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For all the friends I wish were still on this side of the Veil.
 












Sleep, those little slices of death — how I loathe them.
– Edgar Allen Poe
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Prologue
Her eyes open on darkness and she knows without looking at the clock that it’s close to three in the morning. Three is when it visits her. Three is the hour during which she can believe in the impossible without effort, without logic. Pure terror sings in her veins. She cannot move. The darkness has become thick, viscous. It’s grown so cold she would shiver if she could move. Her ears, hypersensitized with fear, latch onto the rhythmic shushing noise, like sandpaper gliding across wood.
It is coming.
She struggles in vain to move, to speak, to do anything except lie here, helpless beneath the oppressive weight of terror. Some part of her mind still insists that this is a dream. She must wake up. Right now. And she tries. She reaches for consciousness as a half-drowned swimmer reaches for the shore. But there is nowhere to go, nothing for her mind to catch hold of because she is already awake.
She stares into the shadows of the murky bedroom, wanting to look away but unable to do so. Forced to watch as the Shape materialises out of the soupy darkness, indistinct but vaguely human looking.
It is not human. It is made of hunger and greed.
Perhaps she will die this time. It intends to kill her eventually.
The Shape drifts towards her, unhurried and inexorable, settling with crushing weight on her chest. She cannot breathe. Its hands rest on her collar bones, cold and heavy. The head comes down towards hers, features obscured by shadow or worse, missing entirely. Whatever it has by way of a mouth settles over her frozen lips.
There is a pause and she feels in that moment as if the Shape is drawing out the anticipation like a wine connoisseur savouring the bouquet of a vintage. And then a buzzing sensation fills her veins with pain on the edge of pleasure and the Shape sucks greedily. She feels herself growing weak. The world dims to a tiny letter box of detail far, far away. Retreating from her frozen gaze.
She falls through the mattress, down and down with only the darkness to catch her...




Chapter One – Disaster Magnet
My fingers were slick with nervous sweat on the dry wipe marker, as I turned to face the class. Could I smell smoke? No. Of course not. It was nerves…paranoia. It was having to venture outside my comfort zone, which was laughable really because I was literally being paid to talk about the love of my life – physics.
Rows of eyes – many of them concealed behind spectacles which gave them an insectile gleam in the strip lighting – stared back at me. A girl in the front row looked confused, probably because I’d stopped talking midway through a sentence, distracted by phantom scents and nervous nausea. Heat flared along my cheekbones. I hastily found my thread and resumed the lecture. So far, I wasn’t finding my entry into the rewarding world of teaching an easy transition. It wasn’t that I didn’t know my stuff – no one could ever accuse me of that. But I was painfully aware that I didn’t look like a lecturer in particle physics at an Oxford University. No one expected a petite, bubbly blonde girl to be leading the chase on that subject. Especially one who was actually twenty-two but looked younger than the eighteen-year-olds she was teaching. The first few weeks of a term were always the worst. My mostly male audiences stared at me uncomprehendingly, wondering how I’d come to be standing in front of them.
The faint and definite aroma of smoke jerked me back to the present again. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a thin blue plume drift lazily upwards from the projector. Oh God. Not again. I glanced at the screen behind me in time to see the image flicker, before snuffing out.
“Right.” I clapped my hands together, fighting a wince at the false note of cheer in my tone. “Before we go any further, let’s see how well that little lot has sunk in.”
The silence was so thick, I fully expected a swarm of chirring cicadas to descend at any moment. Possibly accompanied by a stray tumbleweed or two. In desperation, I yanked too hard on the projector screen lanyard, sending it rattling back up its roller with a noise like a Tommy gun in a cut budget gangster movie. My fingers slipped on the marker as I began to write a series of equations on the white board.
At least maths was soothing.
“Okay, so who wants to have first stab at that one? Jason?” I peered at him hopefully.
Jason blinked, reddened and muttered something.
He’d done something different to his hair, I realised. Carefully gelled spikes. Was that in fashion again? Also button-down shirts and black trousers. Many of the boys were wearing them. Was there a student lunch social I hadn’t heard about?
Jason trudged reluctantly up to me, accepting the pen with a timorous tremble of fingers. H refused to meet my gaze, shoulders hunching as he surveyed the equation.
I swear teenage boys just get weirder and weirder. They were inexplicable when I was at school and incomprehensible when I was a teenager, even as I developed crushes on my classmates. Now I’m an adult, they seem to belong to another species. Teenage girls are no easier to understand. It probably says a lot more about my ability to relate to people near my own age than I want to admit to.
Jason lifted the marker, muttering strange incantations about fairness and being put on the spot under his breath, which I politely ignored. He started crossing out and shifting variables, while I bit my tongue. I’d learned it was best to allow a student to finish making a mistake before gently correcting them.
Jason stopped, wrinkling his nose. “Can you smell smoke, Miss...er…sorry Dr Matthews?”
“Amy is fine,” I said, for the umpteenth time. “Perhaps the projector is overheated. It’s switched off. No danger.”
Jason did not look convinced. A low chuckle came from his classmates and I sent a warning glare in their direction.
“Is that your final answer?” I said.
Jason shrugged, red faced again. “Sorry...I...er...guess I didn’t understand it as well as I thought, Miss...er...Dr...er...”
“Amy,” I sighed. “Please, just Amy. We’re all on first name terms here.”
The class did not look convinced.
“It’s not right, is it?” Jason said, resignation in the line of his slumped shoulders.
“No, not quite.” I kept my tone kind. “Would anyone else like a go?”
One of the only two girls in the class raised her hand.
“Leigh, come on down,” I said warmly.
“Oh...er...no, Miss...er...”
“Amy,” I insisted.
“I only put my hand up because I didn’t really understand it either.”
“I see.” I glanced at the other students. “Did anyone else have trouble following the lesson?”
Sheepishly, in ones and twos, every single student put their hand up.
Bugger.
“In future, if you don’t understand, please let me know.” I was holding on to my patience with both hands. These were bright youngsters. They had to be to get here. So the problem must be me. “I’m not a mind-reader. I can’t reframe a lesson if I don’t know I need to.”
Not strictly true but there was no reason for them to know about any of my more unusual abilities. A chorus of ‘yes, miss er sorry drs’ drifted out of the rows of seats and I was too disheartened to correct them. It would have been hard to say who was awaiting the bell more eagerly at that moment.
“Smoke!” Another boy – Pearse – exclaimed.
“Look! It’s on fire!” Sophia shouted.
There was a bang and a foot high flame spouted from the projector. I grabbed Jason’s arm and yanked him back just in time to save his eyebrows. The flame died as I scowled at it, sending foul smelling chemical vapour billowing upwards. It was too late to save the lesson or the projector. The sprinklers came on with the abruptness of a heavy downpour and I herded my squeaking, outraged students out of the lecture theatre accompanied by the dubious cheer of the fire alarm.
Mondays suck.
✽✽✽
 
St Catherine’s College, Oxford was not the showiest of Oxford University campuses. It lacked the warmth of red-bricked St Hugh’s or the Tudor splendour of Brasenose. It wasn’t conveniently situated opposite the Bodleian Library, complete with an architectural idiosyncrasy like Hertford.
Incorporated in 1852, St Catherine’s – or Catz as it’s affectionately known by both pupils and fellows – did not have an entire site devoted to it until the 1960s. Hated by some as an eyesore due to the horribly dated architecture ‘without historical merit’, the sixties buildings were laid out in what had once been a modern design, but was now a bit utilitarian. It was a young college by Oxford standards. Far younger than Balliol or Merton which had both been incorporated in the thirteenth century.
None of that mattered to me. I liked Catz. It was an open, friendly place – something which had been a great relief when I first arrived five years ago, at the not-quite-ripe age of seventeen, to pursue a double degree in Physics and Chemistry. The Physics department doesn’t have a permanent hoe at any of the thirty-nine campuses in Oxford. Instead we enjoy a fun lottery at the end of every academic year which tells us where we’ll be based for the following year. Physics students probably spent time at more different Oxford College campuses than any other discipline. However, last September I’d completed my doctorate – early, which was how I completed all my academic achievements – and now, I was attached to a research group. Professor Greyson, my supervisor, did not like to move around the city so I was mostly based at Catz for the next three years.
I would take any silver lining right now because it was becoming increasingly clear that I was in way over my head. Heading for my favourite coffee shop on the other side of campus, I reflected that my lectures would all go a lot more smoothly if I didn’t keep having random equipment malfunctions. Not that I wanted to think about that too hard. I sped up through autumn drizzle, mind firmly on eating something sweet and off-loading my woes to my house mate.
“It would be easier if I wore glasses,” I grumbled twenty minutes later, resting my head on my hand and blowing steam from my hot chocolate. We were sitting by the window in the coffee shop, watching people rush home from work as the evening drew in.
Eddie raised an eyebrow. “You do realise you’re stereotyping nerds right now?”
“I am a nerd! And I should be allowed to stereotype,” I complained. “I should have a store of stereotyping get-out-of-jail-free cards when it comes to physics because everyone looks at me and sees…” I threw up my hands.
“A cheerleader?”
I glared at my house mate. “A small, blonde girl who looks like she’d be right at home in one of Disney’s more saccharine offerings.”
“Pretty sure I covered that with cheerleader.” Eddie sipped his coffee. “Come on, Jinx. It’s not quite the tragedy you’re making it out to be. So you had a class who couldn’t keep up with you. So what? Just slow it down a bit. They’ll get there.”
“I’m not sure they’re even listening to me,” I admitted. “I’m a terrible teacher. I can’t seem to keep their attention, or engage them in the work. Bennett thinks I have some sort of fetish for sabotaging lecture theatre equipment.”
“The caretaker? Why would he think that?” Eddie frowned. “Jinx, did you blow up another projector?”
“Er…”
“Holy shit, that’s like, what? The third one this month?”
“I’m not doing it.” It couldn’t be me. Fire had never been part of my special skillset. “They just…do it by themselves.”
“You walk past them and they get the sudden urge to burst into flames.” Eddie said. “That’s probably what the problem is with your students by the way.”
My turn to frown. “They get the urge to spontaneously combust when I’m teaching?”
“In a manner of speaking.” Eddie rolled his eyes. “You’re small, blonde and cute. They’re mostly a bunch of eighteen-year-old boys who probably didn’t do a lot of dating before they got to University. This is not a difficult equation, and a pair of glasses is not going to solve any of that for you, Jinx.”
“Please stop calling me that,” I said, without rancour.
“It’s bummed you out,” Eddie said. “Where’s the usual Hyper-Amy-isn’t-it-a-beautiful-day-to-be-alive-and-doing-physics pain in the arse attitude you normally hit me with?”
“I think I left it in the lab.”
“Do I need to force feed you chocolate?”
“Will it make people take me seriously?”
“No, but it might make you feel better about not being taken seriously.”
I glared and Eddie held up his hands in surrender.
“Believe it or not, Jinx, I actually do have some idea of what it’s like to have an exterior that prevents people from seeing who you actually are.” He gave me a level look.
I winced. If anyone understood how frustrating it was not to be taken for who you were, it would be Eddie, who had realised sometime during his second year at Uni that he was transgender. Compared to that, my complaints about people assuming small, blonde women couldn’t be serious, competent scientists was risible.
“I’m an insensitive moron,” I said glumly.
“Nah. It’s actually kind of sweet that you forget.” Eddie shrugged. “So come on, what did Bennett say about the projector?”
“He didn’t say anything. It was mostly in the suspicious glare he levelled at me. I mean there was some nostril flaring going on too, but the eyebrows were clearly the star attraction.”
Eddie laughed.
“Seriously though, he can’t find any reason why it should be my fault that electrical equipment doesn’t like me, but I can tell he still thinks it’s my fault anyway,” I said.
“Forget about it. Unless someone finds a way to detect bad luck, he’ll never be able to prove it was you,” Eddie said.
“That’s a great comfort,” I began but Eddie’s attention had been caught by something on the other side of the coffee shop. I twisted to see what he was looking at. The what turned out to be a who. A very pretty who. Gorgeous even.
“Damn,” Eddie murmured.
I saw what he meant. The young woman making her way from the counter with a steaming cup definitely had everything in the right place. She was tall, maybe five foot nine or ten. Slender in a toned, athletic way which didn’t rob her of curves. Her straight, thick hair was mid-length and a very glossy black. Her skin was a warm gold. Something about the set of her large, dark eyes suggested an Asian ancestor at some point on her family tree.
“We could get refills?” I said. “You could introduce yourself?”
“Or I could just quietly admire her from back here.”
“She’s not an oil painting.”
“She’s also not exactly giving off  ‘I’m open to advances’ vibes either. I’d rather not be that guy.” Eddie set his cup down. “Don’t stare. She’ll think we’re creepers.”
I snorted. “She’ll see a man and a woman having coffee together and assume we’re on a date.”
“Just so we’re clear, it would never work.”
“I know,” I sighed dramatically. “You can’t cope with a morning person and you’re afraid I’ll blow up the TV.”
“And you’re horrendously cheerful all the time and a bit on the skinny side for my tastes.”
There was definitely a snarky comeback to that but my gaze was drawn restlessly back to the unapproachable, dark-haired woman. Something was off. That faint feeling of almost familiarity… I didn’t know her, did I?
“Cherry muffins.”
“Er…what?” I whipped my head back towards Eddie.
“Thought that would get your attention. Let’s get muffins and go to the park. If that doesn’t cheer you up, I’ll let you talk to me about string theory.”
For the first time that afternoon, I grinned.
We joined the queue at the counter.  I didn’t notice at first that the dark-haired girl had re-joined the queue ahead of us. Eddie nudged me, nodding over my shoulder. I turned and realised I was standing right behind her. This close, the sense of familiarity was overwhelming. We’d never met, I was certain of that. But way back in my head, where I had stuffed the Touch while I wasn’t using it, something pinged. That couldn’t be good.
“You’ve gone pale,” Eddie murmured in concern.
“I’m fine…” My head swam. For a moment the world dimmed, as if I was seeing it underwater. Shreds of shadow-like black gossamer veiled the coffee shop. I turned, already knowing what I’d see. The shadow rippled around the dark-haired girl, like water hitting an obstacle mid-stream. It rose and fell like a tide, pulling and sucking hungrily. Nausea climbed the back of my throat and I swayed, putting out a hand to steady myself or perhaps to part the shadow. For a split second, the shreds of dark mist split and I caught a glimpse of brilliant gold, threading through encroaching darkness. Then the shadows brushed cold against my hand and I tore my arm back with a violent jerk.
“Whoa!” Eddie cried.
The coffee cup went flying. I could have sworn I hadn’t touched it but maybe my outstretched hand had caught it. The dark-haired girl stared at me in fury. Coffee dribbled down the front of her expensive looking coat and dripped onto what was probably five hundred quid’s worth of designer boots.
The shadows, the strangeness all evaporated.
“Oh my God! I’m so−”
“Why don’t you look where you’re going!” the girl snapped. Her voice was clear and sharp with a proper RP accent. You could have etched steel with her tone.
“I’m really sorry. Let me buy you another coffee−”
“Do you intend to replace my coat too?” the dark-haired girl demanded. She cast a derisive look over me. “You don’t look as though you can afford it.”
“Hey!” Eddie said angrily, “she said she was sorry. Anyone could see it was an accident.”
The dark-haired girl’s lip curled. Up close, she was more flawless than ever, even with her smooth oval face twisted with disdain and anger. “No doubt she’s off balance because she’s working off last night’s drinking binge, which doesn’t make it much of an accident in my book.”
“She is standing right here,” I said.
“What the actual fu−?” Eddie began.
“Students. You’re all the same…” Her mouth twisted, eyes too bright.
A horribly familiar tingle began at the base of my skull. Oh no. Not here. Not now…
The cashier, who had been watching the escalating conflict with fascinated horror, shrieked and leapt back as the cash register emitted a shrill noise. Reams of blank till roll billowed out of the machine. Wisps of acrid smoke rose from the machinery as I wrestled with the Touch. It did not want to go back into its box. Someone had threatened me and now it was awake. There was a bang like a huge metal door slamming, a final, wheezy whine and the cash register died. A moment of utter silence followed as the Cashier wiped coffee damp hands on her apron and peered at the till. The cash drawer shot out suddenly and she squeaked.
But it was over. I’d wrestled the Touch back down and no one was hurt. Except me, because now I had to admit that it was definitely my fault. My gift was somehow doing these things.
“Well, that was a hell of a thing,” Eddie remarked to no one in particular. He sounded amazingly un-distressed for someone who’d just seen a proper Stephen King moment.
Slowly, I lifted my gaze to the dark-haired woman’s face. “Are you−?”
“Just leave me alone!” She cast a haunted look around the coffee shop, then barged past me, knocking me off balance in her hurry to get to the door. I gasped as cold shadow lashed me again. The bell gave a muted chime and the door closed behind her.
Eddie slung an arm around my shoulders. “Looks like we’re going to be getting pastries at the Cauldron.”
“Looks like.” It was an effort to keep my tone light.
What was wrong with the Touch lately? Why wouldn’t it behave? At least to everyone else, the unpleasant scene must have looked like a minor argument over some spilled coffee. No one had connected the till malfunction with me. Not even the dark-haired woman. I frowned, remembering the look of mingled fear and exasperation on her face. No, she hadn’t thought that was anything to do with me…because somehow, she’d thought it was to do with her.
“At least we got to speak to the hottie,” Eddie commented, as we walked down the street.
“You have got to be kidding me,” I said.
“Now we know her insides don’t match her outsides. She was a total bitch about the coffee. It was an accident. You feeling okay, by the way? For a moment there you looked sick as a dog – probably why she thought you’d been drinking.”
“I’m fine. Woozy head. No idea why.” I shrugged, hoping it didn’t sound too obviously like the lie it was. Something still wasn’t sitting right about the encounter with spilled-coffee-woman. My thoughts were loose and disconnected.
“Blowing up the cash register though,” Eddie chuckled. “Classic Jinx.”
I glanced at him sharply but he was joking. He thought it was funny that these things kept happening to me. Because it was impossible to blow things up or set them on fire with your mind. No one could read thoughts or see auras. Or move objects without touching them. Those things were against the laws of physics. So this was all amusing bad luck and coincidence.
I laughed weakly. My special skillset had never cared whether it was obeying physical laws and constraints. That was the problem with the Touch – it defied categorisation under normal scientific convention. A very generalised problem, in all honesty. My more immediate, more personal problem? It was all getting so much worse.




Doc/001-56 – DATE: December 19
 
Lodestone/ Classification: Highly sensitive
To: Chief of Staff [redacted], Umber Division
From: Agent Harris
Subject: Archive Retrieval
The following is an extract from the notebook we acquired from CUCKOO before his death. Regrettably it is incomplete and references more detailed works which we are presently unable to acquire due to the presence of FREELANCER in the LIBRARY. (Please see separate memo regarding the likelihood of FREELANCER becoming a warm asset.)
It is documented in many cultures that certain individuals are gifted – or some might say cursed – with additional abilities. We have been able to make a very tentative connection between an unusual, apparently recessive gene and these abilities. There are several key observations to make here:
1 – These abilities fall under the heading of what most scientists would term ‘fringe science’. Those who especially baulk at including these abilities as a worthy field of study might go so far as to sneeringly use the term ‘paranormal’.
2 – Most of these abilities – psychic abilities – are not in themselves worthy of our time and attention. The woman who knows who the caller is before answering the phone, or even before it rings; the boy who can make a marble roll where he wishes during a game; the man sensitive to etheric presences. These things are largely subjective and often due to unconscious abilities with little practical merit. Such weak talents, if real, tend to disappear under observation.
3 – Psychic abilities – true psychic abilities – are rare. Far rarer than your average card reader or palmist will lead you to believe. Almost everyone has some intuitive ability and it is almost impossible to distinguish where the line between weak psychic phenomena ends and run-of-the-mill unconscious observation and data modelling begins.
4 – True, strong psychic ability does exist in very rare individuals. From the tiny amount of statistical sampling and DNA analysis we have managed, it would seem that all these strong psychics have that rare, usually inactive gene. Further tests are necessary over a population wide basis to establish this however.
5 – Folklore and history have mentioned these abilities again and again; sorcery, the Sight, Necromancy, sinister hands, the sixth finger, the Graces, the Gleam. Many merely refer to it as the Gift. And then we encountered a practitioner of what we have termed the ‘Old Path’. Mrs Edith Gilles referred to it as The Touch.
That would seem to be the best descriptor of these abilities. Some individuals are ‘touched’ far harder than others. Assuming the rare inactive gene is in play, there is no way of predicting how it will express itself should the right combination of events cause it to become active.




Lodestone/ Classification: Highly sensitive
 
To: Agent Harris
From: Chief of Staff [redacted], Umber Division
Subject: Archive Retrieval
Fascinating as that X-men shit is, Harris, you were ordered to retrieve intel on the Prime Artefact. We’ll worry about ‘psychics’ and ‘touched’ folk when they can actually do more than look at a set of Rhine cards without getting a nose bleed. Don’t let your passion for comic books distract you from the mission you are trained and paid to do. With regard to your memo about FREELANCER, the Board is considering your recommendation and you will have a decision in due course.
As regards your role as handler for the cold asset: It is felt by many, myself included, that the asset is far from stable and further use could result in it being removed from our control entirely. Your orders are to concentrate your efforts on acquiring the data we need to move forward.




Chapter Two – Phone a Friend
My mother died in a car accident when I was twelve. Cracks had been showing in our family for a while before that – mostly because Dad was suffering from what I now know was PTSD, after a tour of duty on the Kuwait border went horribly wrong. He attended a seminary after being invalided out of the SAS and got ordained as a priest. None of which made sense to his children at the time. My family has not always been especially good at actually talking to each other.
Mum’s death looked like it would be the end of us as a family. There’s a lot of baggage which I won’t unpack because I don’t like to talk about what happened. Short version – one of my sisters was also in the car when it crashed, and so was I. The end result was my father – grieving and completely out of his depth as the sole parent of three teenaged daughters – deciding to take a job as the parish vicar in Arncliffe. The village turned out to not be an idyllic little Yorkshire backwater, but a horrific folk horror nightmare waiting to happen.
And when it did happen, it happened to me and my two older sisters.
We’re fine, but it threw a few facts into high relief.
One: certain members of my family, including me, have the Touch. Which is just an umbrella term for various different kinds of psychic ability. It’s not something I advertise.
Two: sometimes a traumatic event can tear a family apart, but it can also result in it mending stronger than ever before.
And three: always, always bring back-up when the weird shit starts happening.
Seriously.
“Come on. Pick up, pick up,” I chanted into the phone. No luck. After eight rings I was redirected to my sister’s voicemail. “Hey Em, it’s me. Um, could you call me back when you get this? No big deal, just...I need to speak with you. Okay. Love you. Bye.”
I sagged onto the sofa in defeat. There were papers I needed to mark and it was my turn to cook dinner, but just then it all seemed too much trouble. What was wrong with me? I was never defeatist. In fact, I was repeatedly told that my perpetual good mood was annoying. Was I that bothered by my teaching disaster? Or by some random woman snarling at me in a coffee shop? I was tougher than that. As for electrical mishaps, maybe it really was coincidence. Maybe I was seeing supernatural problems where there was just wiring issues.
It didn’t have to be the Touch.
I grimaced. Occam’s Razor states that entities should not be multiplied without necessity. In other words, the simplest solution is likely to be the correct one. After everything that had happened to me and my family, coincidence was not the simplest solution.
Here’s the thing about the Touch – almost everyone has a little dab of it. That gnawing feeling that tells you a letter you’ve been dreading will be waiting when you get home or the gripe in your belly that makes you take a detour on your drive to work, only for you to discover that you missed an accident on your usual route. Sometimes it’s not even very useful. What good is it to suddenly know your aunt has fallen off a ladder in Somerset when you’re hiking through the Bush in Australia?
Most people never even realise that occasionally they make decisions based on gut instinct rather than cold logic. There are also ‘sensitives’. They get more with their usual five senses than most people and occasionally pick up things with a sixth sense as well. No real power, just insight which often proves dangerous.
And then there are those who are not so much touched as slapped hard around the face with the psychic stick. Or in my sister, Emlynn’s case, picked up, shoved in a metaphorical psychic caged-match and thoroughly pummelled. No one comes out of that the same as they went in. Em has so much of the Touch that she can do some seriously cool and utterly terrifying things. Me? I’ve always been somewhat stronger than a ‘sensitive’ and way less cool than Em.
Or so I thought.
“Jinx? Do you want to get pizza?” Eddie stood in the living room doorway.
“Always,” I said. “But not tonight. If I eat any more junk food, my brain will turn to porridge.”
Eddie’s mouth hooked up in a smile. “I doubt anyone would notice. Benefit of starting the race ten miles in front of the rest of us.”
“No need for flattery,” I snorted. “Thai aromatic chicken do you?”
“Oh my God, I was praying you’d say that,” Eddie moaned ecstatically. He threw himself on the sofa and grabbed the TV remote.
I grinned reluctantly. “Coming right up.”
It would be good to do something with my hands. Get out of my own head for a bit.
Em phoned back when I was halfway through cooking. She sounded breathless and hasty, as if she was grabbing minutes she didn’t really have. “Everything al-alright?”
“Perfect,” I said. “Just wanted to catch up.”
A pause.
“Amy, you r-remember I can tell when you’re n-not being completely straight with me, right?”
I winced. “It’s nothing. It’s just...a lot of electrical stuff is malfunctioning around me lately.”
Emlynn picked out the relevant word. “Malfunctioning?”
“Er…well, things suddenly stop working. Sometimes there’s smoke.”
“What sort of things?”
I told her about the three projectors, then shrugged and mentioned the till. “When they opened the projectors, the innards had sort of melted.”
“You think you’re doing it?” Em said.
“I don’t see how.” I stirred the sauce angrily. “I’ve never been especially telekinetic. Not until...”
“Not until Cornwall,” Em said softly.
And there it was. The suspicion that had lurked at the back of my mind, which I’d refused to face. A memory I did not want to revisit.
“I don’t know, Em,” I said. “Wouldn’t this have all started happening eight years ago, if that was the cause?”
“You’re the scientist. You tell me.” Emlynn sighed. “Have you managed to kill any of your own stuff? Laptop? H-hairdryer?”
“Huh. No. That’s weird, isn’t it?”
“Maybe.” She went quiet again.
“Em, whatever you’re deliberately not thinking to stop me hearing you...”
Emlynn laughed a little. “I doubt my thoughts will help. I c-couldn’t help thinking of Poltergeists.”
I laughed too. “That’s the best suggestion the Caille Coísche has to offer?”
“Hey, I work with the Dead. Telekinesis is outside my remit.” She sobered. “Try n-not to worry. Sometimes, the Touch just grows over time. Maybe your gift was always g-going to develop in new directions. Just be careful using it and try n-not to get too emotional while you’re relearning control.”
“Right.” That meant centring exercises, mediation. A long careful program of controlled experimentation. I tried not to be too disappointed. What had I expected? A simple answer?
“I know it’s not an easy s-solution,” Em said apologetically. “Is there anything I c-can do to help?”
I considered blurting out all my worries, major and minor. From the woman in the coffee shop to the fact that none of my students saw me as a teacher to the fact that it had been six weeks and my research partners still kept taking work out of my hands.
“You’ve already helped,” I said. “At least someone doesn’t think I’m nuts.”
“Not about this anyway,” Em quipped.
I called her a rude name and we talked about other things until I’d finished cooking. Despite not having an answer, I still felt better.
✽✽✽
 
The air is hot and sultry. A strand of hair sticks to my sweat beaded forehead beneath the broad hat. I am crouched behind a stand of tiger ferns and bamboo. My leg muscles complain dully as if they do not expect me to acknowledge the discomfort. I don’t. A sudden movement might spell death. So I ignore the sweat plastering my shirt to my back and chest, soaking the fabric under my arms. I disregard the weight of the rifle in my hands – stolen from the body of a dead American soldier – and the cramping of the muscles on either side of my spine. The sting of biting insects does not matter, neither does the smell of something rotting in the bushes nearby. I want it to be an animal but I am sure it is the corpse of a man.
I wait and while I wait, I pretend that I am a predator. I am calm, not alive with nerves. I am the trap at the heart of the ambush.
I am not a frightened girl, trying to get back to her village.
I am the mantis.
When a man wearing an ao ba ba blunders through the bushes, white-faced with panic beneath his helmet, there is a moment when his eyes meet mine. Eternity hangs on a split second and I am certain our souls will know each other in the hereafter. One of us as the murderer. One as the murdered.
If I can bring myself to shoot. His eyes slanted and dark like mine. I do not know that he is NVA. He may not mean me harm. But he has a knife strapped at his belt. He wears a khan ran. It’s how different divisions identify each other. His hand drifts to the knife at his hip and my hands tighten on the rifle.
His eyes widen and I know that he does not see a tiny local woman any longer. He sees the gun. His mouth opens wide and I shoot him through the throat before he can shout for help. Or beg for mercy. His soul drifts up from his body like smoke and I whisper the words that will send him swiftly on his way to whatever heaven awaits his kind, before disappearing back into the jungle. I need a new place to hide.
I tell myself I don’t care. That I must do this, must walk through hell if I wish to survive. The others will take us with them, the white men. They promised.
So I do not cry but my heart shrivels a little with every death...
That sound... That rasping, dragging noise. Like sandstone on a wooden bowl. Like the limping footsteps of... The fear I should have been feeling all along races cold through my veins. I’ve fallen asleep at my post and if it reaches me, I will never wake...
Hands tightened on my shoulders, shaking me awake. “Jinx! Come on!”
“Wha–?” I peel one eyelid open blearily. “Eddie?”
“Are you sick?”
“...no?” There was an insistent, screeching noise. I wished it would shut up.
“Your alarm,” Eddie said, shoving my phone into my hand.
“Oh.” The noise stopped as I swiped my thumb on the screen and switched the alarm off. 7.20am. Shit. I was running late.
I threw back the covers and dashed past my flatmate to the bathroom.
“You’re welcome!” Eddie called sarcastically.
“Oh bite me.” I slammed the bathroom door shut and turned on the shower.




Chapter Three – Interlopers
I raced into the lab a mere seven minutes late, brandishing a reusable coffee cup filled hastily in Costa on the way. If this was any other departmental group, probably no one would have noticed. But my supervisor didn’t like me and that made me conspicuous. Professor Greyson narrowed his eyes at me, then glanced significantly at the clock before continuing to address the group.
“As I was saying, our project touches on a field of particular interest to our guests and we’re all hoping that our common goals will lead to a mutually beneficial relationship. This is Mr John Spencer, Mr Donald Robinson and Dr Simone de Witt.”
I put my coffee and bag down on a desk, frowning. The men wore dark grey suits and bland smiles. The woman was medium height and build with sharp features and mouse-brown hair. Pretty, behind her wire framed glasses. Her lab coat and messy bun completed a picture that was almost too perfect. Like someone had worked hard to create a nerdy chic look for her. I was immediately suspicious.
Greyson was hinting at private funding and it just didn’t seem likely. When physics research projects get funded, it’s because the scientists involved are looking at something sexy – a way of folding space to facilitate interstellar travel or a new way to produce renewable and totally clean energy. Investors did not generally turn up out of the blue looking to stump up significant wads of cash for the effect of the gravitational constant on subatomic particles. Not at our level.
“We’re excited to see your work.” Spencer’s smile was bright and false, showing teeth far too perfect to be anything except crowns. “Simone and I represent an as yet unnamed third party and depending on our report...well, this could be a very lucrative arrangement for everyone.”
My frown deepened.
“Elon Musk’s heard of us, has he?” Kevin – one of the undergrads – folded his arms, clearly struck by the same level of scepticism as me.
The smile gained a predatory edge as Spencer turned it on Kevin. “Nothing so small fry as that.”
Kevin’s sandy brows shot up. Gary and Seth, both masters’ students, exchanged a glance. And Sienna Carsen, the brilliant and beautiful mathematics graduate, levelled her bewitching dark eyes at Spencer and asked the question I wanted to ask.
“Why us?”
Spencer eyed Sienna speculatively. “Miss Carsen, isn’t it? Currently earning a doctorate in Mathematical Modelling and Scientific Computing.”
Sienna’s eyebrows rose.
Spencer shot a significant look at his colleagues. “Simone, why don’t you field this one?”
Dr de Witt pushed her glasses back up her nose, apparently flustered, and began to talk about the standard applications of our research. I tuned out her words in favour of watching her actions and those of the two men. Nothing she was saying was anything new. There had been speculation about how to use the findings of Constant G on subatomic particles for decades. So far only CERN and one or two other private concerns had yielded any results worth mentioning. I doubted that the underfunded end of a university physics program was going to be able to compete with the European Organisation for Nuclear Research – we didn’t have a Large Hadron Collider for one thing.
Dr de Witt’s actions seemed…studied. I didn’t doubt she was a physicist or a mathematician, but I wasn’t buying the clueless-about-my-own-appeal, prim librarian nerd-girl act. As for Spencer and Robinson, I’d seen suits with big wallets before. After the shine wore off, the idea of investing usually lost its appeal.
There was no reason for me to feel this uncomfortable, even if Greyson was practically salivating at the idea of finally attracting private funders. As Dr de Witt carried on in a flushed-cheek, breathless monologue, Sienna edged up next to me.
“I think the Prof is going to wet himself in a minute,” she murmured, leaning in so her breath tickled the side of my neck.
I sniggered, trying to ignore how hot it had suddenly grown in here. “Either that or he’s about to pop the question.”
“Definitely heart eyes for Spencer,” Sienna agreed. “Why do you think they really want in on this?”
“An excellent question.” I was distracted. Sienna wore a light, floral perfume that made me feel slightly giddy. There should be some law against people being really hot and brilliant scientists. It was too much awesome in one package to be fair.
Sienna nudged me lightly. “We could get a coffee later? Speculate about it, maybe?”
Why wasn’t there as much oxygen in the room as usual? “Um…I have classes to teach…”
Sienna grinned. “Afterwards, then?”
“I’m supposed to be meeting my flatmate.” I nibbled my lip, watching as Sienna’s face fell. “But…would you like to come too?”
“Will your friend mind?”
“Nah, Eddie’s cool. And he thinks I should socialise more.”
“Then, I look forward to it.” Sienna squeezed my arm lightly and moved away.
I tried to quell the thrill of excitement because I didn’t know if Sienna actually liked girls, even if she had appeared to be flirting. If I was wrong and this wasn’t a date or the prelude to one, it could get super awkward working with her. Then again, I hardly had to declare myself. There was time to test the ground. Besides, I loved this part – when you thought someone might be into you but you weren’t quite sure. It could be a lot of fun.
A thin, high pitched whine rose from one of the pieces of electrical equipment behind me, startling me out of my pleasant daydream. Not here. I yanked on The Touch as if it was a restive horse fighting the reins. Bit by bit, I pulled it back under control.
“Miss Matthews?” Professor Greyson barked.
I jumped at his tone. “Yes…here. I mean, here I am… I mean…”
“Yes, yes, don’t upset yourself,” Greyson said, in the dismissive tone that he seemed to reserve especially for me.
Anger heated my blood to boiling point. The Touch pulled at my control and I gritted my teeth. “What can I do for you?”
“Mr Robinson has requested you personally give him a tour.” Greyson’s tone said how unlikely he found the choice.
“Me?” I squeaked. Normally I would have enjoyed anything that stuck in the professor’s craw but I found it just as unlikely as he did.
“Need I repeat myself, Miss Matthews? Just stick to talking about physics and show him the department.” Greyson turned to beckon Robinson over.
My temper flared, making control over the Touch more challenging than ever. The thin whine screeched up an octave inside my head.
I barely registered what Robinson said to me or what polite generality I gave in return. Was that smoke? I had to get out of the lab. We made it as far as the door, Robinson chatting away enthusiastically, before there was a fizz and a muted bang. The Touch ebbed as I turned to see what I’d taken out this time. Fortunately it was one of the older light boxes – nothing irreplaceable.
“You certainly need an equipment upgrade,” Robinson said.
“Mmmm,” I agreed, hustling him out of the lab before I destroyed anything else.
Robinson towered over me, standing at around six foot four, his slightly portly frame concealed by the well-cut suit. He looked down at me as if trying to solve a puzzle. “Isn’t it Dr Matthews?”
“Yes.” I gave a flat laugh. “But Amy is fine.”
“Then you must call me Don,” Robinson said, with a grin.
“Okay then. Where would you like to start, Don?” There was a friendliness in his manner that made me immediately like him.
He was around forty-three or so but his smile was full of boyish enthusiasm. He didn’t give me the look that said ‘what is this little girl doing dressed up in a lab coat’ nor the lingering once over that communicated all too clearly that he was imagining peeling said lab coat off, together with my other clothes. I know that’s the absolute base level of acceptable behaviour we should all expect of others, especially men, but so many had difficulty with it that I couldn’t help awarding him decency points. Don was full admiration for everything I showed him in the department and asked intelligent questions about the work my group did. He wasn’t a scientist of any stripe but he was interested and willing to be informed.
“And that brings us back to where we started,” I concluded, hand resting on the door handle of my research group’s lab.
“It’s been fascinating, Amy. Thank you for being so generous with your time. I’m sure you have more important things you would have preferred to do,” Don said.
I glanced at him sharply, briefly worried that I had come across as impatient to be rid of him, rather than merely enthused about physics, but Don appeared to be perfectly sincere. “It’s no trouble. Besides, as a junior member of the team, it’s kind of my job to be a ‘go-fer’.”
Don’s brows rose. “Not that junior, surely. You already have your doctorate. As I understand it, you also have some fascinating personal projects on the go. Even if that fathead...er…I mean, Professor Greyson seems bent on not recalling your credentials.”
My face warmed. Normally, I’m not much of a blusher but compliment me on something I care about and I can’t help it. I told myself sternly not to become too pliant. There was still something odd about this offer of funding.
“Greyson is a brilliant physicist,” I scrambled.
Don nodded. “Greyson was a brilliant physicist, but say no more. Don’t think that Spencer’s lot are unaware of you, Amy.”
I frowned. “I’m not following you.”
“Your feats and achievements precede you, Dr Matthews. Graduated at nineteen with a double degree in Chemistry and Physics. A year later you had a Masters in Nuclear Physics, and rolled straight into a PhD in Atmospheric, Oceanic and Planetary Physics that should have taken you five years to complete. You did it in two and presented a new discovery in particle physics at the same time.”
“A minor one,” I murmured. “Probably be disproven in no time.”
“Hasn’t been yet.” Don nodded in satisfaction. He had naturally rosy cheeks and bright blue eyes. “And now you’re in post-doctoral research for the Department of Particle Physics.”
“Wow,” I laughed uneasily. “If this were a date, I’d be worried how much you already know about me.”
“They recognise talent, Amy. I’m just an occasional consultant for Evergreen Technologies but I’ve seen them talent scout before. Between you and me,” Don’s voice lowered conspiratorially, “the prospect of having you on the team is one of the greater inducements to throw funding in your department’s direction.”
I stared at him, waiting for the gentle ping of the Touch as it detected a lie or alerted me to something being off. It didn’t come. I had no idea how to respond to Don’s admission. It was beyond flattering but being watched like that was also a little disturbing.
“I’m sure you’ll find the rest of the team just as impressive,” I said finally.
Don grinned and motioned for me to enter the lab.
✽✽✽
 
Unsurprisingly, I was distracted during afternoon classes. It wasn’t just the sudden windfall of potential private funding or the fact that my career thus far had been followed with interest. I kept seeing flashes of the girl from yesterday’s coffee shop debacle. Not clairvoyance exactly. More as if my brain had re-examined the data and found an anomaly which it intended to bring to my attention. Her high cheek-boned, oval face, the tilt of her dark eyes and the lift of her brows seemed to hold a question for me, in my memory.
It was midway through the final lecture of the day that I finally put my finger on what had bothered me about yesterday’s encounter. Before that weird moment where I’d felt faint and it had seemed that I was surrounded by shadow, the Touch had been trying to tell me something. That faint ping of recognition. I hadn’t felt anything like that for such a long time, I’d almost forgotten what it was like. What it meant. In fact, I’d spent so many years focusing on my degree and then my doctorate, pushing the Touch aside every time it had become an inconvenience, I’d forgotten that it was my ally. That sometimes it recognised people who were going to be important to me. People I needed to form a connection with.
I had no idea why the woman in the coffee shop was going to be important, but this was one area where the Touch had never let me down. Whether I liked it or not, whether she was a rude person who looked down on me or not, I needed to find the dark-haired woman. My heart sank at the thought. The Touch had never sent me after someone I didn’t like before. This had better be important.
The lecture wound on – thankfully no equipment caught fire this time – and my students seemed to follow me. Which was a minor miracle considering how out of it I was. Finally the bell rang. I grabbed my bag and hurried off to my sort-of date. Hopefully I’d get there before Sienna – Eddie would appreciate being warned that we’d be having company on our post work coffee stop. I shoved thoughts about funding and mysterious girls I needed to find to one side. There would be plenty of time to worry about that later. Right now warm tingles of anticipation fizzed along my nerves. Sienna might actually be interested in me.




