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      Ally slapped the cobwebs from her face, then froze as something skittered along the wall to her right.

      Click, click, click.

      Whatever it was, it sounded big.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      Enormous.

      She tried to stay calm, gasping in the inky blackness.

      Click, click, click.

      The sound was closer and louder. Ally took a tentative step forward, then stopped dead. What the hell was that? A voice? As she strained to listen, the sound dissolved through a hiss of static before regaining strength, like an old-fashioned radio struggling to grab a signal. “Hello. Who’s there?”

      After a few seconds, the static disappeared, but nobody answered.

      “Is someone here?”

      There was no reply.

      “The joke’s not funny anymore.” Ally peered into the darkness, which had become blacker than the most profound black she had ever seen. Yet, despite this, she thought she spotted a figure. It’s your imagination.

      The hissing grew louder.

      “Char, if it’s you, I’m gonna kill you when I get out!”

      “All will turn to dust, Allison Brooker.”

      “What the...?” Ally fumbled for her phone, retching at the sudden stench of rotten eggs. Two clicks, and her torch would surprise whoever was messing with her, and they’d be in serious trouble. “Right.” Her voice shook. “Last chance. Who the hell is this?”

      A cry screeched as the static dropped.

      “I am all things and I am everything and nothing.”

      Ally stood rooted to the spot, her eyes wide. She pulled back her index finger, which trembled over the button on her phone. I don’t want to see it. Whatever’s here, I...

      “You shall know undying death!”

      Ally shook her head and closed her eyes. It couldn’t be. It was impossible.

      “You shall know undying death!”

      “No. Please.” Ally sensed movement. It was coming for her.

      “You shall know undying death!”

      “I didn’t mean to push her.”

      The voice sighed again. “Filthy spirits to entice, the words foretold repeated thrice. The charm’s wound up.”

      Ally screamed as a claw grabbed her right shoulder.

      Then the steel door screeched open, and the overhead strip-lighting buzzed into life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Honest opinion,” said Char, grinning as she paced the floor. “Is it too much, too little, or on the money?”

      Ally’s eyes flashed to the discharge point of the Tunnel de la Terreur. “You’re gonna make a fortune.”

      Char punched the air. “Yes! I bloody knew it!” She threw herself onto the black leather sofa and shuffled up tight to Ally. “Where is it on a scale of one to ten, with one being a cheap funfair show and ten calling the paramedics?”

      “A hundred,” said Ally at once. “Nothing less than that, and you better tell your insurance company because...” She stopped as Char waved away her words.

      “Customers sign a disclaimer before they enter. Covers me and makes it creepier.”

      Ally shook her head and looked at the tunnel again. “Trust me, you don’t need it scarier. I’d pay not to go back in there.”

      At this, Char pulled Ally’s face closer. Then she planted a kiss square on her forehead. “Have I told you lately that I love you?” She jumped to her feet without waiting for an answer. “Right, drinks are on me; what’ll it be?”

      As Char appeared on the verge of bursting with joy, Ally allowed herself to smile despite her recent trauma. “I know it’s early, but JD and ice would hit the spot. But only if Wednesday Addams doesn’t object.” Ally leaned over and eyed Emma, Char’s thirteen-year-old sister. “Well?”

      Emma’s monochrome face remained neutral. “Whatever.”

      “That’s as good as a thumbs up,” said Char. “JD coming soon.” She turned on her heel and patted Emma’s head as she passed. “Fancy something Em?”

      The girl didn’t glance up from her book. “JD and ice.”

      “In your dreams. Coke or Ribena?”

      “Coke. With ice and a slice.”

      Char chuckled. “Coming right up.” She whistled as she strode to the bar.

      “Whatcha reading Wedders?” said Ally. She felt relaxed enough now to be in the mood for teasing and hoped her favourite nickname for Emma would prompt the usual reaction.

      “Malleus Maleficarum.”

      “Mallicawhat?”

      Emma sighed and pressed the book onto her lap. “Malleus Maleficarum. It’s a book about witches, a sort of witch manual.”

      “You in training, then?”

      This time, Emma rolled her eyes. “The book tells you how to identify a witch, not become one.”

      Ally grinned. “Okay then, try me. Test my witchiness, oh Great Witchfinder.”

      “Witchiness?” Emma held up one hand. “You are so embarrassing.” She shook her head and then flipped the book open. “First test. Are you a woman?”

      “A definite yes to that one.”

      “Second test. Do you resemble a witch?” Emma appraised Ally with narrow eyes. “Mmm. Witches are old, crone-like and hobbled. That fits.”

      Ally harrumphed and folded her arms. “I am not old.”

      Emma half-smiled and continued. “Any birthmarks?”

      “Yep. Like a little crow perched on my left shoulder.”

      “Do you talk to yourself?”

      At this, Ally chuckled as Char arrived with the drinks. “Every day. Sometimes for several hours on the trot.”

      “What’s happening?” said Char, handing Ally a well-filled glass of amber liquid and setting her sister’s Coke on the floor beside her.

      “Wedders found a book on witches and she’s testing me for witchiness.” Ally sipped her drink and winked at Emma, who didn’t wink back.

      “And?” Char flopped onto the sofa beside Ally and stretched her legs onto the matching footstool.

      “So far I’m four from four,” said Ally. “My pointed hat and broomstick are in the post.”

      At this, Emma beamed a smile. “We can’t be sure, but if we tied you up and dunked you in the river, I don’t think you would sink.” She eyed Char gleefully. “Shall we try it and see?”

      Ally turned to Char. “Do you know your sister’s evil?”

      “Oh, God yes. I live with her, remember?”

      Setting her drink on the floor and with a gleam in her eye, Ally tipped her head towards Emma. “Fancy checking for the mark of the beast? You grab her and I’ll do the bit with the hair. Pound to a penny, there’s a triple six in there somewhere.”

      Char’s eyebrows shot up as she eyed her sister’s affronted glare. “Explain why it’s me grabbing her and not you.”

      “I value my safety.” Ally threw her broadest smile across the room. “Come on, Char, let’s get her. Two against one. What’s the worst that could happen?” They exchanged a glance, then pursed their lips and shook their heads.

      “Too risky?” said Ally.

      “Far too risky.” Char grinned at Emma, who threw her a look of disgust, then gave an enormous tut and began flicking through her book again. “What’s the book, Em?”

      “Malleus Maleficarum,” said Ally. “Fifteenth century witch-finding manual, if I’m not wrong. Nasty piece of work.” She winked at Emma.

      “Sounds it,” said Char, now giving Emma her full attention. “Where did you get that?”

      Emma shrugged. “Steve gave me it. Is that a problem?”

      “Steve?” Char’s cheeks puffed, and she thrust out an arm. “Give.”

      “Why?”

      “Em, give me the book. Don’t make me ask again.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “I’m not bringing it. Come and collect it.”

      “Em, don’t...”

      “Whoa, whoa, cool the jets, guys.” Ally reached for Char’s arm and squeezed it. “I’ll get it, okay? No drama.” In an instant, she was on her feet. When she reached Emma, she held her hand out and called back to Char. “Right, if she attacks, run. It’ll be too late for me, but you still have...” The book stung her palm as it slammed into it. Ally smiled and then stuck her tongue out. “Cheers, Wedders.” The girl didn’t drop her sulk, but Ally spotted a gap in it and took her chance. “By the way, I need another favour. You up for more research?”

      Emma pouted and shrugged. “Depends. What is it?”

      “The Kelly file. I’m stuck in the 1860s again. Client says she’s sure her mother’s family came over from Donegal around then, so...”

      “Parish records?”

      “Yep,” said Ally, “your speciality. How about it?”

      Emma thought for a moment, then nodded. “Usual price?”

      “Definitely.” Ally dragged a twenty-pound note from her pocket and paid the fee.

      “Thanks, Ally. Char, I’m using your laptop.” Emma didn’t wait for a reply but shot off towards the office, shouting as she went. “Don’t order dinner without me!”

      As Emma vanished from view, Char leaned back on the sofa and closed her eyes, opening them again when Ally retook her seat and dropped the book in the space between them. “How do you do that?” She nodded towards the office.

      “Aw, come on, we’re not travelling along the ‘I’m a terrible sister’ route again, are we?”

      “Aren’t we?”

      “No, we’re not. She’s thirteen, her mother’s buggered off with boyfriend number...?”

      “Three.”

      Ally nodded. “Number three. And you two are so alike it’s natural you’ll rub each other up the wrong way sometimes. Things will improve.”

      “They better.”

      “They will.” Ally reached for her drink and grinned. “Anyway, she’s happy with twenty quid, and she’ll be busy for a while. By the time she’s done, you’ll be besties again.”

      “I suppose.”

      “There’s no suppose about it.” Ally held her glass aloft. “So, as we have an armistice, I propose a toast. To Charlotte Daniels and the success of her latest venture, the Tunnel de la Terreur!”

      Char hesitated for a second before thrusting her glass in the air. “To the Tunnel de la Terreur. May it live longer than the others.” They both laughed and drained their glasses.

      “Tell me,” Ally said, “what’s the plan if... when this place takes off?”

      “Mmm, not sure yet. Chances are I’ll dump it in a couple of years.”

      “Two years?” Ally shook her head. “Why sell so soon?”

      “Oh no, I wouldn’t sell. I’d close.”

      “Close? Why?”

      “You’re not the only one who does research. I’ve done mine, helped by Em, of course, who only charges me a tenner.”

      “A tenner?” Ally shot a glance towards the office. “Little rat-bag. I’ll throttle her when I see her.”

      “Class act, eh?”

      “You’re not kidding. She is good, though.” Now Ally snorted. “What’s she been checking for you?”

      “The life expectancy of attractions similar to this one. On average, they close at the three-year point, which means they must max out their profit long before that and struggle against the inevitable. The old, ‘give it another year’ approach. So, two years.” Char gestured to the well-stocked bar. “I’ll make half my profits from drinks anyway, which reminds me, fancy another?”

      Ally looked at her watch. It was eleven-thirty. “Better make it a Coke.”

      Char cocked an eyebrow. “A Coke? On your fortieth birthday?”

      “It’s not even lunchtime yet!”

      “Suppose so. Although...” Char stopped and held her hand aloft. “Wait, is that the office phone?”

      Ally shook her head. “I heard nothing.”

      Char stared at the office door for a few moments. “Doesn’t matter, answerphone should grab it. Right, where were we?”

      “We were at the bit where I admit I want to be awake until it’s no longer my birthday.”

      Char leaned across and touched Ally’s shoulder. “You don’t really think something will happen, do you?”

      Ally shrugged. “It’s crazy, but although I don’t believe in curses, I won’t be happy until it’s tomorrow.” She fell silent.

      Her lips half curled in a pensive smile, Char stretched and brushed one finger over the dark brown hair hugging Ally’s neck. “How about another JD each, with Coke so we can go slow? Then,” she wiggled her eyebrows, “I’ll spill the secrets of the Tunnel de la Terreur.” She whispered the last few words, her face contorted in mock fear. “Tempted?”

      “How can I resist?”

      “You can’t.” Char grinned, then leapt from the sofa. “Be right back.”

      Ally twisted around and tucked her legs up on the settee, watching her friend as she set up the drinks. Good old Char; a constant in her life since day one at Bledsdale Primary when she’d spotted Ally hiding in a corner, struggling to open a packet of crisps. After tearing into the Cheese and Onion—which they then shared—Char had introduced herself, saying that her dad was a dentist, and that she thought Ally would make a brilliant new friend. Even then, Ally had found it hard to resist the shining smile and lively blue eyes, and the sight of Char twisting her fingers through a mop of loose blonde curls had melted any resistance she might have had, and she’d agreed to be friends at once. From that day onwards, they’d been inseparable, doing everything together, including an unforgettable coming out to each other at Orla McKinney’s sixteenth birthday party. Ally smiled at the memory of the only occasion they’d kissed, a sweet, slow delight that the passing years and many lovers hadn’t bettered. But that was as far as they’d gone. A few days after the party, Char paraded her new girlfriend, Holly, and in the blink of an eye, they were back to being close friends. They’d laughed about it, agreeing that had they dated, they’d have lasted a year at most, and the friendship would have died a death. But Ally had never believed that, and she’d never given up hope that one day, Char would see what was right in front of her; genuine love. Deep, meaningful love that outshone the banality of a succession of one-night stands. And so, as the years passed, she’d waited and watched, basking in the touch of a hand here or a warm look there, and always searching for a hopeful sign but never finding it. Until now.

      The change happened around the time Char’s mum met her latest boyfriend, Steve, although the signs at first were subtle and open to misinterpretation. It was all in the eyes to begin with, quick glances across the table in Pizza Hut that morphed into long, lingering looks. Then it was the little touches, a few initially, but soon too many to count. And when you put both together, well, it had been electric. But then Char’s mum and Steve took off, throwing Char and Wedders together. That’s when Char cooled, and when Ally backed off into something resembling mourning, which is how things had stayed until a few moments ago, when Char had stroked her neck and looked deep into her eyes. Outwardly, she hadn’t reacted to it, but inside she was quivering, and all at once she knew the magic was back. The question was, however, why now? What had changed?

      “Al,” said Char from behind the bar, “fancy sharing a bag of crisps... for old times’ sake?” She grinned.

      For old times’ sake; interesting. Ally found her voice. “Cheese and Onion, if you’ve got them.”

      Char dipped out of sight, reappearing seconds later with the promised snack, which she tucked under her arm. Then she grabbed their drinks and strode back to the sofa.

      “Secrets,” said Ally, cupping the proffered glass in both hands and eyeing her friend as she settled beside her. “You were planning to tell me how you scare the pants off people.”

      “Mmm.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means I used to have enough skill to wangle the pants off a woman without scaring her to death first.” Char sighed and sipped her drink, and her shoulders slumped. “Lost my touch.”

      “Oh, behave!” Ally tutted. “The day you lose your touch, they’ll be planting you in Bledsdale Cemetery.”

      “It’s true!” Char looked Ally in the eye, her brows knitted together. “Haven’t had the pleasure for ages. A year almost.”

      Ally sat forward. This was unexpected news, and it was very interesting. “What happened to Martine?”

      “Buggered off back to France.”

      “Well, what about the one who worked weekends in The Swan? What was her name again?”

