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  PROLOGUE




  Jose Nilson dos Linos was brushing dandruff from his hair when he was executed. A committed civil rights campaigner, he had spent the day scouring the records of a local

  orphanage, seeking proof that it was a front for one of Santiago’s largest criminal organizations. He had been dogging the orphanage directors for several months, but had only recently made

  headway when a repentant doctor sought redemption by turning informer.




  Jose had not yet been able to rack up significant evidence against the Chilean crime lords, but he was closing in on them. He was convinced that the truth would soon surface, affording him his

  triumph in court.




  He was thinking of dramatic closing speeches as he climbed the stairs to his humble apartment on the third floor of a crumbling mansion. Letting himself in, he made for a circular window which

  faced on to the streets of Santiago, and stood there, gaze trained on the people below, idly observing. Then, smiling at the thought of sleep, he turned to his writing bureau to record the

  day’s events in his diary.




  The diary was a thick, leather-encased ledger. He laid it on the desk, found where he had left off the evening before and started to write. He got through three lengthy, meticulously detailed

  paragraphs before pausing. Laying his pen aside, he closed his eyes and stroked the bridge of his nose with the thumb and middle finger of his left hand. Opening his eyes, he pushed the diary away,

  leant over the bare desk and gently ran his fingers through his hair. Flakes of dandruff fell in front of him like snow. Jose watched, amused, imagining himself somewhere cold and relaxing.




  While dandruff drifted through the air, Jose’s assassin moved in for the kill, unseen and unheard. His chosen name was Sebastian Dash, and there was nothing personal in what he did. He did

  not know why he had been hired to eliminate Jose Nilson dos Linos and would not have cared if he had. Sebastian Dash was paid to kill, not to question.




  Dash placed the muzzle of his pistol to the back of Jose’s skull. It touched so lightly that Jose thought it was a moth settling and carried on stroking his hair. Dash hesitated, surprised

  by his victim’s non-reaction, then squeezed the trigger gently.




  Jose Nilson dos Linos’s head exploded in a cone of bone, brain and blood. The bullet made a tiny hole upon entry, but emerged in a furious crimson torrent, eradicating Jose’s face

  above his upper lip. The bullet embedded itself in the wall ahead of the men, the cranial matter forming a pearly corona around it.




  Dash carefully adjusted Jose’s head and laid it to rest on its side, so that it was facing the door through which Jose’s wife of eleven years would enter when she returned. The

  grisly touch had been requested by Dash’s employer. Across Santiago, an overly talkative doctor had already been found in a similar state by his beloved. It had been a profitable night for

  Sebastian Dash.




  The assassin strode to the door, made sure the angle was correct, then retraced his steps. He did not bother to remove the bullet from the wall — the gun was untraceable. Instead he bent

  to adjust Jose’s shoes. With a frown, he discovered that the dead man was wearing slip-ons. He quickly examined the apartment and found a pair of laced black shoes in a closet. Jose always

  wore these shoes to court and would have been wearing them when he prosecuted the directors of the orphanage. Dash was not aware of this. Any pair of shoes would have sufficed, as long as they had

  laces.




  Dash slid off Jose’s slip-ons and worked the corpse’s feet into the shoes. Once they were on, he tied the lace of the right shoe but left the lace on the left undone. This was his

  trademark. It was not always possible – there were times when he had to hit and run – but he enjoyed signing his name to a killing whenever the occasion permitted. Even in Dash’s

  sinister, secretive business, it paid to advertise.




  When everything was to his satisfaction, Dash took the diary – his employer wanted it destroyed – and crept to the door. Opening it a crack, he swept the corridor with a cool,

  critical eye. Spying nobody, he stepped out, closed the door and took the stairs. Shoulders hunched, lower face concealed by the lapels of his jacket, eyes obscured by thick glasses – plain

  glass, as he had 20–20 vision – and hair swept to the left. Not an elaborate disguise, but Dash had found that the more mundane one appeared, the less notice people paid.




  Sebastian Dash strolled through the streets of Santiago. He dropped the pistol down an open drain. It was not the best way to dispose of incriminating evidence, but he wasn’t intimately

  familiar with Chile’s capital and it was better to be swift than certain. Next he disposed of the diary and his gloves in an incinerator, then headed for home.




  Back at his hotel, Dash ran a bath, undressed and immersed his clothes in the water. That was the trouble with blood — it got everywhere. In the morning, when the clothes were dry, he

  would stuff them in a bag and return to the incinerator.




  Dash stood by the window, naked, observing the Chilean sky, comparing the moon’s corona to the one he had created in dos Linos’s apartment. He was interrupted by a knock on his

  door.




  ‘Mr O’Hara?’ a woman called. The manageress, Mrs Covarrubias. A local woman, but she’d spent time in the United States when she was younger and spoke fluent English. If

  Dash had known that before he checked into the small hotel, he would have looked elsewhere for lodgings.




  Moving closer to the door, Dash cleared his throat and adopted the thick Irish accent that he’d adopted when registering as Donal O’Hara. ‘Is it yourself, Mrs C?’ he

  sang, maintaining the pretence that he was incapable of pronouncing her surname.




  ‘It is,’ she laughed. ‘Are you decent?’




  ‘I’m afraid not. May I be helping you in any way, or would you rather come back when I’m dressed?’




  ‘A letter came for you,’ Mrs Covarrubias said. ‘Express delivery. All the way from Swee . . . Swi . . . Swizzerland?’




  ‘Switzerland,’ Dash corrected her. That would be Antonia. To hire Dash, one had to go through Antonia. She was the only person apart from his employer who knew that he was in

  Chile.