Chapter Four – Electric Circus
Eddie’s spiky brown hair was all that was visible over the newspaper he was reading. He insisted on hard copies instead of downloading magazines on his tablet like a normal person. There was no sign of Sienna yet, so I had time to prime my housemate. I bought myself a hot chocolate and sat down opposite the open newspaper. No reaction from Eddie. Half frowning, half amused, I cleared my throat theatrically.
Eddie’s blue eyes peered over the edge of the paper. “Amy! When did you get here?”
“Are you reading the gossip columns again?” I blew steam off my drink.
“Nothing like that.” His gaze was drawn back to the paper.
“O-kay...should I leave you two alone?”
“Hmmm?” Eddie’s face reappeared and twisted with chagrin. “I’m sorry. It’s just...this is creepy.”
“What’s creepy?” I leaned over to look at the flattened newspaper.
Eddie’s finger stabbed at a headline on page four. “Three deaths. All in the last two weeks.”
I frowned. “Can I see that?”
Eddie turned the paper so I could read it. Sure enough there had been three deaths in the last nine days. Maybe that wasn’t unusual. I didn’t need my Veil Walking sister to tell me people died all the time. It was the destination we were all heading for, no matter what side trips we each took along the way. But Eddie was right. This was strange. All three victims had been found dead of unknown causes. Each had died in their own bed. There was no sign of foul play. They were unconnected from each other. Two men, one woman. All had been in good health. The coroner was drawing a blank on cause of death. It was like they’d just gone to bed one night and stopped living. The best explanation was some kind of heart failure or SADS, but none of the deceased had had any health conditions, known or undiagnosed, let alone heart problems. Nor had it been age. The youngest was thirty. The oldest, fifty-two.
I glanced up at Eddie. “Are you worried about your dad?”
Eddie grimaced. “A bit. His medication is keeping him on track these days but I see something like this and...”
I squeezed his hand before passing the paper back. “Try not to worry. He’s under medical supervision and he’s got really good at going for his check-ups. Besides, it looks like no one knows what caused these deaths. It might not be heart related at all.”
“What if it’s a virus or something that only affects people who’ve had heart attacks?” Eddie’s face was drawn into lines of worry.
I shoved a napkin at him. “You’ve got coffee foam in your designer stubble. I’m no epidemiologist but it would be a seriously picky virus if that were true. Besides, these guys had no history of ill health. Not a heart attack between them.”
“I guess.” Eddie scrubbed the napkin over his chin. Some tension eased out of him. “You’re always so sensible, Jinx. I don’t think you’re scared of anything. How do you do it?”
I laughed, not willing to confess that having genuinely got into a punching match with the supernatural on a few occasions – okay, in a sidekick capacity – I just didn’t scare easily anymore. There was no need for Eddie to know about the weirder aspects of my life. Like the way I seemed to be blowing up electrical goods when I was stressed.
“I think I should dig into this,” Eddie said.
“For work?” I sipped my drink.
Eddie nodded. He’d studied journalism and now had a steadily paying but unexciting role with the Oxford Gazette. He mostly covered local interest stories. I knew he was dying to get his teeth into something grittier.
“I have a confession.” I explained about Sienna.
Eddie perked up. “Sienna? The really hot girl from your lab? The one with...” He sketched his hands through the air in a motion indicative of pleasing curves and waggled his eyebrows at me.
I wadded my napkin up and threw it at his head. “I...you...”
Eddie ducked, laughing. “Just trying to find out how much you like her. You should see your face!”
“Git!” I laughed. “So you don’t mind if she joins us?”
“Too late if I do. Here she comes now.” Eddie nodded to the counter where Sienna was buying a drink.
I swallowed hard. Sienna had let her hair down and changed into a low cut, deep red top. “Just play it cool,” I muttered.
Eddie snickered. “Jinx, I’m not the one who’s going to have trouble with that.”
“Hi,” Sienna said, smiling uncertainly.
“Hey! You made it!” I winced mentally at my overly bright, enthusiastic tone. Why did I always sound manic when I was shooting for friendly?
Sienna’s smile turned wry. “That was what we agreed, right?”
“Um...yeah.” I would not blush. “So…this is Eddie.”
“The mysterious flatmate.” Sienna nodded to him.
“And this is Sienna,” I said redundantly to Eddie.
“Enchanteé. Please, have a seat.”
I shot Eddie a sour look for turning on the charm and he grinned slyly back at me.
Sienna set her cup down and slid into the seat next to me. Her arm brushed mine and her heady perfume flowed over me. She levelled a speculative look at Eddie, as if deciding whether he was a member of the human race worth her time and effort. “I’m not good with small talk.”
Eddie’s eyebrows lifted at her abrupt manner but he seemed to take her words in the spirit they were intended. “We can skip that and go straight to discussing the National Budget?”
Sienna actually laughed. “How about something a little less dry? Amy, what did you make of the investor you gave a tour to?”
“You had private investors in the lab today?” Eddie said. “You never told me that.”
“I didn’t have a chance,” I protested. “Besides...”
“Besides what?” Eddie said.
“Er...” I’d been about to say that I had a weird feeling about our guests. That I was sure they weren’t being candid about the reason for their interest. But I had no quantifiable reason for thinking so. It was the Touch again, singing its insidious song at the back of my head. Telling me things which were true but unprovable.
“I’m just not holding my breath,” I breezed. “I mean, once they really look at what we’re doing, are they actually going to throw money at us?”
Sienna’s brows pinched together and a strange look of dissatisfaction crossed her face. “I suppose you’re right. No one on the outside finds it all that sexy.”
I wanted to take back what I’d just said or smooth away the line between her brows with a fingertip. Oh yeah. I had it bad.
“You never can tell what someone will find sexy,” Eddie said, with a smug, insinuating glance in my direction.
I shot him a warning look.
I’m helping you, he telegraphed back.
I don’t need your help, I glared.
That’s what you think. Eddie rolled his eyes.
“Probably true,” Sienna allowed, thankfully oblivious to my flatmate’s hints.
“Don seemed nice enough though,” I said.
“Who’s Don?” Eddie said, irritated at not knowing all of this already.
“Don Robinson.” I shrugged. “He’s not a scientist, he’s a financial advisor but he was surprisingly knowledgeable.” Plus he’d actually called me Dr Matthews which was a big tick in the plus column.
“The woman? Sara?” Sienna said.
“Simone.”
“That’s it. Simone de Witt. Yeah, she wasn’t overly thrilled to be there.” Sienna sipped from her cup.
“Really? I didn’t see her object to anything,” I said.
“This was when you went off with Robinson. That old light box blew a gasket and she muttered something about a Mickey Mouse operation. I was standing right next to her,” Sienna said. “I pointed out that we didn’t normally spend perfectly good research time babysitting visitors. Surely she knew we were in need of funding since she was there as a consultant to a private firm.”
I stared at Sienna in awe. Her ability to say exactly what she thought, regardless of consequences was staggering.
Eddie let out a low whistle. “What did she say to that?”
Sienna looked momentarily puzzled. “Nothing. She just cycled through a few interesting shades of red.” Her smile was sudden and predatory. “It’s an act. You know, the whole nerdy chick thing?”
I nodded.
“Honestly, she was still kind of attractive. Even when she was calling me names under her breath.” Sienna laughed.
Eddie shot me a look that screamed, we have a visual. Your would-be honey likes girls!
Shut up! I sent back. Knowing someone really well makes for better silent communication than actual telepathy, and I should know.
“It’s odd, though,” Sienna said. “I want them to invest because we can certainly use the funds. But you’re right, Amy. There’s no logical reason why they should want to.”
Her gaze met mine speculatively and for a wild moment, I dared to hope that it wasn’t just the investors she was trying to puzzle out. And then the Touch pinged in a way that was all too horribly familiar. I lifted my gaze to look over Sienna’s shoulder and saw the dark-haired girl hesitating in the coffee shop doorway.
It’s her. Now.
The Touch pulled at me, sending me to my feet.
“Amy?” Sienna said.
“Er...I have to...I’m sorry but I... I’ll be back...” I said distractedly. I grabbed my coat and tore off after the dark-haired girl, who had decided not to enter and left the café.
There was no sign of her outside and the light was fading in the evening drizzle. The Touch would not let me rest. For some reason the dark-haired girl was important. She needed help. I had to try.
The Touch whispered, nudging me in a direction and I took off running down the street. A left, a right, another left. It was a shame that as well as giving me an accurate direction to follow, the Touch didn’t also give me a rough idea of distance. I took a side street and ran straight into the dark-haired girl, knocking us both off our feet and into the large puddle at the side of the road.
I gasped as icy cold water soaked through the seat of my jeans and flew into my face. “Oh my God! I’m so sorry!”
The dark-haired girl turned a look of incredulous rage on me. “What is your problem?” she demanded, then recognition lit her features and her eyes blazed with fury. “You!”
“Look, I really am sorry. But I wanted to talk to you...” I heaved myself out of the puddle, grimacing as my clothes plastered themselves to my skin.
“Are you deranged?” the dark-haired girl snapped, her cut-glass accent turning ordinary words into blades. “I haven’t the least desire to speak to you. So jog on and bother someone else.”
“But...” The Touch drew the protest out of me without my consent.
“Leave me alone, you clumsy cow!”
I took a step back in the face of her anger, momentarily struck speechless. Something snapped its bonds inside me and a car parked two yards away began to honk and flash its headlights as the anti-theft alarm was set off. The next car in the row did the same and the next, until the length of the street was full of honking, flashing cars. The bulb in the streetlight above us flickered.
“Oh no,” I murmured.
Both of us gazed up at the light, quarrel momentarily forgotten as it flared brighter and brighter. I knew what would happen a split second before it occurred. “Look out!”
I knocked the dark-haired girl back against the wall just as the light exploded in a shower of glass and sparks.
It wasn’t silent afterwards – too many cars all screeching about being stolen – but it felt like it should be. Mental silence maybe. The space where the Touch operated had been full of howling wind which had suddenly ceased. I sagged, abruptly exhausted. The dark-haired girl locked gazes with me a moment, our faces barely six inches apart. The fury in her expression had been replaced by bewilderment and her dark eyes were full of confusion.
She really was beautiful, I realised muzzily. But not in any way that attracted me. The very thing inside me that insisted that she was important, told me equally loudly that I wasn’t for her. Not like that, anyway. A fine thread of crimson traced across one cheek where a flying shard of glass had kissed her skin. I caught a brief glimpse of fear in her face before the shutters came down and she shoved me aside.
“Stay away from me!” She snarled, before turning and striding past the blaring cars.
I stared at her retreating back, barely able to think above the noise. Was I angry? Frightened? I couldn’t tell. My head was a tool box shaken by a mischievous child. Nothing was in the right place.
“You’re welcome,” I muttered.
My phone buzzed in my pocket. One message. Eddie.
Where are you?
On my way, I texted and set off back the way I’d come.




Chapter Five – Hunger
When I got back to the café, Eddie was waiting outside, oblivious to the light rain. He handed me a paper cup. “I saved your hot chocolate but it might not be drinkable now.”
I took a sip and grimaced before pouring it away and throwing the cup in the recycling bin. “Thanks anyway.”
There was no sign of Sienna, not that I was surprised. From her perspective that whole encounter must have looked nuts. My spirits sank.
“I know it’s my turn to cook,” Eddie interrupted my gloom. “But how about we get takeaway from Papa Bình instead?”
I brightened up immediately. “You’re just trying to avoid cooking.”
Eddie grinned. “Is it working?”
“God yes. I could murder some noodle soup right now!”
Papa Bình Tràn owned Pho Kitchen, my favourite restaurant. I’ll always take Vietnamese cuisine over Chinese or Indian, and Papa Bình’s was the best. Eddie knew I hardly needed my arm twisted. We set off, the prospect of Vietnamese food making me more like my usual cheerful self.
Pho Kitchen was always busy but Fleur, Papa’s granddaughter beamed when she saw us and shouted through to the kitchen for him. Papa Bình was a wiry, medium built man of around sixty, with fluffy white hair and a broad grin. His eyes were dark crescents of mischief and he harangued us pleasantly for staying away so long. Going so far as to emerge from behind the counter in his clean while apron and hairnet to hug first me and then Eddie.
“Don’t tell me. No need to tell your old Papa, Hoà,” Papa Bình said. “You’ve finally come to try my famous Mực chiên giòn!”
Eddie shook his head vehemently and I laughed.
“Sorry, Papa. We’re still a no on the cephalopods.”
“Ah little Hoà, you wound your Papa’s feelings!” He smiled, tucking extra egg rolls into the bag with our Phở tái and Cơm tấm rang chicken.
“That smells utterly divine,” I breathed.
Papa laughed and waved off the compliment. “Don’t stay away so long in future, eh?”
“Mmmmph. We won’t,” Eddie said, from the middle of an egg roll.
“Put this in the bin on the way out, will you, Hoà?” Papa handed me a flyer. “Miserable developer, trying to buy me out again. But this is the best area for us. Why would I move, eh?”
I looked down at the brightly coloured circular. Ashworth Housing. I recognised the name. There seemed to be a ‘under development by Ashworth Housing’ sign on half the empty buildings in Oxford these days. An aggressive company with plenty of capital. “They’re not bullying you, are they?”
Papa laughed. “As if they could! Enjoy your meal.”
I waved and grabbed our food, laughing at the noises of pleasure Eddie was indelicately making as he gobbled the rest of the roll.
“So,” I said, as we walked back to our apartment. “Sienna went home?”
Eddie snorted. “Is this your way of asking for my take?”
I nodded sheepishly.
“Okay, well I think she’s probably too much woman for you and you should consider standing aside for me.”
“Eddie!”
“Did you lose your sense of humour in the rain?” Eddie caught my anxious expression and stopped mucking around. “Where do you want me to start?”
“Did she seem cross when I...er...left?” I said.
Eddie raised an eyebrow. “When you went tearing off after an even prettier girl, like you’d just seen your ex and wanted to beg for one more chance? Yeah, I wouldn’t be going out on a limb if I said that she definitely seemed annoyed by that.”
“Do you think she’ll believe me if I explain?” I said unhappily.
“Who knows? Maybe if you explained to me first, I could tell you if it sounded believable,” Eddie scoffed. “Why did you run off after her? She was a complete bitch to you last time.”
“It’s...the last time I saw her, I think there was a ‘no milk left in the shop’ kind of a thing going on.” I was not going to explain to my flatmate about the shadow I’d seen around the dark-haired woman or the sense that she was important. I loved Eddie but I knew from bitter experience that the supernatural was to be shared only with those who had also encountered the inexplicable. Especially given Eddie’s strong aversion to the subject.
“Okay, you’re going to need to run that one by me again,” Eddie said.
“You know. When you’ve had a shit day and everything’s gone wrong. And you realise you’ve run out of milk so you go to your nearest corner shop to buy some but the shop is sold out. So you just kind of blow your stack, even though that’s not what’s really upsetting you,” I said.
Eddie blinked, fishing his house keys out of his pocket as we went up the steps to the converted Victorian terrace where we lived. “I don’t know whether to be disturbed by how much that makes sense or exasperated that you would run after someone who was so rude to you because you’re worried they need help.”
At least he wasn’t wondering whether I was having a psychotic break because I’d psychically divined that I needed to form a friendship with a woman who apparently hated my guts. I mentally patted myself on the back for coming up with a semi plausible reason for my bizarre bug out.
“Do you think Sienna will understand?” I said hopefully.
“No!” Eddie snorted. “It looked completely insane.”
“Oh.”
“But hey, I know you. So I get it. You’re Little Miss Sunshine. Friend to stray puppies, lost children, little old ladies and basically anyone who isn’t having a one hundred per cent joy filled day.”
“It’s amazing how uncomplimentary you make my general optimism sound,” I said sourly.
“It’s amazing how you manage to weaponize positive thinking,” Eddie retorted. “Seriously though. If you like Sienna, ask her out again. Come up with some realistic reason why you ran after the scary chick – like maybe you found her umbrella or something. Apologise for being a flake today and ask if she’d like to go on a proper date.” Eddie grinned. “She wasn’t subtle about telling you she likes girls.”
“You think that was a hint?” I said.
Eddie shoved the heavy front door open. “Jinx, you have to be the dumbest smart person I’ve ever met.”
I pulled a face. “I’m not good at spotting when someone is in to me.”
“Which is what you have me for,” Eddie said breezily. “Sienna is hot and brainy, and she obviously likes you – which shows good judgement. You haven’t been on a date in six months.”
“I’ve been busy.”
“So go to it. Ask her out and see where it goes. But maybe go to a different café and leave your flatmate at home with sole possession of the remote-control next time, ’kay?”
I grinned. “Alright. Thanks, Edz.”
“Urgh, I hate that nickname. Let’s eat. Our noodles are getting cold!”
In the end, I forgot about the uncomfortable second encounter with the dark-haired girl and my abandoned semi date, in favour of enjoying a very pleasant evening. Papa Bình’s food was to die for, and Eddie and I watched a cheesy musical, singing along to the peppier numbers. Maybe the Touch was causing complications. Maybe there was something weird going on. But those were minor problems. No matter what happened, right now, all was well.
✽✽✽
 
I opened my eyes in the dark, feeling uneasy. It had been a strange dream. Jungle heat and humidity. A smell of rotting meat so thick I could taste it. A strung tension like a cat sighting prey. Then the world had erupted in flames and smoke, lush green disappearing in roiling black. A chemical smell mixed with the scent of disturbed earth and a terrible sense of loss and rage…
The handle of my bedroom door turned.
A smooth, slow movement as if someone was about to creep in, trying not to wake me.
Eddie? I tried to speak and realised in a cold wash of fear that I couldn’t. My throat was frozen. I tried to move; my limbs would not respond. Air was moving in and out of my lungs, but I couldn’t feel my own breathing. The door opened soundlessly and a dark shape entered. There were no footsteps. No sound of breathing. It wasn’t Eddie.
Somehow it was at the foot of my bed, the door closed behind it, without me seeing it move. Which shouldn’t have been possible since my eyes were fixed wide.
The Touch screamed to life within me. This was going to be very bad. I needed to fight. But I had no idea what to do. I struggled with the leaden weight of my own limbs but I couldn’t so much as twitch my fingers. The shape slid closer. It was roughly humanoid but without detail, shrouded in shadow as if muffled with a cloak. No obvious limbs. No features. Its face was a blank mass of darkness. Terror ratcheted up a notch as I thrashed uselessly inside the prison of my own flesh.
A susurration entered my ears; an eerie, rhythmic hum as if a sander was being run in some distant room. The shape turned its head as if to face me directly and I felt the sheer awful joy of it. Its hunger and love of destruction. This was not a creature that belonged here, in the physical world, and yet it desired my physical form, even as it hated and despised me for being tied to one.
It leaned over me, the featureless expanse of its face drawing closer and closer. My heart thundered against my ribs but there was no escape. It touched my arm through the bed clothes, shifting as if to climb onto the bed. I felt the unclean, ravenous hunger of it through that touch and the buzzing noise rose, filling my veins with pain. In that moment, I knew it intended to straddle my chest and seal whatever served it for a mouth against mine, and then it would drink deep. The thought cut through the skittering panic of my mind like a cold blade. A straining whimper of negation climbed my throat, and with agonising effort, I moved my arm. Just a twitch. Enough to send it away from my body.
The shape drew back, its attitude one of outrage and I felt it increase the buzzing pressure until it was a high pitched whine inside my skull. But I had moved, made a gap in its control. The Touch surged at that gap and I threw myself blindly after it.
The bruising jolt as my limp body hit the floor brought me gasping to full wakefulness. Something crashed down beside my head and for a moment I was grappling with a long, slender vine as it tried to strangle me… It turned out to be the cable from my bedside lamp. The light flicked on and I blinked, dazzled, cradling the lamp in my hands. My bedroom door opened to reveal Eddie, hair rumpled and sweats creased.
“Amy? What the hell happened?”
“I…there was someone here!”
Eddie looked around. “Where?”
“Right here. In my room.” I shivered. The visitation clung to me, fear sour in my mouth.
“Where is he now?” Eddie said doubtfully.
“Well, gone, obviously,” I said, in a waspish tone. “As soon as I fell, he must have…” I trailed off.
Eddie nodded. “He couldn’t have left through the door because I would have run right into him. Your window isn’t big enough to let anyone out easily. And the only thing I heard was you, falling out of bed.”
“But…” I sagged. “You think it was a dream?”
“A nightmare, maybe. You don’t normally throw yourself out of bed. But yeah. Can you come up with a more logical explanation?” Eddie gave me a look of implacable sympathy.
Yes, I wanted to snap. I’m psychic and I know damn well when something is a dream and when it’s not. And this was not a dream. Except, I wasn’t certain now. The weird bit about a jungle and an explosion obviously wasn’t real. Maybe the shape hadn’t been either?
“It was so real,” I pleaded, despite the fact that now it seemed entirely unreal. “It leaned over me.”
Eddie folded his arms. “Amy, remember how you once explained Old Hag Syndrome to me?”
“What? Oh. Right.”
I was beginning to feel very foolish. Old Hag Syndrome was a common form of sleep paralysis. You thought you were awake but really you were mostly asleep, and still dreaming.
“I’m sorry I woke you,” I said weakly, heaving myself back onto the edge of my bed. The lamp rattled against the nightstand as I set it down, hoping my trembling hands weren’t too obvious.
“No worries.” Eddie shrugged. “Remember when I kept having that recurring dream about giant squid?”
I snorted a laugh, relief was almost painful. “I’ve never heard anyone’s sleep gabble sound so much like dicey Japanese animated tentacle porn.”
Eddie chuckled. “Thank God they weren’t those kind of dreams!”
“Thanks for checking on me.”
“Any time. You want me to make you a cup of tea?”
I smiled wanly. “It was a pretty scary dream. Think I’ll just read until my eyes get tired.”
Eddie glanced at the stacks of physics journals on my desk. “That shouldn’t take too long.”
I climbed back into bed. “Night, Eddie.”
“Night.” Eddie paused at the door. “I think maybe the battery in your electric toothbrush has gone flat.”
“Huh?” I stared at him, confused at the non-sequitur.
“You must have left it on,” Eddie clarified. “I heard it buzzing in the bathroom, just before I burst into your room in a manly and heroic manner.”
I forced a laugh and Eddie left. My heart thumped.
There was no amount of scientific literature that would send me back to sleep.
I didn’t have an electric toothbrush.




Excerpt from the Field Guide of Amelia Bronwyn Matthews, aged 14 ½
 
Hagging/ Old Hag Syndrome;
See also Mare, Hag Ridden, Nightmare and Sleep paralysis
A common experience shared by people of all ages, ethnicities and backgrounds is that of waking in the night, unable to move and seeing a shadowy figure standing by the bed. Some reports even go further, with the sleeper claiming to feel a great weight on their chest or a temporary inability to breath. The worst cases – which may be caused by an unusual form of epilepsy affecting the temporal lobe or a similar condition – reported that the sleeper felt as if they were dying, the weight and pain on their chest crushing them.
While many different cultures all reporting a similar phenomenon or apparent paranormal creature independently would suggest some truth to the existence of such a creature, in this instance it’s more likely caused by the human brain misfiring as the sleeper awakens.
Hypnogogic Hallucination – also known as ‘Old Hag Syndrome’ – happens when a person believes they are awake but they are still basically asleep. It’s a common form of sleep paralysis – the inability to move is caused by signals from the brain to the nerves being impaired during slumber – and occurs because the brain is pretty much just modelling system. It gains information from the five senses and if those senses are impaired or delayed (by sleep, for example), the brain will still take the incomplete information and attempt to produce a conclusion. The net result is a hallucinatory figure standing beside, or at the foot of, the bed. This is alarming obviously, especially when combined with the temporary inability to move. Some scientists even propose the theory that this perception of danger from faulty input is an outmoded survival mechanism – there’s no harm in believing it’s a tiger moving in the grass and then it turning out to just be the wind, after all. The same cannot be said for believing the disturbance to be the wind when it is in fact a predator.
Personally, I think hags might be easily explained by science although I do wonder if we’re not given a glimpse of the world without the filter of reality when we’re between sleep and wakefulness. Now that would be cool!
UPDATE!

My sisters have encountered a genuine hag! At least some of the reports must be true, no matter how subjective. Further research is definitely required. And why do all the interesting adventures happen to Em and Grace? Seriously, why?




Chapter Six – Total Loss
The warning scent of overheated plastic made me look up from my notes. One of the computers had frozen, its screen flickering in shades of green, black and fuchsia.
“Oh no!” I hit Ctrl Alt Del. Nothing. “No no no!”
The smell grew stronger. Was that a wisp of smoke? Panicking, I turned the computer off at the plug socket. There was faint, surprised wheeze as the fan inside the hard drive came to an abrupt stop.
I pressed my fingers against my closed eyelids, feeling stupidly like crying. I’m not much of a crier normally. It was just that everything was so hard today. My head was fuzzy with fatigue after staying up the rest of the night and now I was angry with myself for that, because of course Eddie was right and it had just been a bad dream. So I didn’t own anything which made a high pitched buzzing noise? So what? Eddie had only just woken up himself. He probably mistook something perfectly normal for an unusual sound. Or it was some other appliance.
Judging from the overheating computer, there was even a reasonable explanation. In my dream inspired state of terror, I’d lashed out unconsciously with the Touch and killed the nearest vulnerable electrical appliance, whatever that turned out to be. Not that I could explain that to Eddie but it proved that the dream was probably no more than that. And I’d gone and lost precious sleep over it, instead of seeking a rational explanation. Now my brain was like mud and my work was suffering. I actually felt stupid today.
Hoping the computer had cooled down enough, I tightened my grip on the Touch and switched everything back on. The fan sounded a lot healthier now and the muted hum of the system booting up was encouraging.
“Ms Matthews!” The voice came from directly behind me, loud enough to belong to a drill sergeant.
I practically levitated with fright. “Er...yes, Professor?”
Professor Greyson looked imperiously down his long nose at me, spectacles slipping down as if they wanted a closer look at the miscreant he believed me to be.
I honestly wasn’t sure whether he didn’t like me because I was a girl, or because I was ridiculously young to be so qualified or because I was small and blonde and just didn’t fit the serious physicist image. Maybe all three. Maybe I should cut my hair and start wearing suits.  Or maybe I just really needed more sleep.
“Professor?” It wasn’t normal to just stare at someone with such hostility for several minutes, was it?
Greyson scowled. “What exactly did you say to Dr de Witt yesterday?”
“Um what?” I shook my head. “I didn’t speak to her. You sent me with Mr Robinson. Remember?”
“Ms Matthews, it may have escaped your keen notice,” his voice oozed sarcasm. “But we need this funding. I spoke with John Spencer this morning and he’s cooled on the idea. Apparently Dr de Witt has doubts about the viability of a mutual arrangement. So I ask again, what did you say to−?”
Normally, I’m known for my sunny nature and pain-in-the-arse optimism. But I had really had it with the Prof. My temper glowed like a hot coal inside my chest, fuelled by frustration and fury and sheer stubbornness.
“It’s doctor,” I said.
“That’s what I said−” Professor Greyson looked taken aback.
“No, you called me Ms Matthews. Again. I have a doctorate.” My face burned and I knew other people in the lab were watching, but I was too angry to care. Embarrassment at making a scene could wait. “I keep asking you to call me Amy. You don’t want to, so fine. Don’t. But if you insist on being formal, it’s Dr not Ms!”
Professor Greyson’s mouth gaped. No sound came out.
“And I didn’t speak to Dr de Witt yesterday,” I snapped, lowering my tone. “I only spoke to Mr Robinson. Don was very positive about the team-up but he’s not the scientist. If Dr de Witt is having second thoughts, it’s because she’s not sure what value we can add to what they already know. No one attempted to put her off, least of all me.”
Greyson went a splotchy red. “Ms… Dr Matthews, if you cannot value your place here, then you’d better give it up for someone who will. I suggest you think very seriously about your commitment to this project.”
“Excuse me, Professor,” Sienna said calmly.
Both the professor and I blinked, not having noticed her approach.
“I’m sorry, I couldn’t help overhearing,” Sienna said smoothly. “And I thought you might like to consider my impressions since I was the one showing Dr de Witt around?”
By that point I was hot and flustered. The last thing I needed was the girl I fancied barrelling in and making me look childish.
Sienna met my gaze, her expression carefully pleasant as she added, “privately, might be best, don’t you think?”
I frowned.
“Yes.” Professor Greyson made a visible effort to check his own temper. “My office is free.” He held out a hand as if to gesture Sienna ahead of him, then turned back to me briefly. “Think on what I said, if you please Ms...er Amy.”
I was annoyed enough to snap back at him, but at that moment, Sienna met my gaze and winked. The hint of a smile lingered at the corners of her mouth. She wasn’t undermining me. She was staging a rescue before I really got into it with the Professor.
I nodded and turned away. Which was when the adrenaline dump hit. My hands shook as I settled in front of the computer. I hate conflict. I hate raised voices and unreasonable demands. Having a temper of my own – albeit one with a very long fuse – didn’t change that. I won’t let people trample all over me, but I prefer the ‘kill them with kindness’ method over open argument. It works on far more people than you’d think.
Professor Greyson was one of the rare exceptions. A person who was immune to my sunny disposition and general good cheer. We’d never got on. He’d picked on me when I’d taken his classes – or rather, he’d tried to pick on me and then been annoyed when I understood his lectures without apparent effort, turning in work that was hard to mark lower than a first. And then he’d been furious when I’d been assigned to his team. I had no idea where his hostility came from, but his tendency to judge me more harshly than my male counterparts didn’t inspire me to like him all that much either.
Three more years, I thought. Two if I really work at it. By that point somewhere else would be willing to take me on, despite my obvious youth and unlikeliness.
By the time Professor Greyson and Sienna returned, I’d calmed down. The first tendrils of embarrassment at making a scene unspooled in my gut and if I hadn’t known it would make Greyson despise me more, I would have happily apologised to him. Grace, my oldest sister, says I’m too much of a people pleaser. She’s right. I picked social harmony over pride any time.
As the lab was shut down for the day, I glanced over at Sienna. She was packing her belongings into an oversized shoulder bag with far more concentration than the task required. It occurred to me that she too deserved an apology.
“Hey,” I said, striving for a bright tone.
Sienna looked up from her bag warily. “Hey.”
“Um, about last night? I’m really sorry.”
Sienna waved it off. “I’ve got an ex like that too.”
“No! I mean, she’s not my ex.” I flushed. “Actually, I don’t even know her name.”
Sienna’s eyebrows rose and I realised I was still giving her the wrong impression where my dating life was concerned. Dating life – ha! What dating life?
“No, I mean... I don’t know that girl. I just feel like she needs help...” This was not going well.
Sienna looked thoroughly confused. “So you ran after a...is she a stranger?”
“Yes. No... I mean I’ve not met her properly but I did throw a coffee over her.” At Sienna’s look of incredulity, I rushed on. “By accident!”
“Amy? Did you want something?” Sienna said.
I took a breath. “Can we pretend I didn’t just word vomit all over you and that I’ve just come over?”
“O-kay?”
“I don’t date much.” I straightened my shoulders. I was not ashamed of having put physics first. “Or at all really for the last couple of years. But I like you and I kind of got the impression you like girls? So would you like to have dinner with me?”
“Are you asking me out?” Sienna grinned.
“Yeah. On a proper date. Unless I’m wrong about you being into girls, in which case, my bad.” I forced my hands to stay relaxed at my sides, rather than twist nervously together in front of me like they wanted to.
“I’d like that.” Sienna smiled in way that made my heart wheeze painfully. “How about Saturday night?”
I pretended to consult some internal schedule with exaggerated concentration. “In case you’re wondering, this is me trying to play it cool and not look like the answer is yes with a side of happy dancing. How am I doing?”
Sienna laughed – I’d never heard her laugh before. “I’m finding you totally convincing.”
“Great, so how about half seven on Saturday then?”
“Perfect.” She leaned into murmur, “and I definitely like girls. Just so you know.”
My lungs seemed to shut down at her sudden proximity but Sienna was already leaving. She reached the door and tossed another wink back over her shoulder.
“Oh man,” I breathed, and went to dazedly clear up my work station. But I had a date! My grin would have rivalled the Cheshire Cat’s.
Today hadn’t been a total loss after all.




Chapter Seven – Compulsion
Under UK law, you can be accused of stalking if you approach someone three times when they’ve specifically told you to stay away. My brain is just full of useful little factoids which pop nervously into view when I’m about to do something that might be ill-advised. Like now, when I was in the Oxford Library of Science and Mathematics and I’d spotted a familiar sheet of thick, straight, dark hair falling over a book at one of the reading tables. Even if I hadn’t recognised my new nemesis, the Touch yanked on my mind so hard, I almost walked into one of the stacks. It wasn’t going to let me leave without trying to speak to her.
Fine, I thought rebelliously at my recalcitrant psychic gift, but if you blow something up or start a fire, then you and me are done. Quits. Splitsville.
It was bravado. The Touch wasn’t something you could get rid of.
I seriously considered just abandoning my book on the shelf and going home. The girl was hostile to me even before I spilled coffee on her and chased her down a street. If she’d noticed how electrical systems currently seemed to be malfunctioning around me, I wasn’t just going to come off as an annoying pest but someone associated with minor disasters. This wasn’t a headache I needed and besides, she’d been kind of a bitch. The Touch pinged. I bit back a sigh, approaching the table with trepidation.
The girl was resting her face in her hands, glossy dark hair spilling through her fingers to pool on the pages of the textbook she clearly wasn’t reading. I glanced at the text. Genetics maybe? Not my forte in any case.
“Um…excuse me?” I shoved a strand of hair behind my ear, feeling ridiculously young and childish. “Er…hi?”
Slowly, the dark-haired girl lifted her head. Her eyes flashed with fury when she saw who was speaking to her, but her expression had a weary edge. As if she didn’t have the energy to fight. She was as effortlessly beautiful as ever, but she looked drained. Her eyes were smudged with fatigue, her lips and cheeks almost bloodlessly pale. I found myself wondering if she was anaemic.
“What do you want?” she said.
I cleared my throat, clutching my hands together in front of me. She needed help and she was important, even if I didn’t know why yet. “Look, we didn’t get off to the best of starts – which I’m really sorry about, by the way – but…” I wilted slightly under her frosty gaze.
“Just go away,” she said tiredly.
I frowned. There was something so defeated in her tone. As mean as she’d been in our previous encounters, she’d also been full of fire. Now she looked as if she was deathly ill or as if someone had died. I pulled out the chair opposite her and sat down. “I’ll go if that’s what you want, but I need to say something first.”
She glared at me but couldn’t seem to summon the energy for a retort.
“My name’s Amy,” I said. “Amy Matthews. I’m a post-doctoral physics research assistant at Catz.”
The dark-haired girl lifted one perfect eyebrow. “Surely you’re joking. You can’t be much older than seventeen.” She cast a disparaging look over me. “If you said you were just starting your A-levels, I would be more likely to believe you.”
“Believe what you like,” I said, forcing a light tone. My cheeks burned. “What I do isn’t relevant, other than to introduce myself.” Which is what polite people do. I bit back the words.
“Why do you keep following me?” The dark-haired woman narrowed her eyes. “You’re not my type, you know.”
“Just as well, since you’re really not mine,” I said evenly. Gods, she was antagonistic. “I’m not following you. Our paths just keep crossing.” Which was weird when you thought about it. Oxford has a population of around one hundred and fifty thousand. And I’d run into her three times in four days.
She made a strange, half swallowed noise, and I realised it was the posh version of a snort.
“I think you need help,” I said bluntly, keen for the conversation to be over. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I think whatever it is, it’s too much for one person to deal with.”
The tilt and shape of her eyes was unusual. Her fine features, the sharp, high, broad cheekbones, small straight nose and pointed chin gave her a cat-like appearance. She stared at me, hostility warring with something else.
“Maybe,” I said softly, “maybe whatever it is, is something you don’t think anyone else will believe. Maybe it’s weird or uncanny, and you don’t really believe it yourself.”
Silence. That dark, watchful gaze, cool and wary.
“I’m good with weird,” I said. “I can help you, if you’ll let me.”
The girl roused herself, as if my words had been a spell and she was breaking free. A sneer spread across her face. “You can help me? Do what? Become a crank?”
“No!” I shook my head. “This isn’t a scam or anything.”
The girl stood, shoving books and papers into her bag. “I’ve heard enough.”
“Please,” I said. “I know how scary it can be. You don’t have to go through it alone. It’s making you ill. Let me help.”
The dark-haired girl, slung her bag over her shoulder, jaw thrust forward pugnaciously. “I do not require help. I never asked for your interference.”
“It’s not meant to be interference.” Why couldn’t the Touch give a power point presentation for this? How was a nagging, insistent feeling any help?
“What can you possibly know about my life and my problems?” She was working herself up into a defensive rage, weariness temporarily banished. “The sheer gall of it! Why don’t you just mind your own damn business!”
“I only want to help…” It was no good. There was no getting through to her now. The strip light overhead flickered and a low pitched hum rose. I wrestled desperately with the part of the Touch that wanted to fry circuits; to escape my hold and cause mischief.
“Run along back to school,” the dark-haired girl jeered. “And stay away from me!”
As she moved away from the table, my grip on the Touch slipped. The hum became a whine. Sparks showered briefly down before the plastic casing cracked and fell in shards, leaving only the burnt out tube smoking idly in the light fixture.
“Shit,” I muttered.
The girl had paused in her grand exit. For a moment her gaze travelled from the broken light to me. Our eyes locked and I saw a flicker of haunted uncertainty in her gaze. Her lip curled and she stormed away.
“That could have gone better,” I muttered, trying to sweep hot shards of plastic together on the table and feeling thoroughly depressed.
“Oh my God, are you okay?” a soft, male voice said.
I looked up to find Greg Bailey standing beside me. Fine, fawn coloured hair, a rumpled shirt mis-buttoned over a white t-shirt and eyes even huger than usual with concern behind the thick lenses of his glasses. We’d shared a few classes in the first year.
“Hey Greg.”
“What happened? Here, let me do that.” He went back to the main desk and returned with a dustpan and brush. His library volunteer ID badge swung on the end of its lanyard as he worked.
“Thanks,” I said. “I’m sorry about the light.”
Greg frowned, straightening up. “Why are you sorry? You were just standing under it.”
“Oh…er…”
“You’re not hurt are you?”
“My pride, maybe. I was…trying to talk to someone and apparently all I’m doing this week is giving offense.” I shrugged.
Greg smiled. “You need to pick your targets more carefully. That one’s difficult at the best of times. This week it’s like she’s had a personality transplant with a rabid bear.”
“You know her?” I grabbed Greg’s arm. “What’s her name?”
Greg looked taken aback. “Er Rebekah…something or other. Holland? Harper? Something like that. I don’t really know her. She’s been coming here a lot the last few weeks. Checks out books on zoology and genetics.”
“So she might be a biology student?” I thought about it. Rebekah’s poise, her confidence and the fact that she had to be at least twenty-six. “Maybe a post graduate?”
Greg stepped back, tugging his arm free. “Like I said, I don’t know her. One of the librarians told me that she’s in Oxford sorting out some stuff to do with a dead relative. Probably a temporary resident until it’s done.”
“That’s really helpful. Thanks.” I beamed at him.
Greg swallowed. “She’s pretty scary, Amy. I’m in awe that you’d approach her.”
I was confused by his nervous laughter, then realised he thought I was romantically interested in Rebekah. “It’s not like that. I was just apologising for spilling coffee on her the other day.”
“Oh.” Greg nodded. “Guess it pays to be a pretty girl. No one’s ever accosted me just to apologise for clumsiness.”
I chuckled but I wasn’t really paying attention. Rebekah. At least I had a name now. I glanced at the pile of swept up plastic shards and winced. This was getting ridiculous.
“If you spilled coffee on me, I wouldn’t mind,” Greg offered.
“Sorry?” I said. His words didn’t register. My mind was turned to the problem of Rebekah. “I’ve got to go. But thanks, you’ve been a big help.”
Greg gave me a resigned smile. “No problem. It’s what I do.”
“And I’m sorry about the light.” I snatched up my bag and left without a backward glance.




Chapter Eight – Pressing
Oxford is a beautiful city, although you have to pry away the layers of bustle and traffic to appreciate it. But early in the morning, as the sun rises over the city skyline and mist creeps between the historic buildings, turning everything shades of silver and gold, it would be easy to believe you were in some sort of fantasy landscape. That a faun might dance across one of the wide parks or that a strange ship might sail down the canal bearing an odd assorted crew and a mysterious cargo.
I shivered in the early morning breeze. It was February and there was a frosty feel to the air. Even the cold wasn’t enough to deter me when I had the chance to look down on the city at dawn. The Victorian terraced house where I lived was split into two flats. One of which I shared with Eddie. The other belonging to nice old Mrs Polanski and her two West Highland terriers – Boris and Hamish. We all shared the attic box rooms for storage, and the roof garden. I supposed it wasn’t really a garden. More of a flattened platform built into the roof, with an old iron work fence at hip height around the edge. Mrs Polanski had a small herb and vegetable garden up here in a wooden growing trough. There were tubs planted with geraniums and other hardy flowering plants. And there was a round table and four chairs. In and of itself, it wasn’t much to look at, but the view was amazing. Especially when you caught the city in one of its unaware timeless moments when the light was just right.
Like now.
Hanging around a damp roof garden at 5.00am on a chilly February morning in my PJs wasn’t generally normal behaviour for me. I hadn’t slept well. The dream about a hot, humid jungle, with wet thick mud underfoot and the sense of wary tension, had blended into another dream of terror as my bedroom door silently opened and emitted a Shape. It had leaned over me and I’d been just as paralysed as before...until a car had backfired outside. The sound broke the spell and I’d sat up in bed, drenched in sweat and stinking of fear. It had been just before five, dawn a thin grey gleam through the curtains. I’d come up here, craving fresh, cool air and escape.
It had been a dream, hadn’t it? I was no longer sure. As a rule I didn’t suffer from nightmares or insomnia. But I’d felt weak and sick, and the sense of unease clung to me like cobweb.
A blackbird began its spiralling aria in one of the tiny gardens below. The sense of foreboding loosened its grip on me. I took a sip from my mug of tea and pulled a face. Already cold. But the fresh air had worked its magic. I went back indoors in search of breakfast.
Eddie emerged, yawning, from his room just after seven. He scrubbed a hand through his spiky brown hair and helped himself to a bowl of cereal.
“Coffee?” I said, chirpily, good mood fully restored.
“Urgh,” Eddie grumbled.
I took that to mean ‘yes’ and slid a mug across the table towards him.
“You alright, Edz?” I canted my head to one side. “You look sort of peaky.”
Eddie scrubbed a hand over his face. “Didn’t sleep well. Weird dreams.”
I chewed the last mouthful of scrambled eggs and put my fork down. “What kind of dreams?”
Eddie shrugged. “Don’t remember a lot of it. Something pressing on me. Everything was dark.”
I frowned. “Sounds pretty scary.” It sounded a lot like the dreams I’d had.
Eddie chugged the rest of his coffee. “Meh. Just a dream.” He grinned at me suddenly. “It didn’t make me fall out of bed at least.”
“Oh ha ha!”
“You were up early,” Eddie said.
My turn to shrug. “Couldn’t sleep.” I wanted to ask him more about his dreams. The scientist in me wanted as large a data pool as possible before I started hypothesising. Because between my new ability to blow up electrical goods and Eddie having the same dreams as me, there was definitely something weird going on.
Only the memory of that one time during the second year of Uni stopped me.
It wasn’t the only time I’d done something reckless and stupid, but I’d honestly never seen Eddie freak out so completely about anything else, before or since. Eddie did not do weird. At all. Under any circumstances. There were no ghosts, in Eddie’s philosophy. No creatures under the bed, no vampires, no inexplicable figures that bent over you when you slept. There was no life after death. Tarot cards were just pretty pictures. The future could not be predicted. Intuitions were your brain processing information you weren’t aware you already had. There was no God, no Devil. There were no special powers.
And that one time at a party, when it looked like something was about to crack Eddie’s philosophy wide open? He’d had a meltdown followed by a shut down. The mental reboot had been painful and arduous. The only reason I was getting away with blowing shit up was because Eddie thought telekinesis did not exist. Sometimes it was comforting and sometimes it made me feel really alone. Either way, Eddie was not the sort of friend I could talk to about all this. I was on my own.
“Damn,” Eddie glanced up from his iPad.
I guessed he was checking out the news. “What is it?”
“There’s been another one of those deaths. No explanation. Victim went to bed and never woke up. No connection to the other three. No underlying health conditions. No obvious sign of a heart attack – though I guess the post mortem will rule it out completely.”
“That’s bizarre,” I said slowly. Pieces of disaster puzzle were trying to put themselves together to make a picture I didn’t want to see.
“No apparent signs of illness either.” Eddie set the iPad down. “I’m going to shower and go to work. Something tells me the day is not going to get any better.”
“There’s the go getter Prior attitude we all know and love,” I teased.
“Save it,” Eddie snorted. “You’re too cheerful for your opinion to count.”
“Aw c’mon! You know you love my sunshine balancing out your clouds.” I started to sing ‘You are my Sunshine.’
Eddie yelped and hurried to the door. “I did not sign up to live with a Disney Princess!”
“You make me HAP-PY...” I bellowed after him. Eddie’s bedroom door slammed and I snickered. A glance at the clock had me hurrying to my own room, humming contentedly all the way. I decided I was going to ignore my misgivings. Whatever was going on had to be a temporary blip. I’d solve it, get past my quarrel with Professor Greyson and then have an amazing date with Sienna on Saturday. What could go wrong?