      “Esther.”

      “Yes, Esther. What about her?”

      Char scrunched up her face. “Religious differences; she thought she was God, and I disagreed.”

      Ally laughed and shook her head in admonishment, enjoying the sight of Char running her fingers through her hair. She took a deep breath and forced herself to look away. “Okay, enough of your lacklustre sex life. How does the tunnel work?”

      As though emerging from a broken spell, Char sat bolt upright and looked around the old foundry that now contained her latest business venture. “This place is blood-soaked, which is a great starter for ten.” She pointed to the exposed steel beam above the bar, through which the darkness of the unoccupied part of the building loomed. “That’s where old Joe Turney is supposed to have hanged himself on Halloween, 1969. Took a length of chain, hooked one end over a ceiling beam, then twisted the other around his neck. Then he jumped.” She licked her lips and downed half her drink. “But Joe was a big guy, and the chain was too long, so the drop decapitated him.” Now she smiled and turned to Ally. “They say that’s the actual chain he used. Still hanging there.”

      “Do they?” Ally glanced at the rusty links dangling from the beam. She swallowed and then forced herself to meet Char’s gaze. “That all you’ve got?”

      “The long hot summer of 1976—August.” Char’s eyes shone. “Boy and a girl, both sixteen. Seems they were searching for somewhere to have sex and stumbled across Bantry’s foundry. Never made it home. Police found their rotted corpses later that year, on Halloween night. They were still lying together beside their clothes.”

      Ally leaned forward. “What happened to them?”

      “Cut to pieces. Post mortems recorded over twenty stab wounds, although it might have been twice that or more because the pathologist only counted the times the knife hit bone. Bodies were so rotten it was guesswork.” Char pointed to the bar. “Beyond the back wall, that’s where they discovered them.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Want more?”

      “There’s more?”

      “A demon.”

      “A demon?”

      “Name’s Azagor. I looked him up online.” At this, Char gave a queer smile. “Would you believe they classify demons for real? Crazy, eh?”

      Ally shuddered. “So, this demon, Azagor, what’s he all about?”

      “Seven feet tall, with a crow’s body and a man’s arms. Claws instead of hands as well. Seems he’s a fate demon. He delivers a person’s deserved fate, and when he’s summoned, he announces his presence with a terrible stink. Like rotten eggs.”

      Ally froze.

      “Anyway,” Char said, “he’s supposed to appear here every so often and if he’s after you, the only way to escape your fate is to atone for whatever you’ve done wrong, and bring him someone who’ll take your place in Hell.” She looked Ally in the eye. “Old Mr Azagor can’t leave unless he has his prize, although he’s not too fussy about the specifics.” A warm smile spread across her face. “Creepy enough, or shall I continue?”

      “Creepy enough?” Ally blinked and drew back. “Char, it’s horrible. Tone it down a bit, especially about the dead kids. Their families might still live in town.”

      “Don’t be daft. I’m not using them as advertising. It’s only a few grisly stories to set the mood for the punters when they arrive.” Char shrugged. “Besides, it’s pretty much all fiction.”

      Ally side-eyed her and took a mouthful of JD. “Which parts are fake?”

      “Oh, come on, it’s pretty obvious the demon’s total bollocks, despite what the internet says, and I invented the decapitation myself. The bit about the two kids is true, though.” At this, Char’s face fell, and she downed the rest of her drink. “I discovered that at the end of the build, and believe me, I’d have looked elsewhere for a venue if I’d known sooner.”

      Ally met Char’s gaze. “That’s rough.”

      “Sure is, but what can I do?”

      “Did they catch him?”

      “Catch who?” Char put her empty glass on the floor and grabbed the crisps, peeling the foil apart and placing the open bag on the sofa.

      “The man who killed the two teenagers. I’m guessing it was a guy.”

      Char shook her head. “There were no formal suspects, and no arrests either, so he might be out there now, watching.”

      “God’s sake, Char!”

      “What?”

      Ally blew out a breath. “Explain again why I agreed to spend the night here?”

      “Is it because you love me?” Char’s grin was back.

      “Try again.”

      “Is it because it slipped my mind to confess the history of your lodgings?”

      “You’re getting warmer.”

      “Aha! Could it be you don’t want to be alone in case there’s a teeny tiny chance the old woman’s curse was real?”

      “Bingo.” Ally frowned. “It’s dumb, but it gets to me.” She gestured over her shoulder. “The creepy tunnel was bad enough without you making it worse. It’s mean, and you’re not a mean woman.” She folded her arms. “I’m disappointed in you.”

      Her eyes cast downwards, Char held out the open packet of crisps. “You can have first dibs on these. Those two big ones on the top look extra yummy.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, I might want more than a tasty snack.”

      Char lifted her eyes, and they sparkled. “Whatever do you mean, Allison?” She licked her lips.

      “Well, I was thinking we...” Before Ally could finish, the office door burst open.

      “Hey guys!”

      “Hey, Em.” Char turned to her sister, who covered the space between the office and the sofa at a run. “How did you get on?”

      Emma arrived like a blast of energy and threw herself onto the sofa between Ally and Char. “Found what you need.” She grinned at Ally. “Two are correct, and another one might be, but could be dodgy. I bookmarked them so you can choose which way to go.”

      “Wedders, your talents never cease to amaze me. One day, you’ll be as good as I am.” Ally raised one hand to accept a high five.

      Emma rolled her eyes. “I’m way better already. That’s why you ask me for help.”

      “For which I pay in cold hard cash.”

      “Only slaves don’t get paid.”

      “Twenty Great British Pounds.” Ally gestured to Char. “Double your usual rate, or so I heard.”

      “You told on me!” Emma’s head swung towards Char, her eyes flashing. “I’m your sister and you betrayed me.”

      “I couldn’t stop myself.” Char giggled. “Can’t resist those big brown eyes.” She tilted her head and gazed at Ally like a lovesick teenager.

      “Anyway,” said Ally, changing the subject, “Wedders has a twenty on her so she can pay for lunch.” Ignoring a squeal of protest, she wound her arm around the girl’s neck and pulled her closer. “I fancy pizza. Large, of course. Spicy chicken and red peppers.”

      Emma giggled. “No way! I’m saving my money for Christmas. Char, tell her that’s the truth.”

      “Mmm.” Char rubbed her hands together. “Might go for pepperoni with mushroom. And garlic bread with cheese as well, and six deep-fried mozzarella sticks.” She patted Emma on the head. “Thanks, sis, you’re a legend.”

      As Emma squealed again, Ally met Char’s eyes, and they winked at each other and kept up the pretence for several minutes. When at last they relented, Emma stretched her legs and leaned back on the sofa, hands jammed behind her head.

      “I knew you wouldn’t make me pay.”

      “There’s always next time, so enjoy your victory while you can.” Ally reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. “Lunch is on me. What’ll we get?”

      “Oh,” said Emma, pointing to the mobile. “That reminds me. Somebody phoned when I was in the office.”

      “Don’t think anyone’s looking for me,” said Char.

      Emma shook her head. “It wasn’t for you, it was for Ally?”

      “Me?” Ally glanced at Char and shrugged. “Nobody knows I’m here.”

      “He asked for Miss Allison Brooker, and when I told him you were busy, he said it was okay and to tell you he’d catch you later.”

      “Did he leave a name by any chance?”

      Emma gave an enthusiastic nod. “I wrote it down in case I forgot, but I remember it - Mr Azagor.”
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      Birthdays. Ally pulled the grey wool blanket tighter around her shoulders, frowning at Emma and Char fooling around on the VR system. She’d hated birthdays since Halloween, 1987, the day she turned eight and when, instead of the hoped for set of Micro Machines, her mother had handed over a double tape of Elvis Presley’s Greatest Hits. No offence to The King, but she didn’t own a tape player back then, although her mother did, which had been the point. Still, it wasn’t her worst birthday.

      On the approach to her ninth year on planet Earth, and despite purporting to dread the day, Ally had prayed for a Nintendo Entertainment System. Char already had one, being the lucky owner of a dad who’d arrived home with it on a random Wednesday in August. Although Char was generous in sharing her new toy, sharing one wasn’t quite the same as owning one, and so Ally had devised a plan to answer her own prayers. Although her mother always asked for her birthday and Christmas lists, she seemed to use them as reminders of what not to buy, as Ally had never once received anything from either. That being so, all she had to do to get what she wanted was to ask for nothing at all. That meant no more leaving the catalogue open at certain pages. No subtle hints. No unsubtle hints either. When the day arrived and, with her mother already out at work, Ally had stretched awake, and in a frenzy of excitement attacked the small pile of presents left on the floor beside her bed. Two Barbie outfits and a tape player later, and it was all she could do to get her breakfast without crying. It was bad enough that she didn’t have a stupid Barbie doll to dress, but the only tape she owned, Elvis, had gone saggy in the middle and would need to be wound back into the cassette with a pencil! Yes, it was a bad one that year for sure, yet, as bad as it had been, it took only second place on the podium of birthday horror, beaten to the gold medal twelve months later by a day she would never forget. The day of the curse.

      A squeal of laughter caught Ally’s attention, and when she looked up, Char and Emma had removed their visors and were staring at her. She waved them over as she wriggled free of the blanket, and when they arrived, she gestured for them to sit. “Who won?” she said.

      “Me, of course,” said Emma, grinning. “I’m younger and Char’s getting slow.”

      “She’s right, I’m afraid.” Char tried to ruffle Emma’s hair, but Emma was too quick, and yanked her head away. “However, I’ve vowed revenge and as I’m older and sneakier, she won’t realise she’s lost until it’s too late.”

      “Next time I’ll play too, I promise.” As she spoke, Ally’s face flushed, and she began fiddling with her left earring as she watched the two of them watching her. More had to be said, but how much would be enough? And what if enough was too distressing and overwhelming for Emma, who, for all her apparent maturity, was still a child?

      “You okay?” said Char.

      “Yeah, I’m fine, but I need to explain why I freaked out.” She bathed Emma in a weak smile. “Sorry I shouted at you, Wedders. That was awful.”

      “It’s fine. Old people act funny sometimes.”

      Ally nodded, her energy depleted to the extent she couldn’t find the strength for banter. She eyed Char. “Is it okay for me to tell her?” Char smiled and splayed both hands in Emma’s direction as if to say, ‘she’s all yours.’

      “Hold on,” said Emma, burrowing further into the sofa and pulling the grey blanket around her knees. “Now I’m ready.” She looked Ally dead in the eye. “Go.”

      “Okay, it was on my tenth birthday.”

      “Did you have a party?”

      Ally shook her head. “My mother was always working so... anyway, I was ten that day, and everything seemed normal; the usual present opening, and breakfast.”

      “Did they have toys back in the olden days?”

      “Oh no, no toys. I got a pig. We slaughtered it later that day, and it fed us for a month.”

      Emma giggled. “What did you really get?”

      “Okay, I lied. I got two pigs.”

      “No way, tell the truth!”

      Ally sighed and exchanged a glance with Char, who’d heard the sorry tale a million times. She took a deep breath. “Well, it was a sort of doll’s tea set.”

      Emma drew back her head and blinked twice. “I thought you hated dolls.”

      “I do.”

      “But did you have dolls even though you hated them?”

      “No, I didn’t have any.”

      “So why did...”

      “Because my mother always bought rubbish stuff. Stupid, boring girly stuff. And I think she did it on purpose, because one day...” Ally broke off, pulled up short by the sight of Char’s widening eyes and the subtle shake of her head. She forced herself to smile. “Anyway, doesn’t matter. I got a hairdryer as well, which was good timing as my mother’s hairdryer broke the week before my birthday.” She smiled again to hide her embarrassment, but Emma’s eyes told her it was too late.

      “Tell Em about my terrible affliction,” said Char. “She enjoys suffering.”

      “Do not!”

      “She does too.” Char took Ally’s hand and squeezed it tight. “Tell her about the plague I had that day, and make it extra sticky and gory, or she won’t be happy.”

      “It was disgusting,” said Ally at once, thanking Char for the change of subject with the flick of an eye. “After I’d had breakfast that day, I went up to get your sister, but she couldn’t come out because hundreds of weeping, crusty sores had hideously disfigured her. Yuk!” She wrinkled her nose. “There was pus everywhere. I almost slipped on it and fell.”

      Emma grinned, and her eyes gleamed. “What was it?”

      “The pox.” Ally managed a grin. “Your sister copped a bad dose of the pox.”

      “What kind?” Emma’s glee was obvious.

      “The bloody horrible kind,” said Char. “Chicken pox, and it meant I had to stay inside and leave Ally to her own devices, which is why she got herself into bother.”

      “Because you weren’t there to stop her?”

      “Correct,” said Char, “but I’ll leave the gory details to little Miss Trouble herself. She tells it better than I do.”

      “Thanks,” said Ally, caught between confessing everything and ending things right there to slope off home and wait it out alone in the comfort of her recliner. Perhaps that would be better. Save the sad stories for another day when things weren’t...

      “Earth calling Ally!”

      Ally’s head snapped up at the sound of Char’s silly voice, and as it did, she saw Emma’s eager face and sighed. How could she disappoint her best researcher? The answer was, of course, she couldn’t. “Right. I’ll cut out the frills and get to the point.” She gestured to Char. “Like Char said, she left me on my own, so I headed home and took a shortcut through the spare ground behind the school instead of taking the usual route.”

      “You went into Faeland Park?” Emma’s eyes grew wide as she swung them between Ally and her sister. “Nobody goes in there. It’s haunted.”

      Ally nodded, and half closed her eyes, remembering long fronds of grass tickling her trailing hands. “Well, I went in regardless, and I met some boys there, ones from school. They’d flattened some grass for a footie game and they asked if I wanted to play and I said yes.” She took a deep breath. “The pitch backed onto a house in Hawthorne Road and at some point, Colin Scott belted the ball into the garden, although it whacked my head first.” Ally snorted. “Last touch was on ball duty so they sent me to collect it, but only after telling me that the old woman who lived in the house was a witch.”

      “Mrs Flaherty,” said Char, scrunching her eyes in concentration. “Wasn’t that her name?”

      Ally nodded. “Think you’re right.” She turned to Emma. “Picture it. I’m ten, scared witless, and clambering through the hydrangeas with one eye on the back door in case the witch appeared.”