  ‘Mrs C,’ Dash said, ‘would you be a darling and slide the envelope under the door, assuming it fits?’




  ‘It’s quite thin, so let me try.’ He heard the crinkling of the woman’s dress as she bent and pushed the envelope through the crack at the base of the door.




  ‘Many thanks, good lady,’ Dash said in his Irish brogue. ‘Well, I must be off to dry my hands. I was just out of the bath when you knocked.’




  ‘I thought I heard the water running,’ Mrs Covarrubias said. ‘I’ll see you in the morning, Mr O’Hara.’




  ‘Indeed you will,’ Dash chuckled, then listened with an irritated frown as she walked away, not bending to retrieve the envelope until he was sure she was gone.




  A plain white envelope nestled inside the larger one. A first-class British stamp and a London postmark. Antonia had opened the letter, read it, then resealed it. Dash slit it open again with a

  fingernail. He took out a sheet of paper and unfolded it to discover a handwritten message. Dash always insisted on handwritten requests — an extra insurance policy.




  The note was from Mikis Menderes, better known as the Turk. Menderes had been born in Turkey but had lived in London for most of his life. He’d hired Dash twice before. On the second job,

  Dash made the kill – a crooked police officer who wouldn’t be missed – but also took out the target’s mistress, who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. The Turk was

  furious — a genuine inquiry had been instigated and he’d had to spend a lot more on bribes than he’d bargained for in order to keep his name out of it. He blamed Dash and demanded

  a refund. Dash refused, since the target had been eliminated, and the pair had engaged in an ugly war of words until Dash relented and offered a twenty-five per cent discount. The Turk argued him

  up to a third and they hadn’t been in contact since.




  Dash read the letter while standing by the door, and again a few moments later, sitting down. It was curtly written, in the style of the Turk’s previous letters.




  My woman has been seen on the arm of another man. Not happy. Want to talk with you about it. Lodgings set aside for you. If you’re agreeable, move in and wait. I will be in

  touch.




  It was signed Mikis Theopolous Menderes, and there was a north London address printed beneath.




  Everything seemed straightforward. The Turk’s wife or mistress – Dash wasn’t up to date with Menderes’s personal life – was having an affair, and he wanted Dash to

  kill either his woman, her lover or both.




  Dash was reluctant to accept the assignment. Hits could get messy when a loved one was involved. Employers could have a change of heart and act irrationally. He liked it when his paymaster was

  as cold and calculating as himself. He usually turned down revenge-seeking husbands.




  But if Dash rejected the hit, the Turk might think that the assassin held a grudge. Dash did a reasonable amount of business in London and didn’t like the idea of the Turk bad-mouthing

  him. He had worked long and hard to establish himself as a discreet, detached killer. If clients thought that he let personal feelings get in the way of his decisions, business might suffer. He

  didn’t like the Turk or what he was being asked to do, but if he accepted the assignment, the bad blood between them would be erased and he need never again worry about turning down the

  tight-fisted gangster.




  Dash slept on the matter, then went online early in the morning and changed his flight. He had been booked to fly back to Switzerland – he hadn’t touched base in two months –

  but home could wait. Business was business.




  Next, he rang Antonia and told her he was popping over to London for an arts festival.




  ‘Will you hook up with your Turkish friend?’ Antonia asked.




  ‘I imagine so,’ Dash replied.




  ‘When can I expect you back? I’m missing you.’




  Dash grinned. Antonia was as emotionally distant as himself. It always amused him to hear her acting human. ‘I’m hoping it won’t be more than a week or two.’




  ‘And if anyone asks after you while you’re away?’




  ‘Take a message. Tell them to be patient.’




  They said their goodbyes and hung up. Dash stood over the phone a moment, thinking of Antonia and the Alps, then sighed and shook his head. He was working too hard. What use was money if you

  didn’t have the time to enjoy it? A few more years and he’d think about retiring somewhere warm. He wouldn’t make the mistake of outstaying his welcome. There was good money in

  killing, but if you weren’t careful, it could be the death of you.




  



   




   




   




   




  PART ONE




  





   




   




   




   




  ONE




   




   




   




   




  I wake abruptly from a troubled sleep to find the dead pressing in tightly around me. Half a dozen phantoms, teeth bared, snarling mutely, scratching at my face with their

  insubstantial fingernails. I stifle a scream and bury my face in a pillow, waiting for the last vestiges of the nightmare to pass.




  My heart is pounding and I don’t move until it’s back to normal. When I’m in control, I push myself up and stare blankly at the six ghosts. They’ve withdrawn now that

  I’m awake and are simply glaring at me sullenly, the way they do most of the time. They only try to get under my skin when they think I’m ripe for the freaking, choosing their moments

  with studious care, for maximum impact.




  Usually they strike on nights like this, when they see me whimpering and fidgeting in my sleep, when they know from experience that I’ll more than likely bolt awake, disorientated and

  temporarily vulnerable. They can’t physically assault me, or they would have ripped me apart years ago. They have to settle for mind games, and they’re good at those. They should be.

  They’ve had lots of practice.




  I get up and shower. The ghosts follow me into the bathroom, passing through the walls as if the blocks were made of mist. I ignore them as I turn the water on cold and shiver in its bite.

  I’m adept at ignoring them. It’s only when they occasionally catch me by surprise that they set my nerves jangling. Not like in the early days, when I was sure they were going to drive

  me mad. We’ve fought a battle of the wills, the dead and I, and I’ve won out. So far anyway. Though I suspect they’ve got the rest of my life to chip away at me. And, if

  they’re not just figments of my imagination, then maybe far beyond.




