I had a missed message from Lydia Mitchell when I got home. The woman doesn’t particularly like me, but I think she thought I was the only governor she could turn to who wouldn’t immediately panic – and probably the only one who would stump up the money needed. The rest of the board is made up of windbags and old farts.’


‘She’s a practical woman.’


‘Very. Of course, when I met her the following day and she told me about you I couldn’t help but wonder: I was told a lucky woman would come to the school and she starts telling me about this ex-pupil called Lucky de Salle.’


‘That’s definitely one coincidence too far,’ I said, speaking my thoughts aloud.


‘Excuse me?’


‘Philip, I have to think about this.’


‘Lucky, I really need your help – and he said you were the one who could help me—’


‘I . . .’ I started to protest, then stopped. I could hear the desperation in his voice, but I didn’t know what to say to the man.


Fortunately, I was saved from having to answer him as the door swung open and Jamie stood framed in the doorway. He was shirtless, and his jeans hung low on his hips, showing a dark silky line of hair running downwards from his navel.


‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ he said to me, seeing Philip. ‘I didn’t realise you had company.’


‘Clearly,’ Philip said, getting to his feet.


I managed to tear my eyes away from Jamie’s bare chest, though it was difficult. ‘Philip, this is a friend of mine: Jamie. Jamie, this is Philip Conrad.’


Both men stood there eyeing each other up and there was an undeniable, almost physical tension spanning the room between them.


Kayla and I exchanged a perplexed glance.


‘It’s like two tomcats getting territorial,’ Kayla said. ‘Let’s hope they don’t start marking the room.’


I almost giggled, and had to disguise it with a small cough. Philip’s distraught expression had hardened into one of arrogant disdain, and Jamie too had lost any sense of vulnerability. Kayla’s description was perfect: they were eyeing each other as if they were rivals for the same piece of turf.


‘I didn’t realise you had someone living with you,’ Philip said.


‘Jamie’s a guest,’ I said, and was immediately angry with myself for trying to justify Jamie’s presence. It was none of Philip Conrad’s damned business.


‘I’d better be going,’ he said as Jamie stepped into the room. If Jamie had actually said, ‘Off you go then!’ he couldn’t have made it plainer.


Philip walked out and I followed, frowning at Jamie as I passed him, but he just smiled. Now I remembered why I had stopped bothering with men: I couldn’t be doing with the continual games they played, the constant bolstering of their egos and all their other shit; it was far too emotionally draining. I walked Philip to the gate and he stopped when he got to his car.


He stood there looking at the ground, then took a deep breath, as though he was having difficulty finding the right words to say. His eyes rose back to meet mine.


‘Will you help me?’


I waited a heartbeat. I didn’t know what I could do to help this man.


‘Please.’


‘I’ll do what I can.’ What else could I say? ‘I’ll think on it and give you a call tomorrow.’


‘Here,’ he said, pulling a wafer-thin card case from his inside breast pocket. He flicked it open and handed me a card. ‘I’ll speak to you tomorrow.’


‘Right,’ I said, as he slid into the car. I watched the limousine until its rear lights disappeared into the night before going back inside. What on earth was going on? I was suddenly involved with two men who both wanted something from me I wasn’t sure I was able to give, and it had started to weigh mightily on my shoulders.


When I got back inside Jamie was in the kitchen getting a glass of water and Kayla was perched in her normal spot on the kitchen counter, watching him.


‘You’ll go blind,’ I whispered to her, and was surprised by her expression when she looked my way. I had expected a cheeky grin; instead what I got was a weak smile.


‘Pardon?’ Jamie asked.


I ignored him; I couldn’t be bothered to explain. He frowned, glanced around, then his eyes shifted to the counter as Kayla obviously decided to show herself.


‘I’m sorry if I interrupted anything,’ he said.


‘You probably turned up in the nick of time,’ Kayla replied. ‘We don’t need her taking in another stray, particularly one who’s demonically challenged.’


