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Seb and Archie – to infinity and beyond





PROLOGUE


The pears in the orchard had ripened too early. Their swollen carcasses littered the grass, a rotting feast for the ants and fruit flies. He could smell the sticky juices from the terrace, mingling with the nauseating sweetness of the garden’s wildflowers. It was too hot for September, and Helena’s beloved hydrangeas were wilting. They lined the terrace like a guard of honour, heads bowed respectfully and yellow-brown petals shedding in the late-evening sun.


Tyres crunched over the gravel drive at the front of the house and he stiffened, a tumbler of whisky halfway to his mouth. The amber liquid caught the fading light, and its reflection danced like fire across his hand. He put it down without drinking and closed his eyes. The air was alive with moth wings and the rhythmic churring of birdsong. A soothing white noise. Calm. Peaceful. A lie.


‘S … Sir? John?’


His eyes snapped open. The boy – Vincent, the gardener’s son – was trembling. His thin face was tanned and streaked with dust and tears. The boy’s hand was anchored to the patio door, as though he were preparing to flee through it and into the safety of the house. Another lie. Nowhere is safe.


‘Sir, the police …’


John stared at him blankly before nodding. The boy slipped back inside, his trainers crunching through the patio window glass, strewn over the carpet.


John looked down at himself – at the polished shoes, the dinner jacket and crisp white shirt. His tie had worked itself loose and his left cuff was undone. Police. He ought to greet them. He smoothed down his rumpled shirt and straightened his jacket, wiping the blood from his hands on the lapels.


The music was still playing when he moved towards the house. A warped, tinny sound crackled from the antique gramophone and echoed through the hallways of Cranleigh Grange. Helena had gifted him the gramophone on their wedding day.


He couldn’t breathe.


The music was still playing, but there was no one left to listen. All the diners were dead.


He clutched at his chest. It was too tight; he couldn’t breathe. He staggered across the terrace, stomach convulsing with cramps, and gripped the iron railings for support. He retched into the hydrangeas, but nothing could disgorge the images of the dining room from his mind.


Broken shards from the mirror glittered over the lush carpet. Streaks of blood painted the upturned dining table, his mother’s desperate fingerprints stippling the oak … His elderly father was splayed on the wing-back chair, spine bent backwards; his sister-in-law was slumped on the floor beside his brother’s lumbering form … and there was Helena, cut down by the bay window, blood spreading out beneath her like a rose in bloom. If he had been home an hour earlier, he might have saved her … 


He stumbled down the steps to the lawn. No. He would not greet the police. He would not follow them back into that room. He would not show them the pale dove’s feather in his pocket, stained pink at the edges: the calling card of the beasts who had slaughtered his family.


Vincent’s nervous footsteps pattered onto the terrace behind him.


‘Sir!’


The police officers were hammering at the front door with increased urgency now. Soon they would discover the gate that led to the back of the house.


‘Sir, the baby is alive!’


He wheeled around, and Vincent held the child out to him. Soft tufts of dark hair and brown eyes … Helena’s eyes. He recoiled – from the child, the boy, and the awful, awful scene in that house.


But there was something in the baby’s hand … He frowned. It was a hydrangea. One of Helena’s beloved hydrangeas. The wilted flower was clutched tight in a little fist. The pale stem was mottled brown, the faded petals withered and curled.


‘What’s … What’s happening?’ murmured Vincent in awe.


The baby’s arm jerked and the flower began to straighten. The stem grew thicker, rich greens bleeding through the plant’s cells, giving it a healthy vibrancy. The withered petals smoothed, the colour deepening, becoming a vivid mauve. Then the flower head quivered and the mauve faded into a soft purple … then cream … He stared at the baby, shaking the flower as the petals opened and closed, as if by command.


The child gurgled and his chest tightened again. Helena’s eyes … Helena’s hydrangeas. This was wrong. Wrong.


John shook his head. ‘The child … should have perished with its mother,’ he rasped.


‘But sir—’


His arm snapped forward and he hurled the whisky tumbler across the garden like a missile. With a clinking thud, it struck the trembling boy clean in the face, slicing through his eyebrow and cheek.


The boy stared at John in shock, clapping a hand to his face as the blood poured through his fingers and onto the baby’s vest. In the child’s quivering fist, the flower rotted to dust.


John moved away, his eyes glassy and his legs leaden.


Behind him, the baby began to scream.
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The trouble began on a bitter November morning, when Alice Wyndham left her flat and found a box on the front doorstep. It was entirely unremarkable: a plain brown cardboard cube about twelve inches wide. The only odd thing about it was that every inch was wrapped in clear adhesive tape.


For Alice Wyndham, the label said. Do not open.


She stared at it. Who on earth would send a parcel and give instructions not to open it? A glance at her watch made her wince. Damn. Her bus was due in ten minutes. She could not be late today. The mystery of the box would have to wait.


She quickly stowed the package in the hallway and hurried down the path. Head bent into the biting wind, she failed to spot the driver of a nondescript black car, watching her with mild disinterest. Robert Lattimer was slender, with skin the colour of weak porridge and a cultivated ability to hide in plain sight. He glanced up from his notepad and carefully inscribed Alice Wyndham, box number 326 on a blank page. His pen hovered over his notepad, and after a moment’s hesitation he added, Aviarist?
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Half an hour later, Alice was mentally composing her own obituary. Of all the things she’d expected this morning, death by psychotic bus driver was not one of them. Still, it might be preferable to what was waiting for her at the office. A full contingent of the senior managers would be arriving soon, ready to listen to her presentation – her first since she’d joined the company over a year ago. Her best friend, Jen, had promised her a bottle of prosecco if she got through it. Privately, Alice thought she stood a better chance if she had the prosecco before the presentation.


She tried to recall the opening lines. The survey of customers who complained about our concessionary stores revealed that … that they … Shit. What had the survey revealed? Her handouts were in the office. Why had she left them there?


Without warning, the driver stamped the brakes, and Alice lurched forward, her knees hitting the chair in front. There was a flash of blurred movement outside and the doors burst open. A swirl of icy rain drenched the front-row seats.


She closed her eyes as a little old lady clambered on-board. Concentrate. The survey revealed—


Something brushed her shoulder. The old woman was looming over her, engulfing her in a waft of Yardley’s English Lavender.


‘Hello,’ she croaked, staring at Alice with cataract-riddled eyes. She looked too old to exist, like something long dead that had been dug up and stuffed.


‘Do you mind if I sit here?’ she asked.


Alice smiled politely. There were plenty of other empty seats, but Alice was a magnet for lonely pensioners. It was something to do with her face – a wholesome, rosy-cheeked sort of face that spoke of chastity and virtue. Though if she was in any way chaste it wasn’t through lack of trying. Old ladies loved her face. Men? Not so much.


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Let me move my bag.’


When the bus finally rolled off, it ploughed through a cluster of magpies and the birds scattered, pinwheeling into the dull skies above Larkhall Park.


The old woman watched them intently. ‘Pretty little things, aren’t they?’ she said, waving a bony hand, her fingers fluttering like the birds’ wings.


Alice’s heart sank as she watched one lone magpie swoop back over the roof of a newsagent’s. Great omen … One for sorrow.


‘I know what you are,’ the old woman continued.


Alice’s brow furrowed.


‘I know what you are,’ she repeated.


There was a bewildered pause. This was all a bit existential for a Friday morning. ‘I’m a customer complaints researcher for a shoe company,’ said Alice, with a confused smile.


‘No,’ said the woman. ‘That’s what you do, not what you are. I know about the birds.’


Alice stiffened. Birds? Where was the polite but stilted conversation about traffic jams or bad weather? Hardly anyone knew about her fear of birds, and it was the last thing she wanted to be thinking about this morning.


‘What do you mean?’ Alice asked slowly. ‘You can tell … I don’t like birds? Is that it?’


The woman nodded but fixed her with a stern look, as though personally offended by Alice’s ornithophobia.