  I’m in a foul mood. I wasn’t able to get back to sleep, so the day dragged. I kept as busy as I could, walking the streets of London, researching, writing up notes.

  But I couldn’t make time pass any faster or rid myself of the headache I often get after an interrupted night’s sleep. I tried to avoid people, knowing what I’m like in this frame

  of mind, apt to snap at the slightest irritation.




  As night fell, I thought about postponing my meeting with Joe. We were due to case a house in Kilburn, in north London. Joe wouldn’t have cared if I’d pushed it back. But that would

  have afforded the ghosts a minor victory, and they all add up. When you’re fighting for your sanity, you can’t cede even an inch of turf. Every slight setback empowers your foes, and

  there’s no telling how little it might take to tip the scales.




  It’s shortly after eleven p.m. on July 2nd. Joe and I have been camped out in the abandoned house for the past couple of hours, waiting for its alleged spectral inhabitant to make an

  appearance. Joe sensed my dark mood and has kept small talk to a minimum.




  I’ve cheered up over the course of our watch. It’s times like this, when I’m immersing myself in the murky world of the dead, that I feel most at ease with my own situation.

  I’m a man in search of answers, and I find a certain measure of relief and peace of mind when I’m focused on my ghostly research.




  Joe’s gone upstairs to the toilet. It doesn’t work – no water in the cistern – but he’s too polite to piss against a wall. I have no such qualms. Even if I had,

  I’d rather risk my dignity than my life on those rickety stairs. I hope Joe doesn’t expect me to haul him out of the rubble if he crashes through the planks. I don’t risk my life

  for anyone.




  The stairs creak. I slide into the corridor to watch Joe make his descent. He’s less optimistic coming down than he was going up. Keeps to the edges and tests each step several times

  before easing his weight on to it. The sight brightens my mood another few notches. ‘You should hop over the banister,’ I smirk.




  ‘And plunge through the floor?’ he snorts. ‘No thanks. I’ll take my chances on the stairs.’ Joe’s from northern England and has a thick accent. I had

  difficulty understanding him when we first met, but it’s been four days now and my ear has adjusted. I even find myself unconsciously mimicking him sometimes.




  Joe makes it back safely and lets out a grateful breath, as if he’d returned from a bombing raid on Berlin. ‘I could murder a cup of tea,’ he mutters.




  ‘Then you’d need to piss again.’




  He nods glumly. ‘We should hire a Portaloo.’




  ‘Or you could just piss against the wall.’




  ‘I’m a Geordie,’ Joe sniffs. ‘We’re more civilized than that.’




  We return to the drawing room. I used to think such rooms were so named because people drew in them. Joe put me right. It’s short for ‘withdrawing’. Goes back to the time when

  men and women used to withdraw from the dining room to spend the night talking, reading and praying for the invention of television.




  ‘Any action?’ Joe asks, sensing the change in the air, feeling free to chat now that I’m not scowling like Rasputin.




  I try my best Geordie. ‘Norra bit’ve it.’




  Joe winces. ‘Do that again and I’m off.’




  ‘You don’t think I could pass for a native?’




  ‘In Australia, perhaps.’




  We settle down in a pair of busted chairs to wait for the ghost. The chairs had been dumped in the yard out back. We dragged them in during our first night on watch, when we grew tired of

  standing.




  We’ve spent the last three nights waiting for the ghost to show. (My first night in London was devoted to a traditional pub crawl, which wasn’t as rowdy as it sounds, since Joe only

  drinks non-alcoholic beer and I rarely allow myself more than four pints.) The restless spirit is meant to put in regular appearances – once or twice a week, according to the lady who owns

  the place – but so far it’s been elusive.




  I’m a writer. All of my books have been about ghosts. It’s not because I can’t think of anything else to write about, or because I have scores of fans hungering for my next

  supernatural tome. Each book has approached the nature of poltergeists in a different way. Each has been an attempt to explain how ghosts can exist. Or, more accurately, how my ghosts

  exist.




  I’m not stupid. I know they’re probably the workings of a deluded mind. I accept that I’m most likely hovering over the abyss of an insane pit, and that the spirits are nothing

  more than the projections of a deeply troubled psyche. But I don’t want to be crazy. I refuse to accept that I’m a loon. I want to fight this thing and find my way back to

  normality.




  Most people would seek psychiatric help, but that’s not an option in my case. So I’ve gone a different route. I’m trying to prove that ghosts are real. If I can do that, I can

  hopefully come to terms with my own retinue, maybe even find a way to banish them.




  The ghosts terrified me when they first began to appear. My world turned on its head. I had screaming fits. I sought escape through alcohol and drugs, but the ghosts followed me everywhere. I

  almost blew my brains out, just to get away from them. I’m sure I would have, except that one night, in the middle of my mental anguish, I had the (probably crazy) idea that I might not be

  imagining the shades, that they might be real. That slim possibility gave me the strength to pull body and soul together, and my life since then has been a quest to prove to myself that we live in

  a world of wonders.




  When I first started looking for proof, I read lots of ghost stories, hoping to find something that might set me on the path of true understanding. I found myself having ideas for stories of my

  own, based on what I had read and my experiences in the field. Having a lot of dead time to fill (pun intended), I began tinkering with the ideas, fleshing them out. The writing helped me blank out

  the ghosts. It served as an anchor to reality, gave me the sense that I was doing something meaningful, let me believe I wasn’t the raving lunatic that I fear I am.




  Short stories led to longer stories, then a rough draft of a novel. Out of curiosity, I submitted samples of my work to a few agents, to see what they’d make of my ghostly ramblings. To my

  surprise, a couple reacted positively and I signed with one of them. Thus Edward Sieveking the author was born, though I wasn’t known as that back then.