      “Did she?” said Emma.

      “Course she did.” Ally shook her head. “Must have had a cat’s hearing.”

      “Did she look like a witch?” said Emma.

      “She was old, I suppose, but apart from that, everything else was normal. She even smiled at me and told me it was okay to get the ball, but when I did, that’s when the first stone hit her window.” Ally glanced at Char. “Next stone took out a pane of her greenhouse, and that’s when the old dear grabbed the only one of us she could catch; me, but I pushed her, and she fell and smacked her head.”

      “Suppose she must have been at the end of her tether,” said Char. “I’ll bet it wasn’t the first time it’d happened.”

      “You might be right.” Ally nodded and rubbed her cheeks, which had become red and flushed. “It all went weird after that. I’m not sure what was real and what wasn’t, but... somehow, she got up, not the way you’d expect, though.” She turned to Emma. “It was as if she went from lying on her back to standing on her feet in one movement. Like she swung up.” Ally showed what she meant, holding one arm out straight before swinging it into the air. “In an instant, she was right beside me. I didn’t even see her move, but there she was, and when she grabbed my head, I looked up into her eyes and they were black. No whites at all, only black. And that’s when she cursed me.”

      “How?” Emma’s voice was hoarse.

      Ally smiled, although had anyone asked why, she couldn’t have explained it better than saying this part of the tale always amused her. “She cast a spell, I think.”

      “A spell?”

      “Yeah, a spell that means I die on my fortieth birthday. Went like this.” Ally licked her lips. “When celebrating forty’s done, no more days and no more sun, evil spirits steal your breath, and you shall know undying death!”

      Emma gasped, prompting Char to lean across and take her hand.

      “And that,” said Ally, “is when I ran for the hills, and why I failed to appreciate your little joke.” She shrugged. “Like I said, I’m sorry, but I promise I’ll make it up to you if I don’t drop dead before tomorrow.”

      Emma shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. I heard you talking about the demon and thought it would be funny if he’d phoned you.”

      “Don’t blame Em,” said Char, squeezing Emma’s hand. “It was my fault for talking trash and ruining lunch as well.” She glanced at the pizza boxes stacked on the table next to them. “So, as an apology, why don’t we head for home and I’ll get us an early Chinese dinner on the way.”

      “Leave here now?” Ally felt her spirits rise.

      “Yeah, why not? You can stay at ours, but Em snores like a bull, so you’re best sleeping with me.” Char’s left eyebrow peaked, and Emma blushed.

      “Sounds brilliant,” said Ally. “I mean Chinese food and a night in your... not a night here.” Emma giggled, and this time Ally blushed.

      “Right,” said Char, a grin splitting her face. “Looks like it’s time to rock and roll.”
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        * * *

      

      Since Ally’s last visit, Char’s flat had seen radical change. She had repurposed her office as Emma’s bedroom, its once white walls now porting a muted melange of pale pink and green which wouldn’t have been out of place in downtown Miami. It was a shock to discover the décor had been Emma’s choice, but it confirmed, along with her pale pink pyjamas and dressing gown, that there was more to her than the baby Goth persona suggested.

      The rest of the flat had also surrendered itself to the colour chart, and although the steel greys and rich browns reminded Ally too much of Bantry’s foundry, the muted colours soothed her nerves and she felt very much at home. She leaned forward and breathed on the mirror, and as it misted over, she stepped back and smiled; yep, still alive. Her fortieth birthday had arrived without incident, and with little of the day remaining, at last she could relax. Or perhaps not yet. On the opposite side of the en-suite door, Char was in bed. Waiting. But waiting for what? Ally sighed. She’d find out soon enough. With that, she gave herself a last-second check in the mirror, and with her chin up, she opened the door and strolled into the bedroom.

      “Thought I’d lost you in there,” said Char as Ally approached the bed. She closed her book and edged it onto the bedside table. “What were you doing?”

      “Making sure I wasn’t dead.”

      “Again?”

      “It’s addictive.” Ally pulled back the duvet and dropped onto the bed, folding herself into the quilt like she was an oversized parcel. “Besides, I was giving you time to heat my side before I got in.”

      Char grinned. “And is it to madam’s liking?”

      “Mmm, it’s tepid. I’ll give you that.”

      “Only tepid?” Char pouted and rolled onto her left side, eyeing Ally with narrowed eyes. “If you want things warmer, I have suggestions.”

      Ally’s stomach fluttered. “Like what?”

      “Hot water bottle.”

      “Oh.” Ally twisted her mouth as though considering the suggestion. It wasn’t what she’d expected.

      “Or how about I get you my purple velour pyjamas? The ones...”

      “That zip right up to your ears.” Ally finished Char’s sentence and shook her head at the same time. “No chance. Hate the feel of that sort of material.”

      “In that case, you’re left with option three.”

      “Which is?”

      Char tilted her head and smiled. “It starts with you explaining why you’ve been avoiding me, and after we sort that out, we have hot, passionate, steamy sex, possibly risking injury. Fancy?”

      And there it was. The question Ally had known was coming and the one she dreaded answering, despite knowing she had no option but to be honest. She grabbed the duvet and yanked it up and over her shoulder, then she turned towards Char and looked into her eyes. “Remember when we kissed?”

      Char nodded. “Orla’s party.”

      “Yeah, Orla’s party. After which you dated Holly Cotterill.”

      “I did.” Char grinned. “You must admit, though, she was pretty hot.”

      “Was she?” Ally smirked. “I think you couldn’t see beyond her forty-two Double-D boobs.”

      Char sniggered. “You’d have needed a ladder to see beyond Holly’s boobs, trust me.”

      Ally tutted and rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling.

      “Oh, come on, Al, it wasn’t all about her boobs. She was fun. When you got to understand her personality, she wasn’t as boring as people said. I liked her.”

      “That much was obvious, but I adored you and you didn’t even tell me you were seeing her before the two of you paraded yourselves around town.”

      Char opened her mouth to reply, but Ally cut her off.

      “You broke my heart.”

      “Ally I...”

      “Shattered it into little pieces.” Ally glanced to her right. “Took me years to get over it, and last New Year in The Swan, I realised nothing had changed and that I still felt the same.” She gave a half-hearted laugh. “Can you imagine how I felt? Grinning like an idiot and watching the only woman I’ve ever loved getting it on with bloody Esther!”

      “But...”

      “But nothing. You asked why I’ve been avoiding you, and I’ve told you.”

      “Because you hate me?”

      Ally rolled back to face Char. “Don’t be a plum. I steered clear because I still loved you, even though you don’t love me. Then you went all cool on me when Wedders arrived, and the only way I could cope was by dropping off the radar and hoping I’d go off you.”

      “And did you?”

      “What do you think? Course I didn’t.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, oh.” Ally sighed and elbowed the duvet aside before taking Char’s hands. “Thing is, I’d rather be your best friend than another one of your three-month wonders. That’s not my bag, no matter how much you churn up my insides just by looking at me. And that’s why I have a question for you.”

      “You can ask me anything.”

      “Okay, here goes. What’s changed that I’m suddenly so special? Why are you making a move on me now? And don’t deny it, because I didn’t miss all the touches and the comments you’ve been throwing. I just chose not to mention I’d caught them.”

      Char averted her eyes.

      “Oh, come on, Char, the least you can do is tell me. End my misery. Please.”

      “Okay, but promise you’ll let me finish. You need to hear me to the end without jumping to the wrong conclusion.”

      “I promise.” Ally pulled her hands away and settled herself further back in the bed, with her head propped on one hand. “Go.”

      “It’s complicated,” said Char, mimicking Ally’s pose, “and it sort of involves Em as well.” She smiled, although it appeared to require great effort and lasted only seconds. “Right, you already know mum buggered off with Steve, but it’s not a holiday. She’s not coming back.”

      “She always says that.”

      Char nodded. “But this time she means it.” She jerked her head towards Emma’s room. “When she phoned to tell me, Em refused to go with her, but that’s not the worst thing.”

      “So what is?”

      “Mum didn’t ask her to go.”

      “You’re kidding me?” Ally adjusted her arm. “Please tell me she wanted Wedders to live with her?”

      “Can’t I’m afraid; Em wasn’t in her plans.” At this, Char looked Ally in the eye. “She doesn’t know that, so please, keep it between us, okay?”

      “Of course.”

      “Anyway, Em wanted to come to the flat, and I was happy to take her. That’s why I revamped every room and made it ours instead of mine, and why she helped choose the furniture.” At this, Char laughed. “Tell you something, she’s got expensive tastes. Cost a bloody fortune!”

      Ally smiled. “I guessed that. It’s lovely.” She snaked a hand across and retook Char’s hand. “Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

      “You were already in your Garbo phase, and everything was fraught so...”

      Ally groaned. “I should have been there for you.”

      “Yes, you should have been, but I understand why you weren’t, and it’s fine. You’re here now and that’s... that’s more important.”

      “It is?”

      “Yes,” said Char, “because you need to know I’m not what I was. Em being here’s made me re-evaluate things, and believe me, a close look in the mirror wasn’t pleasant.”

      “As bad as that?” Ally gave a slow smile and Char returned it.

      “Very much so. Which is probably why I dated every lesbian within a hundred-mile radius.”

      “Except me,” said Ally, dropping her gaze.

      “Except you, but only because I thought I’d hurt you in the end, and I couldn’t do that, not to you.” Char sighed. “There’s too much of my mother in me, I’m afraid.”

      “But you said you’d changed.”

      “I have.” Char looked deep into Ally’s eyes. “I realised I could choose differently, and that’s what I’ve done, for my sake and Em’s. I’d like you to be part of it if you’re willing to give me a chance.”

      It was a question and a half. Remain good friends or step into the unknown. Ally held Char’s gaze, the giddy sensation in the pit of her stomach reminding her of standing on the edge of the high diving board at the pool. All she had to do was stick out one toe and allow herself to fall over the edge and into Char’s arms. But there was something she had to know first. “Answer one question for me and tell the truth.”

      “Anything,” said Char.

      “After all these years, are you just settling for me?”

      “No!”

      “Sure?” said Ally. “I’d rather stay friends than something like that.”

      “I’m surer than I’ve ever been in my life. I am not settling. It’s more like seeing something that’s been right in front of my nose for years.”

      “Okay.” Ally smiled, and her insides tumbled.

      “I don’t need an instant decision,” said Char, glancing at the clock on the wall opposite the bed. “It’s late.”

      “But I want to choose now.” Ally smiled again and took a deep breath. Then she poked her toe forward and let gravity take her down. “I want to be part of it, so I choose you.”

      “No doubts?”

      “None. For me, it’s always been you.”

      “Then come here.”

      Ally slid across the bed and into Char’s outstretched arms, and she sighed in pleasure as they pulled her closer. “Been a while since we’ve been this close.”

      “Years.” Char pulled Ally’s head towards her. “Prepare to get even closer.” As the last syllable left her lips, she traced the tip of her tongue over Ally’s, groaning when Ally responded in kind. “Mmm, that’s amazing. Don’t stop.”

      “Won’t.” Ally slid her hand down to the curve of Char’s back and pulled her in tighter. She kissed her again, revelling in her softness. “This has been a long time coming.”

      “I know,” said Char, and with luck and skill, it won’t be long before we are.” They both laughed. And then, a piercing scream stole the moment.

      “What the hell was that?” said Ally, her eyes wide. Before she could say more, Char pushed her backwards and sprung out of bed.

      “Em,” was all Char said, before yanking the bedroom door open and running towards Emma’s room.

      As Ally fought the duvet for control of her legs, Emma’s sobs echoed along the hall, overlaid with Char’s hushed, soothing tones. A nightmare. Had to be a nightmare. Poor old Wedders. Foregoing a dressing gown, she scooted from the room, and padded along the hall on the balls of her feet, making as little noise as possible. When she arrived at the scene of the commotion, she found Char sitting on Emma’s bed, rocking her like a baby.

      “What happened?” said Ally. Emma’s eyes flashed towards the window.

      “Nightmare,” said Char. “Em said a monster tried to crash through the window.”

      “Monster?” said Ally. “Well, we’ll see about that.” Stepping over a pair of chunky black boots, she tip-toed across the room, then tugged back the curtains and peered out. “There’s no mon... oh!” At once, Emma whimpered, but Ally held up a hand. “It’s fine, I promise it’s fine.” She stared at the crumpled black feathers on the other side of the glass. “It’s a bird.”

      “A bird?” said Char, exchanging a glance with Emma.

      “Yeah, a big crow, by the looks of things. Must not have seen the glass.”

      “Is it okay?” said Char.

      Ally shook her head. “No, it’s definitely not okay.” She bent forward for a closer look. “Oh my, that’s not good. Not good at all.”

      “What is it?” said Emma, her voice little more than a whisper.

      “It’s fine, sweetie, I promise.” Ally met Char’s eyes. “There’s a few of them.”

      “What?”

      “Bit of a house of horrors out there. Weird.”

      At this piece of information, Emma shrank back and Char stroked her hair. “It’ll be okay, Em. You go into my bed and I’ll get it cleaned up.”

      “No!” Emma’s voice shook. “I don’t want to be alone.”

      “I’ll sort it,” said Ally, turning her back on the window and striding towards the bed. “You and Char go to bed and I’ll do some cleaning. How about it?”

      “Okay,” said Emma.

      “Right, I’ll get... oh, look at that.” Ally grinned and pointed to Emma’s bedside clock. “Eleven fifty-five.”

      “It’s late,” said Char, squeezing Emma.

      Ally shook her head. “Didn’t mean that. It’s eleven-fifty-five. That’s the exact time I was born forty years ago to the day. I almost missed Halloween altogether.”

      Emma managed a smile. “That’s sort of spooky.”

      “Sure is, which means... no.” Ally stepped back and clutched her stomach. “No.”

      “Ally, what’s wrong?” Char unwound her arms from around Emma. “Ally?”

      “Something’s here.” Ally whipped her head around towards the window and then back to Char. “The monsters are here for me.”

      “Stop it, Al.” Char was on her feet in a flash. “You’re scaring Emma.”

      “I’m so sorry,” said Ally, placing her right hand across her heart and cocking her head. “Quiet now. I need to listen.” She stood in silence for a few moments, and then released a long, low moan.