‘Birds are incredible creatures,’ she said, her reedy voice stretched thin. ‘Did you know the bald eagle mates for life? Faithful. Loyal. Now tell me this: are those not qualities you admire?’


Alice winced. Even the bald eagle had a more successful love life than she did.


‘I … appreciate what you’re saying …’


‘Sylvie,’ the old lady supplied.


‘Sylvie,’ said Alice. ‘Well, birds are just … The thing about birds is …’


Her throat tightened, and she turned away. It was the thing she most disliked about London. She didn’t mind the traffic, the noise or the unfavourable odds of being murdered. It was the birds she detested, and London was riddled with them. Ravens in the Tower, swans on the Thames, pigeons … everywhere. They’d blighted her entire childhood, and now, the only place she liked to see them was on her dinner plate.


They sat in silence for the rest of the journey, the rain slamming against the glass with malevolent intent. At Trafalgar Square, Alice hauled herself upright and edged past her neighbour.


‘Just a moment, dear.’


Sylvie was teetering up behind her, swaying on her little matchstick legs.


‘This is my stop too. Could you help me off?’


She held out her arm, and after a brief pause Alice took it and led her carefully into the full might of the thundering rain.


‘Thank you,’ said Sylvie as the bus rolled away. ‘Would you mind seeing me across the road?’


Alice glanced helplessly at Trafalgar Square: one of her least favourite places in the city. She had no umbrella, and she’d hoped to sprint all the way to work.


‘Please?’ said Sylvie.


Alice felt a pang of guilt. She could hardly say no.


‘Of course,’ she said, flashing Sylvie a strained smile.


She squinted into the rain and wrapped one arm around the old woman. As soon as a gap opened up in the traffic, she propelled Sylvie across the road and plunged reluctantly through the square’s mass of pigeons.


The rain had plastered her hair to her face. Perfect. Just the impression she wanted to make to her bosses.


‘Okay then, well you have a nice day,’ she said, preparing to dart away.


‘Wait a moment,’ said Sylvie, snatching at her wrist. She was staring at something. Alice glanced over her shoulder, but only saw Nelson’s Column towering above.


‘I haven’t been quite truthful with you,’ said Sylvie.


Alice smiled distractedly. ‘Look, if this is about – oh, I don’t know – the benefits of RSPB membership or—’


‘It isn’t. It’s about the box.’


Alice’s mouth fell open. ‘Sorry, did you just say “the box”?’


Sylvie nodded.


‘Which box?’ asked Alice. ‘Are you saying you sent the box I found on my doorstep?’


‘I did.’


Alice let out an astonished laugh. ‘But—’


‘Listen to me, Alice,’ Sylvie said quietly.


‘How do you know my name?’ asked Alice, growing uneasy. ‘Who are you?’


‘I don’t have time to explain,’ Sylvie wheezed. Her breath was coming in shallow bursts, and her skin had turned the exact colour and texture of parchment.


‘I left the box for you just in case I didn’t meet you today,’ she said, forcing a smile. ‘But I wanted to see you, to make sure I had the right person.’


‘The right person for what?’ asked Alice.


The smile fell from Sylvie’s lips and she stumbled backwards, her heels scattering pigeons as she went. With a soft moan, the old woman’s knees sagged, and Alice shot forward and threw an arm around her waist.


‘Shit! Sylvie?’


Small and slight though Sylvie was, Alice could barely hold her up. She cast a panicked glance about her at the commuters hurrying past.


‘Help!’ she yelled. ‘Call an ambulance!’


The old woman’s eyelids flickered and she sighed a deep, rattling breath. Her fingers fumbled blindly at Alice’s collar and tugged her closer.


‘The birds,’ she whispered. ‘You mustn’t spurn them …’


‘What?’ said Alice. ‘No, Sylvie, that’s not—’


‘Crowley …’ she murmured. ‘Crowley is coming for you, Alice. You’re not … safe. Once I go … you won’t be safe.’


‘Shh,’ said Alice. ‘It’s okay. Don’t try to speak.’


She caught a glimpse of movement. A security guard had peeled away from The National Gallery. He rushed down the steps towards her, followed closely by two luminous yellow blurs. Paramedics.


Raindrops glistened on Sylvie’s face and pooled in the hollows of her collarbones.


‘Someone’s coming,’ Alice said, her voice trembling. ‘They’re going to take you to the hospital. Okay? Just hang on.’


Sylvie’s eyes flew open, alert and wild.


‘Alice,’ she hissed. ‘Open the box!’


With one last, futile gasp, the breath left her body and she fell limp in Alice’s arms, her brow smoothing at the last.


Something seemed to change in the air. A stillness stole over the square and hushed the fluttering of wings and the pecking of the birds. The pigeons crowding Trafalgar seemed to freeze in a silent tableau of respect. It held for just a moment, like an intake of breath, and then it broke. Motion and noise snapped back into the city and every single bird rose, whirling into the sky above Nelson’s Column – a teeming, churning mass of wings and feathers and claws.


‘Did she hit her head?’ a voice barked. ‘Are you a relative? Is she on any medication?’


The paramedics had appeared and were shouting questions at her that she couldn’t answer.


‘What?’ she mumbled in a daze.


With frustrated sighs, they snatched Sylvie from her arms and pushed her away. They lowered the old woman to the ground and began to count out loud as they compressed her creaking chest. But they were too late.


Alice stood in silence, the rain falling around her like white noise, like sand through an hourglass, as the strange old woman met her death in Trafalgar Square. The birds watched from the tops of the surrounding buildings, lining the slanted roofs and parapets like mourners at a state funeral.
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Her hands were shaking so much that she dropped her swipe card twice before managing to open the electronic doors. The office was deserted – the desks empty, the phones silent – and she knew a brief moment of elation. Maybe there’d been a fire alarm and they’d evacuated the building. But then she heard cups chinking nearby and realized they were all crowded into the conference room. Great.


She quickly peeled off her sopping coat and scarf as she scanned her desk for her handouts.


They weren’t there.


She surveyed the horror of her empty workstation. Maybe someone had taken them into the conference room for her? She nodded. Right. She took a breath and marched in, smiling manically at the expectant faces. A cry went up from one of her workmates, Ryan.


‘Call off the search! She’s arrived!’


There was a rumble of corporate-style laughter – like a herd of braying donkeys – and she cast a frantic eye over the room, searching for her documents.


An irritated voice rose, and the room fell silent. ‘Shall we begin?’


Mr McGreevy, the most senior of the senior managers, peered at her over the top of his laptop and snapped the lid down sharply.


‘Yes,’ she croaked. ‘Of course.’ She cleared her throat, and her eyes alighted on Sandra, the office gasbag. She was watching Alice with a smirk, and suspicion as to the fate of her handouts curdled in Alice’s stomach.


McGreevy sighed. ‘Can you please just get on with it?’


‘Okay,’ she said, turning to face the front. ‘Thank you all for coming. And I apologize for my punctuality.’


McGreevy grunted. ‘Lack of punctuality.’


She took a deep breath. ‘Over the past year, surveys relating to our concessionary stores have revealed that the quality of our shoes is our customers’ biggest concern. Twenty-four per cent of buyers returned their shoes within thirty days.’


‘Which shoes?’ said McGreevy.


‘Sorry?’


He poured himself a drink from the water jug on the vast central table. ‘Presumably, there’s a manufacturing problem. Which shoes were returned?’


‘That’s a great question,’ said Alice’s line manager, Colin, nodding along like a deranged puppet. Grovelling creep.


‘Well … I did have some handouts with the details, but …’


McGreevy stared at her, his lips puckered.


‘I—Well, as a matter of fact,’ she rallied, ‘I can show you a pair from the line. Because I actually purchased some myself and … if you can just see, right here, where the stitching has started to fray—’


In horrible slow motion, her foot swung up and somehow caught the jug. McGreevy stared, immobile with shock, as the water chugged over his paperwork. There was a mass scramble to evacuate seats before the gushing water spilled onto clothing.