  Joe is one of my more avid fans. He’s read all three of my books several times and remembers more about them than I do. In the pub that first night, he was talking about characters and

  events that I only dimly recalled. It’s been six years since my first book saw print. I throw myself completely into a novel while I’m working on it, but when it fails to produce any

  answers to the riddles that plague me, I publish it, put it behind me and move on.




  Joe thought that writers carried each and every book around with them for life. He doesn’t understand how I can spend two or three years working on a story, then forget about the finer

  details overnight. He’s a bit disappointed. I’ll have to look through my old notes when I get home and email him a few background scraps and discarded plot lines, restore his faith in

  me.




  ‘It’s freezing,’ Joe says, breathing warm air down the neck of his jumper.




  ‘I noticed.’ It shouldn’t be. It’s a balmy night outside.




  ‘Maybe the ghost’s coming. The temperature drops before an appearance, doesn’t it?’




  ‘Sometimes,’ I nod. ‘I was in a room once where it plunged twenty degrees in the space of a minute.’




  ‘Did a ghost appear?’ He’s smiling. He’s never seen a ghost. Doesn’t really believe that we’re going to find anything here.




  ‘I don’t know. I had to leave. It got too cold.’




  Joe rubs his hands together. He’s wearing a chunky grey jumper and a duffel coat, but is shivering worse than me, even though I’m only clad in a light shirt. I wouldn’t have

  thought that someone with Joe’s physique would feel the chill. He’s as muscular as a wrestler. He looks odd, actually, because he’s not a big man, with small hands and a neat,

  oval face.




  He notices me studying him and grins shakily. ‘Old wounds,’ he explains. ‘They play up in the cold. You should see me in winter — if I leave the house in less than three

  jumpers and two pairs of jeans, I have to be thawed out by an open fire.’




  I smile sympathetically. Joe told me about his injuries a couple of days ago, when I asked why he was walking around in the middle of a heatwave fully dressed from neck to ankle. His mother grew

  up in Northern Ireland and they used to go back on regular visits. One day they were out shopping. There was an explosion. Joe was caught in the blast. He nearly died. Doctors patched up the worst

  of the damage, but his body is a mass of scars and broken skin. He never exposes his flesh in public, ashamed of how he looks. That’s why he grew a thick beard — his lower face is

  scarred too.




  ‘We can leave if you like,’ I offer.




  Joe shakes his head. ‘And miss my big moment? Not bloody likely.’ Joe is intent on making this book work. He’s thrilled at the thought of contributing to one of my novels.

  He’s determined to assist me in every way possible. He’d probably pump money into the venture if I let him.




  ‘We could bring in an electric fire,’ I suggest.




  ‘No good. The ghost shies away from electrics.’




  That’s what the owner of the house told us. It’s why we’re sitting by candlelight. Ghosts are shy creatures, loath to reveal themselves. I know from previous studies that they

  often choose the most inopportune moments to appear, when you’re fiddling with your camera or pointing it in another direction. Sceptics mock such failures, but they don’t realize how

  canny the spirits can be.




  Canny. I’ve picked that up from Joe. The new book is set in London. I need to get to grips with the way the locals speak. I’ll have to make sure I mix with some genuine

  Cockneys though — if Joe’s my only reference, I won’t know if I’m using southern or northern terminology.




  ‘You still haven’t told me what the story’s about,’ Joe comments.




  ‘I’m not sure yet,’ I tell him. ‘I know some of what I want, but there are still large gaps to be filled in.’




  ‘But you’re going with the SHC angle, right?’




  ‘I kind of have to, to keep you happy, don’t I?’ I chuckle.




  ‘It doesn’t matter a damn to me,’ Joe says. ‘Honestly.’




  Joe was the one who got me interested in spontaneous human combustion. He’d read a lot about it and mentioned SHC a few times in emails, told me how scientists were unable to explain how

  it happened, discussed a few of the differing theories with me. Intrigued, I started to do some research of my own — I’ve tried to cover every supernatural angle over the years, seeking

  answers in the most unlikely and unrelated of places. That research eventually led me here.




  ‘It’s going to be a horror book, isn’t it?’ Joe presses.




  ‘Maybe,’ I grunt.




  ‘Come on,’ Joe groans. ‘You can tell me. It won’t go any further.’




  ‘You’ll be the first to know. But you have to be patient. Sometimes plots come together quickly. More times they don’t.’




  ‘It’s really not all there yet?’ Joe asks.




  ‘No.’




  ‘So . . . ’ He blushes. ‘If I came up with an idea, and it was really good, and you used it, could I get a credit?’




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘Imagine,’ he sighs. ‘An Edward Sieveking and Joe Rickard book. Your name at the top, mine below, slightly smaller print.’




  ‘Maybe your name should be at the top,’ I deadpan.




  Joe withers me with a look. ‘No need to be cynical. I know the book’s yours. I was only thinking how nice it would be to –’




  ‘What was that?’ I silence him with a sharp gesture.




  There’s a low rumbling noise. My hopes rise. Joe dashes them.




  ‘Just a cat.’ He laughs. ‘A tom on the make.’




  He’s right, and I’m annoyed with myself. I should have made the connection before him. I’m the one with experience.