      Emma started crying. “What’s wrong with Ally?”

      Before Char could reply, Ally swung her head towards Emma. “I need your sister to do something.” She held out her left hand to Char. “Find my pulse.”

      “Al, what’s going on?”

      “Find my pulse.” Ally’s eyes widened as she spoke. “Please do this for me.”

      Char crept forward and took Ally’s outstretched hand. Fingers pressing down on the pulse point, she swallowed and closed her eyes. A few seconds passed and Char’s nose wrinkled as she repositioned her fingers. She shook her head and moved them again.

      “You can’t find it, can you?” Ally twisted her wrist until she held Char’s hand in her own, then she pulled it towards her and placed it in the centre of her chest. “Tell me what you feel.”

      Char glanced at Emma, who had slid back against her headboard and was hugging her knees. “Everything’s fine, Em.”

      “What can you feel?” said Ally, her voice thick.

      “Nuh... nothing.” Char removed her hand, and it joined the other one, covering her mouth. “This can’t be. It’s impossible!”

      “What can’t it be?” said Emma. She looked past her sister to Ally, and her eyes pooled with tears. “Tell me what’s happened.”

      Ally sighed. “The charm’s...” And with that, her eyes fluttered and closed and she fell face-first onto the floor.
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      Char withdrew her hand from Ally’s neck, eyeing Emma’s pinched face as she rose to her feet. Her knees cracked in protest.

      “Is she...?”

      “Yes,” said Char, tears filling her eyes. “She’s dead.” She held out her arms, and Emma ran into them. “It’s okay, sweetie, everything will be okay, I promise.”

      “Whu... what do we do?” Emma buried her head in Char’s shoulder, sobbing. “I duh...don’t want her to be dead.”

      “Me too, but we need to think.” Char squeezed the girl tighter and kissed the top of her head. “We need help, we...”

      RAP! RAP! RAP!

      Emma squealed and pulled out of the embrace, and as she stumbled back, Char whirled around towards the window and gasped at the sight of an old woman in a bright yellow raincoat.

      The woman pointed to Ally’s body. “It’s not too late for Allison, but I need to work fast or he’ll have her.” She hooked her thumb towards the building entrance. “Buzz me in please, Charlotte.”

      Char opened her mouth to speak, but before she could form the words, the woman stomped off towards the door.

      “She knows your name,” said Emma in a whisper.

      “And I recognise her face,” said Char. “But it’s impossible.”

      Buzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!

      Char and Emma both jumped.

      Buzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!

      “What do we do?” Emma began pacing on the spot, her eyes flashing between Char and the door.

      Char eyed Ally’s lifeless body and took a deep breath. “We let her in. Don’t move.” Before Emma could argue the point, Char dashed into the hall and slapped the intercom button, the muffled buzz-click in response confirming the woman was on her way. “Everything’s fine, Emma,” she said, heading for the door. “Wait there.”

      “Hurry, please!”

      “Two seconds, Em.” Char fumbled with the door chain, then grabbed the key from the wall hook and rattled it into the lock. The instant it slid home, it turned on its own, and as Char stood open-mouthed, the handle depressed and the door swung open.

      “That was easier than I’d expected,” said the woman, stepping inside and closing the door with the heel of her boot. Her left arm held several thick bunches of lavender, and her right hand gripped the handles of a large nylon sports bag, which she pressed into Char’s arms. “Right, follow me dear, we have work to do.” With that, she marched forward, leaving Char to follow in her wake, and when they entered the bedroom, the woman beamed a smile at Emma. “Aha, an extra pair of hands. Excellent!” Her eyes dropped to Ally, and she fell silent, her lips pressed together in a firm line.

      “Can you save her?” said Char, placing the sports bag on the floor and grabbing Emma’s hand.

      The woman shook her head. “I’m afraid she’ll have to save herself.” She regarded Emma and Char with keen eyes. “If you help me, I can take back most of what he stole.” Glancing at the window, she harrumphed. “We’re going to retake a section of her soul.”

      “We are?” said Char.

      “Of course. Now, to begin.” The woman handed bunches of lavender to Char and dropped the rest on a chest of drawers beside the door. “Take the flowers and place them around her body in an outline the way they do it on CSI with tape. Don’t leave any gaps–overlaps are fine–and the flowers can touch her.” She clapped her hands, and Char and Ally jerked backwards. “Come on girls, chop chop!”

      “Come on Em,” said Char. “There’s nothing to fear, and remember, it’s Ally down there, and she’d never hurt us.” Emma swallowed and took some flowers, and together with Char, knelt beside Ally’s body and built them around her outline.

      “Excellent!” The woman glanced at the window again and shook her head, before plunging both hands into her coat pockets and bringing out two shiny black stones, each several centimetres wide. Expressionless, she watched Emma and Char until they finished laying the flowers, and when they stepped back to examine their work, she held the stones up in the air. “Obsidian; one for each of you.” Circling Ally’s body, she handed one stone to Char and one to Emma. “Keep that with you at all times. He can’t touch it, or touch you, as long as you have it.” She smiled at Char. “You’ll understand their other purpose when the time comes. Close the circuit.” She winked.

      “He?” Char retook Emma’s hand. “You keep saying he, but...”

      “I sometimes call him Mr A, but you’ve heard his other name; Azagor. Which reminds me—I forgot to introduce myself.” The woman extended her right hand. “I’m Lily Flaherty and I’m pleased to meet you, Charlotte.”

      Char shook hands, and as she watched Emma do likewise, she shook her head. “How can you be her? It’s not possible.”

      “Who else would I be?” said Lily, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “If you think that’s surprising, you better take a seat for what comes next, dear.” She pushed up her coat sleeve and glanced at her watch. “Speaking of which, why don’t you do that and I’ll get started?”

      Char nodded and allowed Emma to lead her to the bed, where they sat close together, still holding hands. The woman watched them go as she plunged her hand into the sports bag and extracted a palm-sized brown leather book. She leafed through it, muttering to herself as she did so, and every so often flicking her eyes towards the window. After a few minutes, she sighed and slid the book into her coat pocket. “To hell with it, I’ll go freestyle.” She winked at Emma. “Old Mr A won’t be happy, but that’s too bad for him.” With that, she rubbed her hands together and knelt over Ally’s body, one hand on her head. Taking several deep breaths, she spoke in a loud, clear voice.

      “Forty years and forty days, the penance clear, she mends her ways, for that exchange the price is sound, the beast repelled - the charm’s unwound!” The lights flickered and buzzed, and the air vibrated with static. Lily’s head snapped up. “You heard me, Mr A—I said the charm’s unwound!” The static shrieked and the sound of beating wings filled the room. “Forty days, Mr A.” Lily jabbed her index finger towards the window. “And I’ll have every one of them, if you don’t mind. Now, get out!” The wing beats diminished at once, and Lily twisted around towards the bed, hands still gripping Ally’s head. “You have a bucket in the hall cupboard. Now would be an excellent time to bring it to me.”

      Char and Ally stared back at her, their eyes out on stalks and their mouths open.

      “Charlotte!”

      “A bucket,” said Char, clambering to her feet. “I’ll get it.”

      As Char lurched out of the living room, Lily grinned at Emma. “I’ll need your help in a second. Is that okay?” Emma nodded. “Excellent. Ah! Your sister’s found the bucket. Splendid.” Emma nodded again as Char barged through the door, an orange plastic pail gripped in both hands. “Give that to Emma, please, and Emma, bring it over and stand beside me to await further instructions.” Lily swung her legs around and pushed herself onto the balls of her feet. Then, in silence, she inched upwards, Ally’s body rising with her until both were upright and facing each other. She removed her hands from Ally’s head and called to Emma. “Bring the bucket and stand in front of Allison.” The girl took several tentative steps and stopped when Lily raised her hand. “Good girl, now, hold it up, that’s it, well done.” Lily retreated beside Char and squeezed her elbow. She eyed Ally. “Allison Brooker, come home!” Ally’s eyes snapped open.

      “Wound up,” said Ally, smiling at everyone. Then her eyes fell on the bucket, and she bent over and vomited thick curds of oily black liquid, before stepping back with her arms thrust in the air. “I’m still here!” She grinned at Emma. “Hope I didn’t splash you.” Emma shook her head, her eyes half-closed.

      “Well done,” said Lily, applauding with enthusiasm and patting Char’s back. “Now, Charlotte, I think we need a little something to settle our nerves. How about a nice cup of tea?”
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        * * *

      

      Ally realised she was still as dead as the proverbial doornail. Her heart, which should have thumped like a drum, remained still, and her pulse, which she checked when nobody was looking, was absent. There was, however, some residual breathing. When she touched her chest, it rose and fell like normal, but with no other life signs, she suspected it was a reflex. It might even be some sort of trickery designed to fool the living. At this thought, Ally glanced at Char, whose cheeks blazed livid red, a sure sign she was coming back to life. It said she was coping, which was important, especially for Emma, who looked forlorn. Her face was pale, apart from two dark smears under her lower eyelids. The eyes themselves were dull and distant, and had it not been for the support of her sister’s arm around her waist, her limp body would have slithered to the floor. Lily’s nice cup of tea hadn’t worked its magic on poor old Wedders.

      As for Lily herself, after everyone settled themselves in the kitchen, she’d scuttled around the table doling out hot tea like it was an ordinary day. Her fussy manner and bright, high laugh brought to mind an elderly lady entertaining the local vicar, rather than someone who’d resurrected the dead. It was quite a performance. Ally had watched the show, blending into the background as much as she could, but every so often Lily’s eyes had connected with her own in a way that said, ‘We both know you’re dead, dear, but try not to worry.’ But how could she not worry? Char and Emma thought she was alive. How could she tell them she’d only moved sideways? That instead of being the dead sort of dead, she’d become the walking around sort of dead. One was an improvement over the other, but a corpse remained a corpse, and having one as a friend would be difficult. Having one as a lover would be impossible. She sighed and propped her arm on the table, then let her head drop into it. Undying death. That’s what the curse said. You shall know undying death.

      “Ally.” Char waved across the table.

      Undying death. Now Ally understood. The curse had doomed her to wander amongst living souls, fated to continue existing but never living.

      “Ally.” This time, Char spoke louder.

      “Mmm. What?”

      “You were miles away.” Char smiled and squeezed Emma’s shoulder. “Em’s going to bed, and she wanted to say goodnight.”

      “Oh, sure.” Ally stretched and held out her arms. “Fancy a goodnight hug, Wedders?”

      Emma nodded, and as Char withdrew her arm, she slipped out of her seat and padded around the table. When she reached Ally, she threw her arms around her shoulders. “Night Ally.”

      “Night Wedders.” Ally pulled her head back and gazed into Emma’s bleary eyes. “Everything’s fine. Don’t worry.”

      “Okay.” Emma glanced over her shoulder to Char, who was already on her feet.

      “I’ll get Em sorted. Back in a minute.” As she passed Ally, Char winked at her. “Get the kettle on, lover.”

      Ally grinned, but as soon as Char was gone, her face fell and she regarded the old woman beside her.

      “What?” said Lily.

      “They don’t know I’m... not what I used to be.”

      “The child does.”

      Ally shot a glance over her shoulder. “How is that possible?”

      Lily pursed her lips for a second and stared at her hands. “What can I tell you? That she’s fae? That she has the gift? Too soon for anything to be certain.” She raised her head. “I’ve been watching her, watching you, and although she doesn’t understand why, she senses what you are.”

      “But how can she sense I’m dead?”

      “No.” Lily wagged a bony finger. “That’s not the part of you she senses.” She sighed and reached for Ally’s hand. “It’s a splinter of something else she feels. A tiny sliver of shapeless darkness.”

      Ally’s face creased. “I don’t understand.”

      At this Lily smiled, but as it faded, her eyes became tearful. “I’m sorry for what I did to you. It was a terrible mistake made in anger and believe me, I’ve tried every day since then to make it right.” She shook her head. “But I can’t.”

      Ally wanted to say it was okay. That she’d regretted what she’d done every bit as much as Lily did, and that if it meant she’d have to suffer a living death, she’d make it work. In the end, all she said was, “It’s fine. Worse things happen at sea, I suppose.”

      “Oh, Allison, how prophetic those words are.” Lily used her free hand to scrape away an errant tear. “This is only the beginning, I’m afraid. The tsunami’s on its way and you’ll need all the help you can get to withstand it.” She took a deep breath. “Question the past.”

      “What past?”

      “Your past.”

      “I’d rather not.” Ally turned her face away. “It’s all gone, anyway. I’m alone now.”

      “But you must face it. The past informs the present, and unless you reconcile with it, you won’t get through what is yet to come.”

      “What’s yet to come?”

      “Many things, but I can’t be there beside you, and I can’t do it for you.”

      “Can’t do what for me?”

      “Yes,” said Char from the kitchen doorway. “Do what for her?”

      Lily didn’t miss a beat. “Save her from undying death.”

      Char trudged back to her chair, her eyes locked on Lily until she retook her seat. “It’s not over, is it?”

      “No,” said Ally, “I’m still in bother. Just like old times.”

      “But she’s alive.” Char welled up, and she turned to Lily. “How is it not over when you brought her back to me?”

      Lily shook her head, and her face fell as she sagged in her seat. “I reanimated her body. It’s not the same thing.” Her eyes narrowed. “What you saw was part of a soul redirected to its body, but it’s only a temporary measure. It’s a bit like an aeroplane put in a holding pattern. Yes, it keeps flying and looks like it’s going somewhere, but it can’t stay up there forever. Eventually, it has to land, and that’s the most dangerous part of the journey.”

      “But she’s alive,” said Char, reaching across the table and grabbing Ally’s hand. “She’s not even cold!” A single tear ran down her left cheek.

      “I’ve no pulse,” said Ally, shaking her head. “No heartbeat either.” She gazed into Char’s wet eyes, and even though her heart was dead, it still ached to see the love of her life crying. “It feels weird. It’s like I’m here, and I can see and touch you, but...part of me is elsewhere at the same time.”

      “I don’t want you to be dead.”