McGreevy glared at her, a nerve pulsing above his eye. She glanced down. There was a wet electronic crackle. Oh God. His laptop … 


‘Alice,’ Colin murmured. ‘I’d like a word in my office.’


[image: Image]


Colin sat opposite her, arms folded across his massive chest and a pensive look on his face.


‘So. Bit of a cock-up, wasn’t it?’


She nodded mutely. Through the window, she could see Sandra, Colin’s personal Rottweiler, fixing her blonde hair with a hand mirror. It was a perfectly coiffured 1980s-style disaster.


Colin grunted and sat back. ‘Aside from turning up late and nearly electrocuting McGreevy, what I don’t get is how the fuck anyone can give a presentation without handouts.’


This was it then. The moment she was handed her P45.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Look, Colin—’


‘The look on McGreevy’s face when you shoved your foot under his nose was priceless though,’ he interrupted. ‘I think he thought you were going to give him a lap dance.’ He winked, and her cheeks flamed.


Please. Kill me now.


‘What are you doing tonight?’ he said.


‘Tonight?’


He grinned. ‘I want to see you at The Piggery and Poke. Eight p.m. for my birthday session.’


Alice’s face remained impassive, but her internal organs shrivelled at the mere thought.


‘We’re all going,’ he said. ‘If you don’t come, it’s going to look like you’re turning down opportunities to bond with your colleagues. McGreevy wanted you gone, but I put in a good word for you – and here’s your chance to prove yourself. What do you say?’


What she wanted to say would probably get her fired on the spot. She bit back a groan at the memory of last year’s birthday drinking session. Colin standing up to raise a toast – to himself – his shirt half unbuttoned and beer spilled down his front. ‘Alice!’ he’d bellowed at her. ‘I’ve got a nice big present to show you later. I’ll take you back to mine so you can unwrap it!’


She pulled a strained smile. ‘I – Colin, tonight I really just want to get an early night. I’m … really shaken up by something that happened on the way to work.’


‘Great. See you there.’


He turned back to his computer, and Alice slunk back to her own desk. When she reached it, she froze. Her missing handouts were on her keyboard … next to a caricature she’d doodled – and binned – in the last staff meeting.


‘You want to be careful where you leave your rubbish,’ said Sandra – the subject of the unfortunate doodle. ‘I found those last night.’


She gave a vengeful smile and sauntered off. Bloodyfucking office harridan. In Alice’s brief absence, a Post-it had been left on her monitor, and she snatched it up.




Someone rang while you were in with Colin. Lee Crow? Leah Crow? Didn’t get a number. Said it was important but personal.





The personal had been underlined. Twice. To underscore the fact that such calls were banned at work.


She frowned. She didn’t know anyone with that name. And to get personal calls suggested you had a personal life. Which she didn’t.


It was probably a mistake.
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The next call came several hours later, at 4.45 p.m.


‘Alice, hi, it’s Dan from reception. There’s a man down here asking for you, but he doesn’t have a visitor’s pass. Shall I send him up?’


Alice scrubbed at her forehead. She wasn’t important enough to have visitors at work. She barely had her own chair.


‘What’s his name?’


There was a pause. ‘Mr … Crowley, I think he said.’


Crowley. She blinked. Crowley. Crow-lee? Something niggled at her memory. Lee Crow? She scrambled for the Post-it note she’d binned earlier. The underlined personal leapt out at her.


A vision of a small, wizened figure rose in her memory. Crowley is coming for you … You’re not … safe.


‘Hello? You still there, love?’


She shook herself. ‘Sorry, Dan, I was just … Can you ask him what he wants?’


She heard muffled voices, then, ‘Er … He says he’s got an important message for you about your destiny.’


‘My destiny?’ she said flatly. ‘Who is he – God?’


‘He says he wants to talk to you about a gift you’ve received.’


‘What gi—’ She cut herself short. The box?


‘He looks a bit … agitated,’ whispered Dan. ‘I think you’d better come to reception.’
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As the lift jerked its way down, Alice slumped back against the cool mirrored walls. Three identical brown-eyed Alices were reflected back at her, all with weary expressions and brown hair that rebelled against any notion of sleekness.


Clearly, a mistake had been made in giving her the box, and she would just explain that to this Mr Crowley. It was a misunderstanding – that was all.


Her confidence wavered when the lift doors opened and she spotted her visitor, arms folded with a grim look on his face. It wasn’t a pretty face. Impossible, with that Roman nose. As in, a nose from an era that predated plastic surgery. He shook his hair – dark brown and overlong, reaching past his cheekbones – out of his eyes and looked at his watch.


She made to step out of the lift but paused. He was quite … striking, actually. Definitely not her type, but there was something arresting about the set of his jaw and the dark eyebrows.


He seemed completely out of place, given the tailored designer suits and carefully groomed hair of the other people milling around the waiting area. His long, dark coat, faded black trousers, scuffed boots and high-necked white shirt made him look like an undertaker. Maybe he’d been sent from whichever funeral parlour was dealing with Sylvie’s body. But if so, what did he want with her and how had he found her?


The more she looked, the more convinced she was of his sinister intentions. She stabbed a thumb at the lift buttons to take her back up to floor thirteen. She missed. Her thumb crunched the alarm button instead. Typically, given her day so far, the lift wailed like a banshee.


‘Damn,’ she mumbled, jabbing urgently at the keypad.


Her visitor’s head snapped up and their eyes met. He hurried towards her, shouting, ‘Miss Wynd—’ but the doors slammed mercifully shut and the lift swooped upwards. Alice slumped backwards and breathed a sigh of relief.


Colleagues were preparing for the end-of-day cut-and-run when she reached her desk again. She logged off her computer and yanked her coat on, thinking hard. Someone dressed like a furious undertaker had tracked her to her office, and wanted to rob her of a gift she hadn’t asked for in the first place. What was Jen going to say? With Jen’s track record of bad romantic choices, she’d probably ask for his number.


Alice had just reached the door when twenty telephones started shrieking behind her, and she paused. Hands snatched them up and heads turned to stare at her with narrowed and curious eyes. Voices simultaneously assailed her.


‘Hey, wait, Alice, it’s for you. It’s—’


‘Yes, she’s here. Alice, it’s—’


‘I’ll shout her. Alice! Wait, there’s a guy asking for you, called—’


‘Alice. It’s Mr—’


‘—Crowley.’


A hush descended on the office, and her colleagues looked at each other in confusion.


‘Wait,’ said Sandra. ‘How can we all be talking to the same bloke at once?’


Alice wrenched the door open and fled.


Before it slammed shut behind her, she heard Sandra say to someone, ‘She’s on her way down.’


Bitch.
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She really couldn’t have choreographed it any better if she’d tried. Mr Crowley was glaring at the lift with a pinched expression on his face, evidently waiting for her to re-emerge. But when the metal doors sprang open, it was a cleaner who trudged out instead, dragging a massive industrial hoover. Mr Crowley spun away in irritation, and Alice, peeking from around a corner, took the chance to race down the last flight of stairs unseen and slip through the fire escape at the bottom.


She hurried into the alley at the rear and made her getaway along the quieter back streets. Jen was due to get out of work early, and they were meeting up for the journey home. They’d been living together since they’d left university four years ago, but their friendship long predated their London years.


She and Jen had lived in each other’s pockets since they’d been old enough to climb the fence between their parents’ gardens, in Henley-on-Thames. They’d learned to ride their bikes together; their families had both holidayed in Wales; they’d picked the same subjects at school, and helped each other get over their first broken hearts. When Alice had found out she was adopted, it was Jen who’d helped her come to terms with her new reality. They might have had different surnames, but they’d always considered themselves sisters – and there was no one Alice trusted more in the world.


A short walk to Charing Cross in the rain was offset by a long wait outside Jen’s IT support office. Alice was drenched by the time Jen emerged, the wind whipping her red hair across her glasses.