  We settle back into silence. I think about when I first made contact with Joe, nearly a year ago. I was promoting my most recent book, Soul Vultures. It was the first time I’d

  released a novel under my own name. Before then I’d called myself E.S. King. (My original agent thought that Stephen King fans might buy my work on the strength of the pseudonym, but in fact

  it worked against me and hampered sales.) With Soul Vultures and a new agent, Edward Sieveking finally saw the light of day. My first two books, Nights of Fear and

  Summer’s Shades, were re-released and did better business second time round. I wasn’t exactly haunting the best-seller charts, but after a stumbling start, I had a definite

  feeling that I was on my way.




  I took part in an internet chat-room session that turned out to be a damp squib. Several people lodged questions about the new book, but Joe was the only one who seemed familiar with my past

  work. I sent him a signed copy of Soul Vultures and the reprints of the other pair, and we became Facebook buddies. A few months ago, I told him about the start I’d made on my next

  novel, mentioning the fact that I was exploring the field of SHC, and he talked me into setting it in London.




  ‘This city’s spookier than a graveyard,’ he vowed. ‘Plus I know people in the field who could be helpful.’




  It didn’t take him long to persuade me. I’d been to London a few times, but years ago, before I established myself as a writer. I’d never explored it with a creative eye. My

  other novels were set in rural towns – two in America, one in Canada – but a city was vital to the framework this time, and London seemed as good a place as any. Besides, I was looking

  forward to meeting Joe. I’m a loner and don’t have many friends. I thought it would be good for me to team up with an assistant. My agent keeps telling me that I come across too stiffly

  in interviews. I was hoping that time spent with Joe might loosen me up and help me talk more freely about my work.




  Joe leans forward and taps my knee, interrupting my reverie. His dark brown eyes are wide. He points towards the opposite wall. As I turn, a wind gusts through the room and the candles blow out.

  Fortunately there are numerous holes and cracks in the boards covering the front windows, and enough light seeps in from the street lamps to see by.




  Mist is rising from the bare brick wall. No, not rising . . . emanating. It doesn’t drift like normal mist would. It’s bubbling out, as if blown from an invisible pair of

  lips. Dirty grey mist, coming from within the wall.




  ‘Shit,’ Joe gasps, getting to his feet. ‘It’s real.’ He’s trembling. This is his first time. Nothing can prepare you for that initial encounter, that moment

  of confirmation that there really is more to the world than what most people ever see.




  The bubble has reached its limits. About three feet in diameter, two thirds visible, one third obscured inside the wall. The mist eddies within the translucent boundaries, thick and thin

  tendrils overlapping, blending into one another. I lay my camera on my lap. According to the landlady, a flash frightens the apparition away and nothing develops, but I’ve got to try.




  ‘Can you hear popping sounds?’ Joe asks, leaning towards the bubble, face aglow, eyes wide with wonder.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What are they?’




  I shrug. ‘Ghosts forming. The mist reacting with the atmosphere. Exploding air bubbles inside the wall. Take your pick.’




  I rise from my chair, walk around the ball of mist and study it from the sides. I can see through it, but only barely. Cold air radiates from it.




  ‘Ed,’ croaks Joe, and raises a trembling finger. ‘Faces.’




  I return to my chair and stand by it. Within the mist, faces – or eerie simulacra – are forming. They aren’t clearly defined, but they seem to be human. Glimpses of eyes and

  ears, open mouths, teeth. I think of the figures hovering behind me but I don’t look back to compare their faces with those in the bubble. I don’t need to. Those six faces are as

  familiar to me by now as my own.




  I don’t show it, but I’m excited. Apparitions are rarely this vivid. This is one of the most astonishing encounters I’ve yet to experience.




  I turn towards Joe. ‘Describe what you’re seeing.’




  He gulps, tugs nervously at his beard, then whispers reverently, almost afraid to speak. ‘A woman’s face, maybe twenty years old. Long hair. The face is changing now. Losing its

  shape. Gone.’ A few seconds of silence. ‘Now another’s forming.’




  ‘A boy’s,’ I interrupt. ‘Plump. Short hair, badly cut fringe, what looks like a bruise under his left eye?’




  ‘That’s it,’ Joe agrees.




  ‘Great. We’re seeing the same thing.’ It’s important to establish that fact. People don’t always interpret apparitions the same way.




  The faces so far have been small, embedded within the heart of the mist. Now one forms closer to the surface of the bubble, larger than the rest. An old man. We’ve been told that the other

  faces vary, but this one always returns.




  ‘This is unreal,’ Joe moans as the man’s gaze sweeps the room. Joe is shaking badly. He glances at the door and I expect him to run. But then he bunches his fingers into fists

  and forces himself to stand firm.




  ‘Do you see his pupils?’ I ask. Joe stares, then nods. ‘I couldn’t see any on the others. Their features were blurred. This one’s less ethereal.’




  ‘They’re real,’ Joe mutters. ‘Ghosts are real.’




  ‘So they’d have us believe,’ I say sourly, then press closer to the bubble. ‘Tell me your name,’ I whisper. ‘Prove you are what you appear to be.’




  The ghost doesn’t respond. None of them ever has.




  We spend a couple of minutes watching the old man’s face as his eyes roam. When there are no further developments, I decide to try a snap. ‘Seen all you want?’ I ask Joe as I

  produce my camera.




  He nods reluctantly. ‘Yeah.’




  I take a quick shot. The face dissipates instantly and the bubble loses its shape. Most of the mist is sucked back into the wall. A strong sulphurous stench fills the room. I cover my mouth with

  the mask I always bring along. Joe also has one – I gave it to him on our first night here – but he seems to have misplaced it. While he fumbles in his pockets and coughs, I take him by

  the elbow and guide him out into the corridor. Once the coughing subsides, he wipes tears from his eyes and grins weakly. ‘Must have left the mask at home.’ He stares through the open

  door at the last of the mist vanishing into thin air. ‘You see shit like this all the time?’