Chapter Nine – Dastardly
Thursday was a light day work wise. Only one class to teach first thing in the morning and then a session in the lab at around three. Which meant that the middle chunk of the day was basically empty but it was far too inconvenient to go home for lunch and come back in the afternoon. I usually tried to make use of the library to mark papers or catch up on interdepartmental memos, whilst guzzling my own body weight in tea. Occasionally, there was even a sneaky half hour which I filled with the latest thriller by Jo Nesbo or a Stephen King novel.
Today, after teaching, I wedged myself in the corner of the tiny staff room I shared with the other Physics TAs and post-doc research assistants. It wasn’t as comfortable as the library. I couldn’t spread out my stuff like I could in the library, and the tea and coffee were drastically inferior to that from the campus coffee shop, but despite my best efforts, I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease which had dogged me all morning. It had crept up on me since Eddie mentioned his dreams. The thought of a wide open space, surrounded by the stacks, of a vast empty table and how easy to find I would be in Catz library, chilled me.
Midway through the fourth student paper and second cup of tea, I realised I’d been staring at nothing while my mind drifted back to the shape from my dreams. The Touch had been nagging at me, sly tugs pulling my attention away from the marking. I put my laptop aside – hardly fair to give the student a grade when I wasn’t giving it my full consideration. While I’d been wool-gathering, the staff room had emptied. There was just me and the laboured ticking of the ancient wall clock. My tea had gone cold again.
Alright, so the thing most troubling me was that I didn’t entirely believe the shape was just a dream. And apparently, I couldn’t let it go until I had a reasonable answer one way or another.
If Eddie wasn’t a viable option when it came to discussing possible nocturnal visitors of the paranormal variety, then maybe I needed to find someone who was. In one respect, Eddie was right. Sleep paralysis wasn’t uncommon. Medical journals agreed that it was caused by an individual’s sleep cycle being out of sync with their voluntary muscle response. You’re aware and awake, but you can’t move because your body and parts of your brain are still asleep. I’d even flippantly dismissed my oldest sister’s experience with ‘Old Hag Syndrome’ when she’d had an encounter house-sitting for a neighbour years ago.
Of course, that turned out to be an actual Hag…
I sat bolt upright. Grace. I could call Grace and ask her about it. Except Grace hated the supernatural almost as much as Eddie. After everything she’d been through – and not just with the hag – denying the existence of the supernatural wasn’t really an option for Grace, but she really didn’t like to be reminded of it. I gnawed my lip, considering. She’d hate to talk about it but she was my big sister so she’d also want to help. Grudgingly.
Hey Sis, you busy right now? I pressed send on the text and waited.
A few minutes later, my phone started blaring Making Waves’ hip hop cover of If it Makes You Happy. A picture of my sister, raising an eyebrow in a ‘go ahead, try it’ expression flashed up on the screen.
“Hi,” I answered.
“Hey, Shortie. What’s up?” Grace replied.
“This is probably not going to be a five second chat,” I warned.
“No problem. I had a cancellation. There’s an hour to kill before my next appointment.”
Anyone who’s had the chance to form a first impression of Grace would put her in marketing or PR or even have her managing some fancy, super expensive gym. She’s six years older than me – polished, poised, confident, well-spoken and utterly gorgeous. If she decides you’re worth getting to know further, you might gradually uncover her carefully hidden kind streak, her loyalty and compassion, her ruthless and often searing honesty. But I swear no one, not me, not Dad, not her friends, not even our ultra-psychic other sister, ever thought Grace would go into psychology. Child psychology, more specifically, and she’s good at it.
“Great. Er…you’re not going to like this conversation much,” I said.
There was a pause. I could almost hear Grace running through the list of things she found most objectionable and discarding them one by one. “Amy? Is this going to involve spooky shit?”
“Yeah.”
“Right. Not to be obstructive but don’t you think someone else is a better choice for this conversation? Y’know, like our sister who’s the actual freaking Veil-Walker?” Grace’s tone could have peeled paint.
I smiled wryly. “Well, usually, yeah. But Em’s preparing for that big concert. The BBC event, remember? And this is more theoretical than an imminent danger.” At least I hoped it was. “And on this one, you’re the expert.”
“What do you mean?”
“Can you tell me about that time you were house-sitting for the Goodwins in Arncliffe?” I braced myself.
“You want to talk about the hag,” Grace said flatly. Her dismissive tone didn’t entirely cover the quaver of fear in her voice. “I wasn’t much use in that fight. Em was the one who defeated it.”
“I know but you were the one who really experienced it.” I paused. In for a penny, in for a pound. “I’ve been having these dreams…”
Silence from the other end of the phone.
Then: “You want to compare experiences so you know whether they really are dreams?”
“If you don’t mind,” I said meekly.
Grace let out a long breath. “I do mind. But it’s you. What do you want to know?”
“What did it look like?”
“Gremlin got a better look than me. But there was this sense of dread. I knew I was awake but I couldn’t move. Almost couldn’t breathe. I never saw how she got into the room but she was this low, murky shape, pulling herself along on skinny arms. Really pale, saggy skin. Like mushrooms. There was a terrible smell. A weird sinking feeling and then weakness.” Grace cleared her throat. “And then I woke up.”
“But you were sure it wasn’t a dream?” I probed. “Even when I said it was a common experience?”
Grace snorted. “Yes, even when you were being a smart-arse about it. Even though I hate this shit and never used to believe you or Gremlin about anything supernatural. I think, when it happens to you, you know.”
“Right,” I said unsteadily. “So how did you and Em defeat it?
“Amy, we’re talking almost nine years ago. I don’t remember everything.” Grace broke off. “We fluked it. Gremlin remembered some folklore bollocks about certain creatures not being able to cross running water…”
“That’s vampires.” I frowned.
“Guess she figured that something which stole the breath out of your chest and the life force out of your veins was a sort of vampire. It didn’t like the running water much when Gremlin held the box down in the stream,” Grace said.
“The box!” Damn, I’d forgotten about that. The hag which had attacked my sisters had been tied to a box made of nine different kinds of wood. Whatever was visiting me, wasn’t tied to an object. Or at least not one in my house. “Was there anything else? Did you do anything else to it?”
Grace shook her head and even though we were miles apart, I saw it clearly. Felt her chic bobbed blonde hair brush against my cheek as if she were at my shoulder.
“You’ll have to ask Gremlin if you want to know more, Short Stuff. I have no idea how she got the hag off her chest in the first place. I was just happy it was gone.” Grace chuckled drily. “Not to mention relieved that Em didn’t drown whilst wrestling the hag in the stream.”
“Right.” The trouble was, Emlynn would absolutely not accept my vague replies when she demanded to know why I was asking the questions.
“There was something else,” Grace said slowly. “Salt. Gremlin made me pour a canister of salt into the stream while she held the box underwater.”
I pursed my lips. Traditionally salt was for warding off enchantment and purifying. It could work. In fact a ring of salt around your bed was supposed to defend against psychic attack. “Thanks, Grace. That helps.”
“Are you going to tell me what this is about?” Grace snapped.
I winced. Stupid to think that either of my sisters would let my enquiries go unchallenged. “Like I said, I’ve been having these dreams. But the thing you describe is nothing like my experience. Maybe it really was a dream.” I chose not to mention that my housemate seemed to be having the same dream.
“More like a nightmare,” Grace observed. “And you’ve never been a nightmare sufferer. Not even as a child. Not even after Mum died.”
I ignored the steep pitching sensation in my stomach inspired by Grace’s words. Whenever anyone mentioned the car accident that killed Mum, the same lurching feeling struck me. It was old now, even slightly tiresome. But while Grace was right about me not suffering from nightmares, I sometimes suspected that accident had marked me in other, more insidious ways.
“Everyone gets weird sleep events with stress, right?”
“It’s not uncommon,” Grace said, shifting unconsciously into her ‘Dr Aldon’ voice. “What’s causing you stress?”
“Oh, y’know. Work. Study. Sexist arsehole professors who lose no opportunity to make it known that I am neither wanted nor needed on their research programs. Stuff like that.” I chuckled weakly.
“I’ve been meaning to visit.” A predatory note of glee entered my sister’s voice. “It’ll be nice to see where you work.”
“I appreciate the thought, Grace, but I’m trying my own thing on him right now.”
“And that would be?”
“Cheerfully proving him wrong in every interaction.”
Grace laughed. “If that means what I think it does, you’ll make him certifiable before your research post is up for review.”
“You know it.” I grinned.
We talked for a few more minutes. Grace’s husband, the well-known folk-rock musician Nick Aldon, had booked a tour for later in the year. He was also due to collaborate with my other sister on another project soon. I smiled when we finally hung up, feeling more connected to the world. Maybe I’d go to the library after all. I chose to ignore the fact that I’d fobbed Grace off about the nocturnal visitor. That the Touch nagged at me, telling me that it wasn’t a nightmare but a genuine danger. I hadn’t told her about the Rebekah either.
It never seemed right to tell Grace about the more uncanny aspects of my life, which was daft really because my sister had once thrown herself in front of a Hell Hound to save me. But then humans aren’t wired to live in a constant state of terror at the supernatural or anything else. Remove the stimulus and we’ll go back to business as usual as quickly as we can manage. It was easy to forget that as much as Grace hated the ‘spooky shit’, no amount of fear had ever stopped her from fighting.
Nice as it had been to catch up with my big sister, I was no wiser on what to do about my recurring nightmare. My hag didn’t sound anything like the one Grace had encountered. Maybe I’d buy a box of rock salt from the supermarket on the way home just in case.
✽✽✽
 
I made better progress grading papers after relocating to the library and at 1.30pm I decided to grab some lunch and find somewhere to sit outside. It wasn’t warm but there were tantalising rays of sunshine through the clouds and it was dry. A few pigeons appeared in front of the bench I chose and I scattered crumbs from my egg and avocado on rye.
“Dr Matthews?”
I looked up, shading my eyes against the sun. “Don? I told you to call me Amy.”
The sun was behind him so I couldn’t see his features but I thought he was grinning. “Mind if I sit down?”
“Go for it. I’m only going to get a crick in my neck if I keep looking up at you.” I pulled my bag off the bench. “Not that I don’t spend most of my life looking up at people, in fairness.”
Don laughed. It was a rich, pleasant sound. “You don’t seem especially short to me.”
“Probably because everyone seems short to you,” I said.
“There are drawbacks to being tall too, you know.” Don lowered himself on the bench next to me, keeping a respectful couple of feet between us. I appreciated that. Too many big men thought it was okay to crowd small women.
“Really?” I arched a brow. “Name one.”
“Door frames,” Don said promptly. “And ceiling beams, light fittings and pretty much anything that can be dangled from a ceiling. No one considers that some poor, unsuspecting tall bloke is going to knock himself out.”
I grinned. “Are you planning to matriculate at Catz, Don?”
“I doubt they’d have me,” Don said. “And I don’t miss being a poverty-stricken student.”
He straightened up suddenly and I realised that we’d drawn several curious glances. It occurred to me that since I looked about seventeen, a man in his mid-forties approaching a little blonde girl sitting on a bench alone might look a lot more sinister than it was. I side-eyed Don. I didn’t get creepy vibes off him. He seemed like a pleasant, friendly bloke whose work happened to make our paths cross. I probably looked like a child to him.
“You married, Don?” I said, more sharply than I intended.
Don gave me a wry look and I realised that he’d also been considering how this looked from the outside. “I would be if I had my way but I can’t get him to agree. Yet.”
My cheeks heated. “I’m sorry. That was rude.”
Don waved it off. “I like it that you’re forthright. You just took me by surprise.”
“I forget,” I explained. “Sometimes I forget that on the outside I don’t look like…”
“Like what?”
“Like I feel on the inside. A serious scientist. No. that’s not quite right.” I puffed out my lip. “I feel like I’ve been old or an adult at least, for most of my life. Since long before I was a teenager even. I don’t know. I’ve always looked young for my age. It’s massively annoying.”
“I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but you may well be glad of that trait when you’re approaching forty,” Don said.
“Urgh. Why do people say things like that when they do nothing to solve the situation now?” I grumbled. “So what? I just tolerate not being taken seriously for the next fifteen or twenty years because one day I’ll be a youthful looking older person?”
“You’re right. That was an insensitive thing to say,” Don said, then chuckled. “I think that might be the first time you’ve ever sounded your actual age.”
I smiled reluctantly. “It’s a sore spot. What brings you here twice in one week? Professor Greyson will think you guys want to go steady.”
“Spence is with him now,” Don said. “I just wanted some fresh air.”
A thought occurred to me. “Mr Spencer isn’t your…?”
Don looked puzzled a moment, then caught on. “He wishes! Nah, my other half is a chef – which definitely has its benefits.” He patted his slightly soft, gently rounded middle.
“Are you part of an evil corporation intending to do something dastardly with any of the information our current research project may uncover?” I gave Don a level stare.
Don’s brows rose. “Wow, I know I said I liked forthright but…”
I kept looking at him.
“Dastardly?”
“It’s as good an adjective as any. Answer the question please.” It would be a lot easier to like him if I could at least believe he was innocent of any plans, if such plans existed and I wasn’t just being paranoid.
Don held three fingers up in a scout’s salute. “I promise that my intentions are pure. I’m just a private consultant for Evergreen Technologies, remember? But I doubt there’s anything more ‘dastardly’ going on than a business looking to increase its capital. Which admittedly can be pretty dastardly at times…”
I pursed my lips. “So what’s Evergreen’s modus operandi?”
Don shook his head. “You’re not asking me to divulge sensitive information – which I’m probably not even supposed to know – before an agreement is reached are you, Amy?”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m not asking for the plans to the Death Star. Just give a me a broad definition of the company’s aims. They bring you in to advise regularly. You must have some idea.”
“Why don’t you just check out Evergreen’s website?”
“I did. It was beautifully worded vagueness with stunning pictures to act as a distraction.” I puffed a strand of hair off my forehead. “Physicists are the locksmiths of the universe.”
“Nice metaphor.” Don’s chin jutted up. “Even if that’s true, why should it be a problem?”
“Because,” I laboured the word, “someone with a locksmith’s skills can be used to secure a house or burgle one. Maybe even break open a bank vault. Once the equations are out there...”
“Everyone with some know-how has a God damned skeleton key. I see your point.” Don looked momentarily troubled. “It’s not Evergreen Tech who are insisting on the cloak and dagger routine.”
“It’s the mysterious third party,” I said grimly. “Your major shareholder.”
Don nodded. “I don’t know everything but I do know that Evergreen is one major break-through away from something globe-shattering.”
“Yeah...not really the thing to say if you want me not to pipe up in the next department meeting and say I think it’s a bad idea.” Not that I had much pull but he didn’t know that.
“It could make lives easier and dramatically reduce poverty. Not just in the UK but globally,” Don said. “And that’s all I can say.”
I stared at him. “You mean...clean energy?”
“I’ve said too much already.”
I barely heard him. Totally clean energy was the holy grail of physics discoveries. Or one of them. In fact it would facilitate a lot of other holy grails. Space programs, off-planet colonisation, environmental stability...maybe even a united one world power, one day. A utopian, Star Trek-esque future. Okay, it was a very sci-fi idea but then sci-fi was the testing ground for many ideas that eventually became reality. If Evergreen Tech was as close as Don said, it was huge. That still didn’t explain how our fairly mundane particle physics project came into it.
“I’m not sure what to say,” I admitted.
“I’d prefer it if you didn’t say anything and I kept my job,” Don replied.
I jerked my chin in a single nod.
“Good.” Don held out a hand and pulled me to my feet. “Shall we?” He gestured in the direction of the physics department. “Spencer probably has your professor salivating into his hand by now.”
I giggled at the mental image and led the way. Perhaps I needed to be less territorial when it came to funding. Just because a corporation was huge and practically minting its own money, didn’t mean it absolutely couldn’t be investing in noble, moral, forward thinking endeavours. I chose to ignore the suspicious little voice in the back of my head that insisted nothing was ever that simple.




Chapter Ten – Fright Night
The afternoon lab was pleasant. I still found Spencer highly suspicious and relations with Greyson were still tense, but Sienna offered me a smile which made the rest of them seem insignificant.
“You are Dr Matthews?” a cool, female voice said at my elbow.
I glanced back to find Dr Simone de Witt peering over my shoulder and frowning. “Call me Amy.”
A perfectly shaped brow twitched but she held out a well-manicured hand. “Simone, then.”
I shook hands with her. Her palm was soft and her grip was limp. Up close, I bought the geek-girl act even less. This was a woman who knew exactly how attractive she was; who was used to using her appeal to smooth her path in life. I had no particular objection to that – as Grace said, if you had it, why not use it? But I wasn’t keen on her apparent desire to get one over on us all.
“What’s your speciality?” I asked, allowing my natural enthusiasm to hide my misgivings.
Simone nodded at the computer screen. “What algorithm are you using for your model?”
“Oh, right. Well this symbolises Big G.” I launched into an explanation of how I’d been playing with aspects of the Standard Model. It was physics, my language of love and desire. Which was probably why I didn’t notice until later that evening, that she never answered my question. She just kept me talking.
I wasn’t so far gone that I didn’t notice how Simone’s brow crinkled however, and I slowed to explain the bits she didn’t seem to understand. Grinding to halt when she continued to look at me askance.
“This is not part of the project?” she said.
“Er…well, yes and no. This is part of what I’m hired to do and the rest is sort of play time for me.” A dork. I was being made to feel a dork by another nerd. Or a passing nerd at least.
“I thought your colleague,” she waved a hand vaguely in Sienna’s direction, “was the mathematician attached to this group?”
“Sienna? Yeah. She’s shit hot. I mean…” I cleared my throat. “Honestly, I’m just the fledgling here. Maths is more for fun.” It would be really ironic if I managed to put off Evergreen’s scientific liaison and lose the potential funding, just as Don had won me over.
Simone’s lips pressed together in an appraising expression, before she marked something down on her clipboard. If Professor Greyson found out that I’d made his team look like amateur hour, I might have to find a new research group.
“Can I show you anything else, Simone?” I said, through a rictus grin.
Sweat prickled along my spine. Roll on six o’clock and a chance to get out of here. I needed to make up my sleep deficit tonight. Navigating the intricacies of rivalry, funding and protecting intellectual property was not for someone who currently had cottage cheese instead of a brain.
✽✽✽
 
“Fright Night,” Eddie beamed.
“Really? Jerry Dandridge again?” I said.
“Come on, Amy. It’s been six months. And it’s been weeks since we did a movie night. I bought microwave popcorn and everything.”
I glanced at the full shopping bags on the kitchen table suspiciously. “What flavour?”
Eddie rolled his eyes. “I got caramel and salted, and a family sized bag of peanut M&Ms, you weirdo.”
I grinned. “I have four papers to grade first, though.”
Eddie shrugged. “Dinner will be at least an hour.”
I trundled off to my room to drop off my bag, pull on some leggings and a baggy sweatshirt and mark the last four papers.
Later, we scarfed down mushroom risotto followed by sinful amounts of ice-cream and popcorn, watching the original incarnation of Jerry Dandridge sneer at Charley Brewster’s attempts to stop his killing spree.
Eddie grinned at me, lips smeared with butter from the popcorn. “Admit it, greatest vampire film ever.”
I snorted. “I am totally on Dandridge’s side here. Brewster is an annoying nitwit. Every time we watch this, I’m disappointed all over again that he survives.”
“We could have watched the 2011 version,” Eddie said.
“Brewster is marginally less annoying in that one, but this is fine.” I shook M&Ms in with my popcorn. “This is fun. Thanks.”
Eddie turned a smug expression back to the film. “So when’s D-day?”
“Huh?”
“Y’know – the Big Date?”
I frowned at the capital letters I could hear in Eddie’s tone. “Saturday night. We’re meeting at seven thirty.”
“Are you likely to be bringing her back here? I can make myself scarce.”
“It’s the maiden voyage. Unlikely that you’ll need to ‘make yourself scarce’. And enough with the insinuating looks!” I huffed.
“Wow, you really do like her,” Eddie observed.
I bounced a piece of popcorn off his forehead. “Enough.”
“Hey!” Eddie rubbed his head. “Seriously though, it’s nice that you’re into someone again. It’s been a while.”
I gave him a very sardonic look. “You’ve been worrying about my love life?”
“Well yeah.” Eddie shrugged. “You don’t date. Not since y’know.”
Not since Fiona. The words hung between us.
“I do go out with people. There’s been three girls and two boys since Fiona and I broke up,” I said, exasperated.
Eddie snorted. “And none of them lasted more than two weeks. Did you even go on a second date with, whatshisname?”
“Trevor,” I muttered. “And no. Turns out we didn’t have much in common. No great loss on either side.” I pursed my lips. “So what if I just wanted to meet a few people, get to know them and decide if I wanted to go any further? Do I have some expiration date I’m unaware of?”
Eddie folded his arms. “You needn’t think you’re going to put me off by saying stuff like that. It doesn’t matter if you want something casual. It doesn’t matter if you don’t want to date at all.”
“Then why the inquisition?” I was starting to get annoyed.
Eddie didn’t bristle at my tone. Instead he seemed to think for a moment, reaching for the right words. “It’s as if you’re just…keeping everyone at a safe distance.” His eyes met mine. “Maybe so they can’t leave you.”
I felt slightly sick and it had nothing to do with the ice cream. “Fiona and I both decided it would be better to end things. No one left anyone in that scenario.”
“Amy−”
“We both knew that it couldn’t last. I didn’t want to move to Colorado. She didn’t want to move to the UK. We both decided to call it quits. We’re still friends. I still speak to her every other day.” A note of pleading threaded through the anger in my voice. It had been the right decision. My relationship with Fiona could not have gone on without a major change. One neither of us was willing to make. You could care for someone but it wasn’t always enough to overcome all obstacles. Besides, we were happy as friends.
“I’m not carrying a torch for her,” I snapped.
“I didn’t say you were,” Eddie replied. “I didn’t mean to pry.”
“What did you mean then?”
“That it’s nice to see you actually excited over someone you genuinely like.” Eddie said. “Gives me hope for my own chances one day.”
“The right girl is out there.” I forced a smile, regretting my snappishness. Eddie had had a rough break up not long ago. “Statistically, probably several of them.”
Eddie snorted with amusement. “I never understood how you could be bowled over by a Jane Austen adaptation or a romantic comedy, and yet boil down real life romance to numbers and equations.”
“Well, it is a case of statistics,” I said, trying not to sound defensive. “Most people don’t find the perfect match but they find someone good enough that it doesn’t matter. Relationships are a lot of effort even if you do believe in soul mates.” I folded my arms, scrunching back in the armchair grumpily. “And Jane Austen’s work was political and seditious, not just romantic.”
Eddie laughed and turned back to the TV.
I was no longer in the mood for an evening of light hearted fun. Most of the remainder of the film drifted past me unseen. Eddie’s comments had been innocent enough – a friend’s concern and nothing more. But they had touched a wound I’d forgotten was there. I couldn’t have said why his words troubled me, but they left me with a nagging sense of exposure and my grumpiness hardened. When the film ended I started to clear away bowls and glasses.
“Are you going to bed already?” Eddie said. “We were going to watch Castlevania.”
“Busy day at work tomorrow.”
Eddie followed me into the kitchen with the empty popcorn bowl. “You okay, Jinx?”
“Fine,” I said brightly. “Just more tired than I thought.”
“Alright then.” He didn’t look convinced but headed back to the living room. “Night.”
“Night.” I sagged, abandoning my assumed cheer, then went to clean my teeth before bed.
The box of salt on the nightstand was another needling reminder, not of the hag but of my ex-girlfriend. I couldn’t help thinking of her as I pondered whether or not to create a rudimentary circle around my bed.
Fiona came from a family of practising witches. My childhood had been largely religion free until I was about ten, and then the Church of England had crashed in when Dad was ordained. By contrast, Fiona’s childhood had been filled with regular Esbats or full moon meetings, during which the rest of her parents’ coven would meet at one of their houses. There had been Sabbats on the eight major festivals of the year too, she’d once told me. I’d thought it sounded exciting and far more fun than being made to attend church on a Sunday. Fiona had pointed out that any enforced attendance at a religious gathering, especially when you weren’t sure the religion was for you, was dreadful no matter what the religion was. She’d once confided in me that her love of physics had stemmed from a need to see the mechanical, mathematical side of the universe, rather than just magic.
Becoming a science nerd was a really odd way to rebel against your parents but it made a kind of sense too. In the end, given space and time to decide what she wanted, Fiona had gone back to the Craft, though she had never given up physics – she’d told me that physics was behind all magic too in one way or another – so finally she’d been able to make peace with her upbringing. Fiona now lectured at a University in Colorado while researching a physics project of her own.
She’d been my first romantic partner. We’d met on a retreat for promising young scientists in Geneva when we were about fifteen. It had all been long distance pining back then. We’d liked each other a lot and more importantly, we’d instantly clicked. She’d understood me and I her. For the next six years there hadn’t been a day when we hadn’t been in touch with each other. Long streams of messages, video calls, shared memes and physics journal articles. We’d seen each other whenever we could manage it – usually in the summer holidays. And things had progressed from the more innocent teenaged calf-love to something more adult and physical. Fiona was everything comfortable and safe. A quiet first love that hadn’t frightened me.
Eddie now had me wondering whether I had felt that way because I’d known, long before things grew serious between me and Fiona, that one day they would have to end. Whether that feeling of safety came from the illusion of control which that knowledge had given me. After all, if you both know that one day it’ll have to be over, then neither of you feels trapped or committed too young. Fiona was a comforting person to venture into adulthood beside, the recipient of so many of my firsts. Someone I would always treasure and miss when she was far away – often as a friend, occasionally as a lover. Breaking up had been the sensible thing to do. We’d agreed on it, had a cry together and then a good laugh. And we’d been good friends for the last two years. We’d even talked with each other about people we went on dates with.
So why did Eddie’s words trouble me?
Was it because some part of me had been relieved when we called it quits? Because as much as I cared about Fiona, I’d known deep down, it had never been a lasting romantic love at all. I grabbed my phone and opened the chat thread I shared with Fiona. Do you ever regret breaking up? I typed, then paused and deleted it. No. It really wasn’t up to my ex to work out why I hadn’t found anyone I wanted anything long term with. As I’d told Eddie, there’d been others. I’d been to bed with a couple of them. It had been fun but I hadn’t grieved when we’d decided not to see each other anymore.
Thinking of you. Hope you’re doing something awesome x, I typed instead and pressed send. She was still a dear friend. Eddie had rattled me and I would figure out why, just not tonight.
I set the box of salt back on the nightstand, suddenly certain I wouldn’t need a circle. Not yet. Not bothering to examine where the certainty came from, I turned out the light and went to sleep.
✽✽✽
 
3.54am
I blinked blearily at the clock on my nightstand. Couldn’t have been the alarm that woke me. It was set for seven. There was no sound. Nothing from the street outside. Not the creaks and groans of an old house settling.
Utter silence.
An icy wire of fear sliced through my foggy mental state, sending me stumbling out of bed, fully awake on a tide of adrenaline. Even as I bumped the nightstand and upset a glass of water, the sound was muted. Stifled somehow, until I wasn’t sure if it had made a noise at all.
The box of rock salt shook in my hand as I made my way towards the dimly lit living room, but the thick atmosphere swallowed the sound of rattling grains. It was hard to think. Even harder to move – like running in a dream when you’re chasing something or being chased. My legs felt heavy and disconnected from the rest of me, each foot weighing a hundred pounds. It felt like the pressure before a thunder storm but many times magnified. A vibration too deep to be perceived as sound but which buzzed inside my upper jaw bone.
The TV was still on, the flickering light of its picture eerily silent and doing little to push back the shadows. Nausea wrenched at my stomach as the vibration became so intense I could almost hear it inside my skull. A shrushing, sawing sound that was terrifyingly familiar.
Eddie lay sprawled on his back on the sofa. A knitted afghan half-slipped off his body, its bright colours stolen by the gloom. There was something wrong with the scene but my mind rebelled, refusing to let me see. There was nothing. Nothing but the dark punctuated by stabs of light from the silent television. And then my brain added up all the separate parts of the picture and presented me with the final equation.
Something I couldn’t quite see moved within the darkness. A shape flickering on the edge of my vision. It leaned over Eddie. Pressing down on his chest. Eddie’s splayed limbs weren’t relaxed in slumber. They were motionless and rigid with pain or terror. His mouth was open and his breath sawed up his throat, leaving his lungs starved and empty.
Terror blurred my vision, tasting like metal at the back of my mouth. It was here. It was real and it was here. It was… It was eating Eddie. Horror cut through my shock. I ran – meant to run – forward, brandishing the salt. My feet made no sound. My laboured breathing as I fought the atmosphere, was silent. The Shape flickered. Its featureless head barely registering in my vision. But the Touch saw it. The Touch knew it was there. A scream climbed my throat into that devouring silence. I felt the thing’s attention shift, going from the distracted satiation of hunger to the whip edged focus of a predator assessing a threat. The scream died stillborn on my lips, a thin whimper all that emerged. For a moment the Shape’s presence surrounded me, gloating and thick with shadow.
But I wasn’t asleep. It hadn’t caught me in its influence between sleep and wakefulness. I was fully aware and terrified. It could slow me down but it couldn’t stop me. It couldn’t steal the life from my veins while I was wide awake. The edge of the rug tripped me and I fell in slow motion. The box of salt flew from my hand, scattering coarse white grains which fell like hail on Eddie and on the Shape. I felt it flinch in my mind, and I could no longer see it with my physical eyes at all. But it was still there. The salt hurt it but didn’t do any lasting harm. And now it was furious.
I felt it gathering, pulling shadow into itself, a storm cloud of thwarted hunger and fury, until even the light from the TV grew faint and far away. My mind filled with fog. I dropped to my knees and my head bowed. Incredibly, unbelievably, I was falling asleep. One cold, silver blade of thought sliced through the muzzy din of my mind – if I slept now, I would never wake.
The Touch uncoiled inside me, stretching itself, reaching for something to strike at. The Shape had no substance it could grasp and my talents had never lent themselves to dealing with non-corporeal threats. But the Touch was there, stronger than ever. It wanted to protect me. All I had to do, was let go. I lifted my head painfully, and dropped all the checks and controls I’d set on my gift.
The Touch struck – not at the thing but at every electrical object in the room. The Shape hated light and noise, so the Touch lit every light bulb, forcing each to flare brighter and brighter. The radio built into the iPod docking station burst to life, blaring out some Late Night Love radio program. The sound on the TV rose to a level that rang in my ears. And still the Touch roared out of me and still the light and noise screamed higher. The tension in the atmosphere was strung out like a rubber band stretched too far. Pain tightened through my ears and in sinuses. Distantly, I felt the Shape pulling back, communicating its own distress now as well as its vindictive hunger.
“Wha…?” Eddie groaned drowsily.
The rubber band snapped back.
The Shape was gone, taking the terrible sense of terror and dread with it.
“Amy?” Eddie scrambled upright, knocking the remote control to the floor. “AMY!”
He had to yell to be heard over the TV and the radio. I had no attention to spare. Once released, the Touch was a genie that did not want to return to its bottle. I was wrestling to fit it back inside my skin. It fought me and it hurt to catch hold of it almost as much as it hurt to let it run rampant outside my control. I was dizzy with it. A sinister damp, warmth slid from one nostril.
The overhead lights flickered and flared brighter, buzzing in their sockets. Sparks flashed at TV plug sockets.
“What the fuck?” Eddie finally managed to get hold of the remote, stabbing buttons until the volume abated.
A warning note entered the whine of the electrical circuits. If I didn’t get a grip on this now I was going to blow the lot.
Dammit, I’m in charge! Do as you’re told! With a wrenching effort, I shoved the Touch back under the restraints I’d built for it. It subsided with a rebellious murmur and the radio cut off mid-sentence.
A few stray sparks drifted and burned out in mid-air. The lights resumed a normal glow. Except for the small lamp on the bookcase, pushed beyond its endurance, which died with a pop and flash.
I was panting, sweat slicking my neck and spine.
“Amy, what the… Ah shit! You’re bleeding!” Eddie seized a box of tissues from coffee table and shoved it at me.
I raised a hand to my face and it came away red – nose bleed. I hadn’t had a nose bleed since the last time I’d let out a blast of telekinetic energy. Roughly eight years ago, when I was visiting my sister at Edinburgh University. No one, not even me, had known I could do such a thing before that. And I was sure it hadn’t been as strong then as it had been tonight. Danger really seemed to bring out the psychic in me.
“Are you okay?” Eddie peered at me anxiously.
“Fine.” My voice was slightly muffled by the wad of tissues I held against my nose. I pulled it away experimentally. “Already stopping, see?”
“Okay.” Eddie eyed me uncertainly. “Amy what the hell is going on?”
“Er…”
He waited expectantly but what exactly could I say?
“You could start with why you put the TV and radio up so loud,” Eddie said.
I stared at him aghast, then realised that he thought I’d done it the mundane way. “You were asleep on the sofa…”
“So you thought you’d wake me up with every light and noise making device in the house? Thanks a bunch, Jinx.” Eddie was over his fright and growing more pissed off by the second.
“No. I mean…” I drew a long breath. “Eddie, you were in some sort of…” That sentence wasn’t going anywhere good. “Don’t you remember anything?”
A flash of discomfort crossed my housemate’s features before they hardened in suspicion. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You were dreaming. I know you were. And I know you’re having dreams that frighten you. What if−?” What if they’re not dreams?
Eddie cut me off. “No. Not this again.”
“But−”
“I don’t want to hear it.” He rose abruptly to his feet, scattering white granules. “Why am I covered in salt?”
“Um…” I found myself taking a step back.
“Forget it.” Eddie threw the afghan back onto the sofa. “I’m going to bed. I don’t want to hear any more about your bizarre Jungian subconscious bullshit. It doesn’t matter what I dream. You need to stop with the weird shit.”
The words slapped me in the face and the lights flickered. Oh not now! I pleaded silently. The Touch subsided.
Eddie had reached the door. “And I’m sick of shoddy electrics. Things keep blowing up and catching fire and bulbs explode. I’ve had enough.”
He swept out and I heard his bedroom door bang against the frame. My legs were shaky, from the fight with Eddie or the battle with the hag. I sank onto the sofa, feeling miserable and cold. How could I explain when he didn’t want the truth? More importantly, how was I going to stop the hag coming back? It had attacked both of us at least twice now and unlike Grace’s hag, salt seemed to sting but didn’t kill it. I probably wouldn’t be able to banish it as she and Em had with theirs.
I didn’t even want to think about what I was going to do about my strange new affinity for electrical systems.
And beneath all that, beneath the hurt and the appalling sense of rejection that rose whenever someone I cared about just walked away from me, I was annoyed. It wasn’t fair. Eddie had a right to be angry. I understood that he was scared under the anger.
But I wasn’t perfect. It galled me that even if he couldn’t handle the truth, everything automatically became my fault. That he hadn’t given me that much benefit of the doubt. I tried to be rational but a week full of stress, telekinetic episodes and hag attacks had ruined my equilibrium. Eddie could just sodding well rescue himself next time.
Wearily, I cleared up the spilled salt and went back to bed, where I lay awake, rigid with anger and hurt until dawn.




Chapter Eleven – Terrifyingly Well
Eddie had already left for work by the time I got out of the shower Friday morning. I tried not to assume he was avoiding me. Maybe he just needed time to get it out of his system. It wasn’t like I was at my most even tempered either. The bright spot in an otherwise dreary day was Sienna’s flirtatious smile during afternoon lab.
I dawdled over equations, loitering in the lab long after everyone else had left for the evening. Pretending I wasn’t anxious about going home. Not that I could make a good case for staying since I’d achieved almost nothing in the last hour. The one good thing about my nocturnal shenanigans was that I seemed to have used up my psychic reserves. Even if the Touch wanted to misbehave with the nearest electrical system, it had nothing to run on. It was nice to have a day where I wasn’t worried about accidentally blowing something up. So nice in fact, that it brought into focus just how much of my mental energy was devoted to holding my gift back, to suppressing it and trying to make it behave.
Thoroughly disgruntled, I stood up and started shoving sundry possessions into my bag. I couldn’t put off facing my housemate forever. Just as I slung the bulging bag over my shoulder, my phone rang. A faint tingle climbed my spine and shivered across my scalp. I knew exactly who was calling me without needing to look.
“Hey Em.” I scraped up a shred of my usual cheer.
“Amy, w-why don’t you take a seat and explain w-what’s going on?” my sister said pleasantly.
I let my bag slip back onto the table with a wry smile. No need to ask how she knew things were messed up. Or even how she knew I was standing for that matter. Before you even factored in the Touch, Em and I had always had a strong connection. And since that fateful trip to Cornwall eight years ago, it seemed that both the connection with my sister and the Touch had been slyly growing stronger.
“I can p-practically hear you thinking,” Emlynn said, “but maybe you could use your words too?”
“My brain is not doing its best work today,” I admitted.
“Oh good, so you’re only twice as clever as the rest of us right now, instead of your usual eight times as clever.”
“Very funny.” I sighed. “It’s the Touch and the hag.”
Emlynn listened as I explained everything that had happened. There was no doubt that she would believe me. My sister had literally walked into the realm of the Dead. Admittedly, everyone did eventually, but it was far rarer to walk back out again. Em could cross the borders between life and death pretty much at will, and there was an entire superhero power set that went with it. Compared to Em, my version of the Touch was like children’s birthday party magician next to some primordial goddess. The comparison was obscurely comforting. If Em could get a grip on her gift, surely I could tame mine.
“So basically Eddie’s not talking to me now. If I run into Rebekah again, she might just take a restraining order out on me. And I may need to retire to the Outer Hebrides since I can’t seem to avoid blowing up whatever electrical device I happen to be near,” I summarised.
“S-sounds like you’ve had a full week,” Em said drily. “Pretty sure they huh-have electricity in the Outer Hebrides now, by the way.”
I snorted in amusement.
“Do you need me to come? I c-can, you know,” Em said.
“No! Your concert!” This was exactly why I’d chosen to call Grace about the hag in the first place.
“Sod the concert. There’ll be others.”
“Em, I really appreciate the offer.” And I did. “But we both know that isn’t entirely true.”
Emlynn was silent a moment, no doubt reflecting that I was right. A performer who got a reputation as a flake soon found her engagements drying up and her manager dropping her from the client list. “I don’t want you to be alone with this. I guess I c-could send Ciarán? He could probably get a day or two off work.”
I started to laugh. I loved my sister’s boyfriend. He’d was very good for Em and I thought of him as my brother-in-law, regardless of when or if they decided to tie the knot. But Ciarán and me plus a supernatural situation was a recipe for disaster.
“You do remember what happened on my last team up with Ciarán, right? There’s a good chance I can never return to Surrey. And then there was that time in Cawsands...”
“Point made,” Em said. “It had better be me then.”
“Please don’t think I’m not grateful,” I said, “but no. I couldn’t stand it if you missed your concert over my minor psychic storms.”
“Amy…” A warning note entered my sister’s tone.
“If I need your help, I promise I’ll call you.” Silence. I could practically hear my sister’s expression. “I’m actually good at asking for help, Em. Remember? That’s not something that’s ever been a major stumbling block for me.”
“Ouch!” Em said wryly.
“I’m sorry. But it’s...the Touch. You know better than anyone that every so often it throws you into these sorts of situations because for whatever reason, you’re the one who needs to tackle them. It’s the price of admission for being in the cool psychic kids’ club,” I said.
“Please tell me you haven’t trademarked that name.”
“Anyway, you’re my big gun,” I went on. “If I need you, I’ll bring you in but I’d rather save you for a big gun problem.”
Em let out a long breath. “Okay. I g-guess I can’t ask more than that. I don’t like the sound of this hag though. It doesn’t sound like the one that attacked Grace.”
“It’s completely different,” I admitted. “The salt just pissed it off.” A horrible thought occurred. “God, what if there are loads of different kinds of those creatures? And they all have different weaknesses and strengths?”
“That’s a nasty thought,” Emlynn said.
“I used to be so good at this!” Exasperation filled my tone. “Remember? I kept up to date files on cryptids and supernatural creatures. I had a whole database of folklore.”
“Stands to reason you wouldn’t have had a normal hobby,” Em said.
“I haven’t even looked at that stuff for years. There’s been no time for anything except physics. I’ve neglected the Touch too. That’s is why I’m having problems. After that time in Cornwall, I should have studied it...” I trailed off as an idea struck me.
“Amy?”
“Em, I know how you can help me!”
“Excellent. How?”
“That folklorist friend of Aunt Mary’s. The one who lives in Falmouth?”
“George Sanders,” Emlynn said, sounding markedly less enthused. She’d never liked him.
“Would he see me? Or take a call from me? That’s what I need! I’ve been trying to do it all myself but when something falls outside your expertise, what do you do?” I said excitedly.
“You call in an expert,” Emlynn said slowly. “It’s a good idea. But Amy, you don’t need Mr Sanders. You’ve got an expert in Oxford already.” She chuckled. “Folklore and Anthropology is more of an additional interest, but I find a historian is always useful.”
“Who?” I frowned.
“Steve’s been living in Oxford and teaching at St John’s College for over a year now. How have you not r-run into him?”
“Oh my God! Em that’s brilliant!” Stephen Thornton had attended Edinburgh University and shared halls with my sister and a few other students. They’d stayed in touch after Uni. “I forgot he was here.”
“You want me to call him? Or I could give you his number? Steve w-won’t mind.”
I rolled my eyes and smiled. Of course not. Steve – platonically – adored my sister and would pretty much do anything for her or Ciarán, or any of the handful of people he considered his friends. “I’ll go and see him. That might be better, actually.”
“Good. I’ll text you his number,” Em said, sounding relieved. “But if you n-need me?”
“I’ll get in touch,” I promised. “Thanks, Em. I feel a lot better.”
A lot of dealing with the supernatural was having someone to talk to. Ideally someone who could tell you when you were being paranoid and reassure you that you weren’t going crazy.
“Nervous about the concert?” I changed the subject.
Em followed my lead. “I wasn’t until I stopped to consider it would be televised.”
“You’ll be fantastic,” I said. She would. Em was an enchantress with music. “I’ll be watching on the big night. With popcorn.”
“Yes,” Em said. “That makes me feel ever so m-much better.”
“What are sisters for?”
✽✽✽
 
Normally I wouldn’t go into the lab on a Saturday morning. I’m a nerd but even I try to take the weekend off – unless I’m teetering on the edge of a break through, at least. But there were a couple of experiments that needed checking, so 9.00am saw me walking to the Catz Physics department. If I was being brutally honest, it could have waited. Eddie had eaten dinner with me the night before, acting almost as if we hadn’t argued. But his smile was forced and there was definite strain between us. It was worse than if we’d continued the argument. Eddie didn’t want to talk, however, and experience had taught me that my housemate needed to come back on his own timeframe.
Which meant I felt wretched and not especially keen to hang around the house.
I let myself into the lab with my key card and wiggled the mouse to wake up the computer. The login screen yielded to my access code and was replaced by rows of calculations as the program I’d left running overnight continued to flow across the screen. I frowned, shrugging out of my coat. It didn’t look right. In fact, it looked as if at least one serious error had occurred. Further examination showed that the entire model was off.
“Balls!” I paused the program, mind already racing through possible solutions.
“Excuse me? Dr Matthews?”
I just barely muffled a squeak of surprise as I whirled.
Rebekah stood in the doorway.
“Um…hi?”
“You weren’t lying.” At my confused expression she went on. “About being in post-doctoral research.”
“No.” Breathlessness marred my sarcasm. “When I lie about my career, I usually make myself an astronaut or a crocodile wrestler. Physicist just doesn’t make anyone’s knees weak.”
“I imagine not,” Rebekah said.
I stared at her. Was she deliberately being rude? “So…you tracked me down to my work place because you thought of more abuse you wanted to yell at me and it’s better if you can see my face when you do it?”
“No. Of course not,” Rebekah said, without the slightest indication that she cared about my tone. “That would be ridiculous.”
“I’m glad we can finally agree on something.”
“I tracked you down because…” For the first time her poise wobbled. She was pale and wan, her face strained. Those extraordinary eyes of hers were shadowed.
“Yes?” I aimed for a kinder tone.
A flash of diffidence crossed Rebekah’s face. “You offered to help me. I know I wasn’t very polite. Is the offer still open? I believe I may need your help after all.”
The Touch pinged inside me faintly as if in satisfaction. It was obvious just how much such an admission had cost her. And how desperate she must be to ask.
“Of course,” I said, locking the computer and grabbing my keys. “Come on. Let’s grab some coffee.”
✽✽✽
 
Rebekah chose a cappuccino to which she added a generous amount of sugar. It was still early but I selected hot chocolate. The rich, sweet steam was comforting. I looked at Rebekah expectantly.
“I ought to introduce myself,” she said, accent exquisitely precise. Even when she was at a low ebb, she was intimidating – beautiful, confident, self-possessed and obviously highly intelligent. “My name is Rebekah Harker.”
“Amy Matthews.” I raised my hand in a lame half wave. “Hi.”
Rebekah nodded as if in greeting, once again either ignoring awkwardness or unaware of it. “You said you could help me, Dr Matthews. With strange cases, I believe you said. I find now I have your attention that what I have to say becomes ever more ridiculous by the moment.”
“Try me,” I said.
Rebekah’s shoulders dipped. Not a shrug, a slight loosening of her perfect posture that in another person might be called a slump. “I suppose I shall have to.” She sipped her coffee and pulled a face. “I hate sugar in coffee,” she confided. “But I don’t think I shall be able to stay awake without it just now.”
Her words sent a faint chill across the back of my neck. “You’re…not sleeping well?”
Rebekah let out a ragged laugh. “That’s certainly one way of putting it.”
Without conscious decision, I reached for my gift. The Touch rose, still thin and sluggish after the battle with the hag. I’d shut so much of it away but now I blinked, letting my gift overlay my vision. Deliberately looking at Rebekah as a clairvoyant would. She was shadowed. Large, inky patches swam over her aura. It was more insidious, more widespread than it had appeared on our first ill-fated meeting.  Rebekah looked like her physical reserves were low when I didn’t use the Touch to examine her. With it, I could see that her very essence was depleted. As if pieces of her had been nibbled away. I blinked again, hard, and the shadows faded.
Rebekah watched me strangely. “You have the most curious eyes. You stare and I feel as if you’re x-raying me.”
My mouth twisted. “Yeah, I might be willing to get in to that when we don’t have more urgent matters to take care of.”
A finely arched eyebrow rose. “You have a theory? I haven’t told you anything yet.”
“Let me tell you.” If I was right it might make the rigid, logical Rebekah more inclined to believe some of the more outlandish things I was going to need to tell her. “You haven’t been sleeping well because over the course of several nights, or maybe a few weeks, you’ve experienced what can only be described as a visitation.”
Rebekah’s hand clenched on her coffee cup.
“You’ve been telling yourself it was a dream,” I went on, “but when it kept happening, you started looking for explanations. Maybe you came across a folk lore term – ‘Old Hag Syndrome’ or ‘Hagging’?”
Rebekah’s lips were so compressed they appeared white.
“Or maybe you looked for a more scientific explanation. Hypnogogic Hallucination, maybe, or Sleep Paralysis? Perhaps you even went so far as to think you had that very rare type of epilepsy which causes a crushing sensation during sleep.” I swallowed. “But deep down, you know it isn’t something that has a logical answer. Not for a given value of logic which refuses to acknowledge anything it can’t immediately explain.”
“Go on,” Rebekah said tightly.
“Okay, I don’t know exactly what you’ve seen but what happens is you wake up and find you can’t move. There’s a strange, rhythmic shuffling noise. And a shape comes towards you. It presses down on your chest and you can’t breathe…” I broke off because Rebekah had gone from pale to the sort of greenish tint that signalled a person about to throw up. “Are you okay?”
“Fine...” Rebekah pressed a napkin against her lips and forced her spine to straighten. “I’m quite alright.”
“How am I doing so far?”
“Terrifyingly well,” Rebekah said. “Which makes me think you might just be able to help me after all.” She frowned. “Who are you? Really, I mean?”
I smiled wryly. “Exactly who I said I was. A physicist, even if I don’t look the part.”
“Yes,” Rebekah said. “I ought to apologise for that.”
“Forget it.” I waved her off.
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-two.” I fought not to glare at her. “I’m assuming my theory about your problems is correct?”
Rebekah nodded. “The inexplicable part at least.”
“Right. Then we share a problem and, no offense, but I think you played Typhoid Mary on this one,” I said.
Rebekah looked completely non-plussed and somewhat put out, so I explained about my own encounters with the ‘hag’. A fine line deepened between her brows as she listened.
“And I think Eddie – my flatmate? You met him on the day of the coffee incident?” Rebekah nodded and I continued. “He’s had the same experiences. In fact...” I drew a breath and explained what had happened on Thursday night, without mentioning the Touch.
“You saw it when you were awake?” Rebekah said. “Not just woken up in bed so you might have dreamt it, but you actually got up, went to another room and there it was preying on your sleeping housemate?”
I pursed my lips. She sounded the way I did when I had solved a particularly knotty equation. “What are you so excited about?”
“If it’s preying on three distinct people who don’t have a connection, then it might be an actual part of the ecosystem. Or an ecosystem anyway. One we don’t normally interact with. You provided an eyewitness account.” Rebekah’s lips twitched.
“Not much of an eyewitness account. I couldn’t really see it. It was like...” I wrinkled my nose. “If we take as given that the hag does exist as part of an ecosystem, then it’s not on a level normally perceivable to human senses.” I was going to have to explain about the Touch. The thought made me wilt.
“Don’t you see? That’s exactly what makes it possible.” Rebekah gripped the edge of the table with both hands. “Human senses are limited. If you compare us to migratory birds, we can’t see the magnetic spectrum or the ultraviolet range which allows geese to migrate. Compared to the mantis shrimp, we may as well all be colour blind. Cats can see infrared and have superior motion based vision, so their reactions will always be swifter, their ability to find sources of heat or prey will be greater. Perhaps this thing is nothing more than a creature which our senses are ill-adapted to detect or to provide an accurate picture of if we do see it.”
“You sound like a biologist,” I said.
“Did I not say I was a zoologist?” Rebekah said. “Anyway, if it’s real but merely rare, then it can be stopped. Even caught and studied.”
“Oh.” I had finally identified the problem. Rebekah was clinging to the idea of a creature that was odd, maybe even fringe in terms of scientific understanding, but one that could be explained by a slight expansion of the rules. She was not going to be easy to convince when I explained that the rulebook needed to be chucked out entirely because we were dealing with something science couldn’t begin to explain yet.
“So how do we stop it?” Rebekah said.
I blew a strand of hair off my forehead. “Folklore.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Look, I like your theory. If it turns out to be correct, I’ll be the first person to congratulate you. But I don’t think you’ve quite grasped what we’re dealing with,” I said.
Rebekah’s face hardened. “You’re a physicist. Surely you’re not about to attempt to convince me that we’re facing something...”
“Supernatural? Paranormal? Impossible?” I arched an eyebrow. “Take your pick. And no. I would never say it couldn’t be explained by science. You may even be right.”
“Then what?” Rebekah had a very penetrating stare. Dark, long lashed eyes, with a hint of epicanthic fold.
“Science hasn’t caught up,” I said baldly. “Your theory is great but it won’t give us a method to deter the hag. Unless you have access to a hitherto unpublished stash of papers on nocturnal predators that seem to vibrate on a frequency below the sub atomic level?”
“Well, not exactly but...” Rebekah paused. “You’re being sarcastic.”
“Yeah. I do that.”
“It’s not helpful,” she said briskly. “Very well, I take your point even if I don’t like it. What’s your suggestion?”
“I have an acquaintance who might be able to shed some light on this sort of hag. I can’t get hold of him until Monday though because according to his department, he’s away all weekend–”
“What do you mean ‘this sort of hag’?” Rebekah interrupted sharply.
“Oh. Only that it doesn’t seem to act quite the same as other kinds.” I shifted under her piercing gaze. Her eyes were very dark grey. So dark they looked black. Not brown at all, like I’d first thought. “I mean, it doesn’t react to things that deterred the hag my sisters had a run in with.”
“I think that you had better fill me in on everything else you haven’t yet told me about ‘hags’,” Rebekah said severely.