‘I’ve seriously had enough of this weather,’ said Jen as they dived onto the number 87. ‘I’m emigrating.’


Alice grinned as London blurred past them. They’d been plotting their escape since they were teenagers, while everyone else their age was busy drinking cider in the park.


‘Where to?’ asked Alice.


Jen sighed. ‘I would literally move abroad tonight – if someone gave me a free plane ticket and accommodation.’


‘Well, I have a tent and a weekly bus pass, but that’s all I can offer,’ said Alice. ‘Now, if you hadn’t dumped Giuseppe you could have had—’


‘Chlamydia,’ scoffed Jen. ‘Thanks, but I’ll pass.’


The rain was coming down harder now, exploding against the window and starbursting across the glass.


‘So, how did your moment of fame go today?’ Jen asked.


‘I think it’s fair to say my presentation went craply.’


‘Craply?’


‘If it isn’t a word, it should be. And Sandra wasn’t even the worst part.’


She told Jen about the box, Sylvie and the mysterious undertaker.


‘Wow,’ said Jen. ‘That poor woman.’


There was a respectful pause, then Jen said, ‘So … what do you think is in the box?’


‘No idea.’


‘What about money? She could have been a Miss Havisham-style benefactor.’


‘Actually,’ said Alice, ‘Abel Magwitch was the benefactor in Great Expectations, not Miss Havisham.’


‘Shh,’ said Jen. ‘Don’t spoil this for me. It’s our destiny to be rich.’


‘Jen, get a grip. People don’t leave money to complete strangers.’


‘But why else would that Mr Crowley guy want it?’


The rain was bouncing off the pavements when they stepped off the bus, driving across the road in great horizontal gusts. Alice staggered into their hallway, battling to close the door while Jen pounced on the parcel.


‘For Alice Wyndham,’ Jen read aloud. ‘Do not open.’


Alice shrugged and peeled off her wet coat.


‘Do you want to do the honours then?’ asked Jen, thrusting the box under her nose.


She stared at it. She couldn’t explain why, exactly, but she was fighting the urge to hurl the parcel out into the street.


‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘I don’t.’


Alice collapsed on the living room sofa, keen to keep her distance from the box, but Jen followed. There was a long pause, and then Jen tentatively said, ‘What if I get some scissors and have a quick look? If it’s something great I’ll tell you what it is. And if it’s rubbish I’ll bin it, okay?’


Alice nodded reluctantly, and Jen left to grab the scissors. Out in the hallway, the doorbell rang.


‘Can I help you?’ Jen’s voice floated into the living room.


‘I’m looking for a Miss Alice Wyndham.’


‘What do you want? You’re not a bailiff, are you?’


Alice poked her head into the hallway and sucked in a breath. A tall man with a nose that may well have been carved out of granite peered at her over Jen’s shoulder. The man from her office.


Jen grinned and glanced at Alice, a question in her eyes. Alice shook her head. She knew exactly what Jen was thinking, but cold, taciturn men were not her thing – no matter how oddly striking she found them.


What was he doing here?


‘Are you stalking me?’ she asked, narrowing her eyes and fumbling for the first weapon she had to hand – an old netball trophy.


‘Don’t flatter yourself,’ he said impatiently. ‘I just want to talk to you about the gift you received. I know you have it.’


Alice pushed Jen out of the way and made to slam the front door, but he darted forward to fill the doorframe.


‘Look, Mr Crowley,’ she said, in a voice full of polite restraint, ‘I didn’t ask for that box and I don’t want it. So you can have it. In fact, I insist.’


Jen drew a sharp breath and grabbed Alice’s wrist. ‘Hang on a minute,’ she whispered.


‘My name is Crowley,’ he said, with an exasperated sigh. ‘Not Mister Crowley. It’s a forename. Rhymes with jowly.’ He smiled blandly, but she swore his eyes tracked down her face and paused somewhere below her jowl-free chin.


Outrage dug deep into Alice’s bones. Was he calling her jowly? What the actual fuck? She might have to put up with Sandra’s catty remarks all day long, but this – she made to slam the door shut, until his pained intake of breath stopped her.


‘Wait. Please. I … apologize. It has been a long and difficult day.’


‘Oh, don’t worry,’ she said, her voice sweetly acidic. ‘I’m a masochist. I love it when strangers turn up on my doorstep to insult me.’


‘I didn’t actually insult you,’ he said. ‘You inferred.’


‘Because you insinuated.’


He winced apologetically. ‘May we start this again? You received something from … an acquaintance of mine. Sylvie.’


‘An acquaintance?’ she said. ‘Hardly – she warned me you were dangerous. But you can have your box, all right? I never asked for it anyway. Here.’


She snatched it from Jen’s hands and shoved it at him. But he made no move to take it.


Relief flitted across Crowley’s face. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘That’s hers; I recognize the handwriting. Now open it. Please.’


This was not what she’d been expecting.


‘You want me to open it?’


‘Well, it does have your name on it,’ he said offhandedly, earning a glare from Alice.


‘But … she said you were coming for me. I thought it was because you wanted the box.’


He raised an eyebrow and turned to Jen.


‘Well?’ he said. ‘Help her.’


Jen jumped to attention, apparently catalysed by the fact that he wasn’t going to contest ownership of the box. With great enthusiasm, she hacked the lid off with the scissors.


Inside was an envelope with Alice’s name on it. That was all. No money, no great mystery. Just an envelope.


‘Maybe it’s … a cheque?’ said Jen.


Alice pulled it out, hesitantly. Crowley’s shoulders relaxed just a fraction at the sight of it, and he stepped back, leaving him clear of the threshold.


‘So it is you,’ he murmured in wonder.


In a daze, Alice nudged the door with her hip, and it slammed closed. Evicted from the flat, Crowley rapped sharply on the wood.


‘Open the door,’ he shouted. ‘Please – I haven’t finished speaking to you.’


‘Why did she say I was in danger?’ Alice said to the locked door. ‘If you don’t want what’s in the box, then what do you want?’


‘You’re not in danger from me,’ he snapped. ‘I’ve come for you precisely because you’re in danger.’


She ignored him, but Jen shouted, ‘If you don’t get away from our property we’re calling the police!’


Alice was vaguely aware of an explosion of muffled cursing beyond the door as she drifted into the living room with the envelope.


Jen stared at her expectantly.


Alice swallowed and then tore into the paper. Something light and soft fluttered gently to the floor.


It was a feather.


Talk about an anticlimax.
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They both stared at it incredulously. A feather? Sylvie had given her … a feather?


Alice cleared her throat. ‘Well … she was very old. She might have been going a bit senile.’


Jen plucked the feather from the carpet and examined it. ‘Maybe it’s rare? Collectible rare. Why would she leave it to you if it was worthless?’ She straightened up, a look of dawning horror on her face. ‘Hang on. Don’t you think it’s strange that she left you a feather? With your – you know – your history with birds?’


Alice shuddered. Growing up, Jen was the only one who’d believed her about the birds. She’d been there when everyone at school found out about her anxieties and the teasing hardened into bullying. She was the one who, after they’d studied World War Two in Year Nine, had declared that Alice was officially Poland, and that she’d do battle with anyone who dared make another move on her. Jen was the only reason Alice had survived secondary school.


She shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter. It’s either a joke, or …’


Jen peered inside the torn envelope. ‘There’s a note,’ she said. ‘Look.’


She passed the small, folded scrap of paper to Alice, who opened it warily, squinting at the spidery scrawl. ‘A gift. From my sielulintu to yours.’ She turned the note over, but there was nothing else.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ said Jen. ‘Sielulintu? It sounds exotic. Don’t you think? Some sort of rare exotic bird?’


The feather was an unremarkable brown, streaked with beige flecks. Not very exotic at all.


Jen pulled her phone from her pocket. ‘Maybe there’s a market for rare feathers,’ she said, clearly still hopeful about a windfall. ‘Let’s google it.’