  ‘No two apparitions are the same, but yes.’




  ‘Fuck.’ He shivers. ‘They’re really real.’




  I arch an eyebrow at him. ‘You reckon?’




  ‘After what we’ve just seen? Of course.’ He squints at me. ‘Are you saying you don’t believe?’




  ‘I want to,’ I say softly. ‘More than you could imagine. But . . . ’ I check the camera. Nothing in the picture except the wall and some mist. I show it to Joe.




  ‘So?’ He frowns. ‘You said ghosts are almost impossible to photograph.’




  ‘Yes. That’s why I’m sceptical.’ I put the camera away, disappointed as I often am after a sighting, even one as spectacular as this.




  Joe is staring at me uncertainly. ‘If that’s not enough proof for you, what is?’




  I pull a face. ‘I want one of them to tell me it’s real. If that was truly the shade of a dead person, I want it to talk with me, answer my questions, confirm that it is

  what it seems.’




  ‘That’s never happened?’ Joe asks.




  I shake my head. ‘I’ve spoken with the dead many times through mediums and Ouija boards, but how can you trust a source like that? I know most of the tricks that fakes use to fool

  gullible customers. Even on the few occasions when I’ve been surprised, when I’ve not been able to explain what has happened, I haven’t found concrete, one hundred per cent

  proof.’




  ‘What about what we saw tonight?’ Joe challenges me.




  I smile bitterly. ‘It was incredible. But what does it prove? People used to think that the Northern Lights were dead spirits shimmering across the sky. Who’s to say there

  isn’t a scientific explanation for what we’ve just seen?’




  Joe scratches at his beard. ‘But in your books, you claim that ghosts are real.’




  ‘And I want them to be. But I haven’t found proof yet.’




  ‘What would prove it to you, Ed?’ Joe asks.




  ‘A genuine encounter,’ I reply. ‘A ghost who’ll address me directly, tell me its name, answer questions. One with a verifiable history, who can prove it’s every bit

  as real as you are.’




  ‘That’s a big ask,’ Joe notes.




  ‘Not if they’re real,’ I laugh, then smirk at Joe. ‘What do you reckon? Has that put you off ghost-hunting? Do you want to leave it here and not push on?’




  ‘Are you shitting me?’ Joe gasps. ‘That was amazing! It scared me but I loved it. Back out now? Not on your nelly.’




  ‘Not on my what?’




  He waves the question away. ‘I’ll explain later. Where next? I’m hungry for more.’




  ‘That’s enough for tonight,’ I tell him. ‘Let’s go home. It’s late.’




  Joe checks his watch and whistles. ‘We’ve missed closing time. Fancy coming back to my place for a few drinks?’




  ‘Thanks, but no. I want to write this up while it’s fresh in my mind.’




  ‘No problem. Are we returning tomorrow?’




  ‘No. This house has revealed all of its secrets. It’s time to move on. There’s a guy I’m trying to arrange a meeting with. Pierre Vallance. He’s a medium but he

  doesn’t believe in ghosts.’




  ‘How can a medium not believe in ghosts?’ Joe frowns.




  ‘That’s what I want to find out,’ I say drily, then lead Joe back to the security of the safe, boring, normal world. Behind us, my six shades glide along after me, as silent,

  observant and condemning as always.
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  It’s been a long time since I last visited London. The city has changed in many ways, become more American with its new high-rises and franchised chains of stores and cafés.

  It’s still a different world to mine, with its old grey buildings and its polite but oddly stiff people, but it’s not as out of sync with the States as it used to be. There was a time

  when I felt completely alien here. Now it’s almost like visiting any city Stateside. Globalization has a lot to answer for.




  Having said that, you can’t find a chippy like Super Fish on Waterloo Road anywhere in the States. Or a van parked down a side street that serves jellied eels, like Tubby Isaacs in

  Aldgate. And I’ve never seen anything like the Hunterian Museum, where you can find the bones of an Irish giant, pickled penises, old surgical instruments that look more like tools of

  torture, and a whole lot more. They’re all places that Joe has introduced me to, steering me clear of the usual tourist hotspots, giving me an insider’s taste of the city.




  The other thing I’ve really noticed this time is that London’s landscape is smudged with the fingerprints of the dead. I trudge the streets, lined with houses that date back hundreds

  of years, built on plague sites and Roman burial grounds, their foundations teeming with history, and it’s as if I’m taking a stroll through the largest mausoleum in the world, where

  phantoms jostle for space with the living. The hairs on my arms stand to attention, shapes flicker at the periphery of my vision and the air crackles with the whispered conversations of the dead.

  Whether they’re imagined or real, it’s an amazing place to visit, but I wouldn’t be able to live here. A few months of this and I’d be fit for Bedlam.




  I’ve been exploring the city, either with Joe – he runs a small electrical repairs shop on a part-time basis, so has plenty of free time on his hands – or by myself. I use

  cabs, buses and the Tube more often than not, searching for shades of the dead among the detritus of the living.




  I didn’t always believe in an afterlife. In truth, I’m still not convinced. But I’m open to the possibility of it now, and have been since I attracted my own coterie of

  other-worldly spirits.




  My ghosts follow me everywhere, four men, one woman and a nine-year-old girl, haunting my every waking step, standing guard while I sleep, ever vigilant, spitefully waiting for a chance to catch

  me unawares and shock me. I know they’re probably delusional projections. The six are shades of people I knew, whose deaths darkened the corridors of my mind. The spectral figures are almost

  certainly products of a guilty subconscious. But I wanted them to be real. I needed them to be real. So I opened myself up to the possibility that there’s a life after death, and

  I’ve been searching for proof of that ever since. The quest for answers has helped keep me sane. Or as sane as someone who sees ghosts can be!