      “Do you think I want to be?” Ally gave a rueful smile. “It’s taken me twenty-four years to get a second kiss from the most gorgeous girl in the school. Now she’ll never kiss me again because I’m a corpse.” She scrunched up her face. “Think I’d taste fusty.” As Char laughed through her tears, Ally tightened the grip on her hand. “It’s not over.” She turned to Lily. “There’s still a chance I can live again, isn’t there?”

      Lily nodded. “It won’t be easy and you’ll need courage, both of you. And whatever happens, stay close to each other. Can you do that?”

      “Won’t let her out of my sight,” said Char, sniffing. “She’d only get into trouble without me.”

      Ally smiled. Char was back in the game. The brave Char. The strong Char. Her Char. She squinted at Lily. “How do we break the curse?”

      “You can’t, but Azagor will if you keep to the deal I made on your behalf.”

      “Which is?” said Ally, her mind racing ahead to the many horrors the demon might want in exchange for her soul.

      “Well,” said Lily, “you must remember Azagor could have demanded your head on a stick. Literally.” She smiled at Ally’s stricken face. “You’d have been alive but headless, which would have amused him, but been rather awkward for you.” The old woman rolled her neck and stretched her shoulders. “However, as Azagor and I have a good working relationship, I negotiated something a little less... painful.”

      “Please, tell me what it is.”

      “Okay. To atone for your previous misdemeanour, you must help someone who doesn’t want help. That’s step one. Step two is to find a replacement soul for Mr A—if he can’t have yours, he wants another one. The choice is down to you. Step three is to deliver the chosen soul to Hell. If you do that within forty days, and if your body survives, the curse will break and I can reassemble you. More or less.”

      “How am I supposed to do all that?” said Ally, wondering whether her head on a stick might be the easier choice.

      “You won’t be alone, remember?” said Char.

      “Thanks.” Ally smiled despite herself. “But unless your sense of direction is better than mine, the closest we’ll get to Hell is a trip to Doll’s World on a Saturday afternoon.” She shuddered. “Actually, that might be Hell.”

      Lily chuckled. “It’s nice to see you’ve kept a sense of humour. That’s good, because you’ll need it.” Turning to Char, she said, “Do you have the stone I gave you earlier?”

      “Yes, in my pyjama pocket. Why?”

      “Bring it out please and hold it on your palm so Allison can see it. I have a theory I’d like to test, and if I’m right, things might not be as bleak as they appear.”

      “What stone’s this?” said Ally, as Char dug into her pocket.

      Lily pointed to Char’s hand. “That stone.”

      Ally followed Lily’s finger, but the moment her eyes fell on the black jewel, a sense of dread overwhelmed her and she jerked back in her seat. “Take it away!” Her feet slipped on the tiled floor as she pushed her chair back, desperate to escape. Then, from the corner of her eye, she saw the birds; three massive crows perched on top of the freezer, their oily black heads bobbing as they surveyed the kitchen.

      Caw! Caw! Caw!

      “Caw,” said Ally. “Who are you?”

      The middle crow, the biggest of the three, threw his head back. Grok! I am Grok!

      Ally nodded. “Caw, caw,” she said. “Who am I?”

      Grok ruffled his feathers. Friend! Friend!

      Ally smiled. “Caw,” she said. “Thank you.” Grok dipped his head as though bowing to her, and in an instant, he vanished along with his companions. Ally’s head snapped back to Char and the stone, but there was no sign of it. “Where did the stone go?”

      “Back in my pocket,” said Char, who now sat with her arms folded and her face creased in a frown.

      “Did you see the birds?” said Ally, her eyes flitting to the top of the fridge-freezer. Char shook her head. “Lily, did you see them? The birds.”

      “What birds were they?”

      “Crows. Three of them. On the fridge.”

      “Did they see you?”

      “Yes.” Ally smiled and closed her eyes. “And they like me.”

      Lily cupped her chin in one hand. “What did they say?”

      “Grok said I was their friend. He was the big one in the middle but...” Ally opened her eyes again, looking puzzled. “When did crows learn to speak English?”

      “They didn’t,” said Lily, eyeing Char, and signalling with a tiny flick of her hand she should say nothing.

      Ally shuffled her seat closer to the table. It was an interesting question. Although Lily had said they didn’t speak English, she’d conversed with Grok, her friend, so that made little sense. She said to Lily, “If Grok can’t speak English, how did I understand him?”

      Lily’s eyes sparkled. “Isn’t it obvious? You can speak crow.”

      “But why crow?” said Ally, accepting the general weirdness, but confused as to the specifics. “Why crow in particular? Why not dog, or cat?”

      Lily twisted around to face Ally, hanging her right arm over the back of the chair. “When we extracted your soul from Azagor, we must have taken something else as well - a piece of his soul. A tiny sliver of shapeless darkness.”

      “Oh,” said Ally, thinking at once about Emma who, according to Lily, had already sensed the demon in her. She glanced at Char. “Now I’m a crow-demon.”

      Lily chuckled. “Don’t worry, dear, you’ve absorbed a tiny part of his soul, so you’re only part crow-demon. That’s why you can speak crow, although it’s a good thing they liked you or they might have plucked out your eyeballs.”

      Ally grimaced. “That’s a great comfort, I’m sure.”

      “It should be,” said Lily, eyeing her raincoat. “They’re clever birds, especially when you can summon them to your aid. They’ll help you, Allison, if you trust them. Let the birds look out for you, or in.” She smiled and took a deep breath. “It’s time for me to go.”

      “You can’t go!” said Char and Ally in unison.

      “I’m afraid I must.” Lily stood, then strolled to the countertop and grabbed her coat, which she folded over her arm. “I’ve given all the help my bargain with Mr A allows. Any more and...” She slid a finger across her throat. “I’ll leave my bag. There are things in it you might find interesting. Apart from that, you already have everything you need to do this, believe me.”

      “But I don’t know where to start,” said Ally in a hoarse croak.

      “At the beginning, of course.” Lily smiled. “Find and help the person who doesn’t want help. After that, it should be easy.”

      “And that’s all you can give me?” Ally shook her head in frustration. “It’s impossible.”

      As she approached the kitchen door, Lily stopped and looked back. “I can give you one more piece of advice, and it’s the most important thing of all. Whatever happens, you must always keep your head, Allison.”

      “That’s the advice? Keep calm and carry on? Stiff upper lip and all that?”

      “Oh, no!” Lily shook her head. “I didn’t mean that.” She pressed her palms together as though in prayer. “When I said keep your head, I meant you should keep your actual head. If it comes off for any reason and you lose it, you’ll be beyond help.”

      “If it comes off?”

      “It’s a possibility. Remember, the netherworld and the living world have you in their grasp, so anything can happen. Your body, however, is flesh and bone; dead flesh and bone, so some putrefaction is possible.” Lily smiled. “Hydration is the answer. A delicious cup of tea morning, noon and night should help hold everything together.”

      “So, I...” But Ally was too late. Before she could finish speaking, Lily walked into the hall, and although Ally ran after her, she had already vanished.
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            A LITTLE LESS CONVERSATION

          

        

      

    

    
      The BBC had said colder than average for November. From her vantage point outside Emma’s bedroom window, Ally peered into the ghost-grey fog hovering in the frigid air, thin puddles of ice cracking under her weight as she paced on the spot. She couldn’t make out the houses that backed onto Char’s block, but the frost-dusted foliage of the holly bush at the end of the garden remained visible. She considered harvesting a few bunches and bringing them inside for luck, but then she shivered, and the notion left her. Instead, she imagined Char and the future they might or might not have.

      Moments after Lily’s vanishing trick had left them alone in the kitchen, Char had taken her hand and led her back to the bedroom. Once there, they’d cuddled and kissed under the duvet, neither of them speaking other than to recognise Ally’s new status as an undead half-demon. They’d both agreed this still allowed for kissing, although anything more might require negotiation. After a while, exhaustion had kicked in, and Char had fallen asleep with her head buried in Ally’s shoulder, leaving Ally herself wide awake and thoughtful. At another time, holding Char as she slept would have been the ultimate prize, but, as the small hours of the morning melted away, it had felt more like another curse because it wouldn’t last.

      As she kicked at the broken ice, Ally’s shoulders sagged. Forty days. It wasn’t long enough. How could she solve the impossible puzzle when every clue she had was vaguer than the one before it? Come to think of it, why were there clues at all? Did curses have special rules, or was making things troublesome part of the punishment? It was all very confusing. She frowned again, her eyes flitting to the spot beneath Emma’s window, which she’d attended with a roll of bin bags and a shovel, prepared to dispose of three very dead crows. But the birds, which had been a soup of blood, gore and feathers the night before, had vanished. Ally smiled despite herself. Of course, they weren’t there. This was how things worked in the complex world of undying death, where demons, and half-demons, walked the Earth. Her eyes flicked to the holly bush again. Perhaps she would grab a few leaves as a good luck charm. What harm could it do? Before she could stop them, her legs took off towards the rear of the garden, carrying her along with them like an unwilling partner in crime. And as she stomped towards the shrubbery, the same force dragging her towards it settled on the next step. Lily’s sports bag. She’d said the contents were interesting, which could mean only one thing; they must be important for the task ahead. They had to be clues!
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        * * *

      

      Crossed-legged on the floor of Char’s living room, Ally stared at the mishmash of objects she’d plucked from Lily’s bag. Now there was no doubt about it; she was going to die. When the allotted forty days ended, she would cease to exist, either dead in the old-fashioned never coming back way, or dragged to hell by Azagor to suffer for eternity. She blinked several times and squinted again at the stuff laid out before her. It was junk; nothing more than junk.

      Ally stretched her foot and toppled the tiny porcelain cup onto its side for the sake of it. In fairness, the random odds and sods had once belonged to her, and to her mother, and here they were, plucked from the past and dumped in the present. But for what purpose, other than to remind her of how crappy her childhood had been? Was that a clue? Was that the past she was supposed to question and then link the rubbish before her to an awful event in her early years? If so, it was hopeless, because there were too many horrible incidents to choose from. So, unless Char could make sense of the bric-à-brac strewn across her shiny new wooden floor, it was over.

      As though thinking about Char and Emma had brought them home, the sound of a key in the door said their visit to the retail park had ended. Ally smiled. She didn’t need demon powers to understand their arrival would bring with it multiple pairs of shoes, because shoe shopping was what Char did whenever stress got the better of her. Better still, her go-to item was what Emma needed for the start of the new school term, so, with an excuse in one hand and her credit card in another, a bountiful and successful trip was guaranteed.

      “We’re back.” Char’s voice preceded the riot of blonde curls that popped around the edge of the door as it swung open. “Why’s there holly in my hall?”

      Ally smiled. “It’s supposed to bring good luck, so I grabbed some from out back.”

      “A whole bush, though?”

      “Yeah, but we need a lot of luck.” Ally shrugged. “Anyway, I couldn’t find anything to cut it with and I had a shovel with me already, so...”

      “So, you dug it up.”

      “Yeah.” Ally grinned. “Decided we could put some in every room to be sure.”

      “Right.” Char’s body followed her head into the room, and she stood, hands on hips. “Did you mean for every room in the block? If you did,” she hooked a thumb over her shoulder, “looks like there’s enough.”

      “Are you mad at me?” Ally clambered to her feet, trying to settle on whether Char was wearing her angry face or her worried face. For the first time, it was impossible to tell the difference.

      Char sighed and held her hands out, beckoning Ally towards her. “I’m not mad at you, but it’s weird. Don’t you think so?”

      As she grasped Char’s hands, Ally shook her head, ready to argue the point, but the words died on her lips and all that came out was a muffled grunt. It was weird, and also, she hadn’t planned to uproot the thing at all until she was... already digging.

      “Ally?”

      “You’re right.”

      “You agree it’s weird?”

      Ally nodded and met Char’s gaze, which she now recognised as one of concern. “I remember thinking about taking the holly, but changing my mind. Next thing I’m digging it up, but it felt like somebody else was controlling the spade.”

      “Or something,” said Char, lowering her voice. “Lily said you’re part demon, remember?”

      “Suppose so.” Ally ran a hand over her mouth, noticing how dry her lips felt. Too dry? She dismissed the thought. “Do you think I can sense what I’m supposed to do to fix all this? Is that possible?”

      Char squeezed Ally’s hands. “We’re having this conversation and you’re dead, so I think anything goes.”

      “So maybe I was supposed to dig up the holly?” Ally’s eyes widened. “If that’s right, we might have a chance, although,” she glanced over her shoulder at the pile of discarded junk, “it means all that can go in the bin.” She turned back to Char. “Hasn’t got my demonometer jangling at all.”

      Char shook her head. “Keep it for now.” She shrugged. “It might mean something when it means something, which is what you tell Em all the time, or so I hear.”

      Ally smiled. “Guilty as charged, M’Lady. How is she anyway?”

      “She’s fine.” Char’s eyes became distant. “Sometimes I think Em has a sixth sense.”

      Ally said nothing, as Lily had only said Emma might have hidden talents in that area.

      “Even when I told her you were a demon and you’d already summoned a demon crow, she didn’t bat an eyelid.” Char leaned in and kissed Ally full on the lips. “It’s like she knew already.”

      “Maybe she did.” Ally smiled and changed the subject. “How many pairs did you buy her? I’m thinking at least two, but perhaps three.”

      “Three pairs of boots!” Char beamed.

      “Let me guess.” Ally scrunched up her eyes. “Black?”

      “Of course.”

      “Clumpy?”

      “Full Frankenstein’s monster.”

      “More buckles than a buckle factory on overtime?”

      “More than two buckle factories on overtime.”

      They both laughed, and Ally kissed Char’s nose. “Where is she now? Plastering boot photos on Facebook?”

      “Doesn’t use it anymore. I’m told it’s chock full of idiots and she’s got better things to do with her time.”

      “That’s new.” At once Ally sensed something was wrong, but she held her tongue.

      “Yep. Our little Em is a grown-up.”

      “Happens fast these days.” Ally kissed Char’s nose again and followed it with another on her chin. Then she ran her tongue over her own lips. They were drier than normal. “Why don’t I make some tea? The old lips feel papery and I don’t want them dropping off.”

      “Hydration?” said Char.

      “What else? A nice cup of tea morning, noon and night, that’s what she said.”

      Char smiled. “Why don’t you grab Lily’s jumble sale rejects and bring them through? I’ll do tea and dish out the cakes. We stopped at Carlo’s, so there’s a cannoli with your name on it.”