Sylvie had mentioned birds on the bus. She knew about the birds. So was Alice being paranoid or was there more to it?


‘How’d you spell it?’ asked Jen, whipping the note out of Alice’s hands. ‘S-i-e-l-u-l-i-n-t-u. Ha! That’s – well – okay, never mind.’


‘What?’ said Alice, curious now despite herself. ‘What is it?’


Jen grimaced, but cleared her throat and read out loud: ‘The sielulintu is a mythical soul-bird linked to Finnish paganism. Legend has it that the sielulintu bird delivers your soul to your body at birth and stays with you throughout your life. It protects your soul while you sleep – when you are most vulnerable – and at the moment of your body’s death it flies away, carrying your soul with it. The sielulintu was believed to be the soul’s courier and guardian.’


‘Right,’ said Alice, releasing a deep sigh. ‘So – just to be clear – I’ve inherited a feather from a mythical bird?’


Jen blinked. ‘Yes.’ There was a pause in which they simply looked at each other. ‘Maybe …’


‘Please,’ said Alice. ‘It’s someone’s idea of a joke. I just want to put my pyjamas on and read a book.’


Jen stood up and dropped the feather onto the coffee table. ‘Go on then. I’ll put the kettle on.’


‘I can’t,’ Alice said. ‘I’ve got to go to The Piggery and Poke.’


‘Why?’


‘It’s Colin’s birthday. He didn’t exactly say he’d fire me if I don’t go for a drink and “bond” with my colleagues, but it was heavily implied.’


Jen frowned. ‘That’s blackmail. Tell him to bond with your fist.’


Alice’s scalp was tingling as she pushed herself to her feet and realized she’d picked up the feather without thinking. She tried to shake off the feeling, but the slight movement caused her vision to flicker. Bright flashes popped in front of her eyes, and she tilted alarmingly. The living room carpet lurched underneath her and she slid sideways.


‘Woah, are you okay?’ asked Jen, grabbing her.


She’d heard something too. A fluttering noise, like a giant butterfly: soft wings wafting at the air. It was … 


The blood drained instantly from her face and she had to bend over, hands on knees, to suck in a deep, calming breath.


‘Alice?’


She opened her eyes and was relieved to find that the room had stopped moving.


‘I’m okay. Just felt a bit … I must’ve stood up too quickly. Will you come with me tonight?’


‘I suppose I’ll have to,’ said Jen. ‘If you faint at Colin’s feet, the pervert might bundle you into the boot of his car.’
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Dried blood had clotted under one nostril, though the rain had washed some of it away. Vin leaned in close, his eyes raking her dismissively. She smelled. It wasn’t the rank stench of death – he was used to that, and besides, the refrigeration was keeping her fresh – it was the musty old-woman scent that made him sick to his stomach.


‘The death certificate was signed an hour ago,’ said the mortuary attendant. ‘I’ll send the copies upstairs once I’ve—’


‘No,’ said Vin. ‘I’ll take them with me. All of them.’


There was a brief but uncomfortable pause.


‘What about the body?’


Vin stood back to examine her. Her thin hair was too patchy to cover the liver-spotted scalp underneath. The strip-light on the wall backlit the fine white hairs so that she looked like she was wearing a halo. Funny, he thought, how appearances could be so deceiving. He absently raised a hand to his face and prodded the scars that laddered his cheek and eyebrow.


‘Cremate her,’ he said.


The attendant hesitated. ‘Doesn’t she have any family? We usually bury unknowns in case a relative comes forward after—’


‘Just burn the bitch,’ snapped Vin.


He was not in a forgiving mood. She’d dumped over three hundred of those boxes around London. For three years. She’d been trying to throw them off the scent – trying to overwhelm them with sheer numbers. She’d filled the boxes with sawdust and all kinds of worthless shit to confuse them.


He grinned down at her.


But it hadn’t worked. Lattimer had tracked and logged every single box. And one of his administrators was checking the log right now. In the next hour or so he’d have the names and addresses of everyone who’d received one of her boxes this week. One of them would have received the box – she would have known her time was running out.


His pocket vibrated and he snatched his mobile phone out.


‘Vin Kelligan.’


He listened in silence before licking his lips in anticipation. ‘You’ve narrowed it down? How many?’ There was a pause. ‘Five? She sent five in one week? Jesus. You’re sure about this, Lattimer?’ There was a short pause. ‘Fine. So what names have you got for me?’


Vin’s face hardened into a frown, and the scar that sliced his cheek in two grew taut. ‘Your signal’s cutting out. Say that last one again … Alice what? Wyndham? Good, got it.’





5


[image: image]


‘How do I look?’ asked Alice as she hurried down Kentish Town Road towards her inevitable doom.


‘Great. The dress is a man magnet. Trust me.’


‘I don’t want to look great!’ she said, alarmed. ‘I want to look horrendous. You said this dress was a man repeller!’


‘It is,’ said Jen. ‘On me. I can’t wear red with red hair. It suits you, though.’


Alice winced and wrestled the dress lower to cover her knees. ‘I knew I should’ve worn the tartan trousers. Tartan sends a clear message: not interested.’


Jen raised an eyebrow.


As they reached a kerb, a group of dapper, bearded men surged up alongside them, and Alice was jostled over the road in their midst. She saw something flash out of the corner of her eye and frowned. Something soft fluttered above the group and wafted cold air onto her skin. She glanced up, but there was nothing there. Weird. For a second she’d almost thought there were wings—


No. She shook her head. It couldn’t be. Not after all this time. It was just because of Sylvie – she’d locked all those thoughts about birds away in her mind. And that’s all they were: thoughts.


She quickened her pace, propelling Jen inside The Piggery and Poke’s doorway.


‘What’s the matter?’ asked Jen.


‘I … Nothing,’ Alice puffed. ‘I just thought – nothing.’


Jen pulled a face. ‘You need a drink.’


There was a small side room inside called the Poke, which was used mainly by regulars older than Methuselah, but the biggest and most popular room was the Piggery. As the roars and chatter washed over her and she surveyed the crammed room – the sweating people squashed together, swilling beer and squealing with laughter – Alice couldn’t help but think it appropriately named.


‘Hey, hey, hey!’ shouted Colin over Ryan’s head. ‘Here she is. Come with a special gift this year, I hope? About time you presented me with your birthday suit …’


He licked his lips suggestively, and revulsion rose in Alice’s throat. She took in the room – the group in black suits drinking wine, the immaculately made-up girls knocking back shots … the middle-aged woman with 1980s hair. Sandra was grinning triumphantly as she wound a path through the crowd, followed by a dark-haired man.


Alice’s eyes widened as she closed in.


‘Look,’ she hissed to Jen. ‘I don’t believe it. It must have been a fucking joke! The whole thing – the box, Sylvie, that stupid feather. Jesus. He’s probably Sandra’s boyfriend.’


‘Who is?’ said Jen, glancing over her shoulder as she paid for their drinks.


Alice stabbed a finger across the pub. At Crowley, who was standing by Sandra’s elbow, affecting supreme boredom as his eyes drifted lazily around the room. Their eyes met and she froze. His gaze flickered to her pointing arm and he raised an amused eyebrow.


‘I bet they’re laughing about me over there,’ she said, turning to face the bar. ‘First the handouts for my presentation, now this feather thing. Bastards. But this is elaborate on a whole different level. I mean—’


‘Alice, what the hell are you talking about? Are you seriously suggesting that pensioner put on a BAFTA-winning performance and pretended to die in your arms?’ said Jen. ‘You said there were paramedics there and everything.’


‘Okay, well explain to me how Crowley and Sandra know each other.’


Jen shrugged. ‘Maybe they don’t. He followed you home. Maybe he followed you here too and they’ve just hooked up tonight. Maybe she’s got a fetish for toy boy undertakers.’


A short cackle burst from Alice. ‘All right. Well, that’s my conspiracy theory obliterated, I suppose.’