  All of my novels focus on where ghosts come from, how they form, why they exist. In my first three I looked at how souls could be bound to this realm by magical or spiritual forces. This time I

  want to take a more scientific approach. I’ve pretty much exhausted the mystical angles, at least for the time being. Time to travel down another route in search of something that might

  explain how and why my ghosts came to haunt me, that might provide me with the means to banish them from my line of sight, back to whatever dark holes the army of the dead rest up in.




  I really am vague about the plot. That wasn’t a lie. I know I’m going to focus on spontaneous human combustion – because it lets me explore the concept that ghosts might be the

  result of a violent, unnatural death – but I’m not sure where I want to go with it. I’m relying heavily on research for inspiration and direction. Right now I have no idea where

  it’s going to lead me.




  We meet Pierre Vallance in his local Starbucks. At first we chat about the States. I’ve noticed that lots of people here like to discuss America with me when they hear my

  accent. The media keeps telling us that the US has lost its standing as the world’s foremost superpower, that China, India and Russia are taking over, but from what I’ve experienced in

  my travels, America is still the place that everyone wants to talk about.




  When Pierre’s had his fix of Stateside tittle-tattle, he tells us about his life as a sceptical medium. Pierre has heard voices all his life. He doesn’t believe in ghosts, but became

  a medium so that he could explore (and exploit) his talent. Over time he came to the conclusion that his brain acted as an amplifier for electromagnetic signals which the people close to him were

  transmitting.




  ‘When people think, their brains generate waves,’ he explains, sipping an espresso. ‘I somehow pick up on those signals and convert them into voices.’




  ‘You mean you can read minds?’ Joe asks, squinting nervously — I guess we all have dark secrets we want to hide from the world at large.




  Pierre shrugs. ‘To an extent. I always explain to my clients that I’m using science to help reveal the workings of their subconscious, but many choose to ignore me. They’d

  rather believe in an afterlife and ghosts whispering through me. And since the customer’s always right, I don’t argue with them too strenuously.’




  I come away from our meeting intrigued. If Pierre can transform brain waves into voices, maybe there are others who can turn them into visions or physical objects. In such a world, almost

  anything is possible. That gives me a whole universe of ideas to play with.




  I breeze through the next week, plot lines clicking together neatly, my muse trilling like a diva. To my surprise, I enjoy working with Joe. Although I willingly took him on as

  an assistant, I wasn’t convinced it was the right move, and I thought I’d have to cut him loose sooner rather than later. But he’s been a real asset. Without forcing me,

  he’s got me talking more than I have in years. Usually I grunt when people ask me questions, instinctively cautious around strangers and even warier of those who try to get close to me, but

  with Joe I’ve started stringing whole sentences together. I’m not sure what it is about him. I just like the guy. He brings out a lighter, warmer part of me, a part I thought I’d

  lost a long time ago.




  To reward him for helping me connect with my positive vibes, I tell Joe where my story has been leading me. The book is going to be a supernatural thriller. My central character dies of

  spontaneous human combustion, then returns as a ghost and embarks on a quest to unearth the truth behind his demise.




  ‘A ghost out for revenge,’ Joe beams. ‘I like it!’




  Trying to decide on locations, I check out the infamous Whitechapel area, haunt of Jack the Ripper. It’s as eerie now as it must have been back then. I’d love to set my book there,

  but I’m worried that readers might dismiss it as a Ripper cash-in.




  Brixton appeals to me more. You come up out of the Tube to find street preachers set among hawkers and homeless people trying to flog copies of the Big Issue. A dark atmosphere. Brixton

  Market feels like something out of a horror film, maze-like, roofed-over, claustrophobic. I could have my ghostly hero burst into flames outside the Tube station, in front of a preacher.




  I look around and imagine a burning man stumbling through the market, women screaming, men trying to extinguish the fire, the stench of scorched flesh. I grin ghoulishly. Sometimes this job

  requires me to explore the sickest of scenarios. That’s why it’s so much fun!




  To afford me a different taste of London, Joe has arranged a night out on the river. One of his friends is holding a party on a boat. There’ll be a meal and a disco, and

  the boat will sail up and down the Thames into the early hours of the morning. I’m not keen on parties, and at first I gave Joe the brush-off. But he persisted, said I’d been working

  hard and that it would be good for me to let my hair down. In the end I agreed just to shut him up.




  I’m shaving when my cell phone (they call them mobiles here) rings. It’s Joe. ‘You’re gonna kill me,’ he groans. ‘I can’t make it. My mam took ill.

  I’m catching the next train to Newcastle.’




  ‘Is it serious?’ I ask, concerned.




  ‘Hopefully not. Mam’s had a couple of bad turns these last few years and seen them off. She’ll probably be fine, but I need to be with her, just in case.’




  ‘Of course. I understand completely. It’s not a problem.’




  ‘I don’t know when I’ll be back,’ he says.




  ‘Don’t rush on my account,’ I tell him.




  ‘Will you still meet up with John Meyher?’ Joe asks. Meyher’s an expert in the field of spontaneous human combustion. He doesn’t give many interviews, but Joe pulled a

  few strings.




  ‘Of course,’ I tell him. ‘Unless you’d rather I wait until you’re back?’




  ‘No need to do that,’ he says, but he sounds pleased that I offered. ‘What about tonight? Will you go to the party?’




  ‘I’ll probably give it a miss. I don’t know any of your friends.’