‘Kayla,’ I said, warning her to shut up.


‘If you’ve got a problem with me being here, why don’t you just come out and say so?’ Jamie said.


‘Thought I just did,’ she said, giving him a bitchy little smile.


‘Okay, I’ll go and get my things,’ he said, slamming the glass down on the worktop and making for the door.


‘Stop,’ I said, putting my hand out in front of him. He was too angry to see and it was only when his chest slammed against my palm that he faltered and stopped.


‘I . . . um—’ My hand dropped to my side and I hoped the flush to my cheeks wasn’t as noticeable as it felt. Fortunately, he wasn’t looking at me; his brow was creased and his hands were in tight fists.


‘Jamie, I invited you to stay because I wanted you to.’


‘Are you sure?’ he asked, his eyes meeting mine.


‘I wouldn’t have said so if I wasn’t,’ I said, though actually I had done just that. I was still having trouble working out what had been going on in my head.


‘What about him?’ he asked, jerking his head towards the front door.


‘Yes, what about him?’ Kayla asked.


I looked back over my shoulder as if Philip’s presence lingered in the room. ‘I’m not sure about Philip. As I told him, I’ll have to think about his problem.’ I sat down on a kitchen chair.


Jamie leaned back against the fridge. His brow furrowed and he glanced at Kayla and then me. ‘What did Kayla mean by “demonically challenged”?’


I closed my eyes and massaged my temples. This I didn’t need. ‘My friend sometimes has a very big mouth.’


When my eyes opened Kayla was doing one of her girly pout things, which I’m sure she thinks makes her appear adorable.


‘Not nice,’ she said.


‘Nor are you sometimes.’ I was hoping we had deflected an awkward question, but no.


‘Demonically challenged?’ Jamie asked again.


‘She was trying to be funny,’ I said, hoping he’d buy it.


‘Ha-bloody-ha,’ Kayla said.


I shot her a glare, which she returned twofold. ‘If he’s staying here you should tell him,’ she said.


Jamie looked from me to her and then back again. ‘Tell me what?’


Kayla hopped down from the table. ‘It’s up to you, but should Henri come calling, he might want to leave you a little message of his intentions. I would if I were him and I’m sure you wouldn’t want your new lodger getting caught in the crossfire.’ And with that, she gave me another bitchy smile and vanished, leaving me utterly bewildered.


‘What’s she talking about?’ Jamie asked, dropping down onto the chair opposite me.


‘Sometimes she talks in riddles, but I think the gist of it is she believes you could be in danger if you stay here.’


He leaned back in the chair and I couldn’t stop myself from noticing that his chest and shoulders were a golden tan. He said he’d done some labouring jobs to earn some money, so I guessed he must have spent most of the summer with his shirt off. But if I was going to start thinking straight, I was going to have to tell him to put his shirt on.


I gave myself a mental shake. I had a monumental demon problem and I was letting myself get distracted by the bare chest of a man I hardly knew.


‘Lucky?’


‘When you arrived yesterday’ – was it really only a day ago? – ‘I’d just got back from the school I’d been expelled from as a child. They had a problem they hoped I’d make go away.’


‘A ghost?’


‘Twin ghosts, actually. Unfortunately, it turned out the girls were the least of the school’s worries.’ I explained about the boarders playing with the Ouija board the previous weekend. ‘But the twins were already there – hell, they were there when I was at the school fifteen years ago, so you wouldn’t need a Ouija board to get them to appear. And this is what I meant by it being dangerous to call upon the dead: the boarders called up a demon instead, and apparently once called they can be the devil of a job to get rid of.’


‘They called up a demon?’ Jamie was surprisingly unperturbed. ‘As in horns and a tail?’


I grimaced. ‘I wish. This one looks like an eighteenth-century gentleman and has a mouth full of very sharp teeth, which, I get the impression, he would be more than happy to use to take a chunk out of someone.’