When the bartender struck up a flirty conversation with Jen, Alice turned to watch Crowley, only to find he was staring straight at her. Her cheeks coloured and she glanced away. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of knowing they’d rattled her.


A burst of laughter erupted from her colleagues, and she closed her eyes. When she opened them, she was staring directly into the mirror behind the bar, which reflected the whole room. The whole room, which was full of people and—


‘Birds!’ she gasped, but the sound was swallowed by the noise of the pub. Her stomach fluttered and she clutched the wooden bar-top.


She tipped her head back, eyes wild, watching the flock as they crowded the air above the drinkers’ heads. Birds. Indoors. Dozens of them. There was no uniformity to their motion, no sense that they were a flock with a common purpose – and yet they seemed to be the same breed. They circled the pub’s stone columns or else flitted from one end of the Piggery to the other. Wings were outstretched or pulled in close to their feathery bodies, beaks closed or chirping or slicing at the air—


‘What did you say?’ said Jen, breaking off from her banter with the bartender.


Alice stared at her, open-mouthed. Jen couldn’t see them. Her friend, the bartender, the other pub customers … No one could see the birds but her. She was having bird hallucinations. Again. She couldn’t speak, so she shook her head. Jen gave her a puzzled smile and resumed her conversation.


A bird swooped towards Alice, its outstretched wings perilously close to her face. The pointed beak clicked and darted towards her, so close it almost scraped along her cheek.


Alice turned on her heel and fled through the crowd. She burst through the pub’s front door and sucked cool air into her lungs. She was gasping, trying to still the pounding in her chest.


Why now? She hadn’t had these … these delusions for years. They’d started when she was seven and stopped at sixteen because she’d managed to repress them. She still remembered the morning she’d blurted it out to her mum over the breakfast table.


‘I can—I can see birds,’ she’d stammered. ‘All the time.’


Her mum had given her a bright smile and plonked a bowl of cornflakes in front of her. ‘Well of course you can, darling. There are lots of birds in this country.’


‘Yes, but I can see birds in the house and at school,’ she’d replied. ‘There’s one sitting on your shoulder right now.’


It wasn’t exactly up there with ‘I can see dead people’, but her parents had been worried enough to send her to a doctor – ostensibly to make sure she wasn’t suffering with bad eyesight, but really it was to check she wasn’t a crackpot.


Seeing birds that no one else could see was clearly not normal. And make no mistake about it: no one could see the birds; she’d checked with her classmates. Either they were real but invisible to everyone else, or she was genuinely delusional. Even at the age of seven, she’d realized that neither of these options was good.


Fearful that her parents might send her away, she’d told a flummoxed doctor – in one of her many appointments – that the birds had vanished. A pronouncement that was undermined by the invisible bird sitting on his desk, staring at her.


He’d promptly diagnosed her as suffering from nothing more than a wild imagination and sent her relieved parents on their way.


After that, she’d had her bird delusions fairly infrequently. And by the time she’d left secondary school, she’d managed to block them out completely.


So why now? Why here? Was it because Sylvie’s incessant babbling about magpies and eagles had stoked her subconscious and sparked their return? Was she losing her mind again?


‘Cigarette?’


She started. A man was leaning against the wall beside her, puffing on a stubby roll-up. She immediately searched out the air above him, and let out a sigh of relief to find it bird-free. She shook her head.


‘No, I – I don’t smoke,’ she stammered.


‘Sensible.’


She nodded. ‘Sensible. The code word for boring.’ Boring was good. She wanted to be boring.


He chuckled and stamped the cigarette out with the heel of his boot. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Sensible girls know what they want. And I like a girl who knows her own mind.’


She flushed and looked the other way, watching the cars zing past.


‘Everything okay?’ he asked.


She turned to find that he’d sidled closer. Close enough that she could see the ragged edges of a white scar slashed across his cheek and another bisecting his eyebrow. He was quite a bit older than her, but somehow the scars and his nearly shaved hair made it hard to guess how much.


‘I’m fine,’ she said, frowning at him.


‘You don’t look fine,’ he said.


‘Oh really? How do I look?’


He paused and examined her. ‘Beautiful.’


She snorted. ‘Well now I know you’re lying,’ she said. ‘No one has ever accused me of being beautiful before. Wholesome, yes. Oh, and of course jowly.’


‘I only say what I see.’ He grinned, his eyes wandering over the dress.


Her cheeks burned uncomfortably. ‘Yes, well … you’re probably drunk.’


‘I’m definitely intoxicated,’ he said with a wink. ‘Let me buy you a drink.’


‘Thanks,’ she said, stepping away from him, ‘but my friend’s already bought me one.’


A lazy smile played around his lips. ‘I’ll see you later then. I’ll be waiting right out here.’ He whistled softly. ‘I’d wait all night for a woman like you.’


She resisted rolling her eyes and darted back inside the pub. But once in the narrow corridor, her courage deserted her. Would the birds still be in there? She steeled herself and swung open the door to the Piggery. A wall of black loomed over her, barring her way.


‘What the—’


Crowley’s strong hands grabbed her and urged her backwards, into the side room that was the Poke.


‘Get your hands off me,’ Alice hissed, shoving him away.


‘I was watching you from the window.’


Her mouth fell open. ‘So you are stalking me then? I don’t think your girlfriend would be very pleased.’


His face registered confusion.


‘Sandra?’ she prompted.


‘Don’t be absurd – I only met her a few hours ago. When you raced from your office, after I simply wanted to talk, I had to find someone willing to give me your home address.’


‘She handed my address to a total stranger? What a cow.’


‘I can be quite persuasive when I want to be.’ He shrugged. ‘It was imperative that I spoke with you, but you rudely ejected me from your flat so—’


‘Why are you here?’ she demanded.


The look on his face soured. ‘Stay away from that man.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


He frowned at her. ‘The man you were talking to outside. Stay away from him. He’s dangerous. When Sylvie warned you that you weren’t safe, it was because of him.’


‘Is that so? Well, he hasn’t been following me all day. He didn’t try to force his way into my flat. He hasn’t dragged me into a side room.’ She suddenly became acutely aware that the room was empty. ‘What do you even want?’


Crowley’s eyebrows drew down into a glower.


‘Forget it,’ she said. ‘I have enough to deal with without all this nonsense.’ Alice shoved past him, and he dived to stop her from leaving, pushing the door closed. She could feel his chest heaving, pressed against her back, and she stiffened. ‘Stay away from me or I’ll scream blue murder,’ she said quietly, before forcing the door open and slipping through it. She crossed the narrow corridor and entered the Piggery. Noise and warmth washed over her.


Sandra had broken away from their work colleagues and was hovering anxiously nearby as though waiting for someone. Crowley, obviously. As Alice took a step forward, she glimpsed the dreaded birds again, and her legs weakened. Just as before, they filled the air in a teeming, churning mass. But every blink swept them clean away. Birds. No birds. Birds. No birds. What was happening to her?


Light-headed, she briefly covered her eyes with her hands. Her skin was clammy and her legs weak. She needed to go home.


‘Jen?’ she croaked. A few heads nearby turned, but none were Jen’s.


The room wouldn’t stop spinning and blinking in and out of existence. Birds. No birds. Birds. No birds. A ruffle of wings swiped near her head and she jerked away. A hand made a grab for her, but she shook it off and staggered outside once more.


‘Hey, slow down! Slow down!’


She tripped over the pub’s threshold, and the scarred cigarette smoker caught and steadied her.


‘I knew you weren’t fine. Here,’ he said. ‘I’ll get you into a taxi.’


She squinted at him through narrowed eyes, afraid of what she might see. No birds. She blinked. Still no birds. She exhaled and hugged her arms across her chest.


‘I don’t think I’m very well,’ she mumbled.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We’ll share a taxi and I’ll make sure you get home safely. You look like you’re going to faint.’


‘I—No, I’m okay,’ she said, swallowing.