Chapter Twelve – D-Day and Clutter
The museum stood midway down Ivy Road. I’d lived in Oxford for nearly six years and I’d never heard of the place, or the road. It was a dingy, early Victorian building with chipped gables and a dim, saggy appearance. A peeling sign in old fashioned font declared it to be the Harker & Blackthorn – Museum of Folkloric Antiquities & Natural History.
I glanced back up the road. There was nothing else here except a small warehouse and grubby looking auto repair shop. It was a narrow road, which might once have been part of a minor thoroughfare but was now blocked off at one end by the back end of a Tesco Express.
Rebekah took out a large bunch of keys and opened the huge tombstone shaped wooden door at the top of the short flight of steps. “Come on then.”
I trotted up the steps and she shut the door behind me. It was even gloomier inside the museum. “Is this place even open? It can’t get much foot traffic.” I was sure I’d never seen it advertised as an attraction.
Rebecca led the way down a narrow corridor, past a crude attempt at a ticket desk and into the dim interior of a large room, filled with glass cabinets. It smelled strongly of old preserving fluids and dust.
“This was my father’s passion. He inherited it from his father, who inherited it from his grandmother. I’m not sure whether it was always officially a museum but it was certainly used to store several generation’s worth of rubbish. As you see.”
I nodded. “And where’s your dad now?”
“Dead,” Rebekah said flatly.
“I’m so sorry,” I said, flustered. “Was he... Er…was it recent?”
“A little over two months ago.” Rebekah gazed indifferently at the glass cases. From inside one, a poorly stuffed eagle owl gazed mournfully back with improbable tangerine coloured eyes. “I came to Oxford to sort out his personal effects. Phillip Blackthorn, Daddy’s partner, had already died some years previously, you see. The whole pile was left to me.” She did not sound especially gratified by the bequest. “Anyway, I’ve been staying in the flat upstairs and trying to sort out Daddy’s papers and diaries. Beastly hard slog. He kept everything and filed nothing.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. If my dad had died only two months ago, I doubted I’d be using such a blasé tone, but then I’d noticed that Rebekah didn’t seem to display emotions in the same way other people generally did. I tore my gaze away from that of the owl to find her watching me.
“You’re wondering why I’m not dreadfully cut up about his death,” Rebekah observed.
“You don’t have to tell me. Unless…you want to talk?” I said clumsily.
Rebekah snorted. “I despise sentiment. My father and I had a strained relationship. We didn’t see each other often. He didn’t have a great deal of time for me after Mother died. Shipped me off to boarding school. Of course, he travelled a lot. He was a zoologist too.”
“Oh.”
“Anyway, he did me a favour. Didn’t much care for the place but I got a good education and learned self-reliance. Went off to University, got my doctorate and worked in South America for two years. Never really looked back.” Rebekah ran a finger idly through the dust on top of a case.
The Touch stirred within me. It wasn’t as simple as she claimed. Her father was dead and now there would never be the opportunity for him to be proud of her, for them to grow closer again. I felt for her, whether she wanted me to or not.
“My mother died in a car accident when I was twelve,” I said, even though I hated to talk about it. “For a while, my dad really checked out on us – me and my older sisters, I mean. Things happened to make him tune back in. But I can imagine what it was like to have a parent who stayed distant.”
Rebekah glared at me, but there was a sheen to her eyes. She blinked and cleared her throat. “It is what it is and no point moping.”
“You’re angry,” I said, feeling it as strongly as if the emotion were mine. “Not about what I said. You’re angry about your father’s death. How he died.”
Rebekah gave me a strange look. “Observant little thing aren’t you? It isn’t relevant to what we’re here to do, though.”
I nodded. If she wanted to tell me, she would. And I had enough to worry about without teasing details of Rebekah’s family trauma out of her. Rebekah led the way deeper into the museum and I followed, glancing around with frank curiosity. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason as to what was included for display. There was no order to the layout. Nothing was labelled. This cabinet contained tiny, carved wooden coffins, a collection of multi-hued pebbles and a strange doll made of twigs, straw and red rags. That cabinet held more poor examples of taxidermy. A third showed a collection of old coins, broken pottery and beads when I blew the dust off it. What was all this stuff?
“Up here,” Rebekah called.
I hurried after her as she led up a flight of five broad steps and into a larger, empty room. The walls were lined with mirrors of all kinds – chipped, tarnished, heavy framed, hand sized, floor length, even polished metal. There was something off about them. I couldn’t see what was wrong exactly, only that they didn’t seem to reflect a true version of the room itself. As if the colours were a tone or two darker in the mirrors, the light murkier. In the centre of the polished wood floor stood an ancient rosewood harpsichord. It might have been a beautiful instrument once but now it was grimy and scratched, giving off the same air of melancholy indifference as everything else.
“You didn’t feel like checking into a hotel?” I said.
Rebekah glanced over her shoulder in surprise. “Whatever for? The flat was here above the museum, standing empty. Perfectly good bed and kettle. Quiet enough. I needed to spend time here anyway to sort through Daddy’s belongings.”
“It’s kind of...cold and....” I trailed off. Rebekah just didn’t get it and I didn’t know how to explain. I’d once been imprisoned in the cellar of an abandoned eighteenth century asylum. This was less creepy, but not by much.
I followed her through a door which was also hung with mirrors, and up a longer, narrower flight of stairs to what looked like the door of a flat.
“The sitting room is through here,” Rebekah said. “I’ve had the heating on.”
I followed her through another door, thinking that she hadn’t understood what I meant by cold. I wasn’t as sensitive to the presence of the Dead as Emlynn was, but I was fairly certain that the museum wasn’t haunted in the usual sense. The weird collection of items was giving me odd vibes, though. Maybe they looked mundane but the apparently idiosyncratic collection was anything but. And beneath all that was a strong sense of wrongness. Helpless anger and sorrow. As if... almost as if...
“Something bad happened here,” I murmured.
“What did you say?”
I looked at Rebekah and knew that her father had died in this building. And maybe it had looked natural but it hadn’t been. Stones remember and the stones of the museum cried out at the outrage of a life ended before its natural close. How the hell was I supposed to work that into conversation?
“It’s nothing. This place just gives me a weird feeling,” I said.
Rebekah nodded and pushed open a small oak door. “I used to fancy all sorts of strange things about it when I came here as a child. I believe I thought once that it was Aladdin’s cave and I would find treasure here. Amazing what can look magical to a child’s eyes.”
The wave of pained longing that came off her was so sharp I sucked in a breath. Acute nostalgia tinged with bitterness. And it was the second time she’d mentioned her childhood. I had a horrible feeling that maybe her father’s death and Rebekah’s own mixed feelings weren’t irrelevant to our current problem after all.
The door led to a sitting room of sorts. Small and oblong with a worn, burnt orange and dusty chocolate carpet depicting a vaguely floral pattern. There was a sagging sofa and armchairs upholstered in seventies beige, and a moth-eaten pair of velvet curtains over the grimy window. The light from the window was already much reduced thanks to the building that had sprung up next to the museum sometime in the last fifty years. There may have been tables and a footstool. It was impossible to tell because every surface was covered in piles of papers, notebooks and other documents. It looked like a house fire waiting to happen. In fact, this whole place might do Rebekah more good, if it went up in flames and yielded her a decent pay out in insurance money.
“Not exactly the Ritz, I know,” Rebekah commented. “But I do well enough with Spartan accommodations.”
“What are all of these?” I gave into curiosity and picked up a handful of papers from the nearest pile. “This looks like a circulatory system but a person would need two hearts to make this work.”
Silence. It occurred to me that randomly sifting through a pile of someone else’s notes was a gross violation of privacy. I looked up, chagrined. Rebekah was watching me, dark eyes fathomless.
“I’m so sorry,” I blurted. “Sometimes my curiosity overtakes my manners.” I held the sheaf of notes out sheepishly but Rebekah waved me off.
“Think nothing of it,” she said. “Those papers are why I asked you to come here.” She looked embarrassed and defiant. “They were my father’s. His lifelong passion.”
I frowned, looking down at the notes again. Sanguivoirs.  The word swam up out of the close set slanted handwriting. Sanguivoir? That meant blood-eater, didn’t it? Like a vampire bat or a flea. Except the anatomical sketches were not of a bat or a flea. I flipped through the pages. Here, a claw-tipped webbed hand – and it very definitely was a hand with a fully opposable thumb. There, a recipe for some sort of vile looking compound that was supposed to ward off ghouls. Ghouls?
“I thought you said your father was a zoologist,” I looked at Rebekah.
Her expression was pained, as if she expected some realisation to dawn on me. It hit me then and I felt like a fool for not seeing it immediately. A creepy museum filled with weird, vaguely folkloric devices. A room full of careful notes and sketches of creatures which should not exist. Rebekah’s denial and distrust over anything supernatural; anything unscientific.
“He was a cryptozoologist,” I said.
Rebekah gave me a thin smile. “And now you can see why I’ve been slaving away in here for the last month by myself. If anyone else saw these...”
“You’re letting me see them,” I pointed out.
“Desperation.” Rebekah shifted a pile of papers so she could sit down. “Anyway I have a feeling about you. Can’t say I’m a fan of intuition but you’re a fellow scientist so I know you won’t be silly and credulous. And you’re open minded enough to not rule things out simply because they don’t fit your world view.”
“Thanks, I think.” I disinterred a chair from the drifts of paper and sat down. “So what’s our game plan?”
When Rebekah smiled. It was like someone flicking open a switchblade – thin and sharp, and utterly mirthless. “Simple. There’s a lot of bollocks recorded here but Daddy did have a few good insights. If there really is a creature which is imperceptible to human senses and visits to feed when we’re sleeping, my father will have made notes. All we have to do is find them.”
My heart sank. “I don’t suppose he used the Dewey decimal system?”
Rebekah handed me a fat sheaf of papers.
✽✽✽
 
We’d barely made a dent when my phone rang. I looked around but there was no sign of it. During the last three hours, a lot of the piles of paper had shifted. I scrabbled amongst the mess in a vain attempt to find my phone. Which was when it stopped ringing. That was the problem with setting it so your voicemail kicked in after three rings. A second later, it rang again by which point Rebekah was pawing through piles as I repeated the entire operation. I finally managed to locate and answer the phone when it rang for a fourth time.
“Hello?” I gasped, promptly slipping on a stack of notebooks and dropping the phone.
“Amy?” Eddie’s voice was full of the exasperation of someone who is fed up of repeating themselves. “Where are you?”
I glanced around, seeing anew the grubby, ugly living room covered in notes about improbable creatures. “I...er...I’m helping a friend?”
Rebekah seemed to radiate amusement, even with her back turned.
I wondered how much of that was sleep deprivation.
“...you hear me?” Eddie demanded.
“Sorry...what did you say?” I forced my attention back to my phone.
“I said ‘it’s Saturday night, don’t you have somewhere to be?’” Eddie’s fingers drumming against a hard wooden surface was clearly audible down the phone.
“I’m not sure...?”
“Amy, Sienna came here looking for you. Aren’t you supposed to be on a date?” Eddie said.
“Oh shit!”
“Since when do you stand people up?”
“I don’t! I didn’t mean to! Is she still there? Why didn’t she call me?” I ran the words together in one breath.
“She did. Twice. Then she thought she must have the wrong number, so I tried. Twice.” Eddie huffed out a breath. “She’s gone, Amy. Not sure I really blame her, either.”
“Oh God, did she seem very pissed off?”
“Hard to say. If it had been me, I wouldn’t have been happy.” Eddie paused. “Where are you anyway?”
“Something came up while I was at the lab this morning. Long story.”
“Yeah. Whatever.”
“Eddie, I’m really sorry but I need to phone Sienna back. Talk to you later?”
“Fine. If you ever feel like telling me what’s going on with you, I’ll be around.” He hung up before I could reply.
I looked down at my phone, stricken.
“Everything alright?” Rebekah had gone back to sorting papers.
“I screwed up,” I said. “I just need to make a quick call.” Sienna’s number leapt to my finger tip and I hit send. It rang and rang. She probably wouldn’t answer. Why would she after I’d stood her up and not answered her calls?
“Hello?” Sienna sounded wary.
“I am so unbelievably sorry,” I said. “I did not mean to stand you up. I promise this isn’t me at all.”
“Uh huh. So where are you then?” Sienna said.
“I’m...” I glanced around. There was no way I could get home, shower, change and get to Sienna in anything like a reasonable timeframe. “A friend needed my help. I got caught up.”
“And you forgot the time,” Sienna said wearily.
“It’s more like I forgot it was Saturday,” I said sheepishly. “Please, I am so sorry. I really was looking forward to going out with you. Is there any way we can reschedule?”
A pause.
“I don’t know, Amy. I don’t normally give girls who stand me up another chance to y’know, stand me up.” There was a teasing note in Sienna’s voice now though and I sagged in relief that at least I hadn’t completely pissed her off, even if Eddie was another matter.
“If you give me one more chance, I’ll take you to my favourite Vietnamese restaurant?” I wheedled, smiling.
“Fine. Monday night. I’m off campus that day and it’ll need to be an earlier start due to work. Say seven?” Sienna said.
“Seven it is. Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet. I plan on being very hard to please. That way I’ll know you’re committed to making up for forgetting our date.” Her voice dropped huskily.
A flush travelling up my throat. “Okay...” I said breathlessly.
“See you then.” Sienna hung up and I pressed cool hands to my hot cheeks.
“Trouble?” Rebekah said.
I whirled. For a moment I’d completely forgotten she was there. “Nothing life threatening.”
“Not missing anything important, I hope?”
“We rescheduled.” I cleared my throat. “Found anything yet?”
“Nothing that will do a jot of good.” Rebekah moved another stack of notebooks. “It’s well past dinner. Will you stay if I order food?”
“Sure.” Honestly, I had no idea how much progress we’d make but it wasn’t like I had anywhere else to be right now. Probably best to give Eddie some time to cool down too.
“Burgers alright? There’s a decent greasy-spoon place just down the road which delivers. Excellent chips.”
“Cheese and relish with mine, please.”
Rebekah moved to the door which led to a small kitchenette. “If you’re taking this girl out for Vietnamese food on Monday, make sure she tries the Beef Betel.”
“Really?” I gave her a sceptical look.
“My grandmother used to make it. Food of the gods.” Rebekah disappeared into the kitchen, leaving me to reflect that while she was cold and off-putting, and possibly too beautiful to be allowed, she did have a hint of warmth under the polished exterior.
Perhaps she and I would actually become friends? A pile of papers slid off the arm of the chair and covered my lap. Or maybe I would die under an avalanche of cryptozoology notes and sketches. It was a definite toss-up.
I pulled my attention back to the task in hand, forcing myself not to think about Sienna’s insinuating tone as she told me she intended to be ‘hard to please.’ Right now, I had a hag to catch. Best to get it done before I destroyed all the wiring in my house.
I doubted Eddie would be okay with that.




Chapter Thirteen – Out of Character
The remainder of the weekend was an infuriating mixture of tedium and lack of progress. I stayed with Rebekah until ten thirty on Saturday night but we found nothing in her father’s papers that gave us any clue what we were up against. Not that we managed to get through more than the tiniest fraction of the piles of notes and diaries. There were reams of diagrams and close written pages that we had yet to touch. Privately, I was starting to resent Rebekah’s father for not being more organised.
Rebekah herself was an odd person to get used to. She was blunt and utterly impervious to being offended, not seeming to grasp that not everyone else was made of rhinoceros hide. She had no time for people who were slower on the uptake than she was. Since I often felt like the outsider in any situation because my brain was always a couple of gallops ahead, it was really saying something that I had to actually try to keep up with her. But for all her brusque manner and lack of sympathy for fools, not to mention her intimidating physical perfection, I found that I liked her.
Rebekah was sharp but not unkind. She was painfully, brutally honest but you’d never wonder where you stood with her. She was practical and always had an interesting, perceptive take on a situation, even if she couldn’t abide small talk. I never heard her laugh and her smiles all seemed to be of the razor sharp variety, but she had surprising sense of humour that skewed towards the dark.
It didn’t trouble me that she never actually apologised for her previous behaviour. There was no malice in her and I thought I was right in my previous assessment of her actions. Fear and sleep deprivation had made her lash out. I was sure she also grieved for her father and found that the museum’s dingy atmosphere played on her. Rebekah would not have welcomed my sympathy but no one should have to be alone with all this, even if they were unusually self-reliant.
I passed on the tip about the rock salt and suggested she sleep with the light on and perhaps some music playing. Rebekah pursed her lips but nodded. Neither of us said what we were both thinking. None of those things would stop the hag if it truly decided to strike. That by employing such tactics we were probably just sending it off to find easier prey.
Sunday evening came and we were no closer.
Rebekah led me back to the main entrance when I couldn’t bear to read another crabbed paper about another improbable creature. It wasn’t a big museum but I’d still managed to get turned around twice. I squashed the thought that it just didn’t want me to leave.
“Thank you,” Rebekah said, with unaccustomed warmth.
“I haven’t really done anything yet,” I pointed out.
“It’s a relief not to be wading through those documents alone,” Rebekah said. “You’re quite pleasant company, Amy.”
She shut the door before I could reply to the lean compliment. Despite the frustration, I felt happy as I walked home. Maybe it was just the satisfied murmur of the Touch, which had been quieter since I’d finally managed to talk with Rebekah. Or maybe it was anticipation over my date with Sienna tomorrow. My natural state was optimism and it was reasserting itself.
At least until I got home to find Eddie waiting for me.
“Hi,” I said uncertainly, perching on the arm of the sofa across from him. “Everything okay?”
“Where were you?” Eddie said.
I decided to come clean. “I went to help Rebekah with her father’s effects.”
Eddie stared at me, confused, so I explained about running into ‘coffee shop girl’ again, keeping the details vague.
“It was like I thought,” I said. “She’s overloaded and alone, so I’m helping.”
Eddie stared. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
“Er...no...”
“Amy, do you have any idea how nuts you’ve been acting?” Eddie wasn’t merely hostile, he was angry. “It’s been creeping up for a while – the jumpiness, the weird excuses. But this last week? Honestly, I’ve been wondering if you had a drug habit that finally got out of control.”
I scowled, offended.
“It’s you, so I know it’s not that. But I don’t know what else it could be. You’re distracted. You forget appointments. I know you haven’t finished your marking this weekend–”
“As if any other lecturers have,” I said hotly. “It’s not due until Wednesday.”
“It’s not like you,” Eddie said, exasperated. “Until recently, you would have had it done Friday night.”
“So I spend one weekend with someone you don’t like and now I’m a delinquent with a drug problem?” I snapped. “I’m not a teenager. You’re not my parent.”
“No,” Eddie said quietly. “I’m your friend. And you’re not telling me what’s going on and acting out of character. What am I supposed to think?”
“You’re supposed to trust me to know what’s best for me,” I said. “Is this really because I’ve had an off week? Or are you put out that I spent time with someone else?”
“That’s not...” Eddie trailed off. “Fine, I was hurt. But you are also really freaking me out.”
“You don’t want to know what’s going on,” I said. “I don’t want to fight with you. I really don’t. But did it ever occur to you that I’m keeping this to myself because...”
“Because you think I can’t handle it.” Eddie’s mouth curled. “Maybe you should try me.”
“Okay.” It the wrong approach. This was not how to get my housemate on my side. But I was irritated past the point of caution. “How are your dreams lately, Eddie? Any dark shapes? Sense of being unable to breathe? A weight pushing down on you?”
Eddie paled making his freckles stand out like drops of ink. “Not this again.”
“Maybe they’re not just dreams,” I said, already regretting my words. “Eddie–”
“Oh sod off!” Eddie rose shakily to his feet. “If you don’t want to tell me what’s going on, don’t. But don’t expect me to buy into your paranormal fantasy.”
Too late I realised the real folly of my outburst. There was a genuine danger here. I knew the hag was real. It had targeted Rebekah for some reason, and through her, I’d been tagged. That must have been when the shadow touched me in the coffee shop. When I proved obdurate, the hag had simply slipped to the nearest available source of energy to feed. My housemate.
Eddie didn’t just look pale with anger. He looked ill. Drained.
“Eddie, wait!” I cried. “You have to be careful–”
“I said leave me alone! I don’t want to hear it!” He pushed blindly past me and a moment later I heard his bedroom door slam. He refused to talk to me for the rest of the evening, leaving me to stew in guilt over losing my temper.
The hag did not return that night.




Chapter Fourteen – Tweed and Blending In
Monday morning was free time for me this semester. True, I should be catching up on marking student papers – Eddie wasn’t wrong about that. But I had a more urgent errand to run. Since Rebekah and I hadn’t had any luck with her father’s notes, I needed an expert’s advice more than ever. Rebekah had texted me to say she’d had no encounter with the hag last night but I didn’t believe it was gone, merely temporarily thwarted by our precautions.
Time to put Em’s advice into action.
It was mid-morning when I arrived at St John’s College, having passed a large number of InterFlora vans out making deliveries. It wasn’t until I happened to catch sight of a Valentine’s Day display in a card shop window, that I realised what the date was. Something about the strings of pink and red paper hearts made me want to simultaneously snort in derision whilst feeling strangely soft and vulnerable. I wondered if Sienna had realised she was rearranging our date for Valentine’s Day.
St John’s was exactly the sort of campus that sprang to mind when someone said ‘Oxford University’ – a slow unwinding of architectural styles and periods as the buildings gradually revealed themselves through the gardens that surrounded them. It was a cool, bright day and the sun gilded the limestone to a watery gold on the front quad. The history department wasn’t hard to find and I wandered happily between the Tudor and Renaissance buildings, until I found the narrow passageway in the southwest corner which led to the Dolphin Quadrangle. Once past a row of Ionic columns and up a short flight of steps, I went down a corridor panelled in old oak.
The door I wanted was right at the very end. There was a small brass plaque on it bearing the words ‘Dr S. Thornton, History and Anthropology’. Steve had his own office – I was quietly impressed.
I rapped on the door, feeling a fizz of anticipation. It had been a few years since I’d last seen Steve – he was Emlynn’s friend more than mine – but we’d got on well on the few occasions we’d met, supernatural occurrences aside. The Touch chose that moment to give a little tug. This was the right path; I was doing the right thing.
“Come in,” a pleasant, baritone voice called from the other side of the door.
“Excuse me, Professor, have you got a minute?” I said cheekily, shutting the door behind me.
The thin, dark-haired man sitting behind the desk looked anywhere between twenty-eight and thirty-five, but I knew he was only four years older than me. He glanced up sharply, causing his reading glasses to slip down his long nose. A pang of nostalgia struck me. Emlynn and I had first met Steve at Whitby Goth Festival. Emlynn had been chasing up a lead on the supernatural front, I’d been gate-crashing her adventure, and Steve had been resplendently done up in full vampire regalia, which sadly, had not made him any less alone on that occasion.
“Amy?” Steve said, taken aback. He took off the reading glasses and set them on top of a pile of books.
“In the flesh.” I said, enjoying his surprise. Maybe calling in advance would have been more polite but this was fun.
“Goodness, what brings you to these dusty hinterlands?” He stood up, shoving his collar length hair back and came around the desk.
“I needed an expert. Em suggested you.” I tilted my head to one side. “You gave up on the eyeliner, huh?”
“What? Oh. Well, the faculty would prefer I confined its use to personal time. If it was the drama department I dare say I’d be alright. Not that I feel any great urge to….er… And besides history at St John’s is more about tweed and blending in than...” He shrugged.
“Frilly shirts and leather trousers?” I suggested innocently.
Steve lifted a heavy dark brow. “I think Ciarán was right to call you ‘imp’.”
“Hey, I like your old look.” I grinned, noting that he had completely avoided tweed for all his sombre attire. “It’s really good to see you. How come we’ve been working in the same city all this time and never met up?”
Steve’s expression shifted from severe to discomforted, posh accent sharpening. “I er...assumed you would be busy with...with your research and...and your friends and...”
A pang struck me somewhere behind my breast bone. He’d thought of looking me up and then talked himself out of it, assuming I wouldn’t have time for him. Meanwhile, I hadn’t even registered he was in Oxford. Emlynn had probably prodded Steve to get in touch with me because she knew he didn’t make friends easily. My sister must have thought I’d adopt him if I found him all alone. Which, okay, was totally accurate and I damn well would now. I couldn’t believe Steve had thought I wouldn’t want to see him though.
“Not sure what gave you the idea that a physicist’s life is that glamorous but I can assure you, I was definitely not too busy. You should come and hang out, sometime,” I said. “It might be no more rock’n’roll than a movie night at my place with my housemate, but you’d be welcome.”
Steve turned away abruptly – apparently one of the peeling tomes on the book shelf required his urgent attention. “Yes... well, perhaps I’ll take you up on that.”
“Make sure you do,” I said. “So, is now a good time to pick your brain? I could really use your help.”
Steve indicated a seat and I took it. His large, deep set hazel eyes gleamed with humour as he sat down in the other chair. “I’d have thought you would be the last person to need to pick someone else’s brain. Don’t you have more grey matter than an entire University Challenge team?”
“What can I say? They just don’t make those teams like they used to,” I quipped. “If this was about a quark, I’d be fine. But it’s more in your line than mine.”
Steve nodded, steepling his hands under his chin. “Since Emily sent you, I imagine this is paranormal in nature?”
“Are you going to kick me out if I say ‘yes’?”
“On the contrary. Please go on.”
I took a deep breath and explained. Everything. The hag. The way it differed to the one Em and Grace had fought. The dreams. The problems it was causing with Eddie. The weird connection with Rebekah. And then, because it was Steve who was my sister’s friend and his eyes were so intelligent and kind, I shamefacedly explained the problems I’d had with the Touch.
Steve listened attentively, without interrupting and I was filled with profound gratitude. It was easy to overlook Steve, unassuming, odd and plain as he was. It was easy to forget that while he didn’t have the Touch the way Em and I had it. He was a ‘sensitive’. Just a tiny dab of gift but he had somehow survived living with my sister. That said a lot for his strength of mind. Being a ‘sensitive’ next to Emlynn is like sitting around wearing a bullseye. Anything gunning for her will definitely have a go at you as the weaker of the available options. The supernatural didn’t freak Steve out though, despite that, and he could engage with impossible subjects with open minded curiosity. The relief at finally being able to pour everything out to someone who wouldn’t judge me was indescribable.
“Would you care for some tea?” Steve said, when I had finished. “I think we could both do with a cup.”
I chuckled, dabbing furtively at the corner of my eyes when his back was turned.
“You want me to find out what this visitation which apparently feeds on sleepers is, correct?” Steve handed me a mug.
I sipped the tea and nodded. “I used to be really good at this. Physics kind of took over.”
“Entirely understandable.” Steve set his own cup and saucer down. “Your friend – Rebekah, is it? She’s right in saying there are different kinds of this creature. I’m not sure I’d go so far as to say it’s part of an overlapping ecosystem but then I’m coming at it from a different angle.”
“So you know what it is?” I leaned forward in my seat.
Steve shook his head. “Not yet. But I will find out. I have access to resources that most people don’t. We’ll get to the bottom of it.”
I hid a smile at the unconsciously pompous note in his tone. “The one Em and Grace got rid of was harmed by running water and salt. This one may not like salt but it doesn’t harm it.” I swallowed. “It feels really bad, Steve. When it...it feeds on you or whatever it’s doing? It’s not just stealing your breath. It feels like you’re dying.”
Steve’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Some of them can kill, and do.”
“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
“Not at all. It’s supposed to impress upon you the need to be careful,” Steve said, severe once more. “You have the same heedless courage as your sister and I’m starting to suspect you’ll selflessly throw yourself into danger to protect those who ask for your help. I want you to be on your guard.”
I was torn between exasperation and warmth at the unintentional praise. “Any pointers on how I keep myself safe?”
Steve winced slightly at the bite in my tone. “You were correct to surmise that light and noise act as deterrents. A short term measure, as is a line of salt.” He seemed to debate something internally.
“You might as well tell me what you’re thinking,” I said.
“I was thinking that we really ought to call Emily.”
“No. Not unless it’s more than I can handle,” I said mulishly.
“More than we can handle.” Steve stressed the word. “Why not?”
“She deserves a life, Steve.” I raked my hands back through my hair. “I know this isn’t much of a theory but I can’t help thinking that if you’re born with something extra, then it’s your responsibility to use what you’re given. To help. To deal with situations like this. Em once said that those with the Touch are meant to help keep the world in balance. I think she’s right. And I will ask for help when I need it – I’m asking you for help right now. But you can’t reach for an atom bomb every time you need to swat a fly. This one is on me.”
Steve had the strangest expression on his face. A mixture of pride, anxiety and something I couldn’t name. “I see your point. Very well, as long as you agree to accept my help.”
I grinned. “Where else am I going to find a historian-slash-folklorist who actually has experience in this area?”
Steve cleared his throat. “May I have your number, then? I’ll get to work and call you as soon as I have a plausible answer.”
“Sure.” I tapped my number into his phone. “Steve? You already have a theory, don’t you?”
“Yes but I won’t share it until I’m sure. I might end up obscuring other answers. And not all the facts fit.” He frowned. “You’ll keep me updated with anything new?”
I nodded. “You know it.”
“Amy? You need to warn your housemate. Properly I mean.”
I pulled a face. “I’ve been trying. All I’ve managed to do is to cause a fight.”
Steve looked at me gravely, eyes wise and implacable. “He already half believes you or he wouldn’t be so defensive. And you wouldn’t be so prickly if you could just trust he’d be willing to humour you. I think he will, you know.”
“So what? Lie to Eddie?” I said.
“No. Admit that you don’t have proof and that you might be wrong. But ask him to go along with your warnings for your peace of mind. Friendship is about compromise.” There was something ineffably sad about Steve’s tone.
“He’ll think I’m certifiable,” I confessed.
“Would that matter if it kept him safe?” Steve said gently.
He was right. I was allowing pride to get in the way. A pinch of chagrin tightened in my chest and the fan of Steve’s computer made an alarming whirring noise just as the overhead light flickered.
“Breathe, Amy,” Steve said calmly.
I did, getting a grip on the Touch. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.” He checked the computer which had thankfully stopped whimpering. “I don’t pretend to fully understand the Touch, but if I may make a suggestion?”
“Okay...”
“Stop fighting it. It’s part of you. Perhaps if you accept it, it will work with you rather than against you.”
I made a non-committal noise because it was all very well for him to say that when his mind wasn’t a fire hazard waiting to happen.
Steve grinned, clearly reading my thoughts in my expression. He had a surprising smile. It transformed his otherwise long, ascetic face. “I’ll stop interfering. But I have faith in you, Amy. You can do anything you put your not inconsiderable mind to.”
I smiled back. “Thanks. And I really mean it about you coming over some time soon.”
“I’ll be in touch,” was all he replied but I caught a sudden wave of emotion from him. He was pleased, possibly even a little grateful.
I made my way back across the city to Catz thinking that there was no way I was letting Steve fade into the background again. Once this had all blown over, I would pester him until he regularly joined Eddie and me. I didn’t want Steve to be lonely. At least that was a problem I could fix.




Chapter Fifteen – Peace Offering
Okay, I get the part about doughnuts and us not fighting anymore,” Eddie said. “But you’re losing me with the box of salt.” It was early evening and we were standing in the kitchen.
I ran a finger over the bright swirls printed on the doughnut selection box – a peace offering to my housemate. “Do you think I’m nuts? Really and truly off my head, I mean?”
Eddie frowned. “If you start talking about dreams again...”
“Please, just answer the question?” I said.
Eddie sagged. “Normally I’d say you’re one of the most level headed people I know. I mean, you’re weirdly into fringe type science...”
“Is that a nice way of saying that you know I’m tolerant towards the idea of ghosts?”
“...but you’re not nuts.” Eddie shoved his hands in his pockets, looking unhappy.
“Do you think I’d deliberately, maliciously try to make you believe something I knew would freak you out?” I met my housemate’s troubled eyes. We were both thinking about that incident with a Ouija board during my second year at uni.
There was a pause. Not because Eddie really believed something terrible about me. But because he was desperately searching for an alternative that would still make sense.
“No,” he said finally.
“It’s like this. Either I’m lying when I say that there is something strange going on. Or I am deluded. Or I am telling the truth,” I said. “You’ve said you don’t think I’m mad and that you don’t believe I would deceive you. So that leaves option three.”
“Did you seriously just quote The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe at me?”
“Paraphrased, maybe.” I pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down, surreptitiously glancing at the wall clock. In half an hour I had to get ready for my date with Sienna. There was time to make Eddie understand. “If you’re desperate for a fourth explanation, maybe I’m being deceived. It could all be a mistake.”
“Exactly,” Eddie cried. “So why the instructions?”
I looked at him soberly. “If I told you a tornado was on the way and there was no hard evidence, but you thought I believed what I was saying, would you ignore me if I said to go and shelter in the cellar?”
“Amy, we live in England. When was the last time you saw a tornado?” Eddie snorted.
“Fine.” I flung up my hands. “If I said there was a fire and you needed to get out of the house. Would you stay because I might be mistaken?”
“I don’t like this.” Eddie’s mouth set stubbornly.
“I know. I really hope I am mistaken, for the record.”
“But you don’t think you are?”
“Let’s leave it that if you take the precautions I’ve asked you to take, I’ll be able to concentrate on figuring out what’s going on.” I took a bite from a doughnut, licking jam from the corner of my mouth. “If you leave the house and there’s no fire, you can always go back inside.”
Eddie’s frown smoothed out. “Fine. I see your point and I don’t want to fight anymore. I’ll humour you.”
“Thank you.” My tone was full of relief.
“On the condition that you explain everything as soon as you have answers,” Eddie said.
“Done.”
“And,” A grin split Eddie’s face. “You have to tell me everything about your date tonight.”
I laughed. “Actually, I was hoping to get your opinion on an outfit.
“Easy. Start by washing that jam out of your hair.” Eddie laughed.
✽✽✽
 
I’m not someone who takes long to get ready and this was still a smart casual occasion, as far as I was concerned. But I put on a little make-up and shimmied into smart black trousers and a deep red strappy top. I had Grace’s hand-me-down leather jacket and black boots to complete the outfit. I pinned my freshly washed and now jam-free hair up in a carefully messy chignon. Adding a last dab of lip gloss, I eyed myself in the mirror and decided I looked very presentable. I turned away, pleased. Personal vanity was not one of my great faults, which was just as well since both of my sisters were gorgeous and I could best be described as ‘cute’. Reasonably attractive is all you need anyway. There’s a lot you can do with reasonably attractive. I’d far rather be noticed for my intellect.
“Verdict?” I turned to Eddie.
“You look like cold day in hell.”
“Huh?”
“Hot enough to pose danger but not enough to cause damage.”
“I can’t tell if that’s a compliment,” I laughed. “Just tell me I got all the jam out of my hair?”
“You’re good to go.” Eddie sat back with the air of someone whose work is done. “Knock ’em dead.”
“Hopefully it’s not going to get that exciting!” I tripped lightly out of the front door.
It was a fairly short walk to Sienna’s flat and I set off happily. Making things right with Eddie, and especially unburdening myself to Steve, had left me feeling light and giddy. Positive and sunny plus ten. My phone buzzed in my pocket and I paused at a bus stop to check Sienna wasn’t texting me. It was Bex.
Where are you?
I blew out a breath. Rebekah seemed to consider greetings and manners optional.
On my way out, I texted back. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.
Come over to the museum when you’re done. Doesn’t matter how late. I have a theory, Bex replied.
I don’t know when I’ll be finished tonight, I typed. I’ll come over tomorrow.
There was a long enough pause that I started walking again before a single grudging word came back.
Fine.
I crushed a pang of guilt. Sienna had already had to reschedule once because of this messed up hag situation. I couldn’t put everything on hold. I’d help Rebekah, tomorrow, after work. It would be fine. She knew what precautions to take. She didn’t need me right this second. I shoved the nagging tug of the Touch to the back of my mind. One night off wasn’t going to kill anyone.
“You look nice,” Sienna said, when she answered the door.
“Um. Thanks.” I swallowed, taking in her outfit. It drew my gaze to places that made blood rise in my face.
“Shall we go?” Sienna donned her coat, masking the knee length black dress she was wearing.
“Sure.” And I’d thought she looked hot in a lab coat. My mouth had gone bone dry.
“How was the vibe at the lab this afternoon?” Sienna said.
I was intensely grateful that she seemed to be ignoring my sudden awkwardness. “Pretty mellow. Greyson still isn’t talking to me. Be great if he could keep that up for the next three years, right?”
Sienna laughed. “Don’t be too hard on him. He doesn’t know how to categorise you.”
“Because I’m female? Or because I’m on the younger end of the spectrum?” I said snarkily.
“I’m pretty sure it’s because he’s uncomfortable having someone more intelligent than him in his research group.” Sienna tucked a long, glossy strand of hair behind her ear. She was wearing it down and the way it brushed her collar bones and curved around her cheeks was mesmerising. “You’re quicker than him. He can’t stand the competition.”
My face blazed.
Sienna lifted an eyebrow at my expression. “Don’t tell me you hadn’t figured that out yet?”
“Um well I hadn’t really thought about it,” I murmured. Could it be true? Surely Sienna was just being nice. There had to be another reason Greyson had always been so hostile to me.
“I have a theory.” Sienna tucked her arm through mine like we were a pair of pals at girls’ boarding school. “If I’m correct, I get to ask you three questions and you have to tell me the truth.”
I pursed my lips, trying to ignore the distracting warmth of her body next to mine, or the way her hair smelled clean and faintly sweet. It wasn’t like we were holding hands or anything, but somehow this was worse.
“Amy?” Sienna poked me in the ribs.
I squirmed away, laughing. “What sort of questions?”
“Oh deep, intensely personal ones. Things you’d never tell a girl on a first date.” She grinned wickedly.
“It doesn’t sound like I’m getting much out of this bargain,” I said, ignoring my fluttering pulse. “What happens if your theory is incorrect?”
Sienna tossed her hair and linked arms with me again. “I suppose you get to ask me three questions instead.”
“Hmmm tempting.” I pretended to consider, enjoying the flirting. “You have a deal.”
“Excellent.” Sienna gave me a dark eyed look full of mischief. “My theory is that you know how bright you are, and you’re pretty well aware of how other people measure up to you in the brains department, but you hate making other people feel uncomfortable. So you dumb yourself down – externally at least – and you don’t ever let yourself consider how much cleverer you are.” Sienna’s teasing expression faltered. “Because you want to be liked.”
I laughed uneasily. “How am I meant to tell you if your theory is right? That was ninety per cent compliment.”
“Was it?” Sienna’s elliptical smile would have rivalled that of the Mona Lisa. “You’re supposed to be honest. Am I close?”
“You’re a little off on the details,” I hedged. “There are many kinds of clever...”
“And how many of them do you hit?”
“...and being intelligent isn’t the be all and end all...”
Sienna made a rude scoffing noise.
“But pretty close. Maybe. Although now I think you believe I’m a lot nicer than I am and I’m pretty sure you’re going to be disappointed,” I joked weakly.
“Bollocks!” Sienna said cheerfully. “So, do I get my questions now?”
“That was the agreement.” I was less keen on this game now. What dreadful, personal details would she want to know?
Sienna shot me a sly look. “When did you first know you wanted to be a physicist?”
I laughed, relieved. Hardly the deeply personal question I was expecting. “Not sure there was ever a definite moment. I was always drawn to science though.” A wave of nostalgia hit me. “When I was five, my older sisters – I have two, did you know that? – anyway they were complaining because we were all watching TV on a Saturday morning and they wanted to watch cartoons but I’d hidden the remote control so they couldn’t change the channel.”
“What were you watching?”
I gave her a crooked smile. “An Open University program about maths. Imaginary numbers. Once a nerd, always a nerd.”
Sienna chuckled.
“And when I was about seven, someone bought my sister, Emlynn, a chemistry set.”
“Emlynn? I thought that was a boy’s name?”
“It’s short for Emily Lynnette.”
“That’s pretty,” Sienna said.
“Kind of a mouthful for a child though,” I said. “Anyway, Em is big into music – she’s a classical pianist now – so guess who played with that chemistry set? Mum had an absolute mare when she found her seven-year-old trying to make manganic acid using a number of substituted household products to supplement the kit.”
Sienna laughed so hard she let go of my arm. She swiped the pads of her fingers under her eyes. “But physics took over from chemistry and maths?”
I nodded. “I like solving puzzles. Physics is basically the biggest set of puzzles in the known universe. Besides, my maths isn’t strong enough to concentrate entirely on that.”
“Rubbish,” Sienna said. “You give me a run for my money.”
Her gaze lingered a little too long and I wondered if I was really picking up a double entendre or if I just wished I was.
“Anyway, in the end my family clearly decided that if they tried to separate me from science, I’d turn into some sort of super villain. So they just let me get on with it.” I paused, then added, “Mum banned me from doing chemistry in the house.”
Sienna shook her head, hair gleaming dark as it swished across her shoulders. “My origin story is so much more boring than yours.”
I gave her an enquiring look.
“Mum was a mathematician. Dad was a chef. I suck at cooking – and chemistry incidentally. I guess they’re basically the same thing.” Her lips curled tenderly as she went on. “Numbers are pure. They never lie. And maths is the blueprint of...of reality.” She glanced at me anxiously.
“I get it,” I said.
A flash of relief crossed Sienna’s face, replaced once more with a wicked gleam. “Question number two.”
I groaned. “What made me agree to this?”
“You secretly want me to know you. Now hush.”
“I’m all ears,” I said wryly.
Sienna narrowed her eyes. “Here it is. And I want details. Understood?”
“Understood,” I said with mock severity.
“Who did you have your first kiss with? Was it good, bad, a complete disaster? How old were you?”
“Okay that’s at least three questions.”
“Nothing doing,” Sienna said. “It’s clearly a three part question.”
“Fine,” I rolled my eyes. “Her name was Fiona. I met her at a Young Scientist Camp in Geneva. I was almost fifteen. She was almost sixteen.”
“And she was a science nerd too?”
“Physics like me. It was a great few weeks. Then she went back to Colorado and I went home to Yorkshire.” I glanced at Sienna uncertainly. “She and I dated long distance for years after that. She was my first girlfriend.”
“Wow,” Sienna breathed. “Normally that doesn’t work out so well.”
I shrugged. “We clicked. I can’t explain it better than that. She was...is one of my closest friends. But you’re right. After a while, long distance is too much. So about eighteen months ago, we decided to part ways.”
There was a strained silence. Why had I gone into so much detail? Was I doing what Eddie had accused me of and trying to keep Sienna at a distance so I wouldn’t like her too much?
“I didn’t mean to get heavy,” I said.
“No, I shouldn’t have pried,” Sienna began.
“It’s fine,” I said. “I mean, I’m okay talking about Fiona. We knew it wouldn’t last unless one of us moved. Neither of us wanted to. We’re still good friends. And we’ve both dated other people since then. It was lot to dump on you like that.”
“I guess I could de-escalate the awkwardness of the conversation by telling you all about my exes? The last one was a far less civilised break up than it sounds like yours was,” Sienna offered.
I grinned. “Or we could talk about fractals.”
“Talking about fractals makes for a solid plan B.” Sienna gently took hold of my hand and our fingers interlaced. We smiled at each other and walked on.
Pho Kitchen was just ahead. I was looking forward to introducing Sienna to Papa Bình. Not to mention the food. I was ravenous.
“You know, I still have one question left,” Sienna began. “Amy? Are you okay?”
“I’m sorry, it’s just...” I looked down the alleyway that ran beside Pho Kitchen. The Touch was screaming inside me. A girl in her mid-twenties with shiny black hair was leaning back against the grubby wall and sobbing into her hands.
“Do you know her?” Sienna said.
“It’s Fleur. I’m sorry...I need to...” I tugged my hand free and made for the mouth of the alley.
“Of course. It’s fine.” Sienna kept pace with me but I was too filled with dread to pay her any attention. The Touch yanked at me, telling me whatever Fleur had to say would be bad. Really bad.
“Fleur? What’s wrong?” I stopped in front of her.
Fleur looked up, palming tears off her cheeks. Her face crumpled again when she saw who was talking to her. “Oh, Amy. I’m so sorry but...”
Sienna handed her a packet of tissues and Fleur dabbed at her face, trying to pull herself together.
“Take your time,” Sienna said.
Fleur shot her a look of gratitude, then her gaze slid to me and her eyes filled again. “It’s Papa.”
“Oh no.” I didn’t want her to go on. There was no need for the insistent pull of the Touch to tell me that I didn’t want to hear what she was about to say.
“He’s dead, Amy,” Fleur sobbed. “It was just... He wasn’t even sick. He went for his afternoon nap, like he always does before we open in the evening. And when I went to wake him up at four...”
She trailed off into sobs.
“Who?” Sienna murmured.
“Papa Bình. The owner of the restaurant. Fleur’s grandfather.” I felt numb.
“I’m so sorry,” Sienna said to Fleur.
Fleur gazed at me wretchedly. “They’re saying his heart gave out. But he didn’t have a heart problem. He was fit and healthy. He just went to sleep and didn’t wake up.”
Chills skittered over my skin. The words echoed in my mind. Went to sleep. Didn’t wake up. Oh God oh God Oh God....
Was there a connection? How could there be?
A door opened further down the alley and a hoarse voice called “Fleur? Are you there?”
“I have to go,” Fleur said.
“I’m really sorry.” I hugged her and she clung to me.
“I know you loved him too.” Fleur pulled away. “I just...I don’t understand.”
She went in the direction of the voice. I was full of mounting dread.
Some of them can kill, and do.
Didn’t wake up...
“Amy? Amy, are you alright?”
I looked up, dazed. I’d completely forgotten Sienna was there. “I think the restaurant is closed.”
“Never mind that,” Sienna said. “I called an Uber. We should get you home.”
It was tempting. Allowing Sienna to pile me into a taxi, take me home and ply me with tea or something stronger. But when the car pulled up, I squeezed Sienna’s hand and then pulled away.
“You take it, I need to walk.”
“Amy, you’ve had a shock.”
“I just...” I raised my hands to fend off her concerned embrace. “I’m sorry. I need to be alone right now.” I turned and practically ran away from her.
The fear was mind numbing. So thick I couldn’t cut through it to solve the problem. Papa Bình had died mysteriously in his sleep. Something kept visiting… feeding on me and Eddie as we slept. Rebekah was being specifically targeted. It couldn’t be a coincidence. I remembered Eddie holding up the newspaper and commenting on a rash of mysterious deaths. People going to sleep and not waking up. How could I be so stupid? The connection was right there. But why weren’t more people affected? How did the hag select its targets?
I ran, boots thumping the pavement, breath rasping in my throat and burning in my lungs. Some part of my brain must have been performing the usual cold calculations, untouched by shock or grief or horror. Just silently adding up clues. Solving sums of life and death. Waiting for my undivided attention. Some part of me had known. I realised I was heading to the museum. To Rebekah. Hopefully to some answers. I put my head down and ran faster.