‘He threatened you?’ Jamie said, echoing Kayla is such a way that it made me frown. Now I was getting paranoid. ‘Lucky?’


‘Sorry, I was just . . . I’m tired. Yes, he threatened me and then I saw him again tonight on the way home from the restaurant.’


‘Did anyone else see him?’


‘Our driver. The poor man thought he’d run someone over.’


‘Did your friend see him?’


‘Kayla?’


‘No, that guy – Philip.’


‘No – at least he said he didn’t.’ Did he say that? I tried to think. ‘No, I’m pretty sure he didn’t.’


‘So what does this demon want?’


‘I have no idea,’ I lied.


I didn’t want to mention Kayla’s involvement until she and I had talked, and although I was tired and cranky, that was going to have to be tonight. If she really thought Jamie could be in danger, I needed to know.


‘I’m going to bed,’ I said. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’


He wasn’t really listening, more gazing into space, a slight frown wrinkling his forehead. I obviously wasn’t the only one with a lot of thinking to do.


Kayla was in my bedroom, sitting in her usual spot by the window. She was staring out into the darkness and didn’t acknowledge me when I entered the room. I turned on my bedside lamp and started to undress.


‘So,’ I said, ‘what is it with you and this Henri? And I won’t take “I don’t want to talk about it” for an answer.’


Kayla slowly turned around in the seat until she was facing me.


‘He said they want you back – what did he mean by that?’ I asked.


I pulled my nightdress on over my head and then sat down at my dressing table and started to brush my hair. I glanced back over my shoulder and did a double-take. My friend’s face was a mask of abject misery, mixed with another emotion that gave me goosebumps. ‘Kayla?’ A cold chill at the nape of my neck made me shiver.


My friend was afraid, for the second time in as many days. She hadn’t wanted me to go back to the school and had refused point-blank to go in there with me. She had blamed the two girls. It’s true, the last time we met they’d scared the hell out of me, but then I’d only been ten. I didn’t remember her being afraid back then, in fact, I’m pretty sure she’d found it quite funny.


Then the penny dropped – she had known there was a demon waiting in there for me.


I got up off my chair and crouched down in front of her. ‘What’s going on Kayla? What’s this all about?’


‘If I tell you, you may not want me hanging around any more,’ she said, in a little-girl whisper.


‘Kayla, we have been together since I was . . . I don’t know, as long as I can remember. You’re my friend – you’re an important part of my life and you’re part of me.’


‘You promise you won’t hate me?’ she said, her dark eyes glistening.


‘Kayla, you’re my best friend – you always have been and you always will be. There’s nothing you can say or do that’ll change that. If, for some reason, we’ve got to take on old Henri Toothy Pegs then so be it, but you are my friend.’


She didn’t seem so sure. My legs were cramping, so I got up from my crouch and sat down on the bed opposite her. I had been a bit pissed off before, but now I was more than a little concerned. This wasn’t my ballsy, capable Kayla, who could make the meanest of spirits run for cover with a few well-chosen words. This was something unfamiliar.


She sighed. ‘The demon you met today’ – she raised fearful eyes to mine – ‘he and I aren’t so different. You’ve always assumed I was a spirit, but it isn’t really true. We appeared to grow up together, but that’s not true either.’


‘Kayla? I don’t understand.’


‘Lucky, I’m more than three thousand years old and I’m a . . . I’m a demon.’


I was about to laugh: she could have been introducing herself at an AA meeting. But the merriment drained out of me when I saw how serious her expression had become. As I stared at her she solidified in front of me. I could always see her when others couldn’t, but sometimes she looked more solid than others. Now there was no transparency to her at all and she looked as human as . . . me.


‘You can’t be! You’re good and kind – you’re my friend – how can you say you’re a demon? I could feel the evil oozing out of Henri – you’re not like him.’ I was gabbling and I knew it.


‘When you were born,’ she said, her voice soft and gentle, ‘you were like a beacon. Even from the moment you first took a breath there was a glow inside you that bloomed up into the skies and down into the Underlands.’