‘Let me get you home,’ said the smoker, tugging at her wrist.


‘No. Honestly, I’m fine. My friend is still in …’ She trailed away as she caught sight of a dark figure lurking behind the window, staring at her. Crowley. She turned to the man beside her and nodded shakily.


‘That would be good, thanks,’ she said. He grinned and urged her towards the kerb, threading his arm through hers. ‘I – I don’t even know your name.’


‘Vincent Kelligan. Call me Vin.’


‘I’m Alice.’


‘Nice. I like it,’ he said, as though she’d asked for an opinion on it.


She frowned and glanced behind her. Crowley had gone from the window. Relieved, she tried to extricate herself from Vin’s arm, but he tightened his hold. He was tall and stocky: a good three or four stone heavier than her.


‘We don’t want you fainting in the middle of the road, do we?’ he said as he steered her across it.


‘No, but—’


‘Alice!’


She whipped her head around. Jen was standing on the pavement.


‘That’s my friend,’ said Alice, pulling back towards the pub.


Vin’s fingers dug into the soft flesh of her arm, and she inhaled sharply at the pain. His mouth tightened and he yanked her forward with a violent tug, making her stumble. Manoeuvring his arm around her waist, Vin pulled her against him. She could feel his hot breath dampening her collarbone.


‘Hey!’ shouted Jen. ‘What the hell are you doing?’


Alice searched Vin’s face. She fought off the waves of panic. He wasn’t smiling now. Eyes narrowed, he was pulling her relentlessly forward, not to a taxi but to a sleek black car.


‘Get … off me,’ she choked. Crowley’s words echoed around her skull. He’s dangerous.


There was movement in some bushes just ahead. She caught a glimpse of a face hidden among the tangle of greenery – another man, significantly older, watching her blankly. Her eyes pleaded with him for help. But he just gave an imperceptible nod and stood there like a voyeur.


With a desperate growl, she lunged sideways to dislodge Vin, but he lurched with her, grabbing at her dress to keep himself upright. She managed to twist her arm free and clawed her nails into his face. Yes! He hissed and lashed out with his foot, but she slammed her shoe into his shin. His grip loosened and she dived beyond his reach.


‘Alice!’


She spun back to the road and let out a whimper of relief when she saw Jen hurrying through the traffic.


‘I’m calling the police!’ shouted Jen. ‘That sick pervert! He was trying to force—’


A scream tore from Alice’s throat, but it was lost in the shriek of brakes. A blur of white metal shot past her, the paintwork turned yellow by the tungsten streetlamps. It careered straight into Jen, sweeping her off her feet with a sickening thump. No! She crunched down onto the car’s bonnet and ricocheted off the windscreen. Glass exploded across the tarmac, the shards embedding themselves in Jen’s hair and skin as she smashed onto the road, broken.


‘Jen!’


Alice stumbled over to the bloody figure lying twisted on the ground and hurled herself on top of the shattered glass, ignoring the sharp fragments slicing her legs.


‘Jen, Jen, are you – Oh God. Oh God—’


Terror lit up her nerve endings and she could hardly breathe. This can’t have happened. This can’t have happened. Her shaking hands slid through blood, trying to stop it from pumping out – trying to force it back in.


People poured out of the pub and stood staring in shock. A siren filled Alice’s ears, seeming to wail alternately closer and then too far away. She was aware of rain. Great, fat droplets pelted the wreckage and battered the exposed skin on her legs and the oozing, jagged cuts on her knees. She shivered under the stinging onslaught and let her eyes close.


Come on, Jen, she demanded silently. Come on, come on, come on. Her fingers blindly curved up to Jen’s neck and pressed down, searching. There was a faint pulse ticking beneath the skin. Hold on, she begged. Please … 
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When the paramedics dragged Alice away and wrapped a blanket around her, the crowd started to disperse, shaking their heads and retreating to the warmth and safety of The Piggery and Poke. But Alice’s eyes were fixed on the figure being lifted onto a gurney in the middle of the road. It was her fault. Jen was lying there because Alice had abandoned her in the pub. If she hadn’t left with Vin Kelligan … If she hadn’t been stupid enough to leave with that – that criminal, then Jen would never have had to chase after her – would never have been on the road in the first place.


She was too dazed to flinch when a voice dipped close to her ear and whispered, ‘Don’t go home. Whatever you do, you must not go home. He’ll find you there,’ before melting away.
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Her hands were clean. She knew this to be fact because she had scrubbed them a dozen times in the past three hours. And yet they were not clean. She sat at the pillow end of her bed, cocooned in a flowery quilt, staring at her palms. She had been drenched in Jen’s blood. Every time she closed her eyes it wasn’t birds she saw now; it was blood, soaking into her red dress.


A light flicked on in the hallway, and she heard the creak of a foot on the stairs. She tensed, but the light went out and the footsteps retreated. Her parents were worried about her. She knew that. When she’d phoned from the hospital they’d come straightaway. Her mum had folded her into a crushing hug while her dad had gone to speak to the doctors. No, there was nothing wrong with her. No, the cuts on her legs didn’t need stitches.


No, they couldn’t all go and see Jen.


They’d whisked her back to Henley and insisted on telling Jen’s parents too – even before the police had sent officers around to break the news.


‘We’ve known the Parkers for thirty years,’ her dad had said gruffly in the car on the way back. ‘They’re going to need us.’ He’d braced himself and then gone next door to explain what had happened. He’d offered to take them to the hospital, and by the time he’d returned, hours later, he’d been grey-faced and shaken.


‘She’s stable,’ he’d said. ‘But she’s in a coma.’


‘My God,’ she’d whispered. ‘A coma?’


Her mum had packed her off to bed then. Her old childhood bed in her old childhood bedroom. The one she and Jen used to top and tail in when they’d begged for sleepovers, even though she only lived next door. The one still cluttered with her old bookshelves, sketchbooks and ancient posters. It suddenly seemed portentous. Had they kept it perfectly preserved because they’d known she’d do something stupid and would have to come back?


But she wasn’t supposed to come back. Not yet, and certainly not alone. That was the deal; the friends had shaken on it before they left for uni. Once they’d graduated, she and Jen were moving to London to get brilliant creative jobs and make their names before setting off on a round-the-world adventure. First stop, France. They’d visit the artists’ corner in Montmartre, where Jen would play guitar on the street while Alice sketched tourists for cash. They’d been naive enough to think there was romance in poverty, but it was more than that. It had been a promise: that no matter what happened, they’d always circle back to each other.


She scooted further down the mattress, and a wet nose snuffled into her ear. Bo, the podgy Westie terrier she’d had since she was twelve. Her scrawnier sister, Ruby, wouldn’t be far behind. The worst thing about living in London was not having her dogs. Bo settled on the bed, and Alice listened to the sound of the little dog’s breathing, feeling her own begin to relax.


When the doorbell rang and shattered the silence, Alice stiffened and the dog leapt up beside her. Through the sound of Ruby’s excited barking downstairs, Alice caught snatches of her mum’s voice as it drifted up the stairs. ‘Terrible … Coma … Yes, officer … Cup of tea …’


When her bedroom door creaked open she tensed, but a familiar figure leaned into the doorway – five foot nothing, with bobbed, greying blonde hair.


‘Mum?’


She bustled into the room, and Alice tried to focus on her mum’s face in the dim light.


‘There’s a plainclothes policeman here, darling. He just wants to talk to you about the accident. Do you want me to stay?’


Alice shook her head, and her mum smiled so sympathetically it pained her.


‘I’ll bring a nice sweet cup of tea up then. Come on, Bo, give her some peace.’


She escorted the elderly dog from the room and disappeared. Another figure loomed into view. This one taller, darker, more menacing.


‘You?’ Alice gasped.


Crowley nodded.