Chapter Sixteen – The Man Who Cried Wolf
Oh good. You made it after all,” Rebekah said, opening the door. Then she took in my face. “Why are you crying?” 
I hadn’t realised I was. My hand came away from my cheek damp and smeared with dark eye make-up. I probably looked like the emo version of a vengeful sprit in a Japanese horror movie.
“Never...mind...that...” I gasped, breath sawing in my throat. “I need...to talk...to you....”
“What you need to do is to come in, wash your face and have a drink,” Rebekah said severely. “You’ll be no good to me otherwise. Come on.” She stood aside, gesturing me in as if I were a disobedient dog.
I resented the fact that her brisk, unsympathetic manner helped me pull myself together, but I was glad to go inside. To take shelter, even in the creepy old museum. Rebekah wasted no time, ushering me up to the sitting room, taking my coat and boots, then prodding me towards the bathroom. I washed and dried my face, removing any remaining make-up. When I emerged, Rebekah tossed me an oversized sweatshirt and pressed a mug of tea into my hands.
“It’s just occurred to me that your reticence to commit to a visit this evening, was due to you having a date. I’d forgotten it was tonight.” Her eyes glinted dangerously. “I sincerely hope it wasn’t your date that left you in this state.”
That shook me out of my exhausted apathy. “No! Why would you think that? I put her in an uber and ran straight here.”
“You ran?” Rebekah said. “In those boots? Were all the buses out of commission?”
I glared at her. “I started off walking and then I got upset.”
Bex pursed her lips but wisely chose not to pursue the subject. “And what upset you?”
“I was taking Sienna to the restaurant, when I found my friend, Fleur, outside crying. Papa Bính is dead.” My voice cracked and I swallowed. “He’s the restaurant owner. I’ve known him for years – not well exactly but...”
“Well enough to be grieved by his death.” Rebekah nodded.
“He is...was Fleur’s grandfather but he wasn’t that old. Sixty-five, maybe?” I pushed my hands into my hair, wincing as my fingers met hair pins and snarls. “Bex, he wasn’t ill. He didn’t have any underlying health problems. Fleur said he went for his afternoon nap before evening opening hours started, and he just didn’t wake up.” I looked up at her. “What does that sound like to you?”
Rebekah’s gold tinted skin paled and she reached blindly for a chair arm, lowering herself carefully onto the seat. She wet her lips. “I admit, it sounds ominous. But it’s something of a stretch to assume it’s connected to the hag. A post mortem may find that the gentleman had undiagnosed medical conditions.”
“It might,” I nodded. “But what about all the others?”
“Others?” Rebekah’s finely arched brows drew together.
I opened the internet browser on my phone and scrolled to the website of a local newspaper. “These others. Five people now dead, all under exactly the same circumstances. Perfectly healthy. Then they go to bed and die.”
Rebekah’s hand shook as she took the phone from my hand. Her lips parted soundlessly as she read the article and then thumbed to the next. She finally handed my phone back, silent and troubled. The Touch fluttered.
“Bex, I’m sorry to ask this but...” No easy way forward here. “How did your father die?”
Rebekah rose abruptly, paced to the kitchenette and back, stopping in front of me. “You’re trying to draw conclusions without evidence.”
“I am trying to shape a hypothesis so that we can find out if there is any evidence,” I shot back. “I’m sorry. I know it’s a sore subject. But, Bex, is there any chance that he...”
“He died here. In this room.” She sank back into her seat. Her dark eyes were full of conflict as they met mine. “He was a fit, active man in his mid-fifties. He’d recently returned from tackling an expedition up K2. And he went to sleep on that sofa and never woke up.”
“Shit.” I wasn’t sure how I was going to broach the next part but I had to try. The cold equations had continued to tick over in my mind as I ran here. That maybe these deaths weren’t unconnected. That maybe what connected them was that someone wanted them dead. Papa Bình had been refusing to sell Pho Kitchen and relocate, no matter what Ashworth Housing offered. It was a huge leap but what if the hag was deliberately being used to remove people? It sounded insane, even to me. It shouldn’t be possible. “I don’t think it was random.”
Something bad happened here. The stones remember...
“What do you mean?” Rebekah said sharply.
“I can’t explain why yet, but I think your father was deliberately targeted.” When she didn’t respond I forced myself to say the word. “Is there any reason someone would have wanted him out of the way? Could he have been murdered?”
Still no response.
“You’ve already thought of that that,” I said, slowly. “That’s partly why talking about him makes you so angry. You already suspect he was murdered.”
Rebekah’s expression suffused with rage. I realised it was more emotion than I’d seen on her face since she asked for my help. “I have no proof. There is no logical explanation. And perhaps his heart did fail. Isn’t that more likely?”
“You’re upset because if your suspicions are correct...”
“Then whoever wanted him dead used an undetectable method that obeys no known laws of science,” Rebekah snapped.
I nodded. “But despite all of that, you do think he was murdered.”
She nodded once, short and sharp. “It follows no chain of reasoning that bears up to scrutiny, but yes.”
I pulled the last pins from my hair, shaking it out so it settled in a straight, golden mantle around my shoulders. “Maybe you’d better tell me everything.”
Rebekah’s eyes glinted. I wondered if she was going to snap. To start shouting at me as she’d done before. She was actually sort of terrifying – anyone with that much presence always was.
“You asked for my help,” I forced my voice to come out level. “From what we know so far, there’s a previously unidentified creature which feeds on sleeping humans. If it targets specific people or if it’s drawn to them, then there’s a good chance it’s connected to this rash of mysterious deaths. Including your father.”
“You could be making a leap between a handful of people who died of unknown causes in their sleep and a set of experiences we’ve both had in a hypnogogic state,” Rebekah said. “It may be no more than coincidence.”
“You don’t believe that,” I said.
“I wish I did,” Rebekah muttered. “What is it you want to know?”
“I think you should tell me about your dad. Why you weren’t close. And why you think he was murdered.” I was being prodded by the Touch so I tried not to feel bad about prying into an obviously painful subject.
Rebekah turned a bleak gaze on me. “What good will that do?”
Exasperation tightened my chest but I made myself blink, causing Veil Sight to overshadow my eyes allowing me to see beyond usual human perception. Rebekah was shadowed, run down and ill. She wasn’t thinking and she felt vulnerable, which she hated, so she was snapping and being obstructive. I shook off the effects of my gift.
“It will give us a place to start,” I said. “These pieces fit together. I can’t explain why I think that but they do. And I think the key is in your experiences with your dad. I’m not a grief tourist. I know what it’s like to lose a parent.” Idly, I twisted my fingers through my hair, weaving it into a plain, functional plait. “It might help for you to get some of the anger out, even if...”
“I hate all that.” Rebekah said savagely. “Sentiment and the talking cure. It’s not a cure for everyone, you know.”
“I know. Maybe think of it as laying out the pieces of a puzzle so a fresh pair of eyes can take a look.” I had to tread very carefully. She was close to either throwing me out or confessing everything and she could go either way. The lights flickered and buzzed. I flinched and clamped down on the Touch.
Rebekah chose confession over eighty-sixing me. “I told you already that I didn’t see much of my father. Even before my mother died, he was off travelling. It was him and his partner, chasing...well, dragons I suppose. Mythical beasts which he insisted were real.” She perched on the arm of a chair, letting her glossy hair fall forward to partially conceal her face. “As a very small child I loved his stories. It all seemed magical. I was seven when my mother died. A little over two years later, my grandmother, who had come to live with us so Daddy could travel, also died. Daddy farmed me out to distant relatives, to family friends.”
I listened, trying to keep the rising wave of empathy for the abandoned child she’d been from engulfing me. Perhaps Rebekah though she’d put it behind her. Perhaps she had carried the wounds so long, she was no longer conscious of feeling them. But in that moment, I felt everything she would not allow herself to feel, and it was as sharp and prostrating as if almost twenty years didn’t intervene between the little girl and the grown woman.
“Apparently, I was quite the handful,” Rebekah smiled coldly. “I certainly didn’t make myself pleasant to be around. During the next year or so, I wore out my welcome everywhere, never staying with any of those who took me in longer than six months. I think perhaps I believed that if I had nowhere else to go, Daddy might finally return and look after me himself. Or even take me on his adventures with him. Boarding school had never occurred to me as a possibility.”
I wanted to demand what her father had been thinking. To abandon his daughter like that. To act so selfishly. But then, I understood why my own father had temporarily withdrawn and kept me and my sisters at arm’s length after my own mother had died. People grieved in different ways. Often selfishly, even if they don’t mean too.
It was no excuse for what Dr Harker had done to his daughter.
“I managed to get expelled from three schools,” Rebekah said. “Daddy was not pleased. Or rather, Daddy’s lawyer was not pleased. My exploits didn’t manage to summon my father back from...I think it might have been Burma at the time.”
“What happened at the fourth school?” I said.
“I tried to get myself expelled again, only to be thwarted at every turn by Miss West.” Rebekah’s expression softened minutely. “She was the assistant headmistress and utterly unflappable. In a final bid for freedom, I rappelled out of my dormitory window at two in the morning. I was lucky not to break my neck, in hindsight. But there I was, eleven years old, dropping the last six feet onto the gravel drive having climbed out of a third storey window, skinning palms and knees in the process. A shadow fell over me, as I blew on my stinging hands, and there was Miss West, cool as a glacier and holding one of the stop watches used for beep tests in the gymnasium.”
I smiled faintly. That probably had been the best way to tackle Rebekah.
“I was fully expecting to be hauled off by my ear lobe and put in front of the head mistress. Instead, Miss West looked up from the watch and told me my technique was sloppy and my time could definitely benefit from improvement. The next day I found myself on the orienteering and abseiling teams. For the next six weeks, every time I attempted something, whether it was running across the stable roof or speaking out in class, Miss West found me some other club to belong to, some other outlet for what she called a ‘very unique skillset’.”
“You stopped trying to get expelled,” I said.
Rebekah nodded. “By the time she finally sat me down and asked me point blank if I intended to run after a man’s approval all my life? – a man who might be a very decent sort, who no doubt did care for me in his way but had shown no inclination to trouble himself about more than my basic welfare, even if he was my father – I told ‘no’. And that was that. I won’t say school was a jolly time but it became a lot easier when I stopped sabotaging myself.
“When I was thirteen, Daddy started to write more often. Eventually I would get an email once a week. Sometimes a letter or even a parcel.”
“But by then, it didn’t matter?” I suggested.
Rebekah nodded. “By then I’d decided I didn’t need him. Or anyone for that matter.”
“Okay, so you got through school and went to university. Graduated. Got a doctorate in zoology. What was your father doing?” I said.
“The same as before.” Rebekah shrugged, dark hair rippling over her slim shoulders. “Except over these last eighteen months.”
I waited, afraid to tip the delicate balance and cause her to shut down again.
“Daddy kept trying to contact me. It was odd. I spent time in the Amazon basin and he left messages at the base point in the nearest town. I got back to London to find he’d left messages in our house in Kensington. And other messages and letters awaited me at Holcombe.”
“Holcombe?” I frowned.
“It’s small manor house on the edge of the Cotswolds.”
“Oh.”
“We haven’t lived there much since Mother died. No,” Rebekah corrected herself, “we really stopped going there when my grandmother died. The housekeeper and groundsman keep it up. I haven’t been there in over a year.”
The Touch pinged like a Geiger counter. Maybe it was the way Rebekah had linked all those deaths – mother, grandmother, father – together. Of course, a lot of loss could happen within one family but my extra sense was telling me there was something here that bore further examination. There was a more important question however.
“Bex, why was your dad trying so hard to get hold of you?”
“His partner had died. The man he went chasing dragons with. It was sudden and at the time I thought Daddy had come somewhat unhinged. He was jumpy and paranoid. Insisted that Phillip Blackthorn had been mixed up in something sinister.”
“Was he?”
“How the hell should I know?” Rebekah snapped. “It all sounded like complete codswallop to me. Two men, more than old enough to know better, constantly on some fantasist recreation of a boys’ own adventure.” She kicked savagely at a stack of her father’s work, spewing papers across the floor. “You’ve seen all this...this bollocks. Of course I thought Daddy was jumping at shadows.”
“Oh,” I breathed. “Your father thought his partner discovered something that got him killed.”
Rebekah nodded. “Daddy was convinced they were after him next. Sent me blurry photos of men who were allegedly following him.” She blinked hard, her eyes glossy, but no tears fell. “It was just a couple of bog standard men in suits. I thought he’d lost it.”
So you didn’t go to him, I thought. You ignored his theories and his unvoiced cries for help because he’d always dabbled in things you didn’t believe in. In work that took him away from you when you needed a parent most.
There was no way I could say any of that out loud. No wonder Rebekah was in a rage of guilt and grief, though.
“It went on for several months. Daddy would text me to say he was close to a break through. We started talking on the phone. I wouldn’t visit him, didn’t want to encourage his paranoia...lots of reasons. Anyway, he started calling at all hours of the day and night. Was I alright? Had anything strange happened? What were my dreams like?” Rebekah shook her head. “I finally lost my temper with him. Told him not to contact me unless he was prepared to be rational.”
“And then he died?” I asked hesitantly.
“Then, he called me one last time. I never answered him. Too angry. But he left a message. A warning.” She passed a hand over her mouth, partially obscuring the way her lips gave a momentary quiver. “Two days later, I had a visit from the local constabulary to advise me of his death.”
I nodded. It was important. The pieces of the puzzle were all here. I just couldn’t see how they fit together yet. It all led back to her father’s work. To the piles of diary entries and papers and sketches. Somewhere in that mountain of research was a clue. So much for short cuts.
“Now you’ve heard the ugly history of the Harker family, what’s your verdict, Dr Matthews?” Rebekah said.
“Honestly? I don’t know yet. I could hypothesise but...”
“But you want more data?”
“I want to know I’m coming at this from the right angle.” I rolled my shoulders and stood up, stretching my legs. They had started to go stiff after my headlong run to get here. “The one thing we can probably be sure of is that this hag is selecting its victims.”
“You think it killed Daddy?” Rebekah’s lips paled.
“And his partner.” I forced myself to go on. “Your father warned you, so he assumed it would go after you next. And it appears he was right. It’s going to try to kill you, Bex.”
“How does that explain your experiences? The other mysterious deaths? Your housemate?” Rebekah demanded.
“I’m not sure about the deaths,” I admitted. “There has to be another factor at play there. Luckily, I have an expert looking into that as we speak. In fact, I’m going to text him details of the other deaths now and see if that narrows the field for him.”
“He’s a scientist?” Rebekah said suspiciously.
“A historian and folklorist.”
“Oh superb!”
“Don’t be a snarky,” I chided. “As for why the hag came after me and Eddie? I think you might have...marked me somehow. When we argued in the coffee shop. And when I repulsed it, it went to Eddie.”
“Amy, I can tell you have a theory. Don’t keep me in the dark.” Rebekah folded her arms.
“I don’t even have half a theory that would stand up to scrutiny,” I said. “But if this thing is part of an ecosystem as you suggested, maybe it has a preferred prey type.”
I looked at Rebekah unhappily but she lit up at the idea.
“Yes, that would make a lot of sense.” Her eyes were distant as she performed some set of internal calculations. “Most predators will scavenge or eat other prey when their usual fare isn’t available. Perhaps you and Eddie were available when it was hungry?”
“That’s a cheerful thought.” I gestured at the stacks of papers. “We really need to get back to this.”
Rebekah nodded. “You ought to eat. I’m not much of a cook but I can probably manage cheese on toast without giving you botulism.”
My stomach snarled. “That would be great,” I said.
“The least I can do.” Rebekah waved off my thanks.
I settled down on the sofa with a pile of papers, fired off a quick apology message to Sienna and set to work as the scent of partially burnt toast filled the air.




Excerpt from the Field Guide of Amelia Bronwyn Matthews, aged 14 ½
 
Clairvoyance;
See also precognition; premonition; remote viewing;
Not a cryptid, obviously, but still pertinent since I have a theory that some types of cryptid cannot be perceived by the naked human senses. We can only see a certain percentage of the electromagnetic spectrum; compared to bats we might as well be deaf; a dog would consider us to have no sense of smell at all. Reality is shaped by our ability to experience it and we do this via our five senses. If we lack the ability to perceive an aspect of reality, it does not become less real, it merely means that our ignorance prevents us from experiencing it.
There is a lot written on clairvoyance (which comes from the French meaning ‘clear vision’ or ‘clear seeing’.) It’s one of the most common aspects of the Touch – something almost everyone has a little dab of. A strong clairvoyant can access this extra sense at will, as well as experiencing sudden onset of involuntary episodes. It also seems to be an umbrella term covering everything from sudden, strong intuitions, to perceiving the electromagnetic field or aura which surrounds a person, to knowing what’s happening far away. There’s also a lot of subjective reports of it affecting sleeping psychics and providing prophetic or otherwise informative dreams.
My own experience is that I sometimes see flashes of the past or future – which are definitely open to interpretation; I see auras and they take specific colours in my perception, suggesting a person’s characteristics; I know when a person or place is of great significance to me, or when I must act. Unfortunately, I’m not always given more detail than that. Since I also have a touch of telepathy and the tiniest, weakest smidge of telekinesis, it’s not easy to separate out one subtle extra perception from another.




Chapter Seventeen – Hag Ridden
There’s a rhythmic shush-shrushing under the noise of the engines. It pulls at my awareness, an itch between my shoulder blades. A sense of dread so deep that I don’t know where it begins and I end. My bones know that sound and every inch of my skin creeps. Another woman jostles me and I sway, stomach clenching with nausea. I’ve never travelled by ship before. Of course I haven’t – none of us have. If I let myself think of the miles and miles of water between me and the land of my birth, with its hot, damp jungles and sweet, heavy rains, panic rises in me like a flock of magpies taking flight. Mile upon mile of waves; mile upon mile deep. And only the ship with its canting motion and the smoking, nauseating engines between us and death by drowning.
We are jostled again and a woman pushes past me, trying to reach the rail before vomiting copiously into the sea. The wind whips the stench back into my face. It smells acidic – there has been precious little to eat or drink. My daughter reaches up with tiny hands, pulling at my clothing, my beads. She sobs. I feel a pang knowing that she will never know the village we came from, the land our people settled. But this is our reward, isn’t it? After this deck packed with sweating, unhappy bodies, there will be a place for us in a new land. Away from war. Away from the retribution that awaits us in own country for helping the American soldiers. There is a better life ahead, in America. Or perhaps in England. I comfort my daughter and push memories of rape and bloodshed behind me. For her I have killed and consorted with the white men. For her, I will travel over the sea and learn a new language, and leave the land of my birth behind. For her, I will endure.
And yet, that shrushing sound...
I opened my eyes on the dimly lit room. For a moment, I had no idea where I was, or why my legs were covered in loose sheets of paper. The beige and orange decor baffled my gaze, lit only by the dying light of a free-standing lamp in the corner. Then the pressure on my ears resolved into the rhythmic shrush-shush of muffled footsteps or someone distantly sawing wood. A weight of dread descended on my chest. It was here. I couldn’t breathe and it was here, and I couldn’t move.
Rebekah and I had been looking through her father’s papers. It had grown late and then it had grown really early. I remembered sinking back onto the sofa and closing my eyes for just a moment. Where was Rebekah now? I couldn’t turn my head but my eyes slid sideways until I saw one elegant hand hanging over the edge of the armchair. It was still but not relaxed. It was rigid with pain and terror so thick I could taste it on the back of my tongue.
Something was leaning over Rebekah. A shape without definition. The noise grew louder until it seemed it was my mind that was being sawn away. Under it, I felt the greedy, gleeful gulps as the shape sucked down more and more of Rebekah’s energy or chi or whatever it was that made her her. That made her alive.
Tears stung my eyes and my heart pounded at my ribs. Rebekah was going to die. We’d been stupid and forgotten to set any precautions. It was going to kill her like it had killed her father. And then it was going to finish up with me. And whoever held its strings, whoever had set it on Rebekah’s family, would never be caught.
Think, I told myself, there’s a way out of this but you have to think! But I was afraid. The terror of the creature’s presence hung on me like cold, iron chains. A weight that stole breath and hope. I couldn’t move...I couldn’t...
Stop trying to move your body! Use your mind!
I forced my awareness inwards, deep under deep where I’d shoved the reserves of my gift. Where I’d hidden the power that had grown in the darkness of my own mind, until it scared me and I couldn’t contain it. All that impossible telekinetic ability. I reached and the Touch leapt to my hand like a bolt of lightning.
I was still paralysed by the presence of the feeding hag. My body was a cage, filled with the buzzing, sub-audible vibration of a creature breaking into a plane of existence where it had no right to be. The sawing noise of it filled my head, impairing thought, sending red edged zig-zags of pain slicing along my limbs. But the Touch was not bound by the creature’s ability to manipulate matter. The Touch was energy and it wanted out.
I fought to hold on to my gift a little longer. I didn’t have enough control to make this a surgical strike, but I’d guide the path of the lightning as well as I could. A directionless psychic blast wouldn’t help here. I thought of all the electrical connections threading through the walls like veins and the Touch pulled at my control eagerly. Feeling as if I was drowning, lungs crushed between the weight of two opposing powers, I held on. The wires and connections were no good to me – what was the point of driving the hag away if I caused a fire and burned the museum down around us?
But there were lights and a radio...
With an effort that wrenched my mind, I threw the Touch out in fine bolts to settle on lamps and overhead lights. The radio blared to life, cutting through the unnatural sawing noise. Lightbulbs flickered, then glowed brighter and brighter. In the kitchenette, I heard the microwave whirr to life. The electric kettle began to boil.
There was a horrible screech like tearing metal which sent a bolt of pain through my head. The creature recoiled from the light and noise. I blinked watering eyes and realised I could sit up. My limbs flailed and for the second time inside a week, I fell out of bed. Or off the sofa at least. Rebekah bolted upright in the chair, pressing her fists to her breastbone and gasping for breath. I looked up at her and in the moment before the lightbulbs flared impossibly bright and burned out, I saw two things – the hag was gone and Rebekah’s face was full of terror and relief.
And then I realised that the Touch was running wild. A plume of smoke rose from the old clock radio. Mentally I clicked my fingers, calling my gift to heel. It came reluctantly, overloading circuit breakers and plunging us into darkness as it burned out fuses and caused bulbs to pop.
There was a moment of absolute silence, then Rebekah turned on the flashlight on her phone. She met my eyes but didn’t speak, choosing instead to pick her way into the kitchenette to rummage for candles and matches.
A wave of utter exhaustion hit me. It was far harder to send out focused darts of power than it was to just let go of the Touch and allow it to do what it wanted. The only comparable experience I had, was when I first started going to the gym and the profound fatigue I felt for the first couple of weeks while my body adjusted to intense activity. But this wasn’t my body, it was my mind. I didn’t think it had ever been this tired before.
“Well,” Rebekah said, setting a third lit candle on the table. “That was interesting.”
“The hag?” I said.
She nodded. “It would have killed me that time.”
Her skin was greyish and her hair was soaked with sweat at the temples. She looked anaemic and feverish.
“Are you okay?” I said.
“I’ll be fine.” Rebekah’s gaze sharpened on me. “Thanks to you, apparently.”
“Er...”
“In retrospect I cannot believe I’ve been so slow, but I suppose I’ve been distracted.” She tapped a long finger against her lips. “Did you do it deliberately? With the lights, I mean?”
“Er well...yes but...” I had no idea how to field this conversation. “Bex, what exactly do you think happened?”
Rebekah gave me one of her mirthless, razor thin smiles. “Almost every time I see you, the nearest electrical appliance blows up. I was starting to think you had a poltergeist, except I don’t believe in that rot.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “What’s your theory, then?”
“Somehow, you’re doing it. And while it’s possible you’re rigging an area in advance to provide electrical effects, you simply haven’t had the time. I suppose you might have an accomplice, but believe me when I say that even in the distracted state I’ve existed in for the last week, I would notice if any of my little intruder alerts had been disturbed. It’s just not very likely that someone managed to stage that electrical display in here. Or the business with the cars and streetlights – how would you know which street I would take when I did not?”
“Where are you going with this?” I said uneasily.
“I’m ruling out the known and possible. Which leaves me with the impossible.” Rebekah shrugged. “I’m not sure how you do it, but you are causing electrical surges without physically touching anything.”
“It really turns me on when a girl says stuff like that,” I muttered.
“And you apparently know things you cannot possibly know. Obviously, some of that could be a good detective style mindset. But you’ve been reading me.” She paused as if waiting for me to confirm or deny her assertions.
I said nothing.
She went on. “I am not easy to read. I don’t confide in people and I’ve never seen much need for friends and confidants. You’re not especially manipulative and while you could simply be a sensational actress, instinct and observation leads me to believe that you are essentially what you say you are. A very young doctor of physics with an unusual capacity for both compassion and curiosity.”
“Okay,” I said. “And what’s your conclusion?”
For the first time, Rebekah looked uncomfortable. “That in addition to what you appear to be, you also have some uncommon abilities. Some would say…psychic abilities.”
“You don’t believe in poltergeists but you believe in psychics?” I scoffed.
“Ordinarily I would say not. I agree that intuitions can happen. Most people notice far more than they realise and the human mind will occasionally put together an accurate picture from that extraneous data. Even more occasionally, all variables align and that picture is useful. Critical to survival even.” Rebekah sat back in the chair. “That is what is really meant by psychic phenomenon.”
I said nothing.
“But there are occurrences that cannot be fully explained,” Rebekah said. “It’s improbable and unlikely, but you have some sort of telekinetic ability that’s attracted to electricity. And perhaps a small amount of what is vernacularly known as clairvoyance.”
I wanted to laugh. And then I felt like crying because I was exhausted and everything hurt, and my gift, the hag...all of it was so screwed up.
“It’s called the Touch,” I said, voice quavering. “And it’s completely out of control.”
Rebekah patted me awkwardly on the shoulder. “There, there. Chin up. Perhaps I can help you with that.”
“How? I’ve had it all my life and I can’t fix it!”
“I’m very good at developing experiments, Amy. Trust me.”
I didn’t know why I found that comforting but I did.




Chapter Eighteen – Salient Points
Is it safe to have all those candles lit with so much paper lying around?” Steve stared around Rebekah’s living room in horror. 
I stifled a giggle. You’d think I’d dragged him into an opium den. “No choice since I killed the lights last night.”
“Right. Er…so why am I meeting you in such an out of the way place?” Steve’s gaze kept roving and recoiling. “I didn’t even know this museum existed.”
“Neither did I.” I shrugged, gesturing to the stacks of notes. “But this is where Bex is staying and where her dad’s research is.”
“Fine. And the reason you’re digging through piles of paper is?” Steve said.
I did laugh then and the hysterical note made him flinch. “Sorry. It’s been a really long day.”
Work had dragged on through a fog of mental exhaustion. Eddie had been annoyed with me for not letting him know I wouldn’t be home last night. He’d been worried, and hadn’t been much mollified when I explained that it was an accident as I’d fallen asleep. Sienna, who was still on placement at Evergreen Tech in Farringdon as part of this trial agreement between the company and the Catz physics department, hadn’t been in the lab and had only replied to my series of apologetic texts an hour ago. She had been terse to say the least. It was only Tuesday and the week officially sucked.
“Right.” Steve still looked appalled, though whether over the fire hazard or my impending mania, it was hard to tell. “And ‘Bex’ is the woman you told me about?”
“I imagine she means me,” Rebecca said coolly, emerging from the kitchenette. “I’ve never much gone in for nicknames.” She set mugs of tea amidst the jumble of papers and candles, then turned and held out her hand formally. “Rebekah Harker.”
Steve gingerly shook hands, giving me a sidelong glance. I was obscurely glad that I wasn’t the only one who found Rebekah somewhat unnerving on first impression.
Rebekah gave Steve a once over and clearly didn’t see anything that impressed her. Somehow, I’d managed to forget that she did that – appraised your worth in a single glance and found you wanting. She’d done the same to me a week ago and it had annoyed me just as much as it apparently irritated Steve now.
“And you are?” she said in overly patient tones.
“What? Oh er...”
“Be nice, Bex,” I said tiredly. “Steve has come to help.” I turned to him. “Steve, Bex is the girl I inadvertently chucked coffee all over. Her bark is worse that her bite...so far at least.”
“Wonderful,” Steve said flatly.
“And Bex, this is Stephen Thornton. Our historian.”
“Oh yes, the folklore expert.” Rebekah shoved a pile of notes to one side and folded gracefully onto the sofa. “Do have a seat.”
“If I’ve come at a bad time...” Steve began stiffly.
“Ignore her. She doesn’t like people, unlikely psychic predators or needing help with any of the above,” I said.
Rebekah made a cross huffing noise and Steve’s lips quirked. He dug out a chair and sat down. It struck me again how like and yet unlike the boy I’d met at Whitby Goth Festival he was. In the intervening eight years, no doubt with a little help from Em, Ciarán and a few of their friends, Steve had shed a lot of his barbed suspicion with the world. He was still prickly, but seemed more at ease with himself. He was painfully solitary, however, and his newfound confidence didn’t appear to extend to expecting anyone to like him.
Rebekah caught my gaze. It was all she needed to do to communicate how dubious she was about bringing Steve on board. She’d soon learn.
“I’ve found out a few things which you might find useful,” Steve said. “But first, why don’t you fill me in on what’s happened so far? Amy, you said you killed the lights?”
I grimaced. “Remember how I said the Touch is out of control?”
“Good Lord! You weren’t exaggerating...” Steve’s gaze suddenly snapped to Rebekah. “Harker. You did say your surname was Harker?”
“What if I did?” Rebekah said, taken aback.
“Not any relation of Winston Harker?”
“My grandfather.” Rebekah’s eyebrow flicked up again.
“Then your father was Frederick...no...”
“Felix Harker, lately deceased.”
“My condolences...”
“Yes, yes... How do you know...Thornton. And of course, the accent, and you do have a look of the family. You’re Jemima’s son?”
“She’s my aunt.”
“Cosima, then. Yes, it all makes perfect sense.” The corners of Rebekah’s mouth twitched. “Rather bucked expectations didn’t you? Going to Edinburgh to study instead of Cambridge, I mean.”
“I dare say Father will get over it at some point.”
I looked back and forth between them anxiously. They sounded like they were about to reintroduce themselves but this time listing all their ancestors and quarterings. Steve’s RP accent had become noticeably more precise in the presence of Rebekah’s perfect pronunciation.
“Do you two know each other?” I glanced at Steve.
“Oh no, not really.”
“We’re third cousins by marriage,” Rebekah explained. “I believe we met once at a Thornton family garden party – the one where a certain notable princess attended?”
Steve nodded. “She had rather too much champagne and then there was the unfortunate incident with the paddling pool.”
“Paddling pool?” I was thoroughly lost by now.
“It was twenty years ago,” Steve explained. “Our families aren’t close. Not after...” He pulled himself up short.
I briefly considered throttling him, but turned instead to Rebekah.
“Blackthorn,” she explained. “Harker and Blackthorn. The Harkers have always been an academic lot. We’re considered rather eccentric. Downright peculiar in fact, in some circles. Anyway, when my great great great great grandfather bought this building so as to have a base of operations for his studies, his dearest friend...was it George Thornton?”
Steve nodded. “Not that my family talks about him, mind. It was considered quite the scandal. And the Thorntons did not believe a life in pursuit of an unorthodox branch of study to be respectable either. Great Uncle George was disowned. ”
I struggled to make all the pieces fit. “Wait, your Victorian forebears were...?”
“Having an affaire de Coeur? No one knows for certain but it’s very likely. My father even once told me that some of Aubrey Harker’s journals were knocking around this place. Seemed to think my four times great grandmother was aware of the state of affairs and quite tranquil with sharing her husband,” Rebekah said.
“Really?” I forgot all about the hag in my fascination over this unexpected family drama.
“I’ve never found the diaries. And you’ve seen what sort of filing system Daddy employed so who’s to know if they even exist?” Rebekah pointed out.
“Being homosexual was illegal in 1859 in any case,” Steve said. “If Great Uncle George didn’t want to face prison or even the gallows, discretion needed to be his watchword.”
“Anyway,” Rebekah went on, “the Thorntons and the Harkers have not been on the best of terms since. Oh, there’s been the odd social event when it couldn’t be avoided, but for the most part, Thornton children are instilled with a distaste for the Harkers.”
“While the Harker spawn are taught to be disgusted with the Thorntons,” Steve said, with one of his rare smiles. “Of course matters might have improved, if every couple of generations the current black sheep of the Thornton family didn’t fall in with the current Harker and whatever mad project he or she was currently working on.”
“Wait, so your great uncle George changed his name from Thornton to Blackthorn?” I said.
Steve nodded. “I think it was supposed to be a joke. Thornton. Black sheep. Blackthorn.”
“And by some really incredible coincidence, the Thorntons and the Harkers have been teaming up to look at...well, fringe science?” It was so unlikely it had to be true.
“As far as I know, every Thornton who has teamed up with a Harker has become the de facto Blackthorn. I suppose it is rather strange if you haven’t grown up with it as your sordid family history,” Steve said.
“Strange?” I laughed. “It sounds like Bex comes from a long line of monster hunters!”
“Zoologists, please!” Rebekah said. “Algie Harker sailed on the Beagle.”
“And Steve, your family apparently provides monster hunter back up!” I laughed even harder. “No wonder you fell in with Em!”
Steve glared at me. “It’s all just coincidence. Our families move in the same social circles.”
“Who is Em?” Rebekah said.
“Amy’s sister,” Steve said. “One of my housemates at University.”
“Emlynn has the Touch too, but that’s a story for another time,” I said hurriedly.
“Does she blow up electrical items?” Rebekah said.
“Not exactly.” Oh, it was going to be so much fun explaining what a Veil Walker was to Bex. I’d definitely put that off for as long as I could. “Look, I need to phone my housemate. Can you fill Steve in while I do that?”
Rebekah nodded and I moved to the door which led into the museum. “Don’t get caught up in your genealogies while I’m gone!”
Eddie picked up on the second ring and I hurriedly explained that I wouldn’t be back in time for dinner. Eddie sounded gruff and annoyed, which wasn’t all that surprising.
“Are you coming back tonight?” He said.
“Unless I fall asleep in a mountain of research papers again,” I said.
There was a pregnant pause, then he sighed.
“Whatever.”
“If you’ve gone to bed before get I back–”
“I’m still doing your stupid hag warding precautions,” Eddie snapped. “Enjoy your evening with your new friends.”
“Eddie!” I cried in distress, but he’d already hung up.
I stood for a moment in the gloomy hall that led down the stairs into the mirror room, feeling tired and defeated.
Eddie wasn’t wrong. From his perspective my behaviour was seriously flaky. And I couldn’t explain without presenting him with the bill for a whole bunch of supernatural stuff he’d never intended to buy. The last comment was telling too. Eddie was put out that I was not only out without inviting him, but apparently having a good time with other friends I’d never introduced him to. He was sensitive about being left out. Which, given how some of his family had reacted to him coming out, was understandable.
If he went out every night and never invited me along, I’d be pissed off too. With two older, protective sisters – especially Emlynn, back when she tried to keep me away from anything supernatural – I was sensitive about being excluded too.
I felt awful that I’d made my housemate feel like that. On impulse I called him again. It rang twice and went to voicemail. A lump settled in my stomach. Maybe he needed time to calm down. And when he did, I’d make sure we’d solved the hag problem and I’d invite Steve and Rebekah, over for an evening in with me and Eddie. Informal house party. There was no problem that couldn’t be solved with wine and cake.
I went back into Rebekah’s living room to find Steve looking peaky and pale.
“How much detail did you give him?” I demanded.
“Only the salient points,” Rebekah replied.
“I think we will agree to disagree on the definition of ‘salient’.” Steve turned his clear hazel eyes on me. “Are you alright? If Emily knew it was this bad–”
“We’re not bringing in Em!”
“What can she do that we can’t?” Rebekah said.
Steve and I exchanged a glance.
“You’d better hope you never find out,” Steve said.
“She makes what I do look like small change,” I added.
Rebekah pursed her lips. “Someday you must tell me about your sister. I think I should like to meet her. Never mind the fact that there are two individuals with unusual talents in one family.”
“Three,” I said. “My dad too, not that he’ll talk about it. My other sister is normal enough though.”
“Excellent. A control group within the same family.” Rebekah sat forward.
“Before you put the entire Matthews family in a petri dish, perhaps we could concentrate on the matter in hand?” Steve said.
I sank into the chair next to him. “What have you got?”
“You were right. I think there is a connection between your hag and those deaths.” Steve glanced from me to Rebekah. “There were three more deaths of the same causes which you didn’t flag, by the way. I’ve managed to find a common thread between six of the nine victims, including your friend from the restaurant, Amy.”
“Really? What is it?”
“Just a moment.” He cleared his throat, fixing his attention on Rebekah. “I apologise for asking but since our families are out of touch...”
“Yes? Spit it out?” Rebecca snapped.
“Would I be right in saying you have an Asian ancestor on your recent family tree?”
A small frown scribbled itself between Rebekah’s brows. “Mother was half Vietnamese. My grandmother came to England at the end of the Vietnam War.”
Steve nodded as if this was what he expected. “You don’t know which part of Vietnam she was from, do you?”
Rebekah shook her head. “My grandmother died when I was eight. By the time I would have thought to ask her such specifics, she was gone. She never did like to talk about where she came from. It became impossible to get answers out of her after my mother died.”
I shivered, thinking again of those quiet, silent deaths. Going to bed and just never waking. Everyone baffled as to why you were dead. And in the space between, the agonising struggle against the hag that drank up your breath and life, and enjoyed your suffering as it did so.
“What’s your theory, Steve?” I said.
“As you’ve already guessed, there are many types of ‘hag’ – creatures that feed on you while you sleep. In folklore, I mean. Almost everyone has heard of incubi and succubae.”
“Sex vampires?” I said.
“Crudely speaking. Since neither of you reported dreams of a sexual nature, I think we can rule that out.” Steve toyed with the cuffs of his shirt.
Dreams. Why did that strike a chord?
“Never mind what it isn’t, tell us what it is,” Rebekah said in exasperation. “And preferably how to defeat it.”
“I mention other breeds of hag to illustrate my point,” Steve said.
“Yes, but we don’t need a PowerPoint presentation. We fully comprehend. Different kinds of creature, different sub-species specialising on feeding on different parts of sleeping humans.” Rebekah flicked her glossy hair back.
“On different races too,” Steve said mildly. “On people from a very specific ethnic background in the case of this one and let me assure you that it’s as nasty as they come.”
“So the connection between the people who died in their sleep is that they shared an ethnicity?” My eyes widened. “Were they all Vietnamese?”
“Close,” Steve said.
“My God you do enjoy drawing it out,” Rebekah muttered.
“Fine,” Steve snapped. “There is a specific genetic group from Vietnam who assisted the CIA during the Vietnam War. In return, or perhaps because they were in danger, many were relocated to America. And Europe including the UK.”
“Like my grandmother.” Rebekah nodded.
“This group – the Hmong – are very prone to what is known as Sudden Unexpected Nocturnal Death Syndrome–”
“So this is a biological phenomenon?”
“Bex, please shut up,” I sighed. “Go on, Steve. Although I think I can see where you’re heading.”
“No one has been able to pinpoint a reason for this syndrome. Some have suggested that it was caused by the stress of relocation affecting their hearts. That there was some sort of pre-existing genetic condition, though no evidence of ill health could be found.” Steve jiggled his knee up and down. “The Hmong themselves had a different explanation. They had been troubled for centuries by a creature that came in the night, paralysing them in order to feed on their life energy – the Dab Tsog. There were traditional rituals and observances which held the creature at bay. But when they were moved across the sea, those practices were first disrupted, then lost. SUNDS occurs even today in those with Hmong ancestry. No one amongst the descendants of the relocated Hmong knows the original full rites to propitiate it anymore.”
Rebekah sat forward. “All right, what you’ve said makes sense. And maybe my grandmother was Hmong.” She laughed bitterly. “She and my mother both died suddenly in their sleep.”
I stared at her stricken but she was still talking, fierce and matter of fact.
“I suppose the Dab Tsog might have killed her and my mother too. And now it’s having a stab at me. Other people with similar ancestry are also being targeted. I’ll buy all that.” Rebekah’s mouth curled.
“But?” I said.
“But fending it off with ritual? No.” She sliced her hands across her body at chest height. “That’s not scientific. And it doesn’t explain my father or the three other non-Hmong victims. It doesn’t explain why it would attack Amy.”
“It fits with what you’ve told me,” Steve said.
“It is scientific, Bex,” I said suddenly.
“No, if it’s scientific, you do an experiment – chemistry or physics. Maths. The numbers don’t lie and you get a procedure, which if followed correctly produces replicable results.” Rebekah shook her head.
“Ritual, rite, prayer, even a spells, are physics,” I said. “It is chemistry and maths and biology. You perform a prescribed set of actions and you get a similar if not identical set of results. The only difference is you cannot be sure why it works, not on an atomic level.”
“You’re stretching the definition of science so far it’s going to snap,” Rebekah scoffed.
“Maybe it should be stretched,” I challenged. “We’re given a narrow set of parameters and we’re told to ignore what falls outside them because it can’t be measured with the tools currently at our disposal. But not being able to measure something doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”
Rebekah scowled at me.
I repeated the words she’d said to me a week ago. “To the mantis shrimp, humans are practically blind.”
She let out a huff of irritation but didn’t I could see she took my point.
“This is all very fascinating, but it’s largely irrelevant. If we agree this creature is a Dab Tsog then I cannot give you the rituals to appease it because they were lost during the diaspora of the Hmong. You say it doesn’t act like other hags, Amy, so I’m not sure how we can contain it.” Steve’s fidgeting stopped abruptly.
“Light and noise won’t put it off for ever,” Rebekah agreed. “A hungry predator will brave a hostile environment to feed. In fact, it’s already extending its eating habits by attacking Amy and her housemate. Maybe those other victims with no Hmong ancestry too.”
“That may well be true of Amy and her friend, but I have another theory as regards the three non Hmong victims,” Steve said. “Has anyone approached you about buying this place, Rebekah?”
Rebekah frowned. “Strangely, yes. I received a phone call on the museum landline two days after Daddy died. Very sorry for my loss et cetera and by the way Ashworth Housing was looking for development opportunities in Oxford. They could offer me a very generous sum for the museum and they would be happy to clear the building of all unwanted possessions of the deceased. I was rather sharp with woman. Called her a jackal. Told her I wouldn’t entertain offers until after release of probate at the earliest.” Rebekah’s lips thinned. “I didn’t realise then that I didn’t need probate for most of Daddy’s estate since he’d had the buildings and many of the assets transferred to my name already.”
“Ashworth Housing?” I swallowed. “That’s the developer who wanted to buy Pho Kitchen and a bunch of surrounding buildings. But Papa Bình wouldn’t sell.”
Rebekah’s mouth twisted. “And now he’s dead. Conveniently for them. Did you say he had a granddaughter? Is she likely to keep the restaurant?”
“I think Fleur will try but if someone really bullied her, I don’t know.” It wasn’t right. Could a housing development company be arranging for people to die? “Steve, the other three deaths?”
“As far as I can tell, all three were owners of desirable buildings in Oxford. Two of them had already been approached by Ashworth.” Steve’s face was ashen. “I’m not much of an actor but I can ape being a reporter over the phone.”
I looked at Rebekah. “Your father thought his partner was killed because he found something. Could it have been a physical object? Something he hid here?”
“I don’t know. But if Ashworth Housing has a demonic acquirement division, as you both seem to be suggesting, good bloody luck to them finding it. You’ve seen all the junk downstairs. It could be anywhere, whatever it is.” Rebekah’s rant dried up. “But I suppose that would make sense of Daddy believing he was being followed. And who offers to buy a place like this and clear it out?”
“More to the point, what can possibly be worth buying an entire museum for?” Steve said. “We’re missing a piece here. It’s all circumstantial. Until we know how and why someone would chose to capture and employ a Dab Tsog, we’re no better off. And we still don’t know how to stop it which is our more urgent problem.”
“There has to be something we can do,” I said. “Now we know what we’re looking for, surely your dad’s notes will have something, Bex?”
“We’ve barely touched a tenth of it. How long do you think we’ve got?” Rebekah said. “At any rate, it’s an awfully convenient way to off someone, isn’t it? Perhaps if we break the hand that wields the creature, we can compel them to call it off?”
“Bex, I don’t think it will stop the Dah Cho...did I say that right?” I shook my head. “It looks to me like it’s being used to take out certain targets and indulging itself on what it thinks of as its natural play when it’s off the leash.”
“Hence so many victims having Hmong ancestry,” Rebekah agreed.
“Anyway, once it’s had a taste, it just keeps coming back. We need a way to contain it. Maybe even kill it.”
“I’ll keep looking,” Steve said.
“We all will,” Rebekah said grimly. “Starting with this lot.”
We all looked at the hundreds of thousands of pages of notes and felt the first stirrings of despair.