My friend leaned forward, her hands clasped together between her knees. ‘You drew us to you like moths to a flame, and there were some of us who knew that without help, without someone to guide and protect you, you would probably be swamped by every lost soul out there.


‘There was a lot of argument. The days were long gone when our kind used to interfere in the human world, but some said those times were returning, that your coming was proof our two worlds were about to collide. While all this arguing was going on, you were already beginning to feel the effects of your power: spirits surrounded you. You were a baby so you didn’t understand, but your mother and father were terrified.’


‘She left us,’ I said, and it still made me ache inside. ‘She left us both.’


‘I know. And it was then I decided I had to be with you. To protect you from the spirit world and those from mine, who might not have your best interests at heart.’


‘But surely demons can’t move between worlds just like that?’ I said with a shudder, thinking of the terrible Henri.


‘No, of course not. There are some demons who can travel to and fro between our worlds at will, but they are very few. Usually a demon has to be summoned to this world, and then, having crossed over once, they can continue to travel between the two unless the door is closed – and before you ask; no, the closing ritual you performed with the Ouija board was not strong enough – that’s usually just for spirits.’


‘So Henri can come back and forth now whenever he likes?’


‘For the moment,’ she said.


‘So, how did you cross over?’


She laughed. ‘I just had to be patient and wait for some silly girls to play with a Ouija board, or some idiotic psychic to call upon the spirit world. It didn’t take long. A group of people playing at being Satanists attempted to make a demon manifest. They got me.’


‘And you’ve been with me ever since.’


‘I came to watch over you.’


‘So, what happened to the Satanists?’


A strange expression crossed her face. ‘Not sure, though I doubt they ever held another ceremony.’


I knew my friend well enough to know when she was being evasive. But then, did I really know her at all? ‘Kayla, I don’t understand. Why has Henri come looking for you after all this time? Why did you come to me in the first place? Why didn’t you ever tell me any of this before?’ I had a hundred and one questions buzzing around in my head, but these were the only ones I could immediately put into words.


She had a distant look in her eyes and it suddenly hit me that I might be losing her. ‘Henri, as he calls himself, hasn’t come here just for me. He’s told you this because he wants you to distrust me.’


‘Why?’


She smiled. ‘I would guess he’s trying to “divide and conquer”. It’s what I’d do in his position.’


‘What possible reason would he have for doing that?’


‘Because, my dear girl, he doesn’t just want to take me back to the Underlands. He wants to take you too.’


I was dumbstruck. I jumped up and strode across the room to my dressing table, then stopped, turned and walked back. Kayla sat watching, not saying a word. Why would she? She’d said quite enough.


‘Why on earth would he want to take me back to— back to wherever it is he comes from? What possible reason would he have to do that?’


Kayla looked up at me, her face twisted into a cynical smile. ‘New blood,’ she said.


‘I don’t understand.’


‘We are immortal, though we can be destroyed, and unfortunately, like any being, the older we get the more difficult it is for us to procreate. To make things worse, there are not many female demons left, so we have had to start slipping into the world of humans to find mates.’


I sank down onto my bed. I didn’t think my legs would hold me upright for a moment more. ‘You’re saying Henri wants me for sex?’


She laughed, a hollow sound that echoed with bitter tears. ‘If only that were the case. No, Henri’s just a minion. You’re meant for greater things.’


I wrapped my arms around myself. I’d been a little frightened before, but now I was bloody terrified.


‘Surely he can’t just take me?’ I said.


‘Just as I once did he found the chink in your world’s armour: three silly girls playing with something they shouldn’t. Now he can move around in this world as he chooses.’


‘Is there nothing that can stop him?’


‘Not much, unless . . .’ She paused, her forefinger drifted up to her lips and she began to tap them in an irregular tattoo.


‘Unless?’


Her forehead creased in concentration and her eyes focused on some point in the middle of my chest. Suddenly she grinned. ‘Unless we take the battle to him!’