      “You had me at Carlo’s.”

      “See you in the kitchen.” Char pecked Ally’s cheek and headed for the door. “Don’t be long. And be careful in the hall.” She glanced over her shoulder. “There’s a giant holly bush loitering in the corner and I think it means business.” With that, she vanished.
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        * * *

      

      “Who’s Sid Little?” said Emma, nibbling the edge of her cookie and flicking between two pages of a small white book.

      “The other half of Eddie large,” said Ally. “Comedy double act on telly when I was young. Sid was the straight man.”

      “Oh.” Emma looked up. “Was the other one gay?”

      “It’s a different type of straight man,” said Char, laughing. “He played the act with a straight face, and the other one, Eddie Large, did all the jokes.”

      “Yeah,” said Ally, “like in Morecambe and Wise. Ernie Wise played it straight and Eric got all the funny lines.” She held her hand out, and Emma gave her the book, which she then waggled in the air. “This was one of my most ridiculous Christmas presents. Imagine it; I was in Bledsdale, we had no car, and my mother thought an autograph book might be fun.”

      “But you’ve got two,” said Emma.

      “We met Sid Little one time in Blackpool.” Ally grinned at the memory. “Think she must have won money that year or we’d never have afforded it. Anyway, we saw Sid strolling along the prom and I stopped him and asked for his autograph. He said yes. Lovely guy, from what I remember. Other one’s Stirling Moss, a racing driver in the fifties. He opened a fete in the school, so that’s how I got his.” Ally turned the little book over in her hands, trying to sense anything from it that might give her a clue to what she had to do. But there was nothing, so she dropped it on the pile in the middle of the table.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing linking all those things together?” said Char. She popped the last bit of cannoli into her mouth and eyed Ally’s uneaten one. “If you don’t want your cake, I’ll take it.”

      Ally pushed her plate across. “All yours. I’m not hungry.”

      “There has to be a link,” said Emma, “or else why would Lily have abandoned the stuff here?”

      “Yeah, it seems odd, but I can’t see it.” Ally picked up the tiny porcelain cup. “This was from my doll’s tea set.” She rolled her eyes. “Perfect condition, as you can see, because I never played with it.” She sighed and placed the cup on the table again. “The tape single was mine; Another Suitcase in Another Hall. One of my favourites. Played it to death on that old thing.” Ally pointed to the decrepit-looking tape player. “The other stuff was my mother’s. She loved Val Doonican and horror movies. In that order. The album’s genuine sixties vinyl, and the VHS is Last House on the Left. Never seen it myself, as I don’t like horror.” She smiled at Char and Emma and splayed her hands. “You tell me what it all means. I don’t have a clue.”

      “Well, it must mean something,” said Emma, a determined look arriving on her face. “I’m going to do some research online. Might find a link if I search in the proper places.” She turned to Char and smiled. “Can I use your laptop? Mine’s like a snail these days.”

      Ally’s ears pricked up, and again she felt certain something was wrong.

      “Course you can use it,” said Char. “But you should have said yours was running slow and I’d have stood you another one. Yours is ancient.”

      “I can still use it sometimes.” Emma smiled again, then brought out her phone and began photographing the items on the table.

      Ally leaned back in her chair. “Wedders, if you need my help with anything, please ask.” She held the girl in her gaze. “And I mean anything at all.”

      “Okay.” Emma grinned. “But remember, I’m better at research than you are.”

      “Of course you are, but all the same, I’m here to support you.” Emma nodded and turned away, but not before Ally spotted something hidden beneath her grin. But what was it? Fear? Could be. She flicked her eyes to Char, but she seemed oblivious to any possibility that Emma was hiding something.

      “Right,” said Emma. “I’m done here.” She grabbed the remains of her cookie. “Don’t forget me when you’re doing dinner.” With that, she left the kitchen.

      The second Emma was out of sight, Char reached for Ally’s hand. “You look worried.”

      Ally nodded. “I am worried.” She hesitated for a moment, but decided it wasn’t the right time to mention Wedders and trouble in the same sentence. “But I promise I’m holding it together.” She pointed to her abandoned pastry. “Can’t eat though.”

      “Not hungry?”

      “It’s more than that, I think.” Ally tapped her empty mug. “Drinking seems fine, especially tea, but not food.” She shook her head. “Something tells me I won’t be able to eat until this whole thing’s finished.” She shrugged. “I can’t die of starvation, though.”

      “No, I don’t...”

      “What do we do next?” said Ally, barging into the conversation again. “Lily said I need to question the past, but all this stuff means nothing. How the hell am I supposed to go back in time?” She snorted. “Don’t have a Tardis, do I?”

      “No, you don’t.” Char’s voice was soft, and she pulled Ally’s hands closer to her. “But you might not need one.”

      “Don’t tell me; you got a free DeLorean with Emma’s boots.” Ally sucked her teeth, trying as hard as she could to keep the scowl from her face. None of this was Char’s fault, and she didn’t deserve a moody stare. She allowed her head to drop. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Yeah, you would say that.”

      Char tugged Ally’s hands. “You might be a big demon idiot, but you’re my big demon idiot. Got that?”

      “Affirmative.” Ally raised her eyes and smiled. “Okay, spill it. How do I question the past when it’s gone?”

      Char released her grip and leaned back with her hands snuggled behind her head. “It’s easy. Wilton Street.”

      “Wilton Street?”

      “Yep. Go back to Wilton Street and see who’s living in your old flat.” Char’s eyebrows rose in sharp peaks. “If the only link between your gear is the past, and the past is where the gear came from, the person you need to help could...”

      “Be there.” Ally finished Char’s sentence for her, her eyes wide. “You’re a bloody genius.” She thrust her arms out. “Come here and let me kiss you again.”

      “I might be wrong, though,” said Char, shuffling her seat to the left and settling it close to Ally. “If it turns out to be nothing, I hope you’re not too disappointed.”

      “I won’t be. It’s a start at least, and if it’s a no-go, we can park it and try something else.” Cupping Char’s face in her hands, Ally pressed their lips together, closing her eyes and enjoying the softness. Then, after a few glorious moments, she pulled back and smiled. “I can’t do this without you.”

      “You won’t have to.” Char wiped away a tear. “I’ll always be there for you.”

      “Don’t cry, please, it’ll be fine.”

      “Can’t help it.” Char dragged her knuckles across both eyes.

      “No, really, don’t cry. If you do, I’ll start, and by this time tomorrow I’ll be so dry, parts of me will have dropped off.” As a sad smile broke on Char’s face, Ally wiggled her fingers. “I need all the moisture I can get; don’t want any of these dropping off, do we?” She winked, and Char’s soft laugh was the green light she needed. “I’m right-handed, although at a push I could use my left, but what if...” She gulped. “What if my tongue dropped off? How could you have the best sex ever if all I had left was my nose? Or what if that dropped off? I’d have to use...”

      “Stop it!” Char giggled like a teenager. “Emma’s only next door. She’ll hear!”

      “My toes. I was going to say, use my toes.” Now Ally laughed as Char’s eyes sparkled. “I think I could be a bit of a demon in bed.” She gave Char a flash of her teeth. “Fancy? Right now?”

      “But... what about Wilton Street?” said Char, looking like she very much fancied it.

      “It can wait. Next week, once Emma’s settled back at school. We still need to see what she comes up with and...” Ally stopped mid flow and cocked her head. “Can you hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      “Hissing. Like static.” As she said the words, Ally scanned the kitchen, half expecting to see Grok and his two friends perched on top of the freezer like last time. “Can’t you hear it?” She stood, then narrowed her eyes and stared at the far end of the kitchen, trying to sense if anything was there.

      “Ally.”

      “Reminds me of something. It’s weird.”

      “Ally!”

      “What?”

      “The tape player.”

      “What about it?”

      “It’s playing.”

      Ally’s head snapped around. “How can it be... oh!”

      “Oh,” said Char, slipping out of her seat. “What’s happening?”

      “No idea.” Ally lined up her head with the table top. “Mmm,” she said, as she examined the open battery compartment at the bottom of the tape player. “No batteries.” She stood up straight and stepped forward, frowning as the mechanism whirled around. Char’s hand tugged at the back of her sweater, but she ignored it. “Wonder what’ll happen if I press play.”

      “Ally don’t!”

      “I’m pressing it.”

      “No!”

      Ally hit the play button, her eyes fixed on the wheels as they spun, but the hissing continued as before. “Should I ask if anybody’s there?” She glanced at Char. “What...”

      a little less conversation, a little more action

      CLICK

      “What the...” Ally jerked back from the table and grabbed Char’s arm. “That was...”

      CLICK

      a little less conversation, a little more action

      CLICK

      “Elvis,” said Char, in a whisper. “That was Elvis.”

      Ally nodded. “I think he wants us to...”

      CLICK

      a little less conversation, a little more action

      CLICK

      “Wants us to what?” said Char, her voice hoarse.

      “Get on with things.”

      CLICK

      a little less conversation, a little more action

      CLICK

      Ally coughed. “Hello... hello, Elvis?” She swallowed and glanced at Char, then back at the tape player. “Hope you’re okay, wherever you are... so, um, we hear you. Message received and understood. We’ll go to the flat tomorrow.” At once, the tape player clicked off, and the only sound in the kitchen was Char’s breathing.

      “Now what?” Char said, her body quivering.

      “We go to Wilton Street tomorrow.” Ally wound her arms around Char, pulling her tight and kissing her forehead. “It’s okay, I’ve got you.”

      CLICK

      love me tender

      CLICK

      Char jumped, and Ally’s eyes flashed to the tape player. “Seems Elvis kept his sense of humour.” She pulled Char tighter. “Wilton Street tomorrow.”

      Char nodded. “Let’s find Em. She might need help.”

      “I bet she does.” Ally slid her arms off Char and grabbed her hand. “Let’s find her right now.”

      “Good idea.”

      CLICK

      don’t leave me now

      CLICK

      Char and Ally ran from the kitchen and didn’t look back.

      CLICK

      hurry, hurry, hurry

      CLICK
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            THERE’S NO PLACE LIKE HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      Tendrils of mist curled around the gardens, but couldn’t hide the fact that Wilton Street had shrunk. The row of rainbow coloured bungalows at its mouth looked more like a model village than proper houses. Beyond them, and at the cheaper end of what Ally remembered as a long, meandering road, three grey blocks of flats stood to attention. Once, they’d towered over the horizon like skyscrapers; ugly monuments to emergency town-planning caught out by a surging population. But time had chipped away at them. Now they were no more imposing than a row of cereal boxes lined up on a shelf. Even the road on which they’d taken root no longer required you to run across it; three average strides would see you at the opposite side almost before you’d taken them. And yet, as diminished as everything appeared, it still felt like home, and Ally smiled. She waved to Char and Emma and strode off down the street.

      After their unsettling discussion with Elvis, Char and Ally had spent some time with Emma, who’d been scouring the internet without success for clues to the clues they already had. Although she’d found nothing, when they told her about the reanimated tape player, she’d had a burst of brilliance and suggested Ally took the machine with her as she searched for the mystery person who needed help. Wasn’t it possible that Elvis would help point him, or her, out? They’d all agreed it was a decent idea, although Ally had felt a peculiar discomfort at communing with The King like he was nothing more than a ghostly sat nav. As she strode along towards her old flat, she glanced at the battered machine she carried and sighed. For good or ill, she’d have to give it a chance. It was all she had.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As she stood open-mouthed before the smoke-scarred walls of sixty-eight Wilton Street, Ally reflected on how she’d agreed to visit the flat on her own. Overnight, Char had somehow become infected by a strange notion that her presence, and Emma’s, would disturb whatever supernatural vibe was in-play. Given what had already happened, Ally accepted it at face value, but now the real reason for the no-show was obvious; Char had known what they’d find. She’d also known Ally would be ashamed to face it with her friends by her side.

      Anyone who’d ever come into contact with Wilton Street knew about the three conjoined blocks that formed numbers sixty-four, sixty-six and sixty-eight. It would have been impossible not to know them. In an estate of low-rise houses and bungalows, the flats stood out like the proverbial sore thumb; three concrete slabs no better than thrown up next to the vacant scrubland at the far end of the street. Some described them as drab and unimaginative. Others, the more honest sort, told the truth. The flats were monstrosities. Cheap and shoddy and only held together by the bi-annual paint job the county council seemed to believe would disguise the mess they’d created.

      Ally sighed and kicked away a sliver of broken brick. Had she really lived here? In this? Stepping over a choke of weeds crowding the gutter, she shuffled backwards onto the road, stopping when she reached the middle. Six people; six families, perhaps. Hidden behind six defiant pairs of curtains, still eking out an existence in a demolition zone where shutters barred every ground-floor window, and where gardens had succumbed to overgrowth and weeds.

      “What do you think, Elvis?” Ally eyed the tape player.

      Elvis didn’t reply.

      “Stunned you into silence, eh?”

      Again, The King held his tongue.

      “It never felt as bad as this, though. Wasn’t great, but...” Ally fell silent as a cinema-reel of the past ran in her head. Every flat filled with noisy children. The smell of coal in the air. Ice on the inside of her bedroom window every winter. Wandering through long, hot summer days, unsupervised and fending for herself. Scraping lunch together from whatever lurked in the back of the cupboard. Waiting alone in the dark for her mother to bring home enough fifty-pence pieces to restart the electric meter and hoping she’d brought something hot from the chip shop. Ally glanced at what had been their window and shook her head. “Lily said question the past, but there’s nothing for me in this place, big guy.” She shook the tape player. “And whatever is here is best left here, I think.”

      CLICK

      go inside

      CLICK

      Ally jerked and tightened her grip on the machine.

      CLICK

      find a way to get inside

      CLICK

      Ally’s eyes darted towards her old front door, and she gasped. It was wide open. How could she have missed that? “What’s in there, Elvis?”

      CLICK

      mama...it’s alright

      CLICK

      “Impossible!”

      CLICK

      it’s alright

      CLICK

      “But, she’s dead.” Ally swallowed. “Very dead, I mean. The dead sort of dead.”