Chapter Nineteen – Crossed Wires
It was past eleven when I started walking home. Steve, muttering something about having an early start, had followed me out and fallen into step with me. I was pretty sure he actually lived in the opposite direction and was walking me home out of some dim sense of duty. It occurred to me that Emlynn, having spoken to Steve since I accosted him at work, had told him to keep me out of trouble. Or try at least. After last night’s terrifying episode, I found I didn’t mind. It was comforting not to be alone.
“It’s so weird that all of this,” I waved a vague hand as if to describe the dark city as well as our current supernatural predicament, “has thrown you into Bex’s path.”
“With our family connection, you mean?” Steve snorted. “I think we can safely assume I won’t become the new Blackthorn.”
“Pretty sure Bex doesn’t want to pick up where her father left off. She was scathing about his work. I suppose when this is all over, she’ll box it all up or destroy it and sell the museum.” I frowned, feeling an odd pang at the thought.
“Now that would be a pity,” Steve said. “It wants sorting out but there’s some important documentation there. I wonder if she can be persuaded to donate it to the anthropology department.”
“I can’t tell if you genuinely don’t like her or whether this is your usual stand-offishness with someone you don’t know and haven’t made your mind up about,” I said.
Steve slanted wry look at me. “Amy, I would hate for you to feel you needed to mince your words around me. Please stop hiding behind innuendo and hyperbole, and tell me what you really think.”
I gave a startled laugh. “Did you just make a joke?”
“It’s been known to happen. I try not to do it more than twice a year in case I strain something.” Steve’s smile faded. “You’re right though. It’s quite the coincidence that you would ask me for help against something that’s attacking a cousin I’d forgotten I had. I’ve only met her once and I was six at the time. Strange how it all just came back to me.”
I gave him a sidelong look. He seemed happier. For all his horror at the state of Rebekah’s flat and the museum in general, for all his bickering and prickliness with Rebekah herself, Steve had enjoyed his evening. It might have been the best evening he’d had in a long time, in fact.
“You miss it, don’t you?” I said softly. “Being part of Em’s team. Even if that was a lot more life and death.”
“I don’t miss that aspect of it,” Steve said. “I’m a terrible coward at heart. Give me an entire library to condense and I will gladly filter out the pertinent facts. But I’m useless in a fight and just about psychically sensitive enough to be a liability, but not a help.”
He’d dodged the question but it had been a very personal thing to ask, so I let it go in favour of bumping him playfully with my shoulder. “We needed a knowledge guy, not someone with a magic sword. We’re a lot closer to defeating this Dab Tsog now we know what it is.”
Steve looked away but even in the streetlight, it seemed there was more colour in his cheeks. “What we need now is a clue as to how to stop it. There are still Hmong living in Bắc Hà, Vietnam. China too and the US and Canada. I even heard there was a group in France. And therein lies the problem.”
“The further they’ve dispersed, the more unlikely they are to still have access to the original rituals?” I guessed.
Steve nodded. “Besides, within the Hmong themselves, there are distinct sub-groups. We would need to know which group to appeal to – assuming we even could go to Vietnam and find someone willing to talk to us who would consider sharing the rituals.”
“I don’t think we’ve got time for that anyway,” I said. “Bex was pretty sure it wouldn’t attack again tonight, and I think she’s right. But tomorrow? The day after? Our window is closing.”
“Which leads us back to finding out who would set such a heinous creature on a Harker.” Steve tipped his head back as if looking for stars beyond the city’s glow.
“Maybe we should be making a list of Harker enemies,” I said. “Or we might turn up something in Bex’s dad’s notes.”
“Hmmm.” Steve had an odd, distant look in his eyes.
“Okay, what idea have you just had?” I demanded.
“What makes you think I’ve had an idea?” He said innocently.
“The huge imaginary lightbulb over your head gave it away.”
Steve chuckled. “I’ll tell you as soon as I know if it’ll be useful. We all need a good night’s sleep – didn’t you say you live on King’s Avenue?”
“Yes...” Somehow I hadn’t noticed that we’d arrived at my house. “Do you want to come in for a cup of tea?”
“Better not tonight. Some other time, perhaps?” He looked down at the pavement as he spoke.
“Sure. See you tomorrow?”
Steve nodded, waving as he walked on.
I skipped up the steps, opening and closing the front door quietly in case Eddie was asleep. He’d left strategic lights on for me but there was no sign of him. It was almost midnight and we both had work tomorrow. But as I got ready for bed, I couldn’t help the twinge of disappointment that Eddie hadn’t waited up or given me a chance to resolve our argument.
✽✽✽
 
I pried myself out of dreams full of sticky jungle heat and blasted earth, to lie awake in the pale early morning light. For a moment I stared at the ceiling, heart pounding with realisation. Then I grabbed my phone.
“Steve!”
“Urgh...hello?” He sounded groggy and I wondered how early it was. I hadn’t thought to check the time. “Amy are you alright?”
I winced at the mounting alarm in his tone. “I’m fine. Sorry. Did I wake you?”
“It’s 6.00am. Are you normally awake at 6.00am?”
“Sometimes?” I grinned sheepishly even if he couldn’t see me. “Sorry.”
“It’s fine.” He sighed. “So now you’ve frightened the life out of me, I’m assuming you had a good reason for calling?”
“Yes. I realised something. I’m a complete idiot!”
“Er...what?”
I explained, tone laced with excitement and possibility. I could feel Steve becoming more awake by the moment on the other end of the phone.
“Is there a way to make it work?” I concluded. “I mean, if I’m right about my dreams, can I force one to happen?”
“There might be,” Steve said. “I’m afraid it will have to wait until this evening though.”
“Yeah, I can’t be a space cadet at work again today,” I groaned.
“The museum then. Tonight,” Steve said decisively.
“Roger that. So...are you going to tell me what idea you came up with last night?” I wheedled.
“No. It’s starting to seem sillier and sillier the more I think on it. I suppose if tapping into your dreams doesn’t work, I might have to give you a practical demonstration though.” He sounded thoroughly depressed at the thought.
“I won’t laugh,” I assured him.
“Don’t make promises you won’t be able to keep, Amy.”
✽✽✽
 
I bumped into Spencer in his immaculate suit on the way into the lab. Muttering distracted apologies, I cast around. If Spencer was here...and there was Don.... It meant the investors were here so Sienna was back from her placement at Evergreen Tech? I spotted her at the back of the room, talking earnestly with Professor Greyson. My heart did a pathetic wheezing flip-flop in my chest. Intellectually, I knew that your heart – the physical, fist sized pump made of purplish coloured involuntary muscle, which sent blood around your body so you wouldn’t die – didn’t actually feel things like attraction or heartbreak. But damn. It certainly felt like getting punched in the heart when Sienna lifted her gaze to mine from across the room, and turned coldly away.
It didn’t matter how often I told myself this was all just chemical reactions. I had it bad for Sienna. Muttering obscenities to myself, I slunk to my work station. Crushes are not fun. Crushes are painful, embarrassing, illogical things and anyway, I had a mystery to solve and a Dab Tsog to fight. My love life could wait. It should wait.
None of that sensible inner monologue stopped me from repeatedly glancing at Sienna over the next few hours. It was just as well I could do most physics related tasks in my sleep because when I wasn’t distracted by my would-be girlfriend’s presence, I was distracted thinking of ways I could get my hands on the ritual to banish the Dab Tsog. The afternoon crawled by.
When people began to leave for the evening, I shoved my belongings in my bag and hared after Sienna who seemed intent on making a clean getaway. This was humiliating. I shouldn’t be chasing after her. She probably didn’t want to talk to me, hence leaving so swiftly. It didn’t matter. I had to apologise at least.
“Sienna, wait!”
She flinched, then reluctantly slowed, turning to face me.
“Hi,” I said, stopping in front of her.
“Are we really going to do this?” She demanded.
“Do what?”
“This. The bit where we say ‘hi’ and ‘how are you’ and act like there’s nothing wrong until we’ve exchanged enough pleasantries to get stuck in on the grittier topics?” Sienna’s dark eyes sparked.
“We can go straight to me apologising?” I suggested. “I’m really sorry I ditched you on Monday night. I’m sorry our date was a bust.”
Sienna waved that off. “It wasn’t your fault that the restaurant was closed. And a friend of yours had died. I get that you were in shock.”
“Then why are you still pissed off with me?” I frowned.
“Because it was seriously weird that you shoved me into an uber and took off on foot. You wouldn’t talk or look at me or tell me where you were going.” Sienna sighed. “Amy one minute you were laughing with me, the next you had this really freaky personality switch. I know shock hits people in different ways but you were like...” She screwed up her face, groping for words. “It was like someone had handed you a conscription notice. Suddenly you were ready for war.”
“Oh.”
“I don’t want to be the sort of girlfriend who can’t let their significant other be their own person or feel their own feelings, but it kind of freaked me out. And at the risk of sounding like a jilted date, you didn’t text me for hours. Not even to reply to me. I was worried about you. But it was that easy for you to cut me out.” She snapped her fingers. “That’s a red flag.”
“Sienna, I...” I wasn’t going to lie to her. “I’ve got some personal stuff going on right now. It blew up out of nowhere.” Understatement. “But I’m getting on top of it. Papa Bình dying was the straw that crippled the dromedary.”
“Personal stuff like what?” Sienna said in spite of herself. “An ex?”
I swallowed a laugh. “No. Nothing like that.”
“Stuff that you can’t tell me?” Her eyes glinted coldly.
“Most of it isn’t mine to tell,” I thought of Bex. “A friend is really going through the mill right now. Her dad died. She’s sorting out his stuff and there are other problems.”
“Okay,” Sienna said slowly. “That explains why the first time we met up after work you tore off after another girl and left me sitting there. And maybe it explains you honestly forgetting our second date and just not turning up.”
I winced. When she put it like that, it did sound really bad.
“But it doesn’t explain why you ran off on foot – again – on Monday.” She raked a hand through her hair, making glossy strands fall haphazardly across her neck. “I’m really trying to see your perspective here, Amy, but to be brutally honest, no one else would have got a chance to stand me up on the second date. I don’t put up with flakiness from the girls I date. I can’t. You’ve made me feel foolish and I hate that.”
“I know you don’t believe me but being a flake is really not normal for me. When all of this other stuff is sorted out–”
“Let’s make this easy,” Sienna said. “I really like you...”
“I really like you.” Frustration crept into my tone.
“But maybe you should sort out whatever it is that you need to deal with and call me if you decide you’d still like to go out.”
I said nothing. It was fair. In fact from Sienna’s perspective, it sounded like it was a huge concession. Perhaps she was right. At the moment, I couldn’t focus on getting to know her. I was barely managing to juggle work and my unwanted supernatural side project.
“Okay. I’ll do that,” I said. “But I will be calling you. And I really am sorry.”
“I know,” Sienna said. “For what it’s worth, I don’t want you to apologise. Just fix it. Call me if you want.”
I let her go, glumly reflecting that I needed caffeine before I went to the museum.
Perhaps I was still in a miserable daze or maybe I’d just got really bad at noticing things like people and reality. I accepted my cappuccino to go from the cashier when a broad male hand reached out and pressed a ten pound note into her outstretched fingers.
“I’ll have the same, love.” Don turned to me. “Everything alright, Amy? You’ve been quieter than I’ve ever known you to be this afternoon.”
I bit back a waspish reply that Don didn’t deserve. “I haven’t been sleeping well.”
“In a good way or a bad way?” Don waggled his eyebrows.
I gave a reluctant chuckle. “Mostly bad. Weird dreams and disturbed night....” I broke off. The Touch flickered and an unreadable, fleeting expression crossed Don’s face, almost too quickly for me to catch. “What about you? Losing sleep with excitement at the prospect of teaming up with Greyson’s department?”
“I sleep like I’ve been hit over the head with a mallet,” Don laughed. “Every night, in fact.”
“Maybe that’s what really happens? How trustworthy is your bloke?” I joked while my mind whirred. Was his laugh a bit too hearty? Was I now so paranoid I was seeing shady dealings everywhere?
“How’s the rest of your week been?” Don said, as we strolled across campus, sipping from our coffee cups.
“Fine.” I stifled a snort, thinking about what exactly I’d been doing this week.
“Ah, here’s John. You haven’t met him properly yet have you, Amy?”
“Um no.” I watched as Spencer moved towards us across the quad, thinking that his sleek grey-suited shape was disturbingly reminiscent of a shark cutting through water. There was no reason for the sudden tension I felt. No reason to feel so immediately hostile to Spencer that I didn’t want to meet him. It was stupid. If Evergreen threw funding at Greyson, I wouldn’t be able to help getting to know him.
“Dr Matthews, we meet at last,” Spencer held out his hand.
“Amy, please.” I shook it, smiling weakly. His attempt at charm fell on fallow ground with me. It was unusual for my gift to give me an instantaneous dislike of someone as opposed to telling me if a person was important to me, but it was definitely happening with Spencer.
“Amy then.” Spencer smiled, showing glittering crowns and a lack of sincerity. “Don will have told you that we keep an eye on potential. Simone backed up our initial appraisal after seeing your work.”
I forced my back to remain straight, my expression neutral, all the while feeling cornered. “I’m afraid I’m not following you, Mr Spencer.”
“I’m getting ahead of myself,” Spencer said. “It looks like Evergreen Technologies will be joining forces with your research team. There are just a few details to work out. One of the pleasanter details is choosing which scientists we would like seconded to an Evergreen lab.” Another glittering smile that didn’t reach his cold eyes. “You’re our first choice, Dr Matthews.”
Spencer obviously expected me to be flattered, rather than creeped out. No doubt this was a huge opportunity. I couldn’t think of a thing to say.
“There would of course be a commensurate salary if your secondment led to permanent offer of employment.” Spencer leaned in and I fought not to recoil. “Between you and me, I think there’s little doubt such an offer would be made to you after a year. Tell her how generous our starting salaries are, Don.”
“Very generous,” Don said, with a grin. He held up six fingers.
Holy shit, a six figure starting salary? I tried desperately not to think of what I made as a physics research assistant slash lecturer without tenure. “That is generous.”
“There are other benefits too,” Don enthused. “Full medical and dental. Annual bonuses. The opportunity to hob-nob with some of the greatest scientific minds in the world.”
Gods all damn it. I was actually tempted. But there was something very off here. I pulled myself up short, reaching for the no nonsense cut the crap tone I’d learned from Grace.
“I hope you’ll forgive my scepticism but it sounds too good to be true.” I smiled to remove any sting from my words. “What’s the catch?”
Spencer’s expression stiffened minutely. “No catch, Dr Matthews. Evergreen Technologies is a hungry young company with an appreciation for the best minds. We reward intellectual excellence and superiority of vision.”
Flattering my vanity. I knew it and I still couldn’t help the rush of warmth at my intelligence being appreciated, despite my exterior. That was my Achilles’ heel. Some people worshipped beauty or talent or money. I bowed down for intellect. It was an incredibly appealing offer, not least because I could ditch Greyson and get my foot on the ladder far earlier than most companies were willing to allow.
Something Emlynn had once said drifted through my mind – always ask yourself what the other person is getting out of it. There were strange happenings afoot and what do you know? A prestigious company had just arrived with my dream job offer practically gift wrapped for me at exactly the same time. You didn’t have to be a statistician to find the timing long odds.
“I am very gratified by the offer,” I said. “It’s a big decision. You’ll understand if I take a little time to think it all over?”
Spencer’s eyes chilled even further. They weren’t grey or blue, but almost colourless. A drop of indigo ink in vast icy lake. That diluted. That cold. “Take what time you need. I’ll have one of our prospectuses emailed to you.”
“Thanks–” The sense of wrongness grew.
Don started to speak but at that moment the Touch gave a tremendous lurch. I snapped my head to the side just in time to see a familiar dark-haired girl disappearing swiftly around a corner.
I turned to Don, not having heard a word he’d said. “I’m sorry, I’ve just remembered I have to be somewhere. Can we pick this up another time?”
Don looked taken aback but collected himself. “Sure. Another time...”
Spencer gave me a chilly nod. “We’ll be in touch.”
“Thanks for the coffee.” I strode off in the direction Rebekah had taken, waiting until I’d turned the corner to dump my coffee out onto the grass and chuck the cup in a recycling bin. Then I took off at a jog. The Touch twitched like a compass needle and I took twists and turns across campus to the main road. I spotted Rebekah hurrying towards town and ran after her.
“Bex wait! Rebekah!” I shouted.
She whirled to face me and I pulled myself up short, almost tripping over my own feet. Her expression was filled with cold rage.
“You’ve got a bloody nerve!” Rebekah spat. “Gulled me properly, didn’t you? But I’m on to you now!”
I recoiled in the blast of her fury. “Bex...what...?”
“I saw you, Amy. I saw you talking to one of them.”
“Them? You mean Don? Spencer?”
She laughed harshly. “God, I cannot believe I was foolish enough to think that you’d just turn up, wanting to help me with no agenda of your own. You didn’t have intuitions about me, you had inside information. Of course you believed me about the hag – you know who sent it! I can’t believe I was taken in by a cheap fortune teller’s trick.”
“Bex, please keep your voice down,” I hissed.
People were staring at us as they passed. A group of strangers at the bus stop opposite were clearly engrossed in the unfolding drama. This was my personal nightmare – a public conflict with raised voices shouting about the gift I tried so hard to keep hidden.
“I’ll scream it from the rooftops if I want,” Rebekah snapped. “Was this the plan? Make me trust you and then coax me into turning my father’s research over to the man who was following him? Or was it Ashworth? Were you supposed to play the sympathetic friend and quietly work to ensure I sold the museum to them?”
“Them who?” I said, in frustration. “Bex, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Rebekah shot me a look of deep dislike, drawing herself up haughtily. She was so much taller than me. She had so much more presence. I felt myself withering in her shadow.
“Go back to your friends and tell them to call off the creature. They’re not getting their corrupt little hands on so much as one of Daddy’s shopping lists. I’ll burn it all first.” Rebekah’s dark eyes glinted.
“Bex, what are you talking about?”
“Stop lying to me! In fact, just stay away from me. I don’t want to see you ever again, you deceitful bitch.”
Her words struck like knives.
“Bex, please...” I gasped but she was already marching away from me. I stared after her full of numb confusion, then I turned and walked the other way. My cheeks burned as I passed the people at the bus stop but I kept my eyes ahead and ignored the few catcalls. There had to be a rational explanation for this. I just had to find it.




From the journal of Dr Felix Harker
 
3rd May
The child was born at four minutes to midnight. I have a daughter. Phillip was all for toasting her arrival with the forty-year-old bottle of Greg Fiddich I thought I’d hidden from him far better than I had, but why would I want to dull this moment with alcohol? For all that Suzanne is a small woman and the was delivery long and arduous, she is well and our daughter shows every sign of thriving.
One thing of note. I understand that new-born babies do not focus their eyes on anything. Why would they? They’ve presumably never needed to use them before. But it was the strangest thing, when the child was handed to me – and no doubt I gazed down like the adoring sap I certainly feel myself to be – the baby gazed straight back up at me with the most piercing dark eyes I’ve ever seen! Phillip thinks I’m exaggerating and my wife, no doubt exhausted, rolled her eyes at my fancifulness, but I swear that child focused on me; saw me as if she was several weeks rather than hours old.
Suzanne murmured that we must have a ‘hu plig’. I am not keen. While I respect Hmong custom, this insistence that a dark creature is searching for her and her mother is troubling. I know. I’m not insensible to the irony. After all, my life is dedicated to discovering cryptids. Is it the legend of the Dab Tsog I find too much to swallow? Or is it that the thought of a creature that wishes to seek out my wife and child in order to devour them is too terrible to countenance?




Chapter Twenty – Like Robin Hood
Eddie was out when I got home. I downed a glass of water, which sat cold and heavy as stone in my stomach. I was upsetting or offending everyone lately. My depressing new superpower. My fingers crossed and uncrossed themselves as I phoned Steve, muttering “come on, pick up” under my breath.
“Amy? Twice in one day. I’m starting to feel–”
“Steve, there’s no time. Can you come here now? My place, I mean.”
“Er…yes but aren’t we supposed to be meeting Rebekah at the museum?” Steve said.
“I’ll explain when you get here. I’ll leave the door unlocked, come straight on in, okay?” I hung up and went to my newly awoken laptop on the kitchen table. There was a tingling sensation in my fingertips, a skitter of excitement climbing my spine. What I was about to do wasn’t technically legal, which was why I hadn’t done it before, even if the thought had idly crossed my mind. I was well aware that I could be tempted into viewing some laws as optional if I wasn’t careful, so I only hacked a system if I absolutely had to. My self-imposed limits didn’t stop me from enjoying it, though. Hacking was puzzle solving – of course I enjoyed it.
I began methodically working through my mental list of work arounds for cracking a system. It was all just maths, in the end. Speak to a computer system in the right code and it’ll do whatever you want. Not that I expected any of the easy hacks to work – both Ashworth Housing and Evergreen Tech would have far more sophisticated security systems than that. This was just me sorting through my cyber burglary kit and choosing the correct lock picks.
Ashworth gave up the goods faster than Evergreen. My heart thrummed.
“Hello?” A voice called from the hall.
I glanced at the time. I’d been working for half an hour, Steve had arrived. “In here.”
Steve appeared in the doorway, peering timorously into the kitchen.
“Hey. Thanks for coming.” I typed another line of code, then got up and flicked the kettle on. “Tea?”
“Amy, what’s going on?” Steve said.
“Just a sec.” I typed another few lines and hit return, ignoring Steve peering over my shoulder.
“Are you...?”
“Yes?” I raised an eyebrow.
Steve lowered his voice to an outraged whisper. “Are you hacking something?”
I grinned. “Yeah. Want to be my getaway driver? Figuratively speaking.”
“Oh God. Emily warned me about this,” Steve groaned.
“If my sister warned you, then she’ll have also told you that I only do it when there’s no other way.” I noticed how pale he’d become and gentled my tone. “Do you want to hear why?”
Steve crossed to the kettle and began to make tea in two large mugs. “I think I’d better.”
“Remember how I told you about Evergreen Technologies?”
“The company that wants to throw funding behind the research project you work on.” Steve nodded.
“I was talking to two of the suits after work. They just showed up when I was getting coffee from the campus café. Anyway, I had a weird feeling.”
“The Touch?”
I nodded. “When I looked up, Bex was practically running away from us. I don’t know what she was doing there but I knew something was wrong. Don and Spencer didn’t see her or at least I don’t think they did.” I explained how I’d run after Bex and how she’d torn strips off me.
“She called you a bitch?” Steve sounded highly affronted.
“She was upset. In fact, thinking about it, she wasn’t just angry, she was terrified.”
“Amy being the most reasonable person in the world and wanting to see the best in everyone doesn’t mean you have to excuse bad behaviour.”
I shook my head, typing in another line of code. Almost got it...
“I’m not. But it was irrational. Bex is not irrational, in case you haven’t noticed.”
Steve made a hmmm noise but conceded the point. “So you believe it was fear talking?”
“She saw me with them and lost her shit.” I shoved a strand of hair out of my face and watched the program I’d created nibble at Evergreen’s security system. “She said she’d seen me with one of them. Which makes me think that if she really did recognise Don or Spencer, maybe he and by extension Evergreen Tech, are somehow connected to...”
“Whoever arranged for Dr Harker senior’s death,” Steve said. “It would have to be a fairly big coincidence.”
“Or not,” I said grimly. “It might all have been orchestrated.” I explained about the too good to be true job offer. “They knew exactly how to win me over. I don’t know what they want from me, but it’s not good.”
“It could be that they want you because you’re a talented physicist,” Steve said mildly. “Perhaps they did hit you with a researched speech, but it doesn’t mean they’re up to no good. Head hunters have to know what to say to the candidates they want to poach.”
“I did wonder if I was being paranoid,” I said. “And then I thought about what Rebekah said. One of the men who followed her father. The reason, apart from his behaviour over the six months before his death, that she thought he was murdered no matter how natural it looked.”
“The Touch tipped you off, or stopped you falling for their flattery, so you came back here to dig around,” Steve said. There was a hint of disapproval in his tone.
“Pretty much.” I shrugged. “Ashworth Housing may claim to have all those noble goals, but I found out some interesting things about the company.”
His gaze sharpened. “The developer who aggressively pursued several of the victims for their properties? The one who made Rebekah an offer for the museum.”
I nodded. “Firstly, Ashworth acquires land and property, but none of it in the last ten years has been turned into affordable housing, which is their oft touted mandate. Secondly, they definitely made offers to the three victims who didn’t have Hmong ancestry, as well as Papa Bình. I think Papa must have fit in both categories by coincidence. Thirdly, the CEO of Ashworth Housing is not actually the person advertised as being the CEO.”
“I’ll admit that all sounds suspicious but lots of companies have controlling interests held by silent parties.” Steve sipped his tea.
“Maybe,” I allowed. “How many of them choose an unqualified patsy and set him up as de facto CEO just so they can open the company using his surname? Which is exactly what happened with Gerald Ashworth. He doesn’t work, Steve. He’s renting out his identity to a shadowy controlling company that definitely wants the property it’s been buying up via Ashworth Housing, but not for what its dummy housing company claims it’s for.”
Steve did not look convinced. That was okay. I was just getting started.
I checked on my program and pressed ‘run’. “Here.” I pulled out a copy of a rough map of Oxford city and a pen. “These marks,” I drew a series of Xs, “signify property that Ashworth has acquired over the last ten years.”
Steve frowned and took the pen from my hand. He drew three small circles on different points on the map, then handed the pan back. “Those represent the properties belonging to the three victims.”
I added another circle over Pho Kitchen, hesitated and drew a fifth roughly where the museum was. Big surprise, neither Ivy Road nor the Museum of Natural History and Folkloric Antiquities appeared on the city map. Almost as if the original Harker and Blackthorn hadn’t wanted it to be found.
We looked at the pattern made by the circles and Xs.
“They appear to want to own that entire quarter of Oxford. Although Magdalen College is in the way.” Steve looked up from the map, face pensive. “The only one that doesn’t fit is Rebekah’s museum, which lends credence to the theory that it’s the contents of the museum they want rather than the location.”
“It’s definitely dicey,” I agreed. “My bet? Evergreen Technologies is somehow connected to Ashworth Housing. They seem to have money to throw around. Maybe they’re annexing part of Oxford for some to-be-built future uber lab.”
Steve’s expression said he was torn between not wanting to believe me and knowing that when I made connections like this, I often right. Maybe we’d only met half a dozen times before this week but on one of those occasions, he and I had been part of a group effort to steal a skull from the Museum of History in Edinburgh. Long story but it was in a noble cause. I could see that he remembered – that, and everything which had followed. He shuddered delicately.
“Evergreen Tech is a tabula rasa,” I said. “Oh sure, there’s the eye-catching webpage with its careful marketing, its slogan and some bogus copy about a greener future for everyone, but it doesn’t actually say anything. Nothing real. It’s a nice looking container.”
“A shell company?” Steve said.
“Maybe. If I can just get into their admin system... ah ha!”
The line of code running across the screen blurred and suddenly I had administrative access. I allowed myself a moment to enjoy the hit of dopamine solving a puzzle always gave me and then shoved the feeling aside. Hackers got caught because they began to chase that high, because ego started to matter more than any altruistic goals they started with – assuming they started with any at all. I tried to always remember that pride came before a fall, and that in cyber terms at least, vanity came before a prison sentence. I had no intention of a stay in the big house, so I never allowed myself to bask in my own cleverness for long.
“Dear Lord, is that the payroll system?” Steve leaned in, peering over my shoulder.
“Yep. That’s the bunny rabbit,” I said cheerily, and set about skimming for the information I wanted.
“Could you do damage to the company?” Steve sounded both awed and appalled.
“Theoretically? I could transfer all the funds to an offshore account and pin it on someone else, or I could hack the in-built cameras and spy on the staff. If I could get in deep enough, I could maybe look at the research they’ve got so far – that’s harder though. No one leaves that stuff under a basic security system. I’d probably need help.” I shrugged.
“And instead you’re looking at payroll statements and tax records?” Steve said.
“Robin Hood not Julian Assange,” I said. “All I need is to know what Evergreen’s endgame is and what it has to do with Bex.” I puffed a strand of hair off my forehead. “I think she only recognised one man – presumably from the photos her father sent her…” I gnawed my lip, wondering if I just wanted Don to be unconnected because I liked him. Then again, I’d tried asking him point blank if he was up to no good and not got even a flicker of wrongness when he said ‘no’. “My money is on Spencer. I definitely got bad vibes off him. And I don’t believe he’s middle management in the funding division of an innovation company.”
“You’re taking a lot on faith that Rebekah correctly recognised a man she’d only seen in a blurry photograph.” Steve set his empty cup down.
My hands stilled on the keyboard. “Am I?”
In front of us a dossier lay open. It showed a photocopied driver’s license. The picture on the licence was either John Spencer or his evil twin. But the name on the licence was Brian H. Coleman. I paged through the dossier. A passport – Brian H. Coleman. A medical record – Brian H. Coleman. Payment statements, P45, NI number – Brian H. Coleman.
“He’s lying about something.” My tongue felt glued to the roof of my mouth.
There were similar records for other employees who also had the shark-in-a-suit look going on, but I didn’t recognise any of them. There was nothing on Don. Either he knew nothing of Spencer’s alter ego or...
“Or he’s so important that he doesn’t show up on this system at all,” I speculated.
“Did you get the sense Don was lying to you?” Steve said.
I shook my head. “But then the Touch isn’t a lie detector. There are limits.” My mouth twisted. “It’s the psychic’s dilemma. The more I like someone, the more I want them to like me, the less easy it is for me to get a clear reading.”
I checked for Dr de Witt too but she seemed to legitimately be who she said she was – a scientist who had played at being a nerd to get other, younger scientists on board. Not that that meant much right now. A truly practised liar – one who had cultivated a whole new identity and believed it – might slip past me if I wasn’t specifically looking for them.
And then I paged through another folder and hit pay dirt. Investment bonds paid into several portfolios, including hefty sums into Ashworth Housing. It was no comfort to have my suspicion confirmed. I felt sick. Evergreen Technologies appeared to be focusing on buying extensively in various areas of the UK. There were land acquisitions in Scotland. More in Wales. I couldn’t see from the records what had been done with the land and property they’d acquired via Ashworth Housing, but it wasn’t building houses. Maybe Evergreen Tech were interested in new scientific frontiers, including clean energy. But apparently they were perfectly happy to use bullying tactics and even murder to get what they wanted. They weren’t the good guys.
“I’m so stupid,” I whispered.
“All evidence to the contrary.” Steve gestured to the screen.
“No, Steve. I mean it.” I raked my hands through my hair. “I knew something was off about Evergreen Technologies sniffing around the lab, but I didn’t investigate. I wanted to believe. I was even tempted by their stupid offer for a moment.”
“You’re being too hard on yourself. The Touch doesn’t make you omniscient or responsible for everything even vaguely supernatural that happens.” Steve rested a hand on my shoulder and gave me a gentle squeeze. “False names don’t mean that Evergreen’s interest in your work is nefarious. Maybe they are unaware of how their housing companies are acquiring property.”
“You’re right. I need more evidence.” I copied the dossiers and began looking through other files on Evergreen’s S-drive.
“That’s not really what I meant,” Steve murmured. “You realise how insane this is? We’re hacking a billion pound corporation to find out if they’re using a supernatural assassin in order to remove obdurate property owners.”
I ignored him, intent on the sub folder I’d found. Except, it wasn’t a sub folder at all. When I cracked it, it turned out to be a random piece of code that had no business being where it was.
“What is that?” Steve frowned.
“I’m not sure...oh!” My program got to work on it and suddenly I was through another layer of security. Sweat prickled between my shoulder blades. “It’s a back door. A sort of portal in the system.”
“Why would they include that? It’s not very security conscious,” Steve said.
“No. But that’s the thing with code. Ever action, every character, affects something. When programmers patch code, it can cause undesirable changes in other parts of a system.” I felt the corner of my mouth curl in a predatory smile. “In this case, it seems to have linked the payroll system to something much more sensitive. I’m guessing they don’t know this back door is here.”
A series of file folders appeared. I touched nothing, aware that some very slick code was in play, which meant I probably couldn’t count on my normal measures to hide my snooping.
“Maybe I should just leave,” I thought aloud, starting to get that itchy feeling between my shoulder blades. It was more animal instinct than the Touch and it meant danger, Will Robinson!
“What’s Project Lodestone?” Steve said.
I clicked on the folder. It was full of encrypted documents.
“Can you decode those?” Steve said.
“You certainly joined the Dark Side in a hurry. I didn’t even offer you cookies.” I snorted. “Probably, given enough time. But we can’t linger. I’ll get caught.” I hesitated then copied the folder and sent it to my flash drive.
A cursory glance at the other folders also showed deeply encrypted documentation. Whatever this was, it wasn’t what you’d normally expect to find behind a pioneering green energy company.
“There,” Steve said suddenly.
I trusted his instincts and grabbed a copy of a folder named ‘Nightingale’.
The Touch added its voice to my vague sense of unease, screaming at me to get out. Adrenaline washed cold through my veins. I watched my fingers move in slow motion as I extricated myself and did the cyber equivalent of sweeping up my footprints.
Get out. Get out now!
“Amy!” Steve had gone white.
“I know,” I said tightly and hit a final combination of keys. The Evergreen Tech admin dashboard disappeared and I exited the program. I disconnected from the Wi-Fi to be sure and then I ran a software scan.
“What are you doing?” Steve said.
“Checking for spyware.” The sense of urgency was gone. Maybe I’d just lost my nerve at the end there. I glanced sideways at Steve, remembering that he was a sensitive and he had clearly felt a sense of impending doom too. Maybe I’d been close to getting caught.
The security scan came back clean and I let out a breath in relief.
“Let’s see what we’ve got,” I said.
Steve dragged a chair up beside me as I opened the copy of ‘Nightingale’.
I wasn’t surprised to find it was encrypted. I’d probably have to design a program specifically to decrypt it. “This could take days but I may as well try one of my standard programs.”
“You just happen to have specialist programs to decrypt sensitive information lying around?” Steve said drily.
“Oh hush. You’re basically my Sith apprentice now.” I ran the program.
The folder suddenly split into labelled subfolders, meaningless characters becoming names; Bellman, Deborah. A; Caster, James; Fredriksson, Sven; Harker, Felix J.
“Harker,” Steve breathed and reached for the mouse.
I slanted an amused look at him, clicking on the Harker file. “You want to drive?”
“Oh…er…no. Sorry. Forgot myself.”
I was no longer paying attention. I was too busy staring at a document detailing the vital statistics of Felix J. Harker.  In the top right-hand corner, was a black and white photo of a debonair looking man who strongly resembled Rebekah. The word ELIMINATED had been stamped across it in red ink.
“Well shit,” I whispered.