She might have been happy with that scenario, but my bowels gave an uncomfortable lurch and for a moment I thought I might be about to throw up my very expensive dinner.


‘That’s an option, is it?’ I asked, in a voice a couple of octaves higher than usual.


‘Hmm, could be. I’ll give it some thought.’


‘You do that,’ I said, as I got back on my feet and started to pace the floor.


I was so tired my eyes hurt, but I knew there was no way I was going to get a wink of sleep. I pulled on my dressing gown and made for the door.


‘Where are you going?’


‘To have a cup of tea.’


‘It’ll keep you awake.’


‘Like I want to sleep when the bogeyman is very likely to come and get me at any moment? I doubt I’ll ever bloody sleep again.’


Kayla frowned. ‘I told you I’d protect you, and I will. From now on I’ll never leave your side, not unless I am certain it’s safe.’


‘You let me go into that school when you knew he’d be there,’ I said, and I couldn’t help the bitter edge that had crept into my voice.


Her frown deepened and she looked away. ‘I’d hoped I’d be wrong.’


I stared at my friend. She was lying. She said Henri would try the ‘divide and conquer’ approach, but she was doing a pretty good job of that all by herself.


I walked down the stairs and into the kitchen, but if I thought I was going to have time alone to think I was wrong. Jamie was sitting at the kitchen table more or less where I had left him, except he was cradling a glass of milk.


He gave me a wry smile. ‘Want to talk about it?’


‘What?’ I said, immediately feeling flustered.


‘This is a small cottage with very thin walls.’


I turned away from him, my excuse being to put the kettle on, but in reality I was trying to remember what had been said that was heated enough he could have heard it downstairs; if, of course, he really had been in the kitchen all through my conversation with Kayla; he could well have been listening outside the door for all I knew.


‘It wasn’t about you staying here if that’s what you’re worried about.’


‘You made your thoughts on that very clear. Were you arguing about this Henri character?’


I reached up and took a cup and saucer from the cupboard and rattled around in the drawer looking for a teaspoon. I didn’t really want to talk about this with Jamie – but then, why not? I thought he’d have gone running for the hills at the mention of a demon, particularly as he was coping so badly with everyday spirits, but no, he was taking it all in his stride.


‘What do you know about demons?’ I asked.


He gave a derisive snort. ‘How much do you think? What about you?’


‘Apparently not as much as I should,’ I said, dropping a teabag into a cup. ‘To be truthful, I didn’t really believe they existed. I’ve read accounts of demonic possession and exorcisms, but in most cases they were either at a time when people didn’t know any better or in poor, very religious countries. Nine times out of ten I would have said the so-called possessed had a psychiatric disorder.’


I poured boiling water into my cup, added a splash of milk, took out the teabag and slumped down on the chair opposite him.


‘What does this one want?’ Jamie asked.


‘Who says he wants anything?’


Jamie gave me another smile. ‘If you don’t want to talk about it just say so, but if you’ve seen him twice in as many days it’s pretty obvious to me that he’s after something.’


I took a sip of tea while Jamie waited, watching me. ‘Kayla seems to think he wants to take her, and me too, for that matter, back to wherever it is he comes from,’ I said, with a small laugh, trying to make a joke of it.


Jamie obviously didn’t see the funny side. The smile slipped from his face and his forehead crinkled into a concerned frown.


‘You’re not serious?’


I took another sip of my tea. ‘Kayla seemed to be.’


‘Aren’t you worried?’


I started to shake my head but then stopped. What was the point in pretending? ‘Of course I am. Who wouldn’t be?’


‘Did she say why he wants you both?’


I made a small huh sound. ‘Something to do with a declining demon population.’


He looked a little baffled for a few moments and then the proverbial penny dropped, and with a loud clang. ‘He wants you for—? He wants to—’


I decided to put him out of his misery. ‘Apparently they need baby demons and there aren’t many lady demons to fulfil the demand.’