She dived for the lamp on her bedside table, and the room was suddenly awash with yellow light. In the flick of the switch, Crowley had swept closer, standing over her bed like a big black crow. She scrambled upright and his coat caught the spray of light. The fabric was not black; it was the darkest shade of seaweed green. Same as his eyes, which were lined with long, thick eyelashes, and were currently focused on her.


Him? He was a police officer?


‘I’m not a police officer,’ he said, as if he could read her thoughts.


‘You’re not—’ Her voice caught.


Alice was suddenly very aware that she was alone with someone who had been following her all day, and who had now manipulated his way into her parents’ home.


‘Get out,’ she croaked. ‘If you don’t, I swear I’ll—’


She jumped up onto the bed and grabbed for the lamp again. She pulled it close to her chest and prepared to swing it. There was a twang, and the room was plunged into darkness. She’d pulled the plug out.


‘Shit!’


She hurtled off the bed and yanked the curtains open so that a stripe of pale moonlight cut across the room.


‘I know what you saw tonight,’ he said. ‘I know about the birds.’


She dropped the lamp. Whatever she’d been expecting him to say, it wasn’t that. She slumped onto her mattress and tensed as he came closer, but he raised his hands to signal he meant no harm.


‘Who are you?’ she demanded. ‘And how do you know what I saw?’


He gave her an assessing stare. ‘Tell me, Alice. Do you believe in magic?’


Her eyes darted sideways to meet his, and hysteria shot through her. Magic? Oh God. He was just as insane as she was.


‘We don’t call it magic, of course. But the simplest explanation will suffice. The birds you have been seeing are –’ he pulled a face – ‘magic.’


She narrowed her eyes. ‘Someone told you, didn’t they? Who’ve you been speaking to? The only people … Was it someone I went to school with?’


He sighed and lowered himself into the plastic desk chair in the corner of the room, crossing one elegant leg over the other.


‘You are, it seems, more remarkable than you look,’ he drawled, earning a sharp glare. ‘You can see birds invisible to the naked eye. Magic, Alice. You … are an aviarist.’


There was a long, stunned pause, broken finally by Alice’s laughter.


‘Something is amusing?’ he asked.


Her shoulders shook as the laughter threatened to give way to sobs. All this … Sylvie, Jen, the birds, the accident – nearly being dragged into a stranger’s car. It was too much.


‘Yes,’ she said, taking a deep breath and wiping her eyes. ‘My whole sorry life.’


He opened his mouth to respond, but she cut him off.


‘Please. Would you just leave me alone?’ She dragged her mum’s spare slippers from under the bed, shoving her feet into them. ‘I don’t know who you are, I don’t know what you want, and you know what? I don’t even care any more. Just leave. I can’t deal with this. In the last twenty-four hours, one person has died on me and my best friend might not survive the night.’


He moved away, and for a second Alice thought he really was going to leave. But he diverted to her wardrobe door and ran his fingers along the edges.


‘The door’s that way,’ she said.


In silence, he stroked the handle of the wardrobe door and then yanked it open.


She leapt off the bed.


‘We got off on the wrong foot,’ he said. ‘But I’m here to help you.’


‘Help with what?’ she asked, her voice rising, as she surged forward and shoved the wardrobe shut, hiding the rack of her old teenaged clothes.


‘Vincent Kelligan,’ he said abruptly.


Her eyes widened. ‘The creep at the pub? What about him?’


‘I was pleased you took notice of my warning and didn’t return to your flat.’


‘That was you who said that?’ She shook her head. ‘I didn’t go back there because my mum insisted I come home with them. It wasn’t anything to do with you.’


‘At least one of you was thinking sensibly. Anyone would think common sense doesn’t run in the family.’


‘Yes, well, I’m adopted,’ she shot back.


He ignored her comment. ‘Sylvie knew you would be in danger once she gave you the feather, so I promised her I’d keep you safe. Vin Kelligan wants you, Alice. And he’ll come looking for you again.’


‘Well, who the hell is he and what does he want? There are easier ways of picking up women than kidnapping them, you know?’


Crowley looked at her steadily. ‘Come with me – somewhere that Vin won’t be able to reach you.’


‘What?’ she said, blinking in confusion.


‘Staying here puts your parents in danger,’ he said, his tone growing urgent. ‘Vin Kelligan’s organization will soon find you at this address.’


‘Are you raving?’


‘And your friend – the girl in the coma,’ he pressed. ‘I can help you to save her too.’


‘Jen?’ she asked, startled.


He nodded. ‘Come with me, and I’ll tell you the only way to save her life.’


‘Come with you where?’


He pointed at the wardrobe.


She stared at him. ‘My best friend is in a coma, and you want me to play Narnia with you? You need to get the hell—’


He jerked the door open again and her words fell away. The wardrobe, which only seconds ago had been spilling over with her old clothes, now contained nothing at all. Nothing but hollowed-out darkness.


‘Will you come with me?’ he said, gently this time. ‘To save your friend?’


It could have been the empty wardrobe, or it could have been the crushing sense of grief, but her sanity felt like it had long since left the building – so she only nodded and moved forward. She barely heard the snick of the door closing behind them.


The darkness swallowed her whole, and her feet twitched and pedalled in mid-air. There was no floor – she was falling! In her panic, she hurled herself at Crowley, latching onto his coat.


She flailed her feet again, but there was no dislodging the bewildering truth. She was standing on nothing. But she wasn’t falling. She was buffeted by gusts of icy wind that billowed upwards, from the place where the floor should have been. The wind swirled around and into her, cutting at her skin through her thin nightdress.


Her hair was blasted across her face, into her mouth, obscuring her eyes. She brushed it away as Crowley arched backwards, pulling her with him like a limpet fastened to his coat, and spun back to the door. He pushed on the handle and it flew open. Light blazed into her eyes and she fumbled her grip, losing her hold on him. She stumbled into the light and clattered to her knees. Floor. Now there was a floor.


Alice opened her eyes. Dirty yellow linoleum. She frowned. Her old bedroom carpet was a patterned dusky pink – all the rage a decade ago. But how did—


Her head jerked up. She was faced, incongruously, with tins of baked beans. Rows and rows of them. Spaghetti hoops, packet noodles, soup, tinned corned beef. Shelves of tinned foods towered over her, and she reared backwards.


‘Where’s my bedroom?’ she asked, making no attempt to muffle the panic in her voice.


Grinning, Crowley dropped down beside her. ‘Magic. I tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen. We have indeed passed through a magical doorway in your wardrobe, Alice.’ He stood up. ‘Welcome to Narnia.’


She stared after him as he strode down the aisle. Overhead, a light flickered and buzzed, illuminating yet more shelves and dirty lino.


She rose to her feet in a daze and willed herself to follow. The aisle curved around to reveal a till, manned by a girl with a pinched face.


‘You buying anything, or what?’ she asked.


Alice shook her head, dumbfounded, and the girl huffed and turned away.


There were red signs hanging from the ceiling, yelling at her in obnoxious capital letters, BUY ONE GET ONE FREE!!! Alice gulped and hurried away, bumping into a wire basket full of mouldering fruit. It was marked ALL BANANAS HALF PRICE! She took a deep breath.


Narnia was a shithole.
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He was waiting for her on the pavement outside the shop. The light from the pulsing fluorescent sign in the window (24-HOUR NEWSAGENT’S) was spasming on his back and shoulders, bathing him in reds and blues.


She shivered and he glanced at her. For a second she thought he was going to offer her his coat, but he just strode off down the street.


‘Hey!’ she yelled, startled by his sudden retreat. ‘What the hell is going on?’ She scuttled after him, cursing her mother for loaning her a pair of slippers instead of something more practical.


She hurried past shops with shutters rolled down and across roads that led to the types of narrow, dingy alleyways beloved of robbers and murderers. Cars flew past her, headlights blazing and engines roaring. She ignored the catcalls and laughter exploding from the doorway of a nearby pub, and the shouts of ‘Are you lost, darlin’? Bedlam’s that way!’ She couldn’t even blame them; what must she look like?
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