Chapter Twenty-one – Foul Play
I told you not to come back here,” Rebekah said, more in astonishment than anger. As if it was inconceivable that I would try to talk to her after she had so thoroughly banished me from her esteem. She made as if to close the main museum door but I caught it.
“Please, Bex. Hear me out. It’s not what you think.”
“A likely story.” Rebekah was a lot stronger than me. She pushed on the door and the heels of my trainers began to slide across the top step.
“Rebekah, you’ve got the wrong end of the stick,” Steve said. “Look, let us come in and explain what we’ve found. Five minutes. If you don’t believe us by then, we’ll go quietly.”
“I ought to just call the police,” Rebekah said.
“And tell them what? That you’re being targeted by a nefarious housing developer who has set a supernatural creature on you to kill you in your sleep?” Steve said.
I fought a grin at his tone. No one could carry off supreme sarcasm like Steve with his plumy accent when he was feeling indignant.
Rebekah pursed her lips. “Two minutes. That’s all you get. Talk.”
Apparently we weren’t going in.
I took a deep breath and explained who I had believed Spencer to be. “I knew there was something wrong with the offer of funding and the way they just kept coming back to poke around and talk to us all, but there was so much else happening that I never checked up on them.”
Rebekah’s scowl eased minutely. “Checked up?”
“Er...” I wasn’t sure I wanted to come out and admit I’d been hacking Evergreen Tech’s online server. “Used certain skills to find out more.”
Rebekah glanced at Steve but he remained stoically silent.
“Anyway,” I went on. “If you recognised one of them, I believe you. But you’re wrong about me. I was only ever trying to help.”
Her expression wavered. She wanted to believe me which was what making it so difficult to for her to do so.
“If you let us in, I can prove it,” I said. “If you can just trust me that far, I can show you what Ashworth Housing really is. I promise I had nothing to do with your father’s death or the people you suspect orchestrated it. And I may even be able to help you find out who exactly did.” I swallowed. “Spencer, at least, has been playing me. Probably playing my whole department.”
“She’s telling the truth, Rebekah,” Steve said. “We barely know each other and I’ll admit I don’t even know Amy as well as I know her sister. But I do know she would never shaft you – or anyone – in the way you believe she has.”
“Betrayal begins with trust,” Rebekah murmured. “I don’t know who I can trust any more. If I could ever trust anyone.”
“Then apply logic,” Steve said. “Can you deal with all this alone?”
Rebekah was silent.
“Let us in. We’ll tell you what we’ve found,” I said.
“And we’ll tell you our ideas for finally putting a stop to it,” Steve added.
Rebekah’s jaw hardened but she gave a barely perceptible nod and stood aside.
Once again in the horrible burnt orange and beige sitting room, we all stood in a loose triangle, varying expressions of mistrust and uncertainty on our faces. I had a strange sense of completion. As if we had formed a circuit – the three of us now bound together for whatever came next, good or ill. I blinked and the sensation vanished.
Show and tell should always be done in that order when you’re trying to convince someone that you’re not an evil corporate spy. I went to Rebekah’s laptop and minimised the page where she’d been making notes on her father’s research. She made a sound of protest but Steve told her to wait. I plugged in my flash drive and opened the personnel file I’d copied.
“This is the man I know as John Spencer, financing director of an innovative green energy company called Evergreen Technologies,” I said.
Rebekah shook her head and pulled up a slightly blurry image on her phone. “Daddy sent me this four months ago. It’s one of the men he claimed was following him.”
The picture wasn’t the best quality but it certainly had some similarity to Spencer. I ignored the little pinch of relief that she had no pictures of anyone who looked like Don.
“He’s been hanging around my work place as part of a team of representatives from Evergreen Tech. Today, right before you showed up, he offered me a job. Very generous terms.”
“And what did you reply to that?” Rebekah said, in an accusatory tone.
I gave her a sour look. “I said ‘thank you’ and that I needed time to think about it. He was not pleased.”
Rebekah’s mulish expression didn’t waver.
“Bex, I’m going to turn it down. Six figure starting salary or not, he gives me a seriously creepy vibe,” I said. “I think he might be dangerous, as in completely ruthless and lacking any personal sense of morality. It didn’t feel safe to refuse him outright.”
Rebekah’s brows unknit. “That was probably wise under the circumstances.”
“And here is the same man under an alternate identity.” I glanced at Steve. “Give her the map.”
“Map?” Rebekah took it from Steve.
“Ashworth Housing is owned by Evergreen Technologies,” Steve said. “Or whoever is behind them. Amy thinks Evergreen itself might be just another layer to obscure the real controlling party.”
Rebekah looked at the map and then returned to the dossier on Brian H. Coleman. “However you slice it, Spencer was lying. Is he a plant by another agency or is Evergreen corrupt, that’s the question.” She lifted her gaze to mine. “You didn’t know?”
“I didn’t know. I promise.” I went through a few other personnel files. Rebekah though she vaguely recognised a woman with short blonde hair but it was no one I’d ever met. The only clear match with any of the shaky photos was Spencer. She didn’t recognise Dr de Witt or Don. Presumably they were likewise being duped.
“I’m...” Rebekah stopped, started again. “The more I look at this Spencer person, or Brian or whoever the hell he is, the less sure I am that the photos Daddy sent are evidence,” she confessed. “It was the way he stood over you. That outline. A man who’s been trained in a specific way. You know how you can often tell a military person out of uniform?”
I thought of Dad – the priest clobber was fooling no one with half an eye. “Yeah, I do actually.”
“But you don’t think Spencer is military?” Steve pressed.
“No. But he’s been trained for something,” Rebekah said. “How did you get all of this?”
My cheeks warmed. “Well, I…er...”
“You’re a hacker!” Rebekah said, delighted at my criminal behaviour.
“You needn’t say it as if I’m a rare species of primate,” I muttered, left clicking the mouse. “Um, Bex? I think maybe you should sit down again. For this next part.”
I did not want to do this. If she’d lost it when she suspected I’d betrayed her, how was she going to react to evidence that she was right about her father’s death?
Steve met my gaze and I saw all my own misgivings in his gaze. He nodded slightly.
Rebekah eyed me warily but I focused on the screen and brought up the partially decrypted file. My muscles seemed to form iron bands as she scanned the partial document. I thought what a strange mixture of intimacy and distance it was – to read your father’s personal details in a context you had no prior knowledge of. Just what had Dr Harker senior been involved in? Had he got cold feet when he realised how deep in he was? Or had he merely been a target all along, ignorant of anything to do with Evergreen Tech?
Rebekah’s gaze travelled hungrily over the screen. I was watching her so I saw the exact moment her mind finally took in the red-stamped ELIMINATED. She sat back, wan and furious but also far more lucid than I had expected.
“I was right.” There was a note of vindication in her tone. She glanced at me. “We both were.”
“Looks like it. I’m sorry–”
“Don’t be,” she said, in her old clipped manner. “It’s freeing knowing the truth. Or part of it, at least. I was starting to believe I was having a psychotic break.”
“I’m not sure that the truth is preferable,” Steve began.
“You know what I mean,” Rebekah said. “Yes, most people have a minor departure from reality at some point due to emotional stress. Fine. Not my favourite suggestion for what was wrong with me, but something I could cope with. But you have no idea how troubling it is to not be able to trust your own senses, your own perception of reality.”
Steve and I exchanged a glance. I was sure he was thinking, as I was, that we did, in fact, both know exactly how that felt.
“Where’s the rest of it?” Rebekah said, clicking at the document to no avail. “Why doesn’t it explain what their interest in my father was? Why he was eliminated?”
“It didn’t download,” I admitted. She turned a furious expression on me and I raised my hands placatingly. “I’m sorry. I was about to get caught. There must have been a tripwire or something because an anti-spyware program activated.”
“Can you go back in?”
“Rebekah you’re asking too much,” Steve said.
“No. At least not for a while. And honestly, they’ll have put new security measures in place by then. Something I can’t crack, maybe.” Rebekah’s gaze remained icy. “I can’t help you from prison, Bex.”
Rebekah nodded finally. “Alright. I got carried away.”
“It’s not as if we can take this to the police anyway,” Steve said. “Even if we had the whole document, we’d be getting Amy in trouble by giving it to them. It wouldn’t be admissible in court as evidence because of how it was acquired.”
“And your father’s post mortem report would still show no sign of foul play,” I finished. “What we have to do now, is find a way to stop Evergreen Tech, or whatever organisation has taken up residence in its shadow, from attacking anyone else with the Dab Tsog.”
“What about these other names? In the encrypted folder,” Steve said.
“They all appear to have been eliminated too,” Rebekah said. “The ones you’ve decrypted anyway. Are they worth looking into?”
I frowned. “There are gaps between them. Look, some of them were eliminated as much as fifteen years ago. We don’t know what their causes of death are.”
“So you don’t think the Dab Tsog was used?” Rebekah said.
“It seems unlikely. And we don’t really know what the purpose of this folder is. It’s incomplete and I’ve only decrypted half of it. How are they grouping these eliminees?”
“It might still be worth finding out how they died,” Steve said.
“Ordinarily, I’d be all for following that suggestion but if the hag stays away tonight, it’ll definitely be back tomorrow,” I said.
“Three days does seem to be its attack pattern when it wants to finally go in for the kill,” Rebekah agreed. “Very well. How are we going to stop it?”
“That’s where I had a crazy idea,” I said. “You’re not going to like it because it’s not very scientific.” I explained about the dreams. “Your grandmother was one of the Hmong who was helping the American soldiers during the Vietnam war. We already know she was relocated because here you are, a British citizen.”
“But why would you dream my grandmother’s memories?” Rebekah said accusingly.
“Because of the Touch.” I sighed. “Look, it comes in different types. Almost everyone has a tiny amount – usually so small they are completely unaware of it. Some people – like Steve – have a bit more. They’re called ‘sensitives’. No manifestations of paranormal ability but they have enough clairvoyance to sense ghosts or pick up how other people feel.”
“It doesn’t always work and it’s not reliable,” Steve put in.
Rebekah’s expression was full of displeasure but she simply nodded. I was gaining the impression that she had no problem with fantastical occurrences, however unlikely, as long as you could apply a proper scientific context to them. Unfortunately, there was still a big gap between science and magic and that was where I needed to operate.
“And then there’s people who have more of it,” I went on. “I used to have more than a sensitive but not so much that I was especially aware of it. It was insidious. Camouflaged. I even used to believe that sometimes I just knew things because my brain picked up clues and assembled them into probabilities without my being aware of it.”
“Which could be exactly what happens,” Rebekah said.
“Maybe sometimes but not every time. My point is that I didn’t used to be overly powered up. Not like my sister.”
“What changed?” Rebekah looked intrigued despite herself.
“I got car jacked and kidnapped along with my sister’s boyfriend in Cornwall eight years ago. The girl who did it...let’s just say that she wasn’t emotionally stable. She imprisoned us.” I suppressed a shudder, forcing myself not to remember the sheer terror of being locked up below the old asylum. “There was no way out. We were trapped, in complete darkness.”
“So you used the
Touch to call for help?” Rebekah said.
I nodded. “I managed to make a connection with my sister. A really strong connection. And ever since then, the Touch has…grown.”
“You’re saying that a psychic bumping minds with a stronger psychic supercharges their abilities?” Rebekah’s eyes snapped with interest. “A permanent strengthening?”
I shrugged. “We’re talking about a really tiny pool of data here but yeah, potentially. Especially if there’s a traumatic incident involved.”
“Fascinating as all this is – and it really is, I definitely want to circle back to it – but what does this have to do with why you dreamed about my grandmother?”
This was going to be super awkward but if there was any part of Rebekah that still doubted my intentions, this might just be a daft enough explanation that she would except it.
“I used to have what the most common psychics had in the way of abilities,” I said. “A dab of telepathy and empathy, a touch of telekinesis where the big trick of the week was knocking over a cup. Clairvoyance was the main one. Not so much seeing as just having really strong hunches. I never used to have clairvoyant dreams – that was part of Emlynn’s power set.”
“But?” Rebekah prodded.
“One aspect of my abilities, which I don’t seem to share with any other psychics, is that I know when someone is going to be important to me. Significant in my life, just like I’ll be significant in theirs.” I smiled wryly. “I know who my friends and lovers are before we’ve even met.”
Steve glanced at me sharply.
“That must make for some awkward encounters.” Rebekah’s brows rose sharply. I could see her remembering the first few disastrous times we’d met. “Oh. I see. You kept approaching me because...?”
“Because I knew that we were supposed to be friends. I’m sorry if I was too forward. Sometimes it’s hard when I get that particular feeling to separate out what I know bone deep is true, and what’s actually had a chance to happen,” I said.
“Oddly, that’s almost comforting. I mean, I can see you’re a perfect Girl Guide. Just want to help and all that. But when you ran after me insisting that I take your help, humans don’t tend to do that. Not normal ones, anyway.” A knife edge smile. “I suppose that’s why I jumped to conclusions about you working for the other side.”
It was an apology of sorts. Rebekah didn’t seem to have the word ‘sorry’ in her vocabulary. It wasn’t in her to actually say she was wrong. But she believed me and I would take it.
“So the suggestion is that we put Amy under, so to speak, and see if she can connect with your grandmother’s memories again,” Steve said grandly.
Rebekah narrowed her eyes. “To see if Grandma knew anything about the Dab Tsog. Clever. But I don’t believe in ghosts.”
“This doesn’t involve ghosts,” Steve said. “Think of it as an ongoing conscious record. Amy just has to tap into the right part of it.”
Rebekah tilted her head towards me, an avian movement when coupled with the raptor fierceness of her gaze. “How do you feel about that?”
“Nervous,” I admitted. “But I think it just might work.”




Chapter Twenty-two – Golden Thread
At some point, Rebekah had cleared the stacks of her father’s papers off the floor and furniture. They now stood, knee deep, in piles on and around the table under the window, which was deliberately free of candles or portable electric lamps. Apparently I hadn’t just blown a few fuses and caused the filaments in the lightbulbs to pop, I’d somehow disintegrated the bulbs and fused the remains with the sockets. And in some cases, melted wiring.
“The electrician said he never saw the like,” Rebekah said, in what for her constituted a cheerful tone. Perhaps she was pleased by this further evidence I hadn’t been playing her.
“I’m really sorry,” I murmured. The thought of thousands of pounds of electrical repairs was almost as depressing as the knowledge that we’d have to deal with this entire situation without being able to flick on an electric light.
“Think nothing of it. I’m sure the wiring needed modernising anyway.”
I didn’t point out that that would scarcely be an upside if I spent any time here in future and was unable to learn to control the Touch.
“How do we go about this?” I said. “I’m pretty sure I can’t just fall asleep with you guys watching me. Not even I’m that laid back.”
“You don’t need to sleep,” Steve said. “You just need to access the clairvoyant aspect of the Touch. Nudge it in the direction you want it to go.”
“Yeah, it’s never really worked like that,” I said. “I don’t tell it what I want it to do, it just shows me things I need to know.”
“But you used it to listen for Emily when she was in the Veil,” Steve pointed out.
“In the what?” Rebekah looked from me to Steve.
“Long story,” I said. “And that’s different. Em and I have a bond, and we’re sisters. Almost all siblings are psychic with each other to some extent.”
“Haven’t you ever tried to train your ability?” Rebekah said.
“Yes. A little.” I was starting to feel defensive. “It never seemed as important for me to be able to use the Touch at will. Not like it was for Em. Not until I started blowing up projectors and cash registers.”
“You don’t really have that option anymore,” Steve said kindly.
I glared at him.
Steve was not put off. “You keep talking about the Touch as if it’s a separate entity but it’s not. It’s part of you, of who you are. If you accept it, it will start to obey you.”
“I admire your confidence,” I said. But then he’d lived with Em during the four years her gift was at its most volatile so maybe he knew more than I gave him credit for.
“Oh God, you’re not going to attempt hypnosis, are you? There is a limit to how far my credulity will stretch.” Rebekah’s tone was scathing.
Steve glanced heavenward for patience. “That won’t be necessary.” To me he said, “Think of it as being similar to a guided meditation.”
Rebekah muttered something that sounded like “hippy dippy horse shit.”
I giggled and Steve pointedly ignored her.
He made me lie down on the sofa and told me to close my eyes. I was still giggly to start with, partly from nerves and partly because Rebekah kept making huffing noises of contempt. Steve kept telling me to focus on my breathing – in on a count of seven, hold for a count of seven, out on a count of seven.
He has a nice voice, I thought muzzily. A calm, baritone that was soothing when he spoke so softly. A voice that could lead you to safety or temptation. Funny how it wasn’t as noticeable when I was fully aware.
I realised Steve had long since stopped counting. My breathing had synched with the pattern he’d set without my noticing it. The Touch rose, stretching eagerly. Instead of feeling vaguely embarrassed or stressed about what it might do next, I held out a mental hand and beckoned. It flowed to me like a warm wind or a tropical wave, balmy and soft.
“Go back,” Steve was saying. “Go back and look.”
“But I don’t know when.” My voice came out distant and inflectionless. It didn’t seem to be me at all.
“Some part of you knows where to look.” Steve’s voice from miles away. “Go back and tell us what you find.”
Tell us what you find. That was the shining thread which kept me from drifting away entirely. I was a kite, soaring on sun warmed thermals, but Steve had hold of the string. He wouldn’t let me go. It was safe for me to release the Touch. How strange that I absolutely trusted Steve to keep me grounded. How wonderful. A flash of memory. A picture from nine years ago. The morning after Whitby Goth Festival and my sister upset that in the upheaval of the night before, she’d given Steve the wrong phone number. We were on a train, speeding away from the coast. My own voice floated out of the past. Don’t worry. We’ll see him again.
I hadn’t even registered it at the time but I’d had one of those moments of connection, when the Touch told me that I’d met someone who would be important to me. High on thermals, I looked down and grasped the barest outline of a pattern. That completed triangle I made with Rebekah and Steve. We were supposed to meet and become friends.
The certainty was whisked away from me. I realised that while it felt as if I had been soaring for hours, barely a second of physical time had gone by.
“Go back and look.” Steve’s voice.
The Touch tugged at me and I let it lead. Not merely drifting now, but hurtling. Down and down, and back and back and...
There was a sensation like being squeezed through a flexible rubber tube and then sunlight poured over me. I recognised the place. It was the main exhibit room downstairs. The museum was a lot cleaner. The exhibits were more ordered, though no less macabre and bizarre. I was sitting opposite a man I recognised from the decrypted folder – Dr Felix Harker. He was younger than he’d appeared in the photograph.
Startled, I glanced down at my hands only to find that they weren’t my hands at all. They were golden-brown, knotty with age and papery skinned. The tip of my right little finger was missing. I...she had lost it during the war. I was her and she was me. Her memories were mine to look through.
This was so much more vivid than my dreams. I wasn’t quite Amy anymore. I was someone else…
Dr Harker had a merry face. His eyes twinkled and a smile always lurked at the corners of his mouth. I had never entirely approved of him and yet he made my daughter happy. Solemn Ci Hli, so serious and quiet, observing the world like a little owl – she laughed heartily with this man. Her husband. My son-in-law...no, not mine...
What is Dr Harker doing? A calm voice in my head spoke.
“He is writing in one of his notebooks. Leather bound. Taking down every word I say with little scratches of his pen. I am still not sure I should be telling him these secrets, sacred things that are for the clans of my people alone.”
What is he writing? What are you telling him? the calm voice insisted.
“He’s writing down stories. The Lee Clan and others,” I said.
Dr Harker didn’t look up when I spoke and I realised he couldn’t hear me. “He wants to know about the Dab Tsog. I tell him that it is an evil spirit which preys on the clans. He asks how we protect ourselves and I tell him that we make offerings and observances to the Ancestors who protect us. No man or woman can face the Dab Tsog alone and live.”
This was so strange. I knew I wasn’t the old woman talking to Dr Harker. That somewhere else, in another time, I had another name and was a different person. This was observation. I was living a memory that wasn’t mine.
“He’s asking me if there is a way to trap the Dab Tsog,” I said. “I do not want to tell him those stories but I do, because I suspect the truth. That Dr Harker has encountered the Dab Tsog and that it has followed him back to my daughter.”
She’s talking about my mother, a sharp voice said.
Be quiet. You’ll break her concentration, the calm voice chided. Amy?
Amy. Yes that was my name.
Amy, we need you to look at Dr Harker’s notes.
“I don’t need to,” I said dreamily. “He gives me the note book and asks me to draw it.”
What does he ask you to draw?
“A linh-bowl.” I stared down at the circular, lidded container I’d drawn and knew it would be made of bronze. I knew the tiny characters that were carved into the lid and sides. They raised a shiver over my skin but I couldn’t look away. Symbols for containment and purification. I drew them over and over again in the notebook, trying to get the order perfect. A single wrong stroke could spell disaster. This was forbidden. Meddling. Capturing a Dab Tsog can cause all manner of evil.
“What would happen if a Dab Tsog was given the hu plig?” Dr Harker said.
I feel the horror of his suggestion as if it is my own. It is not mine at all. It belongs to the old woman.
What is the hu plig? the voice said.
“It’s the soul-calling ceremony,” I said faintly. “But you must not name a Dab Tsog or it can never be banished.”
Dr Harker’s curiosity will kill us all.
“Nana?” a tiny voice chirps from behind the glass case holding the stuffed owl. “Daddy?”
The old woman turns and I turn with her. A little girl stands in the aisle between cases, dark hair pulled into two wispy plaits, a graze on one knee. She looks so like Ci Hli at that age. My grandchild. My little Kabzaug. I hold out my arms to the child and she runs to me on skinny four-year-old legs. When I turn back to Dr Harker, his notebook has disappeared. I should find it. Destroy what I have told him. Grave misgivings fill me but we laugh as the child prattles at us, imitating the hoot the owl would make if it were alive.
This I will hold on to. This I will die to protect...
I step sideways into the dark. So easy, to slip my mind out of the scene. To recoil from what I know will come in all the years that follow.
Amy? Amy it’s alright. Come back now.
“I don’t want to stay here,” I said tearfully.
That’s fine. Come back now...
The voice is a warm, golden thread and I follow it.




Chapter Twenty-three – Guardian of Secrets
I opened my eyes to find I was still lying on the sofa. Nothing seemed to work quite as it supposed to. I raised my hands and for a moment they looked strange, as if they weren’t really mine.
“Am I really here?” I frowned up at Steve.
“You’re really here. I promise.” He was very pale, as if he’d had a fright.
“It worked better than you expected, didn’t it?” I guessed.
His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I didn’t expect you to go so deep, I’ll admit.”
I smiled. “It’s fine. It was like I couldn’t get lost because your voice was guiding me. You’re very good at this.”
Steve’s cheeks pinked and he busied himself with righting a knocked over pile of papers.
“I feel very strange. Nothing seems to be quite real.”
“Here,” Rebekah breezed in from the kitchenette with a tray.
I was cheered to see a plate of chocolate Hob-nobs next to the tea.
“You should certainly eat,” Steve said.
I hid a smile. “The day I turn down chocolate biscuits, it’ll be a sign of the imminent apocalypse.”
Rebekah’s lips twitched.
“I saw you, Bex,” I said softly. “You were about four I think. And you ran to your grandmother. She was talking to your dad.”
Rebekah nodded. “I know. You told us everything you were seeing after Steve prompted you a bit.”
I felt conflict raging inside her. It was hard for her to be reminded of a time when her father had been happy with her and her mother. When they’d all lived together and he’d had time for her. Easier to deal with her grief if she convinced herself it was no great loss.
“Do you remember the bowl?” Steve said.
I nodded. “It was strange, shallow but with a lid and engraved all over with symbols. What’s the name for Vietnamese writing?”
“Quốc Ngữ, if it’s modern writing,” Rebekah said. “If it’s older, it’s probably Chữ-nôm. You didn’t recognise any letters?”
I shook my head. “Not even a little. I’m not very good at languages.”
Steve muttered something that sounded suspiciously like, “Oh, there is something then.”
“Wouldn’t the characters be in Hmong?” Rebekah said. “This is a creature peculiar to the Hmong.”
“Probably not,” Steve said. “The Hmong language had no written equivalent until nineteen fifty-one. I think we can rule out Pahawn Hmong or the Romanized Popular Alphabet. The bowl is probably carved with symbols borrowed from Vietnamese written language. Or with an unknown written language that was only used in the practice of...er...magic.”
“Wonderful.” Rebekah rolled her eyes. “My command Vietnamese is confined to a few basic phases learned at my grandmother’s knee. My Hmong is non-existent because I didn’t even realise that’s what I was until a few days ago. And I don’t believe in magic.”
“Honestly, Bex? You might need to just get over that.” I downed the last of my tea and grabbed another Hob-nob. “It’s like gravity. It doesn’t care if you believe in it or not. It’s just there anyway. You can either make use of it or let it trip you up, but it’s definitely not going to get out of your way just because you don’t like it.” I licked chocolate off my fingers. I was ravenous. “It’s all just physics.”
“Fine. I don’t have a better plan so we’ll try it your way,” she said.
“How likely is it that you will be able to recreate an accurate representation of that bowl and any rite that goes into making it?” Steve said.
I stared at him. “I’m just a conduit for the memories. And I can’t draw. At all. So we’re in minus numbers of likeliness. Okay?”
“I suppose we’d better find that diary then,” Steve said. “And hope your grandmother never did manage to destroy it, Rebekah.”
“She didn’t.” I frowned. How did I know that? It was true though. “She never found where it was hidden.”
“I suppose that means we’re back to going through Daddy’s research,” Rebekah said, looking fed-up at the very thought. “There are a few leather bound journals but I’ve been through them pretty thoroughly.”
She held out half a dozen, differently sized journals bound in calfskin.
“It’s not any of those.” I gnawed my lip. “Your dad must have had a place to hide it downstairs. One moment he was holding and then I...I mean, your grandmother took her eyes off him for a second and it was gone.”
“Or it could have been unbound and thrown in with all these loose notes,” Rebekah said. “Yes, what is it, Steve?”
“There might be another way,” Steve looked down at his large black boots. “You won’t like it, though.”
“How bad can it possibly be?”
“We won’t laugh,” I said.
Steve sighed and drew his hand out of his pocket. A thin silver chain dropped to hang from his fist with a teardrop shaped piece of clear crystal dangling at the end of it. “We might try dowsing for it.”
My eyes widened in excitement. “That’s so cool!”
“The world is definitely mad,” Rebekah said.
“How does it work?” I said eagerly.
Pseudoscience and ideomotor response,” Rebekah scoffed.
“It might well be involuntary, unconscious muscle movements that cause the pendulum to move,” Steve said. “But what causes the dowser to make those motions in the first place?”
Rebekah shrugged. In a less poised person the movement would have denoted discomfort. “The dowser wishes to lead people to believe they have special abilities.”
“Fine,” Steve said briskly, “but you’ve already accepted that a tiny fraction of the population do have extra abilities. And we’ll be dowsing for the missing diary which none of us knows the location of, so I can’t be deceiving you.”
“It’s probably not even here,” Rebekah said.
“If it isn’t here, then it won’t work. We’ll be no worse off than we were before.”
“Come on, Bex. What have you got to lose?” I moved closer to Steve, an unconscious display of unity.
Rebekah rolled her eyes but made a ‘go ahead’ gesture.
I turned to Steve, full of excitement. “Have you done this before?”
Steve nodded, looking sheepish. “It may very well not work.”
He held his arm out straight, palm facing down, letting the chain fall like a plum-line from the middle finger of his flattened hand. It would be difficult to give the crystal pendulum a deliberate twist or spin from there, though not impossible.
“Right.” Steve drew a deep breath. “Everyone try and relax, and concentrate on the missing journal.”
Rebekah let out a horsey sounding snort.
“I’ll settle for a lack of open disbelief,” Steve said tightly.
Perhaps it was because I’d only recently emerged from a deep trance, but the light glinting through the crystal teardrop was hypnotising. It was easy to fall back into the count of seven breathing rhythm. The journal was clear in my mind, clear as the crystal. The two images overlaid each other. I could feel Steve falling into the same relaxed state. His mind was softly lit and luminous, so close I felt as if I could touch it. His aura was a pale, gentle gold with startling flashes of deep forest green. Pretty.
The crystal began to move. I glanced sharply at Steve’s hand, almost jerking myself out of my trance, but his hand was flat, palm down and completely still. The teardrop described a tiny circle and then a wider one. It circled wider and wider, gradually acquiring speed. I forced my mind back to the journal, remembering the creased black leather, the brittle pages. The feel of Rebekah’s grandmother’s hand as it traced characters and shapes.
The crystal broke its circle and began to swing lazily back and forth in a straight arc.
“Hold that thought, Amy,” Steve murmured.
I held on to the image of the journal, feeling Steve do the same and then finally, reluctantly, the presence of Rebekah’s mind joined in. Harsh, unforgiving, brilliant golden light next to Steve’s soft candle glow. The pendulum’s arc became more certain. Forward towards the museum, back towards the wall behind us.
“I’ll get the door,” I murmured.
We trooped down the hall, Steve in the lead with the still swinging pendulum. In the mirror room, light bounced off every surface only to be thrown in to the moving crystal. The Touch lay over my vision, giving everything its own glow.
“Down to the main exhibit room,” Rebekah said.
Steve nodded tightly. We made our way down the short flight of steps and through the disorderly jumble of glass cases. I swallowed a gasp because some of the cases were filled with light in my Veil Sight. There were objects of power hidden here amongst the bric-a-brac. We walked down the length of the room until the crystal pulled Steve suddenly to the right. He took another four steps forward and then stopped. The crystal pendant was once more describing slow circles on the end of its chain.
“Well? What happened?” Rebekah said.
Her sharp tone broke the spell. The pendulum stopped circling as Steve’s concentration snapped, twisting the chain idly one way and then the other. The glow faded from everything. I sighed silently in regret. Sometimes the Touch could be so pretty.
“It’s here, somewhere,” Steve said crossly.
“Scarcely better information than we had before,” Rebekah snapped.
I ignored their bickering, frowning at the glass case containing the poorly stuffed eagle owl. A memory stirred. Not my memory. A grandmother’s recollection of watching a small child prattling quietly to the taxidermy animals and birds. Whispering childhood secrets to her favourite.
“Sir Hootington.”
Rebekah’s head whipped towards me. “What did you say?”
I glanced at her. “When you were little, you loved this exhibit best. You used to come and talk to him. You called him Sir Hootington, the sworn guardian of secrets.”
Rebekah gave me an especially icy look. “I was four or five years old. All children have flights of fancy.”
Steve made an odd choking noise that I suspected was swallowed laughter.
I steered clear of dipping into further childhood reminiscences. “Okay but he used to be on the other side of the museum. Most of these cases are in the wrong place. And this is where the dousing pendulum led us.”
I tilted my head to one side, eye measuring the thickness of the display cabinet’s base. Sir Hootington was standing with one talon closed around a dusty and even more poorly stuffed rodent of some kind. I grimaced, then walked around the case, examining it from all angles.
“Clearly dowsing didn’t work,” Rebekah said.
“It might have worked if you could have held on to your all-consuming scorn for another minute,” Steve snapped back.
“It’s clear that a limited success with an exceptional subject like Amy went to your head and you thought anything would work.” Rebekah’s tone could have cut through the glass case.
“It’s clear that you hate needing help, which you do by the way. This would all work a lot better if you could get over yourself for five minutes,” Steve retorted.
I tuned them out as I trailed my fingers along the polished wooden rim of the case. The Touch fell in like an invisible net over Sir Hootington’s case. There. The furthermost bottom right hand corner. An anomaly.
“Amy unless you’re expecting that owl to deliver Steve’s long overdue Hogswart’s letter, I would suggest this is a useless exercise,” Rebekah began as Steve glowered at her.
My fingers found an almost imperceptible dip on the underside of the ridge. I hooked a fingernail into it. The Touch told me to press and then twist.
Snick. A shallow hidden drawer slid out from beneath the case.
“Et voila!” I grinned, feeling very pleased with myself.
Steve and Rebekah stared at me in surprise, then Rebekah reached into the drawer and pulled out an old journal bound in black leather.
“I really hope you have more patience when you’re experimenting with other stuff,” I couldn’t help remarking.
Rebekah hooked an eyebrow up but jerked her chin towards the stairs. Time to discover exactly what we’d found.




Chapter Twenty-four – Hubris
It was almost too easy after that. We found the description of the linh-bowl without difficulty. The characters around the rim were clearly drawn both from a bird’s eye view and a side on view. Remembering the care with which Rebekah’s grandmother had drawn them, I said we could take them as accurate.
“The question now is where do we get one? I can’t imagine we’ll find one on eBay,” Rebekah said. “It’ll have to be custom made but who can we trust with something like this?”
At least she was talking as if doing a trapping ritual for the Dab Tsog was a plausible solution. I really didn’t have the energy to keep sawing away at the thick crust of scepticism she applied to everything.
“I know someone.” Steve’s voice was full of strain. “Let me just make a call.”
I frowned as he left the room, fishing his phone from his jacket pocket.
“He doesn’t sound very happy about it,” Rebekah said.
“No.” I had a shrewd suspicion who Steve was thinking of. If I was right, then it was a great choice for someone to create a mystical bronze bowl. But there was history there and some of it was clearly still painful for Steve.
Rebekah wasn’t looking at me. Instead she was staring at whatever was written on the open journal page. She leafed through pages faster and faster, her expression fixed and pale but I felt horror coming off her in invisible waves.
“Bex?”
“I...I need a moment.” She stood, then paused with her hand on the door knob. “Read the next few pages, Amy. You ought to know.”
Left by myself, I turned the page depicting the linh-bowl and encountered a series of sporadic journal entries.
21st January
Suzanne was right. I was annoyed that she went ahead with the Hu Plig for Rebekah behind my back, but now I see that I have approached this from the wrong direction. As a scientist. Everything I coaxed out of my wife’s mother, the illicit knowledge I craved, has proved to be true. They were right to present our daughter to the Ancestors. The Dab Tsog is a fascinating predator, keyed to preying on a specific sub set of humanity. It’s as well to have my family protected, however.
Phillip is keen to study the matter further. We rather fell out when he more or less suggested using my wife as bait in order to trap the creature. I know he doesn’t mean it. His enquiring mind is getting ahead of his sensitivity. All the same it put me in an ill temper. If I’m honest, my bad mood was as much because secretly I would also like to capture the creature.
Just as Rebekah had done, I began to page through the journal, scan-reading entries. Clearly the matter of trapping the Dab Tsog never died out of Phillip Blackthorn’s mind. A few pages – and years – later, Rebekah’s father recorded a blazing argument with his partner when Phillip presented him with a re-created linh-bowl. I’d read far too much science fiction not to know how this was going to play out. Harker resisted Blackthorn’s attempts to persuade him to summon and capture the Dab Tsog. And then came a very elliptical entry.
17th July
Phillip has done it. Against my express wishes, against all my warnings, he has named the creature. In the face of my fury, he was merely confused. He has no notion what he has done. And the worst of it is that the creature is loose. I interrupted him before he could capture it in the linh-bowl. We must wait and see how this falls out, I suppose.
I pulled a face in disgust. For all his apparent caution, Dr Harker couldn’t really have understood what he was dealing with. Not if he could be so laid back about leaving a named Dab Tsog loose. The next few entries were weeks even months apart. No mention of the Dab Tsog. Lots of mentions of Rebekah. No matter where Dr Harker went on his travels, he thought of his daughter. Of how he would tell her the story of his adventures. Of the places he would bring her when she was older. He might have been an absentee father in favour of his work, but he had loved her. She’d always been in his thoughts, as had his wife. There was a gap of two years and then an entry that made my heart drop into the pit of my stomach.
4th September
Suzanne is dead. It is my fault. I grew complacent. Thought that if I did not pursue the creature, it would not return. Phillip, recognising what must have caused my wife’s death, threw himself at my feet and begged my forgiveness. I thought of striking him and instead my hands clenched on his jacket, and we wept together. He acted thoughtlessly years ago and now Suzanne has been taken by the Dab Tsog, but I cannot blame him or drive him away. He is my dearest friend and what will I do if I must lose him too?
Rebekah cries and I can barely look at my daughter, even as I wish to draw comfort from seeing the last of her mother in her face. How can I ever explain that I as good as killed her mother with my carelessness? My mother-in-law berates me and I take it in silence. There is no defence.
6th September
I will take Phillip and we will go abroad. We will seek a way of ending or at least containing the Dab Tsog. I dare not summon it here, where my daughter sleeps. We will take the linh-bowl and attempt the summoning and capture at a safer distance.
Frustratingly, the next few entries didn’t detail what happened or if Dr Harker was successful. They were less coherent, indifferent to the strange creatures he sought and recorded. This was a man drunk on grief, forming an unhealthy dependence on his best friend and cutting everyone else out. It seemed that Phillip encouraged it, perhaps because he was being eaten alive by guilt. That seemed to fit. Maybe by having Felix Harker rely exclusively on him, Phillip got some sense of self-worth back. And then I hit the entry which really chilled my blood, dated six months ago.
9th August
Phillip brought a stranger to the museum. A man from that innovation tech company that’s always on the bill boards. I was at a loss as to what the chap could want. My partner told me to hear him out and I was treated to a fantastical offer. It transpired that there are several areas the company wishes to expand into. One of these is the exploration of what is usually termed ‘fringe science’. The man – who introduced himself as Brian Coleman – explained that he had heard of our experience with cryptozoology.
I felt sick as I read about Spencer wining and dining Dr Harker and Phillip Blackthorn. Persuading them to trust him. Telling them what they wanted to hear and then finally delivering the offer that was too good to be true. Harker & Blackthorn became associates of Evergreen Technologies, or whatever subsidiary company name they used to make the approach. A final entry, undated:
It was a mistake. They are not interested in discovery or knowledge for its own sake. They seek ways of making new weapons. And they have it. The bastards took it from Phillip when he was flattered into showing them the bowl. He confessed it to me, sorry as he always is when he makes such mistakes, and this time I am not sure I can forgive him. The linh-bowl was imperfect. Our understanding of the creature is poor. God help us all.
I closed the book with a thud, pressing it between my palms as if I could keep its secrets from spilling out. No wonder Rebekah had rushed out. It both endorsed and denied everything she thought she knew about her father. He had deliberately kept his distance and isolated his daughter, because he had been the one to trap the Dab Tsog.
It had marked him, even though he wasn’t Hmong, just like a genie in an old tale wreaking revenge on whoever trapped it in a bottle. And thanks to Phillip Blackthorn, the Dab Tsog had been named – effectively giving it more power. Evergreen Tech had then stolen it and had no compunctions about using it as a weapon.
The linh-bowl was imperfect...
It was easy to make connections now. When Evergreen Technologies wanted someone removed, they released the Dab Tsog, presumably giving it a strict set of commands first. But its container wasn’t quite right and gradually it had been stretching its own limits in order to go after its preferred prey. Having taken Rebekah’s mother, it had later returned for her grandmother. Evergreen Tech had then used it to remove Phillip Blackthorn – why? Because he was threatening to go public with company secrets? Or for some other reason? Then the Dab Tsog had been set on Rebekah’s father, presumably because he refused to give them whatever was hidden in the museum that Evergreen Tech – in the guise of Ashworth Housing – wanted badly enough to buy the place for. Perhaps sending the creature after Rebekah had just seemed politic. After all, it had murdered the rest of her family. Why not make a clean sweep? And then the museum would come up for auction and Ashworth Housing could swoop in and nab it, acquiring generations of Harker & Blackthorn research and artefacts for Evergreen Tech. Or whoever pulled their strings.
And now the Dab Tsog was loose. Powered up, pissed off and looking for more people to revenge itself upon. Were Evergreen even aware that their control over the creature was fracturing? I considered the trail of collateral damage, all those people dead, and burned with fury.
Either by accident or design, Evergreen Technologies had taught the Dab Tsog to adapt and made it ten times more dangerous.
The door opened and Steve came in. “She’ll do it.”
I blinked at him, his words so out of sync with my thoughts that they sounded like nonsense. And then I remembered he’d gone to find someone who could custom make a linh-bowl out of bronze.
“Kelsi?” I tentatively named my sister’s best friend, who had also shared halls with them at Uni. She had a successful jewellery and custom trinket business in London now.
“Said she’ll start as soon as I send her photos of the drawings from the journal.”
“Are you okay?” I didn’t want to pry but I wasn’t unaware of Steve’s feelings for Kelsi. Or how hopeless they were. There were times when the Touch sucked extra hard.
“What? Yes, fine. I’ll need to pop up to London tomorrow afternoon to collect it, that’s all.” Steve took the journal from my hand and leafed to the right page, before snapping pictures with his phone.
I listened to the whoosh noise as his email provider sent the photos to Kelsi then said, “you should read the next few entries so you’re on the same page as Bex and me.”
Steve gave me a curious frown but picked up the journal as I cleared away the cups.
He looked up a few minutes later. “How is Rebekah taking this?”
“She’s having a time out,” I said.
“Actually she is perfectly well and recalls you saying you make a decent stir fry.” Rebekah held up a grocery bag with an odd assortment of vegetables, rice and soy sauce inside. “I hope these will do? I went to the corner shop.”
“I’m sure they’ll be fine,” I said weakly and made a start.
Neither Steve nor Rebekah wanted to talk about what was upsetting them, so I held my tongue. It was just like living at home with my sisters when we had an impending disaster competing with someone’s tangled love life. The good old days. I snorted at the thought and bent my attention to making dinner.




Chapter Twenty-five – The World to Slow Down
Lack of normal sleeping patterns, not to mention lack of anything approaching a social life, meant that I’d finished marking student papers. Eddie wasn’t being overtly hostile but neither was he happy with me. I choked back a wave of resentment with great effort, unsure whether it was my housemate I resented or the entire situation. It was difficult not to compare how much easier this had all been before. The Touch had been so subtle and mild back then that people usually attributed it to me being extra empathetic, instead of actually empathic.
Since I had no labs planned that afternoon, I decided to walk to the museum at lunch time. At least Rebekah wouldn’t make me feel uncomfortable merely for being me. I blew out a breath and turned down a side street to avoid the pedestrian traffic.
That wasn’t fair. Eddie didn’t really understand. Couldn’t understand because in his world view the supernatural didn’t exist. Despite his love of vampire films, anything uncanny in real life completely freaked him out. He couldn’t allow the supernatural to exist because then he would have to face his fear of it. And that was my fault. I was the one who’d laughingly prodded him in to joining in with that stupid seance at Uni.
I stopped outside the museum, wondering if I should ring the bell or just try the door.
“Come on up,” a voice said. “It’s open.”
I looked up at the third floor. Rebekah was leaning out of one of the upper windows, casually blowing a thin stream of smoke through parted lips. One hand held a thin, rather suspicious looking cigarette.
I made my way through the dim, cool museum, sniffing the air as I entered the flat. There was a faint but distinctly musky herbal scent. “You smoke pot?” I said, entering the horrible living room.
“Only when I need the world to slow down.” Rebekah turned from the window. “Don’t you? Your mind must work damn near as fast as mine does.”
I was in awe of her. Not a trace of unease. A bald statement. This is me. Her words might be arrogant but the way she said them made them nothing but vocalised truth.
Rebekah laughed suddenly, startling me. “You look perfectly scandalised.”
“You’re just always so in control.” I frowned. “I’ve never seen you laugh properly before.”
Rebekah’s mouth settled in its more usual sardonic quirk. She held up the spliff. “As I said, this slows things down. Blurs the edges. Perhaps you’re right and it’s not a good idea.”
I tilted my head to one side. “I don’t know, I mean if you were reaching saturation point, maybe it’s not a terrible outlet. On occasion. As long as you don’t start relying on anything harder.”
“Very open minded of you.” Rebekah pushed her hair back lazily. “It’s occasional. Maybe once every six months. Less, in fact.”
“You don’t owe me an explanation,” I said.
“I know. It seems prudent to ensure you know this isn’t a regular crutch.” A hint of vulnerability crept into her tone. “It goes so fast, Amy. My thoughts scream over each other, calculating distances, probabilities, cataloguing details to throw at me when I close my eyes. Quiet doesn’t help. Sex doesn’t help. And when music doesn’t help either, sometimes I do this instead.”
I sank onto the sofa. “Then you do what you need to do. No judgement.”
“Doesn’t your mind torture you like that? I know you play at being simpler than you are – and you’re not fooling anyone, you know – but doesn’t it sometimes threaten to drown you?”
I nodded. “Sometimes. Not sure I can honestly say my mind screams at me though. It’s more like I lose touch with reality for a while when I’m working on a something. A bit like my sister does when she’s playing piano, but less fun for anyone watching.”
Rebekah chuckled. “Is she a professional?”
“Classical and folk mainly,” I said. “You might have heard of her? Emily O’Connor?”
Rebekah glanced at me sharply. “Emily O’Connor is your sister?”
“I know, we look nothing alike.” I rolled my eyes. “She takes after our mum.”
“She’s rather good. Classical music is perfect for silencing my mind – it’s disciplined and structured. The patterns give me something to sink my frontal lobes into,” Rebekah said.
“That’s a seriously weird mental image,” I said. “Em’s playing in a BBC special on Sunday night. Come over and watch it with me and my housemate.”
Assuming we survived this hare-brained scheme for tackling the Dab Tsog.
“Is that the boy who sprang to your defence when you chucked coffee over me?”
“That’s Eddie,” I confirmed. “Mind you, he’d probably help you pour coffee over me right now. I am not in his good graces.”
“The Dab Tsog caused some strain in your friendship?” Rebekah said. “Let me see... Eddie is what he refers to as a realist. There’s no place for evil spirits in his view of the world. I’m guessing he took a vaguely creative degree but with a rigid structure – languages perhaps. And now he’s working his way up in PR...no, journalism. He’s got a place on the local rag but cherishes big plans to write for the Guardian one day.” She took another pull from the spliff and blew it out of the window. “And at some point during university, he experienced something which confronted his entire world view. Something that did not fit into his realist perspective. And now he’s taking your current circumstances extra hard.”
I realised my mouth was hanging open and shut it with a snap. “You got all that from one twenty second exchange and me talking about him twice?”
Rebekah shrugged, causing her glossy dark hair to ripple.
“And that’s with your brain slowed down?” I said.
“Anyone willing to put the time in can read people. It’s a parlour trick.” She canted her head to one side, looking down at me. “Possibly why I found our initial encounters so infuriating. On the surface you were one thing but underneath you were something completely different. Quite the wolf in a lambskin.”
“Just so we’ve established this clearly, your superpower is to look at someone and know everything about them?” It was weird how it looked really cool when Sherlock Holmes or Miss Marple did that, but in real life it was a seriously freaky experience.
“No, that would appear to be your superpower. Mine is merely to make connections far faster than anyone else would.”
“Great. Glad we cleared that up.”
“You ought to demonstrate what you can do to Eddie,” Rebekah said.
“Are you nuts?” I said.
“He appeared to be a reasonable person. The rift in your friendship aside, you appear to be close and think well of each other. Assuming you wish to continue a friendship, not to mention sharing a house, you ought to let him know who you are,” Rebekah said.
“He’ll... Look at Uni I persuaded him to join in with a Ouija board some of the others in my halls were playing with. It was stupid and Em would have killed me if she’d known. I’m not normally reckless but we were all tipsy and it seemed harmless enough,” I said.
“I suppose as soon as you put your fingers on the glass, it worked better than anyone was prepared for?”
“Thought you didn’t believe in ghosts?”
“I don’t but we have eliminated the logical and reasonable where your telekinetic ability is concerned and are in unknown territory, so it stands to reason the improbable would have occurred,” Rebekah said.
“I’ve never seen Eddie so scared. Full on panic attack with vomiting – though I guess that could have been the Jack Daniels,” I reflected. “I can’t tell him about the Touch. What if he freaks out? Or moves out?”
“He might,” Rebekah conceded. “Few people shift the parameters of their comfortable little worlds easily or quickly. But I imagine at some point he made a difficult choice to reveal who he truly was to you. And now, albeit on a completely different subject, you are denying him the right to choose whether he can live with who you really are. I’m not surprised he’s pissed off.”
I glared at her. “Thanks, Bex. I was really in the mood for you to whack me upside the head with truths I didn’t want to hear.”
She laughed again. A warm, whisky rich sound that made me very glad I didn’t fancy her. “There’s also the safety aspect to consider. Not fair to let him keep living with you ignorant of the fact that you blow things up with your mind when you’re upset.”
I slumped. “How exactly am I going to show him what I can do when I can’t control it?”
“We’ve got until at least four o’clock before Steve returns from London.” Rebekah checked her phone. “Why don’t we try a few simple experiments? I think your problem is that you’ve been trying to keep this ability under too tight constraint, so it’s been bursting at the seams whenever you’ve been emotionally uncomfortable.”
I looked significantly at the still lit spliff and raised an eyebrow.
“It’s how I manage my own overflow. Want to try it?” She held it out to me.
“If I’m going to experiment with the Touch, that’s probably a really bad idea,” I said.
“Point taken.” Rebekah stubbed out the lit end and put it away.
“How did you just give me life advice?” I said.
Rebekah lifted an eyebrow. “I may not like people but that doesn’t stop me understanding how they work.” She grabbed half a dozen pens and cleared space on the table. “I’m nicely mellow and I think you’ve already killed most of the electrical equipment, so shall we begin?”
“Why not?” I sighed. It wasn’t like I wanted to go home.
✽✽✽
 
Footsteps in the hall roused us from our experiments some time later. I was tired and sweaty. The room smelled faintly of smoke – somehow I’d managed to kill one of the portable lamps and had set the edge of a stack of papers on fire, which Rebekah had quickly smothered.
But on the fifth try or the sixty fifth, I had finally managed to take just a tiny pinch of the Touch instead of a great hammering fist of power, and flick one of the pens so it rolled off the table.
“Hello?” Steve said, pushing the living room door open.
The biro hit the floor just in front of his foot and I sagged back, exhausted at the mental effort.
“Happy now?” I said to Rebekah. “Hey, Steve. Good trip?”
“It’ll do for now,” Rebekah said. “You deserve some tea at least.”
“Yay me!” I said weakly.
“Hello, Steve. Beverage?” Rebekah disappeared into the kitchen.
“What have I walked in on?” Steve said uncertainly.
“We’re teaching me not to be a fire hazard or an explosion waiting to happen.”
“Good show.” Steve set a small parcel on the table and sat down opposite me, stretching his long legs out in front of him.
“How was Kelsi?” I said.
Steve’s face went slightly pink but his tone was level. “She’s very well. It was...nice to catch up, even if it was a whistle stop tour.”
I liked Kelsi, who was singularly the coolest person me or anyone else was ever likely to meet, but Steve was clearly still smitten and not comfortable talking about her.
“Did you get the linh-bowl?” I nodded to the parcel.
Steve nodded. “I’m fairly sure she drastically undercharged me for a custom piece.”
“Are you okay, Steve?” I said, when silence had lapsed for several minutes.
“What? Yes, of course.” He frowned suddenly. “Why does is smell of smoke in here?”
I felt my mouth flatten glumly into a line. “See above RE teaching me not to be a weapon of mass destruction.”
Steve gave me a look of understanding. “You’ll get there. You always do.”
I made a non-committal noise. He meant well but I was far from certain my volatile telekinetic ability would ever be anything but a liability.
“It’s funny though.”
“What is?” I forced myself to stop wallowing. So I had psychic powers, so they were a bit more aggressive than they’d been before. What was I going to do? Complain about having something most people would kill for? Whinge about it, when I’d wished my abilities were as strong as Em’s?
“You’ve never killed any of our phones. You’d think with you affinity for electrical devices, that you’d cause at least one to give up the ghost,” Steve said.
“Huh.” I thought about it. “I guess it makes sense. When the Touch is out of control, it latches on to the nearest electrical system. Mostly those are fairly simple. Lights, on off switches on TVs and radios – the internal ones I mean. But most modern mobile phones are hard wired against power surges now. Remember how there was a spate of them catching fire when they overheated a few years back? I guess whatever stops the new models from bursting into flames, delays my ability working on them for long enough that I can get it under control.”
Steve nodded. “You could probably melt the innards of one if you decided to do it though. With practice you might even be able to do it without leaving any outward sign.”
“Probably. Although I think we’re a long way off me being able to do anything that delicate.” I gnawed my lower lip. “Right now, it would be like asking a surgeon to perform an appendectomy with a chainsaw.”
Steve winced at the image. “It’s just as well you haven’t had an episode in the vicinity of someone who has a pace maker then.”
“I hadn’t thought of that.” I stared at him in abject horror. “Why would you say that?! I’m going to be paranoid that I’ll cause some random bystander’s heart to stop now!”
“I’m sorry... It was an idle thought... I shouldn’t have shared it,” Steve looked stricken.
“D’you think?” I said grouchily.
“What are you two quarrelling about?” Rebekah returned carrying a tray.
“Nothing. Steve just gave me something new to obsess over,” I muttered balefully.
“I acquired the bowl,” Steve offered.
Rebekah set the tray down and opened the package. I forgot my pique and crowded in close to look. It was shallow and broad, perhaps four inches deep and seven inches in diameter. The lid fitted perfectly with just a tiny diamond shaped knob in the centre to break the seal which clipped the lid to the bowl. The bronze gleamed with a ruddy glow, making the hundreds of engraved characters stand out in dark contrast.
Rebekah turned it, running a critical eye over the engravings. “It certainly looks like the one from the journal. Your contact is an artist, Stephen.”
“Will it work though?” Steve said.
I tore my gaze away from the tiny black characters, feeling sick and dizzy. For a moment they’d seemed to slide around the sides of the bowl, bleeding into one another and forming new, unreadable phrases in a language I didn’t understand.
“It’ll work,” I choked.
Rebekah frowned at me and set the bowl down. I couldn’t help noticing that she placed a sheet of the brown paper it had been wrapped in, loosely over the top. Maybe I looked as green as I felt. “I suppose we ought to form a plan then.”
“Don’t say it,” I said briskly.
Rebekah’s brows rose. “What?”
“You were about to suggest that Steve and I toddle off home. You had every intention of tackling the entire ritual by yourself. It won’t wash. Maybe Steve can sit this one out...”
“I object to that!” Steve said.
“But I can’t. Like it or not, you need me,” I said.
“How did you reach that conclusion?” Rebekah said stiffly.
“Because you need someone who can throw off the Dab Tsog’s influence if it all goes wrong,” I snapped. “Don’t look like that. You know I’m right.”
“Oh, very well,” Rebekah said, with ill grace. “Steve, thank you for acquiring the bowl. We’ll call you in the morning.”
“You most certainly will not,” Steve said, in outraged tones. “I went to great personal lengths to get that bowl. You are not cutting me from the team now.”
“Honestly,” Rebekah cried.
“I’m going home to get a few things and then I’ll be back,” Steve said. “I expect the door to be unlocked. It looks like we’re all staying here for the night.”
“Here? In the museum?” Rebekah said.
“Can you think of somewhere else where we can all sleep and there are no bystanders to get hurt?” I said.
“Fine,” Rebekah pushed her hair off her forehead. “Fine, go and get your jim-jams and tuck boxes. I just want this all over and done with.”
“Okay then.” I got cheerfully to my feet. “Home for overnight bags and back in an hour for a proper planning session.”
“I’m so glad we got all of that settled,” Rebekah said sourly, but her lips were doing the half smile thing so I thought she probably wasn’t too upset.
Steve and I parted at the bus stop and I trotted the rest of the way home.