‘Really?’ For a split-second a puzzled expression flickered across his face.


‘That’s what Kayla said.’


‘I don’t believe it.’


I had been thinking more or less the same thing ever since Kayla had given me the bad news – or at least her version of it. In fact, the longer I thought about it, the more certain I was that there was a great deal she was still keeping from me.


‘Why Kayla?’ he asked. ‘I mean, she’s a ghost, so what good would she be? You, well, I can sort of understand, but not her.’


I didn’t want to tell him what she really was, not at this point – I hardly knew him, and I was having a pretty hard time taking it all in myself. My whole relationship with my best friend had been based on lies, and those lies were still continuing.


‘Maybe where he comes from spirits become flesh, I don’t know,’ I said.


From his expression I could see he wasn’t convinced, but he didn’t voice any opinion, for which I was grateful. I didn’t want to lie to him more than I had to.


‘This Philip guy,’ Jamie said, ‘what’s he got to do with all this?’


I looked up into piercing blue eyes. ‘Nothing – well, nothing to do with Henri at least.’ Jamie didn’t need to know about Philip’s little problem.


‘Yeah, right! You’ve never seen a demon before – weren’t actually convinced they existed – then suddenly you see a demon and on the very same day you meet a man who is “demonically challenged”, then this guy takes you out to dinner and hey, guess what, your old friend the demon shows up again. Please! There must be a connection.’


Maybe I wasn’t as paranoid as I thought.


‘Maybe it has nothing to do with Kayla and more to do with Philip,’ he added, a pensive expression on his face.


‘I wish.’


He looked even more concerned. ‘You’re sure?’


I took a deep breath. In for a penny . . . ‘Henri asked me to give Kayla a message. He said they want her back.’


‘Back?’


I looked away, not wanting him to see how miserable I was. She was my friend and despite everything I still loved her and I was beginning to be afraid I was going to lose her.


I obviously wasn’t fooling Jamie one bit. He got up and walked around the table and crouched down beside me. ‘It’ll be okay,’ he said, resting his hand on my arm and giving it a squeeze.


‘I wish I could be so sure.’


*


I tossed and turned for hours, and then overslept until almost nine. Kayla was nowhere to be found and I suspected that once it had got light she’d probably become bored. Then I wondered – did demons sleep? Why wouldn’t they? And if they did – if she did – why had I never seen her sleeping? Where had she gone to sleep? Yet more things my best friend had been keeping from me. Well, wherever she was now, I just hoped that she wasn’t tormenting Jamie.


I took a shower, but I was too wound up for it to be relaxing, and then stomped downstairs. The aroma of toast and freshly made coffee wafted out of the kitchen: Jamie had obviously made himself at home. He glanced over his shoulder and gave me a smile as I walked in. Fortunately he was wearing a shirt, although when he turned around it was hanging loose, giving me another glimpse of tanned, muscular chest.


‘Coffee?’ he asked.


I gave him a distracted nod as I looked around the kitchen. ‘Seen Kayla?’


‘No, but then she only appears when she wants to. She could have been sitting in here the whole time and I wouldn’t know. Does she do that to you?’


‘I would have said no, but now I’m not so sure,’ I said.


He gave me a sympathetic smile, which only made me feel worse. And I really was getting worried. Where on earth was she?


‘So what have you got planned for today?’ Jamie asked.


‘Nothing special. I’ve got some dry-cleaning to collect and some correspondence to catch up on, but apart from that not a lot.’


‘I’ll go and get your dry-cleaning, if you like.’


‘Thanks,’ I said.


‘Did you get any sleep?’


‘Not much. You?’ I said, accepting the mug and the plate of toast he was holding out.


‘Yeah, like the dead.’


I gave him a look; that wasn’t an expression I ever used. His face crinkled into a grin. ‘Daft thing to say.’


‘A bit,’ I said with a smile.


‘Do you ever get used to it? You know, seeing ghosts?’