  ‘So introduce yourself to them.’




  ‘Maybe. I’ll see how I feel. I might just pop out for dinner and a walk instead.’




  ‘Don’t be a miserable old sod,’ Joe growls. ‘Go!’ He hangs up on me.




  I sit on the edge of the bed rubbing the smooth half of my face, considering the night ahead. Missing the party doesn’t concern me, but I liked the idea of sailing along the Thames in the

  dark. I decide to go. Even if I don’t mingle, I can have a few drinks, sit on deck, enjoy the fresh air and the sights. I might pick up some ideas.




  I finish shaving. Slap on aftershave and deodorant. I sit half-naked by the TV for an hour, flicking through the channels. Then I dress and head out.




  I avoid the grander hotels when I travel, but I don’t like roughing it either. The Royal Munster is typical of my hotel of choice, old and faded, situated close to Earls Court, anonymous

  among the scores of other hotels in the area. Dusty doormen and bellboys, family-friendly, favoured by tourists rather than business executives.




  The doorman is a white-haired guy in his sixties who tips his hat to customers and addresses them with exaggerated formality. I’ve told him to call me Ed, but he only nods and smiles, then

  hits me with a hearty ‘Mr Sieveking, sir!’ His name’s Fred, but he prefers Mr Lloyd.




  ‘Nice night to be heading out, Mr Sieveking,’ he wheezes, hailing a cab.




  ‘Care to join me, Mr Lloyd?’




  He chuckles. ‘I would if I was off duty. I’d take you to see people you could use in your books. I know a man in the Queen’s Guard who puts mustard on everything he eats. And

  there’s a . . . ’




  He rattles on for a few minutes, but I make no move to halt him. I like listening to Fred. He’s one of the world’s great liars, full of outrageous stories.




  He pauses to catch his breath and I make my excuses. ‘Have to be loving and leaving you, Mr Lloyd,’ I say, slipping him a tip.




  ‘Maybe I’ll catch you on the way back,’ he says.




  ‘Only if you’re a late bird,’ I laugh.




  The taxi driver heads for the Chelsea Embankment when I tell him where I’m going, then it’s a quick journey parallel to the river and we’re at the Victoria Embankment about ten

  minutes later. I stroll down the gangplank to the deck, where a pretty stewardess in a revealing naval uniform welcomes the guests. She asks for my name, checks her list, hands me a whistle, a

  paper hat and party poppers. She says I can have my picture taken with her kissing my cheek, for a reasonable rate. I refuse politely. I’m a camera-shy guy. I prefer not to be photographed

  even when giving interviews, which annoys reporters. My agent often argues with me about it, but I don’t want shots of me to be freely circulated.




  The meal doesn’t start for another hour, so I make my way to the bar and order a beer. I don’t want to drink too much, not on a boat, or I’ll be throwing up all night. Alcohol

  and boats don’t mix. I learnt that lesson the hard way on a cruise of the African coast many years ago.




  I’m surrounded by young party animals, all of whom seem to be in select groups. A couple of teenagers waylay me and ask who I am, what I do, how I know the birthday girl. I explain my

  connection to Joe, but they don’t know him. My job description draws more of a response.




  ‘A writer!’ they hoot, impressed. One says, ‘I always wanted to be a writer. Do you make much money?’




  I spend a quarter of an hour trying to convince them that my books don’t sell by the millions. They don’t accept it. They insist that I must be fabulously well-to-do, on a par with

  Stephen King, even though they’ve never heard of me. Finally I concede that yes, I’m stinking rich, and yes, I wrote The Exorcist. With that settled, they roll away to tell

  their friends about me, with the unexpected result that hours later, long after I’ve forgotten about them, an irate gentleman jabs an angry finger into my chest and grunts, ‘You

  didn’t write The Exorcist. That bloke Blatty did. You’re a fraud.’




  Dinner’s a simple affair — mashed potatoes and sausages, some unsavoury-looking carrots, cheap wine. The other guests go at it with conviction. Maybe I’m fussy because

  I’m getting on in years. The birthday girl is celebrating her twenty-first, and most of her friends fall into the same age bracket. It’s been a long time since I saw twenty-one.




  As the paper plates are collected and disposed of, the tables are removed and the dance floor opens up. The DJ hasn’t taken up his post yet, but someone sticks on a track and the more avid

  revellers writhe to the beat. I stand watching the dancers before it strikes me that this is a sign of seedy middle age – enviously ogling scantily clad girls while they strut their funky

  stuff – and I scuttle away in search of a refill.




  I prop up the bar for a couple of hours, eavesdropping on the conversation of strangers. Most people ignore me, but at one point a girl with a blond bob shows interest. She can’t be more

  than twenty, way too young for a man with a receding hairline, but the beers have stripped me of a decade and I’m thinking about what it would be like to take her back to the Royal Munster

  for a night of merry debauchery.




  That’s when I’m accused of fraud by the testy William Peter Blatty fan. In the ensuing embarrassing silence, my pretty admirer coughs, says she ought to be mingling more, wishes me

  well and hastily takes her leave.




  Ordering another beer, I decide I’ve had enough of the bar and head for the deck. The fresh air revives me. I stand alone at the stern and study the trail of churning water we leave in our

  wake. Leaning across, I peer towards the bow, which is packed.




  A couple emerge up the stairs and glare at me. I think they want the stern to themselves. Too bad. I’m not moving. Grumbling softly, they stand with their backs to me, making out. A few

  more stagger up over the next half-hour, but the area remains relatively clear, emptying when the DJ plays a popular number, slowly half-filling as tired legs force temporary retreats from the

  action.
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