      CLICK

      it’s alright... it’s mama... it’s mama

      CLICK

      How could it be mum? Ally squinted at the door through half-closed eyes. She couldn’t be in there, could she? But she had to be; Elvis said it was her, and he also said it was alright, so it had to mean the answer to the present was in her past. All she had to do was ask mum!

      CLICK

      hurry, hurry, hurry

      CLICK

      “I hear you,” said Ally, her voice thick. She pulled her gaze away from the flat and scanned the street. “Quiet as the grave.”

      CLICK

      hurry, hurry, hurry

      CLICK

      “I’m going, I’m going! I was thinking. Perhaps we sh–”

      Caw! Caw! Caw!

      Ally started and almost dropped the tape player, as a huge crow burst from the row of bushes to her left, before swooping high in the air and settling outside her flat on the bars of the open veranda.

      Caw! Caw! Caw! I am Grok!

      “Caw! Caw-Caw!” said Ally in response. “I know you.” And she did, because other than Grok the demon crow, she’d never met a two-foot-tall corvid! With a grin plastered on her face, she ran for the stairs, taking them two at a time when she arrived. If Grok was here, then without a doubt the trail was hot and she was supposed to be here too. The answers lay inside.

      Grok cawed again as Ally rounded the corner at the top of the steps, and he dipped his head as she approached him.

      “Right, I’m here. Do I go in or what?”

      “Allison, is that you?” The woman’s voice drifted along the hallway, and it was sharp. “You’re late. Dinner’s ready.”

      Grok’s head bobbed from side to side, and his beady eyes glinted. Then he shook his body, rippling his feathers. Cawwww! Leave!

      “Allison! Come in and shut the door. It’s cold in here.”

      “What do you mean leave?” said Ally, flicking her eyes between Grok and the gloomy hall. “I need to speak to her. Lily said–”

      Cawwww! Leave!

      “But I’ve jus–”

      “Allison. Who are you talking to? Get in here right now!”

      Oh God, she sounded angry. Ally cocked her head. What was that? Footsteps? Yes, slow footsteps.

      “Your dinner’s getting cold.” The voice sounded closer. “I miss you, Allison. I miss my little girl. Please come in.”

      Cawwww! Leave! Grok loosened his wings and shook them. Cawwww! Cawwww! Leave! Leave!

      Ally took a step away from the door, but her legs wobbled and she steadied herself against the wall.

      Caw! Cawwww! This time Grok stretched his huge wings. Danger! Run!

      “I can’t run,” said Ally. “I have to speak to her!”

      “Come to me, Allison. Everything will be fine. I can help you.”

      CLICK

      young bird flying... young bird lying... devil in disguise

      CLICK

      Ally stared open-mouthed at Grok. He was supposed to be her friend! Why was he lying to her? Before she could do anything more than groan, the sound of footsteps closing in drew her attention back to the hall. A hand appeared in the gloom, long red-painted nails curving around the corner of the wall.

      CLICK

      it’s mama, it’s mama

      CLICK

      “But she’s dead.” A bare foot slid into view, its long toenails painted blood-red like the fingernails. Just the way her mother always liked them.

      “Come in, Allison.” The voice sounded playful.

      CLICK

      it’s mama...young bird lying...it’s alright...mama’s so sweet

      CLICK

      “Come in, Allison, it’s mum. I can answer all your questions. Come to me sweetheart, I’ve missed my Allison.”

      Ally blinked as she stared into the gloom, and all at once, she knew it was mum, and she’d missed her Allison. At last, she’d missed her. Ally sighed. Soon they’d be together, the way fate meant it to be. The way Elvis meant it to be. “I’m coming, mum.”

      CLICK

      mama’s so sweet

      CLICK

      The long fingernails picked at a strip of torn wallpaper, and the voice pleaded. “Come in, Allison. It’s my dinnertime.” The voice chuckled.

      Ally nodded and pushed herself away from the wall. “Be right there, mum. Two secs.” With a last glance at the giant bird, she stepped towards the door, but before she could take another, Grok flapped his enormous wings, engulfing her in tarry-black feathers.

      Caw! Caw! Cawwwwwwww! Danger! Danger friend!

      At this, her mother stepped into full view, and Ally screamed. Quick as a flash, Grok threw himself between the thing in the hall and Ally, and his razor-like beak plucked the tape player from her hand. Then, he swung it in an arc towards the ground, where it shattered into tiny pieces.

      Caw! Cawwww! Danger! Run!

      As though wakened from a dream, Ally turned towards the stairs and threw herself down them, half sliding her way to the bottom. Then she shot into the street and ran, her legs pumping like pistons. She felt the soft beat of wings above her head. It was Grok; her friend. Together they left Wilton Street without a backward glance.
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        * * *

      

      Ally pressed her face against the glass, her eyes following the tiny Neons darting left and right in the tank’s midsection. It was almost like they couldn’t escape her. She pulled back and straightened up, frowning. At once, the little fish glided back together and swept through the vegetation in formation as though nothing had happened.

      “Mummy, mummy, I want a rabbit!” A young red-haired girl, who didn’t look old enough to be in school, pushed past Ally and ran to the rabbit pen. “Look, mummy, white ones. I want a white one!”

      “Let’s get a goldfish, Rebecca,” said mummy, exchanging a smile with Ally. “It was gerbils earlier, but in the last ten minutes, we’ve toyed with a budgie and a tortoise. I’m hoping for fish.” She smiled and rolled her eyes.

      “Good luck,” said Ally, trailing the woman at what she felt was a decent distance, keen to witness negotiations she was certain would end with Rebecca’s mummy saying ‘that one,’ as she guided an assistant to the required fluffy bunny. She arrived at the pen as mummy crouched beside the little girl.

      “Please, please, please, can I have a rabbit mummy?” Rebecca blinked several times. “I’ll love it and love it and love it!” Then she squealed in delight. “Look! This one wants to come home with us.”

      Ally smiled. A tiny white bundle of fluff had bounced across to the wire, and was twitching its nose and oozing cuteness.

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’m not sure. They can be very messy.”

      “But I’ll clean up any mess, mummy, I promise. Please, please, please can I have one?”

      Again, Rebecca’s mummy eyed Ally, this time with eyes that said, ‘I can’t believe I’m about to buy a bloody rabbit! Help me!’

      “You know,” said Ally, stepping forward, “rabbits aren’t only messy, they sometimes bite.” The little girl’s brow crinkled, and she leaned into her mother. “They chew as well, especially toys. They seem to love chewing them.” Ally knelt down, gazing at the tiny creature. “Before you can snap your fingers, Bugs there’ll have chomped the feet off all your dolls.”

      “Do they do that?” Rebecca didn’t look convinced. Her mother looked relieved to have an ally.

      “Yep.” Ally smiled and stretched her hand out towards the rabbit. “Happened to my friend. All her do–”

      Thump, thump, thump, thump.

      “What’s it doing?” said Rebecca.

      Ally froze. The rabbit’s ears lay flat, and its hind feet drummed on the floor.

      “I’m not sure,” said mummy. “I think–”

      “Look!” Rebecca pointed to three light-brown rabbits on the other side of the pen that had been snuffling through hay seconds before. “They’re doing it now.” The girl’s mother pulled her closer.

      “Why are they doing that?” Rebecca twisted in her mother’s arms.

      “It’s a warning,” said Ally, withdrawing her hand and launching herself upright. As soon as she did, the drumming stopped. “Must have moved too fast and scared them.” She smiled at the little girl and her mother, but they didn’t return it. Both of them stared at her for a few seconds, then looked away.

      “Why don’t we go for ice-cream?” said mummy, swivelling around so that her back was facing Ally. She grabbed her daughter’s hand. “We can decide on a pet and come back later.” The girl nodded, and with that, they shot into the cat-treat aisle and disappeared.

      First the fish, now the rabbits. Ally stepped back from the cage and stood on tip-toes, craning her neck to look for Char and Emma. It had been their idea to come here after she ran half-screaming into Char’s arms at the far end of the estate, begging her to get in the car and drive as fast as possible in any direction. She’d been barely coherent, and as they’d bundled her into the back seat of the Audi, they’d decided at once there was only one destination. Pets4U; the free zoo that many years before had brought Emma out of a spectacular tantrum. Thereafter, it became a regular haunt, so when it drew Ally from her terror, it was no surprise. The soothing sound of gurgling water, and the excited squawks and whistles coming from the aviary, always made her smile. Today was no different. Except it was very different. Now, fish and animal alike shrank from her, sensing a danger in her she couldn’t feel. How could that be?

      “Gotcha!” A hand grabbed Ally’s right arm, and she jumped and whirled round, clutching her chest.

      “Wedders!”

      “Who else?” Emma smiled. “Did I scare you?”

      “Scare me? If I wasn’t already dead, you’d have given me a heart attack!” Ally glanced around. “Where’s Char?”

      “Over there?” Emma pointed to the back of the shop. “In the rodent section. I’m getting a hamster.”

      “Oh, that’s nice.” Ally forced a smile. “It’s cool.”

      “I’m going to call it Sniffy.”

      “Sniffy? Where did that come from?”

      Emma shrugged. “No idea. He looks like a Sniffy, so that’s his name. Come and see him.” She held out her hand, but Ally shook her head.

      “Not a good idea. I’ll wait outside and get some air.” As Emma’s face fell, Ally clasped her shoulder. “Ask Char to get one of those fancy hamster tube things, the ones with the coloured pipes they run through. My treat, and I’ll pay her when you come out. Okay?”

      Emma nodded and turned away. Then she stopped. “I know it was scary and you don’t want to talk about it, but I think you should.”

      “Do you?” Even though she felt drained, Ally couldn’t help but smile.

      “Yes.” Emma shrugged again. “If you talk about it, you won’t feel so bad.”

      “Perhaps you’re right. Tell you what, when we get you and Sniffy home, and I have a nice cup of tea, I will.”

      Emma didn’t react.

      “Is that okay?” said Ally, puzzled by Emma’s lack of enthusiasm for something she herself had suggested. “Don’t you want me to tell?”

      Emma’s face fell again. “I saw what you saw.” She flicked her eyes up to Ally’s. “I saw who you saw.”

      At first, Ally said nothing as they stared at each other in silence. Then she nodded and took Emma’s hand. “Char doesn’t know about this, does she?”

      “No.”

      “Well, let’s keep it that way until we figure out what it’s all about. No sense worrying her more than she already is. Agreed?” Emma nodded. “Okay, you sort out little Sniffy’s new toy, and I’ll get you outside.”

      “Right outside?” said Emma, backing away.

      “At the door, I promise. Now go.” Ally watched Emma vanish behind a mountain of dog beds, then she headed for the door, noticing how, in every cage and tank she passed, the inhabitants panicked. Fish darted at speed, battering their heads against the glass. Snakes hissed and coiled, then slithered behind artificial rocks. Two stick insects they’d earlier struggled to find flashed their colourful bellies as a warning. All accompanied by the rhythmic soundtrack from the rabbit pen—thump, thump, thump, thump. Danger! Thump, thump, thump, thump. Danger!

      Ally broke into a trot. After passing a stack of bagged hay, she slid past a roundel of squeaky toys the way she used to take Shedden’s roundabout in the old Golf GTi. After that, four long strides took her into the aviary zone, where, at once, the babble of tweets and shrieks ceased, and every inmate hopped or flapped their way to the front of their enclosures. As she halted and looked around, eyes of every colour met her own, but these eyes held no fear, unlike the rest of the inventory.

      “Welcome! Welcome!”

      The high-pitched hello came from the largest cage in the store, and Ally sauntered over to see her old pal. The sign attached to the mesh told shoppers the massive gold and blue Macaw was called Francesco, and that although he was friendly, he wouldn’t think twice about nibbling fingers if the fancy took him. Ally had never risked her digits, and she wasn’t about to start now, but she liked Francesco, and every time she visited Pets4U, she always stopped before leaving to say hello-goodbye. Somehow, the lack of reaction from the birds now made the ritual feel more important than ever.

      “Hello, Francesco. How’s it hanging?”

      “Hello, friend of Grok.”

      “What did you say?” Ally stepped back. This was new.

      “Friend of Grok. Help us.”

      “How do you know Grok?”

      “Help us.”

      “Help us. Please.”

      “Help us.”

      “Trapped. Help us.”

      The same plea spilled from every cage, and Ally took another step back, hands covering her mouth.

      “Free us, friend of Grok.”

      “Unlock!”

      “Unlock! Unlock!”

      Francesco spoke above the urgent chatter. “Free us, friend of Grok. Unlock the cells and set us free!” He clicked his tongue and gazed into Ally’s eyes. “We suffer.”

      “Oh, no, please not this. I can’t help. I can’t let you out.”

      “We suffer, friend of Grok. Help us. Free us.” Francesco shook his head, fluffing his feathers. “We suffer. Set us free.”

      “I duh... don’t know how.” Ally’s eyes stung even though they were dead and tearless. “And... and you’ll die outside. The other birds will tear you to shreds.” She swung her head left and right, horrified by the tiny, hopeful eyes boring into her.

      “Die free,” said Francesco. “We fly to die free.”

      Ally rushed towards him. “My beautiful friend, I can’t free you. I don’t have a key.” Her head drooped, and for the first time, she touched his cage. There was a loud click, and Ally’s mouth fell open as Francesco dipped his head and nuzzled the fingers of her right hand.

      “Thank you, friend of Grok. Free us all.”

      As Ally stood back, Francesco butted the door to his prison, and it swung open. She glanced at her hands, then at Francesco.

      “Free us.”

      “Free us.”

      The calls came from every cell, and this time Ally couldn’t resist them. With one glance at the security camera hanging over the door, she retraced her steps and approached an enclosure holding several pairs of lovebirds.

      “Free us,” they said in unison.

      Ally touched the mesh and heard a loud click.

      “We are free.”

      She walked to the next cage, and the next one, and the next after that, until she’d trailed her fingers over every one of them, smiling as the doors clicked and swung open. Then she looked over her shoulder and nodded to Francesco, who had already escaped the cage, and who was now perched on an abandoned shopping trolley. There was one more thing to do. With her head down, she marched towards the door, and when it swished open, she stepped out into the cool air and stopped dead. The door stayed open.

      “Fly free, my friends, fly free.” Ally closed her eyes as the whirrs and burrs of beating wings filled the shop. A song of freedom.