‘I think I’d have trouble getting used to not seeing them now. They’ve been part of my life for so long.’


He sat down at the table across from me and started spreading marmalade on his toast.


‘What you’ve got to remember is that they can’t hurt you,’ I said. ‘They can try and scare you, they can play with your head, but physically hurt you? No way.’


‘How about throwing plates at you and stuff like that?’


‘Very few can. Some can slide things across a floor or table, but lifting something up and throwing it takes a lot of power and most spirits haven’t got it.’


‘But demons are different?’


I shuddered. The memory of Henri’s tight grip, the flicker of his reptilian tongue as it ran down my cheek and the touch of his hand caressing my hair was still fresh in my mind. ‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘Or, at least, Henri was.’


‘How about Kayla?’ he asked.


The question made me think. ‘Yes,’ I said, wondering why I hadn’t ever questioned her abilities before. ‘She can move things, and I have known her to throw things.’


‘So she’s quite a powerful spirit?’


‘Hmm,’ I mumbled into my coffee.


Now I knew what Kayla really was – or at least what she said she was – I was beginning to realise there were a lot of things I had accepted about her that didn’t fit with the other spirits I’d come across. In my mind I suppose Kayla had always just been Kayla, and I had accepted her at face value. Why wouldn’t I? When I was a child I hadn’t known any different, and as we grew up I simply hadn’t put her in the same category as other spirits.


‘I wonder where she is,’ he said.


‘I don’t know.’


‘You’re worried about her?’


‘A bit.’ I gave him a half-hearted smile. ‘Well, a lot, actually.’


‘Was she upstairs when you went to bed last night?’


‘Yes, she was sitting by the window. It’s her normal spot.’


‘Does she go to bed? Or sleep?’ he said, asking the same question I had been thinking on earlier. I tried to answer him based on what she always had done – hopefully not giving away too much of my distress at her lies.


‘Sometimes she lies down next to me, but usually she just sits looking out of the window,’ I said.


‘Must be boring for her when you’re asleep.’


‘Oh, she reads sometimes,’ I said. ‘When I was a kid she would do my homework for me.’


‘You’re kidding?’


I smiled at the memory. ‘I was always useless at history, so for tests and exams she used to read up on whatever period we were studying and tell me the answers to the questions.’ Then I remembered she’d said she was more than three thousand years old. Maybe she hadn’t had to read up on the history.


*


Jamie went off to collect my things from the dry-cleaners and pick up a newspaper. Kayla still hadn’t made an appearance and the dull ache that had started in my chest had progressed to anxiety and full-blown panic was beginning to set in. I had thought I might be losing her, and now I was beginning to believe I really had. She had promised she wouldn’t leave my side unless she knew I was safe – so where was she?


I tried to take my mind off her by catching up on my correspondence, but it was nigh on impossible to concentrate. I went downstairs and put the kettle on, then switched it off again – better wait for Jamie. I wandered into the living room, but she wasn’t there, then I marched back upstairs and rechecked my bedroom, then Jamie’s. I went back into the office, sat down, stared at the blank screen of my laptop, then stood up and went back to my bedroom.


I could smell him as soon as I walked through the door. This time I knew it wasn’t my imagination: Henri had left a calling card, a frothy, white lace hanky lay on my pillow, redolent with the scent of Parma Violets. I stared at it from across the room. My heart tried to pound its way out of my chest, then I started to get really angry. Henri was trying to scare the crap out of me, and he was succeeding quite nicely actually, but invading my home – that was intolerable.


Then a noise downstairs made me jump. Could it be Henri? I glanced at my bedside clock: not quite midday, so too early for Jamie to be back. Maybe Kayla had finally returned. I took a deep breath and crept down the stairs. I tried the kitchen first, but it was as I had left it. I didn’t want to run into Henri empty-handed, so I grabbed the frying pan off the cooker, crept across to the living room, threw open the door—


—and froze. I had visitors, and suddenly Henri was the least of my worries.
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