Chapter Twenty-six – The Name and the Dark
I examined at the make-shift altar critically. It looked about right as far as I could tell from Rebekah’s grandmother’s memories. We’d decided to set up in the mirror room since there was so little in there which would need to be moved. Steve and Rebekah had lugged the ancient harpsichord into a corner, while I set up offerings on a foldaway card table. Incense sent a thin blue plume up to the vaulted ceiling, where a huge plaster ceiling rose appeared as a pale blob in the darkness. There was a dish of freshly cooked sticky rice and three dumplings on a plate. One cup held wine and another held water. Rebekah, white lipped and strained, had added a photograph of her mother and father, with her grandmother smiling in the background. The final item on the altar was a small bronze bell which Rebekah said she’d seen her grandmother set out on similar altars. I didn’t know if the Ancestors would be listening or willing to lend a hand after all this time, and I was pretty sure my third hand remembered information was missing a few key components, but it certainly couldn’t hurt to have their blessing.
Sometimes that was what made the difference – going into battle with an open mind, empty of evil intentions. That was the best any of us could do. I had no doubt that the Dab Tsog would kill this time if it got the chance. The presence of so many mirrors gave me pause. Battling an evil spirit in a room lined with glass was not my preferred strategy. Then again, there were no electrical systems for me to mess up or start fires with and I had yet to smash glass with the Touch, so perhaps this was the best place. None of the other exhibit rooms were suitable.
“Why is the hu plig so important?” I said suddenly.
Steve looked up from unrolling a sleeping bag. We were all in various stages of creating somewhere to sleep. “It’s like a naming ceremony, as I understand it. Except amongst the Hmong, a child’s name shapes their soul.”
“It’s a soul summoning ceremony,” Rebekah said unexpectedly. She gave the foot pump one more heave, then plugged the air mattress she’d been blowing up. “Parents chose a name that suits a child’s character. The last few days must have jogged my memory. I remember Nana telling me about it now, though I haven’t thought about it for years and I didn’t know it was a Hmong ceremony. The hu plig takes place beside a river and is presided over by an older member of the family, usually a grandmother. The child is named and introduced to the spirit of her clan by that name. It’s how the ancestors know her and recognise her soul. Choose the wrong name and the child gets the wrong shaped soul, so it’s a delicate business. Then there’s several hours of celebration, or so Nana said.”
“That’s really nice,” I said, fluffing up a pillow. “Does everyone then use that name or is it a private?”
Rebekah shrugged. “I think it can go either way.”
“Kabzaug,” I said.
“Yes. I’d forgotten,” Rebekah said, a shifty expression crossing her face. “But Nana used to call me that. From Daddy’s journal it looks like I had a hu plig ceremony as a baby. There’s a river behind Holcombe, the Harker family home. And these years, I thought I was a quarter Vietnamese.”
I didn’t blame her for the note of anger in her voice. Whatever her father said in his journal, he could have spoken to his daughter. He should have. It was a cruel thing to deny her knowledge of where she came from. No wonder Rebekah didn’t really feel connected to anywhere.
“What troubles me,” Steve said. “Is that Phillip Blackthorn seems to have performed a hu plig on the Dab Tsog. And it sounds like Evergreen haven’t been able to completely control it for that very reason.”
“We’ll deal with them soon enough,” Rebekah said dismissively.
“Naming an evil traditionally puts it under your power,” Steve said. “But if the hu plig is supposed to give a clan member a soul, then hasn’t Phillip technically bound this one to the Lee Clan?”
“What are you getting at?” I said.
“It has more power than another spirit of its kind. Evergreen have effectively moved it outside the boundaries of its lore. And if it was fully under their control, it wouldn’t be feeding off random strangers and killing them.” He flopped down on his own air mattress. “They’ve been keeping it hungry like the Romans did with lions before feeding criminals to them.”
Rebekah and I exchanged a glance. It was a troubling thought.
“You think that even if we capture the Dab Tsog, we won’t be able to control it. And that Evergreen Tech won’t be able to call it off either,” I said.
“As a murder weapon, it’s not terribly predictable is it?” Steve said.
“Stephen this is not the time to discover that the colour of your spleen is yellow,” Rebekah said briskly. “One problem at a time. We’ll capture the Dab Tsog and then we’ll decide what to do about Evergreen.”
Her tone reminded me how far ahead of the curve she worked when it came to making connections and predicting outcomes. Rebekah had already worked out exactly what we could currently do about Evergreen Technologies. I suspected all three of us had privately arrived at the same conclusion.
With these disturbing thoughts, we all went to bed, leaving a single candle burning to challenge the darkness. Three pieces of bait in a homespun trap for a nightmare beast.
I hadn’t expected to be able to sleep, especially not in strange surroundings with two unfamiliar people attempting to sleep nearby, but several nights’ broken slumber and too much stress and excitement worked their spell.
I fell into cloying dreams of humid jungles and strange dread.
The sound brought me back to half consciousness. The horrible familiarity of the shrush-shrushing noise, rhythmic and menacing, sent cold fear shooting through my veins. It had come. All that arguing over whether it would fall for such an obvious trap or not had been pointless. Of course it had come. It wanted Rebekah. It hated me. Steve would just be collateral damage – a snack. The Dab Tsog was compelled to seek its natural prey. It didn’t willingly serve Evergreen Tech but in this instance, it wanted what they wanted.
I told myself to stay calm, to take a deep breath...and realised I couldn’t. I was once again paralysed. We’d known this would happen. We’d planned for it. It was my job to break the initial hold of the Dab Tsog so that Rebekah could complete the ritual, leaving Steve to slam the lid on the bowl and trap it. But I couldn’t move. I scrabbled frantically around in my mind, trying to remember how I had broken the creature’s hold before. Nothing. Just a weight of terror more intense than ever before. It hadn’t really tried to hold me before because it didn’t really want me. It wanted Rebekah and everyone who was connected to a Hmong clan. But I had thwarted it three times. This time, it had made sure of its grip on me, slipping under my guard while I slept, before approaching the prey it truly desired. I’d been a fool, and now we would all die a slow, painful and terrifying death because I had overestimated my abilities.
I was letting my friends down.
A tear leaked out of my frozen wide eye as I stared into the gloom, trailing cold across my face. The shape coalesced out of shadow, tall and blank and infinitely threatening. It disappeared from sight only to reform closer than before. My heart drummed in my ears, competing with high pitched shrushing of its presence. It reached Rebekah’s side and my wide open senses caught the feel of it. Sticky dark joy, glee even, at having its way at last. It was hunger and it wanted to enjoy devouring the spark within her, the part her people named and called a soul. It liked the moment when that shivering, frantic glow went out forever, washing it down with the body’s last breath like a draught of wine.
No! Sudden fury cut through the mindless terror. You don’t get to have her! She’s mine! They both are!
The Dab Tsog straightened away from Rebekah as if in surprise. It had no face to turn my way but I felt its malevolence aimed towards me. Its annoyance. I would ruin its meal. I was too loud, even in my own head. It would ensure I couldn’t interrupt its enjoyment. The shrushing noise increased until it became a whining buzz saw that filled my limbs with tooth rattling pain. The shape approached and all I could do was stare at it as it pressed down on my chest and its featureless head leaning towards mine. I’d been wrong to think it had no mouth – it was entirely a hungry mouth, a stomach that would never be filled. I didn’t want it to touch me – thought I might go out of my mind if the shadowy expanse of blank face pressed against my lips. But I was furious as well as afraid.
I shrieked wordlessly for the Touch and it filled my veins like bottled lightning.
The Dab Tsog was amused by my efforts as I threw a rope of power blindly out. It didn’t notice that I wasn’t aiming for its dark, vast shape. I was aiming for the altar.
If you can’t fight fair, fight dirty.
If your opponent is much stronger than you, fight smarter.
Words from a long-ago self-defence lesson, given to me by my dad.
I felt the Touch snag on the small brass bell on the altar and something within me smiled, even as that dark head pressed down on my nose and mouth. I ignored the horrendous shrieking pain that buzzed through my nerves. I shoved back my revulsion and fear. The bell wasn’t much bigger than a pen, but lift was so very much harder than push. I made the Touch in to a precise finger and thumb pinch around the handle of the bell. I felt it rise into the air. And then rang the bell.
The Dab Tsog recoiled, screaming its pain silently into my mind. I shoved hard at it with the Touch and it slid away. There was no time to think how weak or shaken I felt. The bell was still ringing, louder and louder, its clapper picking up speed until there was no gap in the sound, just one continuous, pure and clangourous note.
“Bex,” I croaked.
The Dab Tsog sent a way of pure malice at me, then tried to escape, only to draw back abruptly. There was something in its way. I watched, half dazed and numb with delayed shock as it recoiled from a line of misty white shapes. The note of the bell rose higher, a silver spear of sound, and the white shapes lifted their hands to bar the Dab Tsog’s path.
“Bex!”
She was already on her feet, her mind quicksilver bright and full of contained rage to rival the dark hatred of the Dab Tsog. She held out the linh-bowl.
“Cousin, I invite you stay a while,” Rebekah said, somehow sounding both menacing and sincere. “Here, I have prepared a room for you.”
The Dab Tsog drew back from the white figures and turned to Rebekah. Its shape wavered with uncertainty. I felt the moment when the Dab Tsog experienced its first true moment of fear. Breath exploded from my lungs as if I had been punched in the solar plexus. It wasn’t my fear. It wasn’t human fear. Somehow that made it ever more terrible. The Dab Tsog was an immortal being. A solitary hunter. It had known hunger and want. It could not be satisfied. But it had never been afraid, until now.
“Cousin, you have long followed my clan,” Rebekah uttered the ritual words, a note of strain entering her voice. “You have dined with us many times. Here is the table I have set for you.”
Steve was suddenly beside me, holding me up. He spoke directly into my ear. “Just a few moments more, Amy. You can hold it.”
What? What did he mean?
His hands tightened on my shoulders and a surge of warmth flooded me. I hadn’t realised how cold I was. Frozen to the bone. Dimly, I realised that he was blindly feeding me some of his strength so I could hold on. But to what...? The bell! I was keeping the bell up and ringing. The summoning bell which had called the Ancestors to help Rebekah. No sooner had I put it together, a wave of weariness descended on me. All my strength was going into keeping the Touch in line. It wanted to lash out. To break things. Shatter the mirrors and fill the air with shards of glass. It was frightened and trying to save me.
No.
It was me. It was my mind. I wanted to lash out. I was frightened.
The Touch was all mine.
I felt Steve’s fingers squeeze against my upper arms and finally the Touch and I were aligned. I’d claimed it. It was my responsibility. Which meant anything it did was my fault, from now until forever. A cheerful thought for another time.
Even as I forced the bell to keep ringing that impossible, sustained note, I was tiring fast. I shook with the effort. If it wasn’t for Steve I would have fallen.
“You can do it,” he murmured. “I know you can.”
I had no strength to reply. The white figures were growing indistinct.
Rebekah chanted her furious invitation over and over, almost without drawing breath. But the Dab Tsog, ancient and cunning as sin, resisted. It knew I was weak. It was trying to outlast me. I dug my nails into Steve’s hands and forced another surge of the Touch, ignoring his hiss of pain.
“Cousin, be welcome,” Rebekah rasped. “Here is the bed I have laid for you. Your stay shall be a long one.”
The Dab Tsog screeched inside my mind, like metal doors being torn apart. My throat hurt and I realised I was screaming. A mad wind rose, whipping hair into eyes and scattering the remains of the altar as the Touch started to break bounds.
The bell faltered.
The Dab Tsog surged forward and Rebekah stood defiantly in the phantom wind. “I am Rebekah Harker but my clan named me Kabzaug. By that name, Cousin, I insist you take the place I have prepared for you.
The Dab Tsog leaned away from her but some force was pulling it towards the linh-bowl she held cupped in her hands before her.
“You were named by a lesser man,” Rebekah spat, her voice forming a strange counter point to the failing notes of the bell. “But you cannot be named unless one of the clans does it. They named you Hunger and Malice and Predator. But Cousin, I am of the Lee clan and I un-name you. I say those names were false.”
The Dab Tsog screeched again. That time I felt Steve flinch. Rebekah staggered half a step. The wind dropped. The bell fell out of the air like dead bird. The white figures vanished.
It didn’t matter. Rebekah’s words filled the sudden, eerie silence. “Cousin, I give you the name Parasite with all the smallness and meanness of the word. Now take the place prepared for you, you pathetic fucker.”
The Dab Tsog tried and failed to resist the pull of the linh-bowl. I saw it twist into an umber spool which folded into the brass container. Rebekah was swaying on her feet, her eyes sliding shut.
“Steve...the lid...” I shoved at him weakly.
Steve ran forward, face pale and determined, and clapped the lid down on top of the questing tendril of darkness that had risen over the lip of the bowl. There was a strange, claustrophobic sensation of being enclosed. And then the feeling popped like a soap bubble. The bowl rattled once against the wooden floor and then was still.
We’d done it.




Chapter Twenty-seven – Henchmen
Light crept into the sky as we wearily made our way back up to the flat. At some point, we’d have to clear up the mess in the mirror room, but Rebekah said it could wait. Neither Steve nor I argued. We were triumphant but battered and bone tired.
“What shall we do with that?” Steve nodded to the linh-bowl, wincing as I put Dettol on his cuts. Apparently my nails were a lot sharper than I’d thought – I’d drawn blood.
“I suppose we’ll have to think of some way to dispose of it,” Rebekah said. “Anyone planning on sailing over the Mariana Trench any time soon?”
“You changed the Dab Tsog’s nature.” I put the cap back on the bottle of Dettol. “Naming it like that. It was bloody brilliant.”
“Risky too,” Steve said, flexing his hands.
“Kabzaug,” I murmured. “It wasn’t just a pet name.”
Rebekah nodded. “I’ve forgotten a lot but I guessed that Kabzaug might be the clan name I was given at my hu plìg.”
“The name that shaped your soul,” Steve said. “What does it mean?”
Rebekah looked uncomfortable. “Apparently it means ‘Preying Mantis’...”
I carefully didn’t look at Steve, in case he was also struggling to hold on to laughter. “It…er…suits you.”
Rebekah gave me a withering look. “I Googled it yesterday. Apparently, it’s considered a very pretty girls’ name amongst the Hmong.”
Steve’s shoulders trembled in a suspicious manner.
I swallowed a laugh. “You worked it out just in time.”
“Whoever was responsible for naming the creature in the first place made it too powerful for me to invite into the bowl. You were right, Stephen,” Rebekah said. “I was struggling, even with whatever you were doing Amy.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Me? Oh nothing. Just, y’know, holding a solid brass bell in the air and ringing it with my mind.”
“I didn’t say you weren’t contributing,” Rebekah sniffed while Steve guffawed. “It obviously distressed the Dab Tsog enough to confuse it and stop it escaping or going for an outright attack.”
“Bex, tell me you saw them?” I said, suspicion dawning.
“Saw who?” She looked from me to Steve. “What does she mean?”
“The Ancestors!” The word escaped on a burst of exasperation. “The white figures who stopped the Dab Tsog escaping.”
Rebekah regarded me coolly. “This was a stressful situation for all of us. I’m not surprised your mind interpreted what happened in odd ways.”
“Oh my God, you really didn’t see them,” I gasped. “Steve?”
He shook his head. “I thought for a moment I saw...mist.” He shuddered. “For what it’s worth, I could tell you were fighting to do more than just ring a bell. It felt as if you were holding the entire room with your mind. And that wind...”
“Yes, the wind was very interesting,” Rebekah said. “There’s clearly a lot about your telekinetic ability we don’t yet understand.”
“Please don’t look at me like that.” I eyed her warily.
“Like what?”
“Like you want to write a paper on me. I do not intend to be the subject of your next peer review,” I said severely.
Steve chuckled.
“Oh pish!” Rebekah said loftily. “I’ll be far too busy writing about the possibility of a...would you call it an etheric eco system? Yes, I like that. I can collect accounts of ‘haggings’ and discuss the possibility of entities who feed sub atomically. The University of Edinburgh parapsychology department will love that.”
“Are you not worried other biologists will think you’re a crank?” Steve said.
“They may think what they like. I’ll present nothing without the most rigorous of scientific methods applied.” Rebekah cocked her head to one side. “So you may relax, Amy. I can hardly find a big enough sample of individuals with your unusual skill set to write a proper paper. But we ought to keep working on your abilities.”
Her explanation was strangely comforting. I realised that she was saying in the most Rebekah-esque way possible, that she didn’t think I was a freak. She was offering me help in return.
“Actually, I think you’re right. I managed to lift the bell but...” I smiled wryly. “I think it’s like going to the gym and starting out with the big weights. You might be able to lift them but you’re not meant to until you’ve built up to it. I probably couldn’t light a candle on a birthday cake right now.”
“I imagine that will change, with practice,” Rebekah said.
“It would be nice to stop blowing things up.” I considered my words. “Without meaning too, anyway. You never know when you might need to fry some circuits.”
A hint of a smile curled the corners of her mouth.
“What about Evergreen Technologies?” Steve said. “Someone still wants you dead. And we’re still not sure why.”
“I suppose the answer is here.” Rebekah looked around at the stacks of notes. “Somewhere. Did you know that the attic is absolutely full to bursting with boxes of this stuff? I went up there yesterday and found around forty crates of books and papers and diaries in the first room alone.”
Steve and I exchanged a horrified glance.
“If you give me a couple of days I could probably cause an electrical fire and total this place?” I offered, only half joking. “You could collect on the insurance and we could get Eddie to put a piece in the Oxford Review about how years of valuable research has been destroyed.”
Rebekah gave one of her rare, unexpected laughs. “Thank you, no. I think I might stay for a while. This place isn’t so bad really, under the dust.”
“Right,” I said dubiously. “A lick of paint, a few throw pillows. What’s not to love?”
“This appalling sofa for one thing,” Steve said. “Can we please focus on what to do about Evergreen.”
“We let them sweat,” Rebekah said.
I frowned at her. “What?”
“We can hardly go to the police. What evidence do we have?” Rebekah’s dark eyes were calm. “But they’ve thrown their best at us and now they’ve lost their toy. Let’s see what their next move is.”
“We can’t just let them get away with all this,” I protested, even though I knew she was right. It was the conclusion I’d been leaning towards, which didn’t mean I liked it.
“What if Evergreen Technologies really is just a front?” Steve mused. “Or what if it’s legitimate – as far as such companies go – but conceals a hidden subgroup?”
Rebekah glanced at him. “Oh?”
“If I was a covert outfit interested in the supernatural, I would hide within a larger conglomeration. In fact history is littered with examples of just such a strategy,” Steve said.
“Like the various factions operating within the Catholic Church,” I said.
“Or the occultists who used the Third Reich as cover during World War II,” Rebekah agreed. “Clever.”
“Access to intelligence, funding and security, and all they have to do is provide a few magic beans every so often.” Steve tugged the cuffs of his shirt in to place over his bony wrists. “In this instance, I imagine whichever subgroup is working within Evergreen Technologies is remarkably perceptive about research projects with a high degree of success and benefit to the investor.” He looked at me significantly.
“Holy shit,” I breathed. “You think they have a clairvoyant working for them? And that’s why they’re aggressively trying to get into bed with my research team?”
“It’s just a theory,” Steve said. “I may be wrong.”
I glanced at Rebekah. She was silent, contemplating his words. Which meant she was calculating the probabilities and finding the theory plausible. Steve’s words had struck a distant echo inside me. A weak upswell of the Touch which said truth. Somehow, I was going to have to sabotage relations between Evergreen Tech and Professor Greyson. But that was a problem for another day – we weren’t about to discover anything earth shattering in the next week.
“I’ll tell Spencer to get bent,” I muttered.
“Actually, Amy, I think you should act just as you did before,” Rebekah said. “Think about it.”
I didn’t need to when she said it like that. Spencer was involved in whatever this dicey subgroup of Evergreen Technologies was. I still wasn’t sure about Don, though at the moment, he thought I felt friendly towards him. Meanwhile Spencer was unaware that I knew about his false name and connections.
“If I out myself, we could lose a valuable source of information,” I concluded.
Rebekah’s eyebrows lifted. “Yes, but I was more thinking that you might as well paint a target on yourself and your housemate. If they start assuming you know whatever it is they were willing to kill for, then you might as well slip your own damned neck into the noose.”
“Urgh!” I flung myself dramatically back on the sofa. “My kingdom for a more honest class of supernatural criminal.”
“You need to take this seriously, Amy,” Steve chided.
“You’re not exactly hard to find either, Professor Thornton!”
“As long as you go on just as before, you’ll both be fine,” Rebekah said. “Amy, did Spencer see me the day I came to find you at Catz?”
“No. And I didn’t make a scene. He may think I was just overwhelmed by the job offer,” I said.
“Then there’s no reason for him to link your behaviour to me.”
“That’s all very well,” Steve pointed out, “but if Evergreen is watching you, they’re going to notice that Amy and I have been in contact.”
“Let them. The chances of us having been able to put together such a complete picture of their activities is so slim, they’ll believe it’s coincidence.” There was a hint of smugness in Rebekah’s expression. “Backed up by that fact that you and Amy have a history as acquaintances, while that you and I are distant cousins.”
“What if they send something else to kill you?” Steve said.
“I wonder if the Dab Tsog was ever sent to kill me specifically,” Rebekah said. “Ashworth hadn’t given other methods of getting me out of the way a try – bribery, blackmail, terrorising me. They lost a little more power over the Dab Tsog every time they released it to do their dirty work. When they sent it after your Papa Bình, Amy, perhaps it never returned to them. Or it was certainly dragging its feet. Maybe with no target, away from Hmong communities, it’s just been feeding off the population of Oxford. Not killing anyone because we are not its natural prey.”
“That’s a bit of a stretch,” Steve said.
“Is it?” I sat up. “Sharks kill humans every year but not because they naturally want to eat us. They mistake surfers and swimmers for seals. The reason some people actually survive a shark attack is because the shark takes a bite, realises its nasty human not tasty seal, and spits them out. Although even a nibble from a shark is not exactly a minor injury.”
“My head is spinning,” Steve confessed. “So basically, no Evergreen henchmen are likely to be after any of us?”
“No. Either they think we don’t know about them and want to keep it that way. Or they’ll want to know what happened to their Dab Tsog, so they’ll wait to see what we do. And for now, we do nothing. It’s the safest course of action,” Rebekah said.
“I see your point but it doesn’t feel right.” Steve stifled a yawn.
“Give it time.” Rebekah gave him a mirthless, feral grin. “In time I plan to have their balls.”
“Now that’s a sentiment I can get behind,” I said.
“Excellent, how do you feel about cataloguing?” Rebekah’s grin became even more evil. “It occurs to me that this valuable research ought to be properly indexed.”
Steve and I stared at each in horror.
“Isn’t there another Dab Tsog I could fight instead?” I said.




Chapter Twenty-eight – Show and Tell
Two days later, I stood in kitchen of my flat and set out three biros on the table. I’d seen Rebekah twice since the showdown with the Dab Tsog, but she’d been up to her eyes organising her father’s papers so I hadn’t stayed for more than an hour each time. Enough for a cup of tea and few games of push the pen off the table without touching it. I’d been practising though in spare five minutes and quarter hours. It grew a little easier each time. Best of all, now I was allowing that part of the Touch an outlet, it had mostly stopped rebelling against me. I hadn’t blown a light bulb in forty-eight hours. Okay, so that might be because I was still recovering from the Dab Tsog but I was feeling optimistic.
The oven timer beeped and I grabbed a mitt to remove three trays of cookies from the oven. I set them to cool and finished sprinkling cheese on top of the lasagne. The strain between me and Eddie had eased, but things still weren’t quite right. Rebekah’s advice had been playing on my mind, though. She was right. I wasn’t giving Eddie the choice he deserved. Maybe if the Touch had stayed quiescent, it wouldn’t matter. But the last few days had forced me to accept that it was part of who I was, not a separate and largely embarrassing condition. Eddie had once trusted me to choose him when he showed me who he really was. I wanted to do the same for him.
“Christ on a bike,” Eddie said, entering the kitchen. “Did your inner domestic goddess take over completely?”
I grinned at him, holding out a plate of still warm cookies. “Cherry and vanilla. Chocolate chip and hazelnut. And salted caramel and chocolate.”
“Those are all my favourites.” Eddie practically salivated, pupils huge. “Is that lasagne too?” He frowned. “Okay, what did you do?”
“Can’t I bake without you assuming I’m trying to butter you up?” I said innocently.
“Experience suggests it’s unlikely,” Eddie said.
“I want to invite my friends around tonight. You know, for the concert?” I smiled hopefully.
Eddie folded his arms. “These would be the friends you ditched me for all last week?”
“Er…yeah. And in case you didn’t catch it before, I am really super sorry about that.”
Eddie looked at me doubtfully. “You want me to meet your new friends?”
“Of course I do! It would be nice if you all became friends.” I looked down at the plate of cookies. “You’re all important to me. I don’t want to lose any of you.”
Eddie cleared his throat and we were silent for a moment.
“Good job you made so much lasagne then – for a moment I thought we were expecting the entire Magdalen College Choir.” Eddie swiped a second cookie off the plate, causing me to squawk and put them back on the worktop.
“So it’s okay if they come tonight?”
Eddie rolled his eyes. “Something tells me you’ve already invited them.
I grinned sheepishly. “Anyone you want to invite?”
“Not tonight. Let’s keep the numbers small.” Eddie crunched up the remainder of his cookie, a look of bliss on his face, before he fixed me with a serious stare. “You can’t always buy me off with home baked goods.”
“Of course not,” I said contritely.
“And you should invite Sienna tonight.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “She told me to call her if I ever sorted out what I was in the middle of, but that could have been a letting me down easy manoeuvre.”
“Why don’t you call her and find out?” Eddie reached for another cookie and I slapped his knuckles.
“Fine. I will. Later.”
“Why not now?” Eddie rubbed his hand.
I wasn’t fooled by the puppy dog eyes and wounded paw routine. I didn’t hit him that hard. “Because I need to talk to you first.”
“O-kay?” Eddie forgot all about the cookies and his rapped knuckles.
A fizz of nerves lit in my stomach like a string of firecrackers. What if I did my trick and Eddie didn’t believe me anyway? What if he freaked out? What if it didn’t work?
“Yeah. Or at least I need to show you something.”
“Right...” Eddie pulled out a chair and sat down.
“Okay,” I said. “Pick a pen.”
Frowning, Eddie reached out a hand.
I stopped him. “Just tell me which one. Don’t touch it.”
“You’re acting super weird, Amy,” Eddie grumbled. “Again.”
I waited.
“Fine. The middle one.”
“Right. Now watch,” I took a deep breath and focused. The Touch unspooled lazily inside me. I threw a fine tendril at the middle pen, willing it to rise, slow and controlled, off the table. I hadn’t actually tried to lift anything since the bell, but the pen wobbled and the tip rose two inches. Come on, I thought. The other end lifted, and then suddenly it was easy. It lifted in to the air. Six inches. Eight. Two feet.
I turned to face Eddie.
He gaped at the pen, face blanched. “It’s a trick.”
“Check for wires,” I offered.
Eddie shook his head violently, not wanting to go anywhere near the floating pen.
I realised Rebekah was right. He believed because deep down, he had always known there was something not quite right about me. Some piece he couldn’t fit into place.
“You call me Jinx and tease me about blowing up electrical goods.”
“I was joking, Amy. I didn’t know you were going to go and learn how to do it for real,” Eddie wheezed.
“That’s just it,” I said. “I’ve always been like this. Weird things will always happen around me and I won’t be able to help it a lot of the time.”
Eddie stared at me, horrified. “That party. The spirit board.”
“I am so sorry,” I choked. “I really didn’t know I’d affect the glass like that. I never wanted to freak you out.”
Eddie looked from me to the pen and his expression shifted. “Can you only make it float?”
“I don’t know? I mean, I only realised I could levitate stationary this week.” I frowned at the pen and it began to spin lazily. “Huh.”
“Can you teach other people to do it?” Eddie said.
“Not unless they’ve got the Touch.” At his blank look, I explained. “Psychic ability strong enough to affect physical laws. Did you want to learn?”
“No. I don’t think so.” Eddie was watching the slow revolutions of the pen like it might explode. “Is this what you’ve been keeping from me? Why you’ve been such a flake lately?”
“Yeah, pretty much.” I shrugged.
“Right.” He nodded. “Honestly I think I would have preferred a drug problem.”
I snorted a laugh, then found I was close to tears. “Are you going to leave?”
Eddie’s head whipped towards me, startled. “What? Why would I be leaving?”
“Because you hate this stuff,” I said. “And I can’t turn it off...oof!”
Whatever I’d been going to say was cut off by Eddie surging out of the chair and grabbing me in a hug. I squeaked. Eddie pulled back, keeping his hands on my shoulders.
“I get why you didn’t tell me. And I’m really sorry you felt you had to keep this hidden. But I’m not leaving. You’re still family, okay?” he said.
“Okay.” I swallowed. “Thank you.”
“I really hate to be that guy but do you think you could try not to do it in the house?”
I laughed properly then. “I won’t do it around you except in an emergency.” I pulled the Touch back and the pen dropped back on the table with a clap.
“I’ll be okay, but I can’t pretend it doesn’t freak me out.” Eddie gave me a very shrewd look. “I’m guessing there’s more to this than you’re saying. Honestly, I don’t really want to hear it. Unless...do you need someone to talk to?”
“Not about this.” I patted his arm.
“Do I still need to put salt around my bed?”
“Oh. No, that’s all taken care of–”
“Great! Really would prefer not to hear the details.”
“You’ve got it.” I grinned. It was all going to be alright.
“So, are you going to call Sienna?”
“Maybe.”
“Can I have another cookie?”
“Oh, go on then.”
✽✽✽
 
To my surprise, Sienna accepted both my apology and my invitation. I was starting to think I really didn’t give people enough credit. Maybe everyone was more tolerant than I thought. Maybe I didn’t have to be perfectly pulled together all the time. Maybe it was okay to be a mess on occasion.
I’d managed to foul up three dates with Sienna in a row, so I was nervous about seeing her again. My worries were unfounded. With Rebekah, Steve and Eddie all acting as a buffer, it was a relaxed atmosphere. We ate off plates on our laps in front of the TV, waiting for Em’s appearance on the BBC televised concert.
“You certainly can cook, Amy,” Rebekah said, scraping up the last of her lasagne.
“It’s just chemistry,” I said. “I can give you the recipe, if you like?”
“Shhh! It’s starting,” Sienna said excitedly.
I had a surreal moment watching my sister, long legged and gorgeous in a black dress, crossing the stage to sit at the full size grand piano. Then music spilled out of the TV and we all sat in stunned silence, just listening. I grinned. It wasn’t as good as seeing Em play in person, but even at a distance you couldn’t escape the magic of her playing.
“She is so incredibly hot,” Eddie breathed at last. “There’s something about musicians and dancers.”
“Um, hello? Sitting right here?” I waved a hand in the air.
“Sorry, Jinx. Your sister is seriously hot. Total babe.” Eddie looked around. “What, don’t you lot agree?”
“I was enjoying the performance,” Rebekah said. “But I concede your point.”
“Steve?” Eddie prodded.
“That’s not fair,” I said. “If he says no, I ask why my sister isn’t good enough for him. If he says yes, I tear into him for being a letch.”
“Ignore her,” Eddie said.
“Emily is one of my dearest friends,” Steve said. “I just don’t see her that way.”
“Cop out,” Eddie announced, clearly enjoying himself.
“We lived together at university,” Steve protested. “Of course she’s objectively beautiful and her playing is divine. But it would be like you and Amy getting together.”
Eddie and I exchanged a glance. Both of us grimaced at the thought of having romantic feelings for each other.
“Alright, fair enough.” Eddie turned on Sienna, sweet and deadly.
“I’m no judge,” Sienna said, with a swift, wicked smile. “I prefer scientists.” Her hand slid into mine and my face heated.
“Hush, she’s started the second movement.” Steve’s tone was pompous but I could tell he was having fun. I wondered what he’d be doing if he wasn’t here this evening and made a mental note to keep pushing him to socialise with us.
“Is Em seeing someone?” Eddie murmured.
“She’d eat you alive,” I whispered back. “You think I’m freaky? Spend some time with Emlynn.”
“Her boyfriend is in the audience,” Steve added. “The camera keeps panning to him.”
“Female camera operator?” I suggested.
“Probably a redhead,” Steve said.
We both began to laugh.
I sank back into the mirth and friendly bickering of my friends and chosen family, shivering pleasantly when Sienna leaned closer. In that moment, I didn’t have a care in the world.
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From: Agent Harris
To: Chief of Staff [redacted], Umber Division
Subject: Operation Sarcophagus
It is my duty to report that we have lost final control of the asset. If you recall, I stated in a previous briefing that this would happen sooner or later – probably sooner. Our control of the asset had been decreasing with each cycle and it had been hypothesised that eventually it would not return. The designated keepers of the artefact to which said asset was bound have reported that each return took longer. On this final mission, the asset has not returned at all. It is likely that it has now slipped its bonds entirely – only to be expected given our imperfect knowledge of the process of binding it. Furthermore the artefact is now broken – a clean, complete fracture from side to side. Suggest it is incapable of binding anything now.
As regards FREELANCER, observation has shown nothing except that she has inherited a broken down museum (hereafter known as the LIBRARY) and an excess of paper work. Our surveillance equipment, which you’ll recall was installed during a routine fire safety inspection when CANARY was still in residence, has relayed nothing out of the ordinary. A power surge approximately one week ago wiped the entire electrical system of the LIBRARY and apparently took out Umber Division’s eyes and ears as well. This suggests either an EMP – highly unlikely given the localised effect – or an electrical fault. It is the opinion of this agent that the equipment must have been shoddily placed to be affected by old wiring and power surges.
It is also this agent’s opinion that FREELANCER is ignorant of project LODESTONE, of its connection to CANARY’s death and of its MO. While it is possible to replace the surveillance equipment, this agent’s recommendation is that the man power and resources might be better spent elsewhere. Umber division is vigilant in the event of an auction of LIBRARY materials. Failing that, a small scale retrieval operation might yield better results faster, once FREELANCER has finished sorting through CANARY’s estate and returned to her place of abode.
From: Chief of Staff [redacted], Umber Division
To: Agent Harris
Subject: RE: Operation Sarcophagus
Your recommendations have been taken under advisement. Take no further action on FREELANCER until further notice, maintain observation at a distance. It is the conclusion of the board that FREELANCER has no real knowledge of her father’s true business. Attempts to acquire LIBRARY materials at this time may lead to alerting FREELANCER to Umber Division’s presence. Your orders are to stand by.
The board further concludes that the asset is a permanent loss. Considering its unpredictability and the limited uses to which it might be put, the board is content to conclude its investigation as a code E – DEADWOOD. Enough collateral damage was stacked up to make the asset more trouble than it is worth to re-acquire, even if it did earn its keep, which it assuredly did not. The file is now closed.
All further efforts of [Redacted] are now to be directed at operation CATSEYE and in particular at SONGBIRD. The board looks forward to your update.
From: Agent Harris
To: Chief of Staff [redacted], Umber Division
Subject: SONGBIRD
Operation CATSEYE continues to progress nicely. The board may expect results in due course. A minor problem which may yet reveal to be serendipitous – SONGBIRD and FREELANCER appear to have formed an association. Observation has shown them having coffee together and on one occasion visiting a cinema with several other young people. There is nothing to cause unease. It appears to be a coincidental friendship. FREELANCER is still unaware of predecessor’s links with the Board and with project Lodestone.
From: Chief of Staff [redacted], Umber Division
To: Agent Harris
Subject: RE: SONGBIRD
The board sees no occasion for alarm. It applauds [Redacted]’s enthusiasm but repeats the previous order to stand down. Further, nothing is to impinge on the burgeoning association between FREELANCER and SONGBIRD. The Board is inclined to agree with your assessment that this may provide an opportunity which may be exploited at a future date. Continue distance observations until further notice.
Matters are about to get interesting.
Harker & Blackthorn return in Book Two – Loch & Quay. Read on for more cryptid adventures and psychic shenanigans.
Can’t wait for the next book? Join my Reader’s Group and grab your free copy of Dead Man’s Hand – A Harker & Blackthorn prequel novella. 




Author’s Note
Not all books want to be written when the author wants to do the writing. I had the idea for this series – including a rough outline – around twenty years ago. Having scribbled a few notes, I quickly realised that I wasn’t equipped to write it. Yet. It was always at the back of my mind, and it kept coming back to me. Having written an entirely different series, not to mention a whole bunch of other books, I finally found I could tackle it. The final piece slotting into place was the discovery that I had the wrong main character. Sunny-natured, curious, and super intelligent Amy was the perfect viewpoint for Harker & Blackthorn. And after I understood that a few other characters from Unveiled either slipped in and established themselves or made cameos. While Harker & Blackthorn is set in the same universe as Unveiled and takes place about eight years after I Rule the Night, you can absolutely read these books without having read the previous series. I hope you enjoy following Amy’s adventures through a mixture of fringe science, folklore, paranormal fantasy, and folk horror as much as I have.
While Amy is a first-rate physicist, she’s had to make do with a physics hobbyist to write her story. In the unlikely event that any top-notch physicists, mathematicians or indeed chemists or biologists are reading this, I apologise. I researched, I did my best, but eventually I reached a point where I just didn’t have the maths for it. If I’ve made a glaring error, I hope you haven’t had to grit your teeth too hard.
The Hmong people are an ethnic group who mainly live in Southern China, Vietnam, Thailand, Laos and Myanmar. During the first and second Indochina wars, France and the United States intervened in the Laotian Civil War by recruiting thousands of Hmong people to fight against forces from North and South Vietnam. In particular – at least in terms of relevance to this book – during the early 1960s, the CIA’s Special Activities Division recruited, trained and led indigenous Hmong people in Laos against the invading North Vietnam Army divisions during the Vietnam War. The role of this ‘Secret Army’ was generally kept secret during the early stages of conflict, however it was recognised that they were pivotal in serving against the NVA, blocking the Ho Chi Minh Trail and rescuing downed American pilots. Thousands of economic and political refugees of the Hmong were resettled in Western Countries from the 1970s onwards.
SUNDS (Sudden Unexpected Nocturnal Death Syndrome) is well documented, especially amongst those Hmong refugees who were granted asylum after the Vietnam War. So far, a satisfactory explanation as why with supporting evidence has not been discovered. The Dab Tsog (pronounced Dah Choo) is a folkloric figure which features large in certain iterations of Hmong culture. Not all Hmong people still follow traditional faith practices and of those who do, the practices vary from region to region. However, this rich and beautiful culture was what gave me the original idea for this specific story. I have done my best to be faithful to the Hmong folklore and sensitive to the cultural practices. Any mistakes are my own and entirely unintentional.
There are certain touchstone mythic creatures which appear in almost every culture worldwide. Even bearing remarkable similarities between cultures which would have had no contact while these myths were germinating. The Hag or Night Mare (yes that’s where we get the word ‘nightmare’ referring to a ‘bad dream’ from) is one such creature. From the ma đè of Vietnam, to the Finnish painajainen or the Nigerian ogun oru, entities which causes sleep paralysis in order to prey upon hapless humans as they slumber are well canvassed in all mythologies. Since most of us will experience at least one bout of sleep paralysis at some point in our lives, perhaps this explains the commonality across different bodies of folklore. Or perhaps Rebekah’s rather more fringe science explanation is closer to the mark than is comfortable. Either way, it’s all rich fodder for a writer!
And on that cheerful note, if you want to catch up with me online, you can find me on twitter @J_AnneIronside (warning: my account may contain jousting snails and weird bits of folklore), Instagram at J A Ironside and Facebook @DystopianIronside. For book news, series timelines and all other whitterings my website is the best place to find me – www.jaironside.com
If you like freebies and regular news, or you’re interested in becoming part of my ARC team, you can sign up to my reader’s group. And if you’re really super keen, you can email me jaironsideauthor@gmail.com I love hearing from fans and I try to reply to everyone.
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