      And then chaos descended.

      As Francesco burst from the store, the fire alarm sounded, followed by alarms from the other half dozen units in the zone. As more birds poured out, disgruntled shoppers spilled into the daylight, their annoyance tempered momentarily by the multicoloured festival of flight taking place above their heads. Ally felt a touch on her elbow.

      “What the hell’s going on?” It was Char, and like Emma, she was empty-handed.

      “Some birds got out.” Ally looked up, smiling, as Francesco and his friends whirled and dived in joy. “Somebody set them free. Might have been me.”

      “You!” said Char and Emma together.

      Ally turned around and grinned. “Oops.”

      “Come on,” said Char, grabbing Ally’s hand. “We better go before you’re bloody arrested.” She pulled Ally forward and began pushing her way through the gathering crowds, Emma holding her jacket. Once they hit a quiet spot, they ran to parking zone three and bundled themselves into the car. Char gunned the engine. “Damn!” she said, peering at Ally in the rear-view mirror. “Police must have been nearby; they’ve arrived already.”

      “That’s not good,” said Ally. “Maybe I should make a run for it on my own.”

      “It’s fine,” said Char, engaging first gear and letting the car slide forward. “When we pass the crowd, duck. They’ll have you on CCTV, but we don’t need anyone linking that to the getaway car.”

      Ally pulled her seatbelt down in readiness. “Go,” she said.

      Char hit the gas, and ten seconds later the Audi slid past the milling crowd at the highest speed allowed. As instructed, Ally ducked until they’d cleared the zone and joined the main road. Then she sat up and eyed Emma.

      “Sorry about Sniffy.”

      “It’s fine,” said Emma. “Maybe we can go back...” She stopped as Char gave her a sharp look.

      “We’ll go somewhere else, I promise,” said Ally. “Or we’ll go in disguise.” She grabbed the back of Emma’s seat. “I’m sorry, Wedders, but I had to do it.”

      “Why?” said Char, glancing in the rear-view mirror.

      Ally sucked her bottom lip. “They asked me to, and they said they were friends of Grok, and wanted to be free.” She met Char’s eyes. “They said they were suffering, Char. I couldn’t just leave them there!”

      “So, you can talk to animals?” Emma twisted around and looked at Ally with wide eyes.

      “Yeah, but only birds. Other animals fear me.” She smiled. “Perhaps it’s just as well little Sniffy didn’t come with us.”

      “We should sit you in the garden,” said Char. “Might stop Mrs Carson’s cat using it as a toilet.”

      Ally tried to smile but found she couldn’t. She sighed. “It’s been a funny day, hasn’t it? Don’t suppose it can get any worse, though.”

      “It’s not over yet.” As they glided around Shedden’s roundabout, Char checked her mirrors.

      “Suppose not.” Ally leaned forward and tapped Emma’s shoulder. “Did I mention I can open locks by touching them?” Emma shook her head. “Well, I can. No idea how, but there you go.”

      “That’s an excellent skill to have,” said Char, slowing the car. “Can you do it with handcuffs?”

      Ally sniggered. “Why do you want to know?”

      “Because there’s a set of blue lights flashing behind us and we’re getting pulled over. Unless I jumped a red light back there, your avian prison break might be about to get you arrested.”
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            QUESTIONS, QUESTIONS, QUESTIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Ally pushed her face between the front seats of the police car, peering through the windscreen. The female officer rocked on her heels, chatting to Char and Emma. Her partner, who’d questioned Ally about her actions in Pets4U, now stood alone, talking into his shoulder. He’d said colleagues were still at the store checking the CCTV, and Ally had smiled at him, and said she was glad of that and he’d soon see she’d done nothing wrong. But would he? She clicked her tongue like Francesco had done and relaxed into the back seat again. Yes, the answer was yes. Despite eyewitness accounts that she’d opened all the cages and then escaped in Char’s car, she knew that within a few minutes they’d release her. How she knew this wasn’t clear, but she’d known it even before Sergeant Stenhouse invited her to sit in the wagon. As he’d approached the Audi, she’d barked an order to Char and Emma to say she’d waited in the car for them, and that they had to trust her. They’d agreed with wide-eyed astonishment seconds before Char wound her window down to start the game. And now the game was afoot, because Constable Hicks had joined her colleague, and they were both staring at her. It was almost over.

      Licking her lips, Ally snaked her right hand over the back seat, then touched the door. With a soft click, the child-lock re-engaged. She’d unlocked it with a touch as soon as Sergeant Stenhouse left her alone, planning a quick getaway if her uncalibrated demon-sense had been wrong. Now certain all was well, she couldn’t risk being found in an unlocked-locked vehicle. Not when they’d accused her of opening ten bird cages without a key. She sat up straight. They were coming.

      Constable Hicks yanked the door open. “Out you come.”

      Ally clambered out, her face neutral.

      “Right,” said Constable Hicks, “you’re free to go. CCTV didn’t spot you. Bit of a mix-up, it seems.”

      “I said that,” said Ally, grinning, “but I know you have to do your job, so no harm done.”

      “Yes, well, somebody in the pet shop didn’t do theirs.” The Sergeant’s left eyebrow shot up. “Looks like they didn’t lock the cages after cleaning them this morning. Big parrot got out and must have encouraged the rest. Somehow.” He shrugged. “Anyway, you’re clear, and we’re hunting escaped budgies, so have a good one and drive carefully.” He nodded to his partner, and they took their leave.

      Ally strolled back to the car and bundled herself back into the rear seat.

      “Well?” said Char, twisting round, her face drawn and white.

      “I’m free to go.” Ally grinned. “Looks like I don’t show up on CCTV.”

      “You knew, didn’t you?” said Emma. She pulled the seatbelt away from her neck and peered over her shoulder. “That’s why you told us to say you’d stayed in the car.”

      Ally nodded. “I kind of knew. Nothing specific, though.”

      Emma wriggled in her seat and then dragged her phone from her pocket. “Smile for the camera,” she said to Ally. A blinding flash filled the car.

      “No pictures!” Ally laughed and held her hand in the air. “I’m not a wanted woman now, so the papers won’t buy it.”

      “Just as well,” said Emma, turning her phone screen to Char. “Because you aren’t in it.”

      “What?” Ally plucked the phone from Emma’s hands and stared at the screen, open-mouthed. The photo was clear and bright, and it showed the Audi’s cream leather seats in all their expensive glory. But that was all. She wasn’t there. Ally smiled. “Okay, this is getting weirder by the second, but I quite like it.”

      “I can see that,” said Char, gunning the engine and motioning to Emma to sit round in her seat. “However, Holmes and Watson back there have body cameras, so we better move and hope they don’t think to check them.”

      “Good point.” Ally shrunk in her seat and yanked the seatbelt across, clicking it into place as the car moved off. “Where will we go?”

      “Back to my flat,” said Char, hitting the indicator and pulling out onto the road. “Questions, questions, questions. That’s all we’ve got.” She looked at Ally in the mirror. “We need answers, though, so you need to spill the beans about Wilton Street, and we need to look again at everything we think we know. It’s all connected. Must be.”

      “I hear what you’re saying,” said Ally, glancing at Emma and then away. “But we’ve already done this. We’re going round in circles.”

      “Agreed.” Char removed her left hand from the wheel and poked Emma’s arm. “But I’ve got an idea that might help, although it involves raiding Em’s room for supplies. That okay?”

      “Yes,” said Emma, “of course it is. What do you need?”

      “The entire contents of your craft cupboard.”

      “All of it?”

      “Every bit.” Char grinned. “Trust me.”
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        * * *

      

      The wall opposite the sofa was a riot of colour, covered almost entirely by pink cardboard, and studded with photos and paper cut-outs of everything Char had deemed relevant. In the centre, she’d marked out a large square with Washi tape, dividing it into four smaller boxes and giving each one a name: Players, Items, Places and Events. Outside the box, and to the left-hand side, she’d drawn a bucket. On the right, bookmark-sized cards lay piled on the leather footstool along with markers, coloured string and removable sticky putty.

      “Ready?” said Char.

      Ally and Emma nodded, then squashed against each other in the centre of the sofa.

      “This,” said Char, her palm splayed towards the wall, “is the control centre. Everything we know or think we know goes up there, and it doesn’t come down until you’re back in the land of the living.” She smiled at Ally. “Which, by my watch, has to happen within the next thirty-seven days, or else...”

      “Undying death,” said Ally. “Whatever that means.”

      “Exactly.” Char plucked the photos from the wall. “Let’s work it through together. These are pics of the stuff we found in Lily’s bag, and I’m badging them as objects. Agree?”

      “Agree,” said Ally and Emma together.

      “Can’t see any particular connections between individual items, so I’ll pop them up in no order.” Char grinned as she stuck the photos in the top left-hand box. “We can shuffle them later if we need to.”

      “Now I think about it,” said Ally, “you better put Val Doonican beside the VHS movie. They weren’t mine.”

      Char made the change and stepped back. She looked pleased with herself. “It’s working already. When you see things together, it’s easier to find the pattern.”

      “What next?” said Emma, who, as Char changed the order of the pictures, had taken Ally’s hand.

      “The players.” Char lifted a handful of cardboard strips from the footstool. “I’ve already written all the names. Tell me if you think the positioning is right.”

      Ally squeezed Emma’s hand as they watched Char filling the next box. She had to hand it to her. It was a good idea, because already, links and dead ends stood out, tenuous perhaps, but no longer invisible.

      “Well?” Char stood to the side to display her work.

      “You need to split me off from you two,” said Ally. “Put me on the left with Lily and Azagor.” She sighed. “Better put my mother there as well.”

      “But that leaves just me and Em on the one side.”

      “I know.” Ally stared at the wall. It wasn’t quite right yet. “I think you need three columns. You and Em on one side and Lily and I in the middle. Leave Azagor and my mother on the left.”

      Char shuffled the names as instructed and nodded. “That is better.”

      Ally pursed her lips. “You need to add Grok and Elvis.”

      “Okay.” Char grabbed a marker and made the name cards. “Which columns am I using?”

      “Grok goes beside me.” Ally paused for a second, not quite believing what she was about to say. “Elvis goes beside... Azagor.”

      “But Azagor’s evil,” said Char, exchanging a glance with Emma. “You don–”

      “Elvis is evil too.” Ally flicked her eyes between Char and Emma. “Trust me on this. The King’s on the side of darkness.”

      “If you say so.” Char sighed and made the change. “Anything else for the other boxes?”

      “The black stones.” Emma slid her free hand into her trouser pocket. “They should be under items, the holly as well.”

      Ally nodded with enthusiasm. “Good shout, Wedders. Put the stones and holly separate from the rest of the stuff.”

      “Oh!” Emma tugged Ally’s hand. “The tape player as well. You forgot that.”

      Char nodded and wrote two cards. Then, nose wrinkled, she flicked through the remaining bundle of paper on the footstool. “That’s odd. I’m sure I printed a photo of the tape player, but it’s gone.” Her eyes connected with Ally’s. “Spooky or what?”

      “Very spooky,” said Ally. “Just write it on a card for now.” She turned to Emma, eyebrows raised. “Until it comes back.”

      “That’s creepy.” Emma huddled closer to Ally. “And I don’t want it to come back.”

      “It’s okay, Wedders. Last time I saw it, it was in a dozen pieces. I think we’re fine.”

      “We’re not,” Emma whispered, as Char half turned towards the sofa, marker in hand.

      “Anything else from you two before I move on to places?”

      “Eh, no,” said Ally, “not from me. Wedders?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Right. Now for places.” Char attached four cards to the places box. “I’ve got Wilton Street and this flat together, and Pets4U and Lily’s house on the other side. That’s where all the action’s been since this thing began years ago.”

      “Bantry’s foundry,” said Ally, glancing at Emma. “You need to add it.”

      “But that was a joke. She didn’t get a call from Azagor, did you, Em?” Emma shook her head.

      “I think,” said Ally, “Azagor was in the tunnel with me. He clawed my shoulder, unless you set that up, of course.” She eyed Char, who gave a brisk shake of her head, then wrote a new card and added it to the places list. Ally shuddered. “He touched me. I said nothing before, but...now it’s important, so...”

      Char put the pen down on the footstool and stood facing the sofa. “From now on, everything’s important. Even small things. Got that?”

      Ally and Emma nodded, and Ally ran a hand over her lips. “Could we have a cuppa? I’m feeling a bit dehydrated.” She touched her lips again.

      “Course.” Char beckoned Emma. “C’mon Em, give me a hand.”

      “Large mug for me please,” said Ally, as Emma clambered off the sofa. “Might need more than one.” Char nodded, and as she reached the door, she looked back, her face tight with worry.

      “I don’t want to lose you, Al. Not when I’ve just found you.”

      “You won’t, I promise.” Ally gestured to the wall opposite. “We’ll work things out. The three of us.” As Char slipped away, Ally pulled herself from the sofa and crossed the room to the new control centre. Would they really be able to work everything out with only a few scraps of paper and whatever wits remained between them after the last few days? And what would happen if they couldn’t? If this was as far as they ever got, then what? She’d lose Char forever, that was what. And no wonder. Who’d want a relationship with a walking corpse? For that’s what she’d be; an animated cadaver that didn’t understand the party had finished weeks earlier. She had to face the truth; she’d be alone forever, probably in Hell, and without the only woman she’d ever wanted. Sighing, she glanced at the wall again, and her eyes fell on the places tab. Did the answer lie there? Perhaps. But whether it did or didn’t, it was still part of the puzzle, and it meant she had no option. After tea, she’d have to tell Char and Emma about Wilton Street.
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        * * *

      

      “I think she hated me because I reminded her of him.” Ally forced herself to smile, although it was the last thing her face wanted to do. “I’m told I got his dark hair but her good looks.”

      “Have you ever met him?” said Emma, holding tight to Char’s arm as they hunkered at the other end of the sofa.

      “Never. Far as I’m aware, he left the scene long before I came screaming into the world. And I mean screaming. According to her, I bawled for three hours solid after she squeezed me out.” Ally smirked. “Must have known what I’d been born into.”

      “Was it terrible?” Emma shifted position and burrowed into Char.

      Ally shrugged. “I could never please her, no matter how hard I tried.” She ran her fingers through her hair, teasing it one way and then the other. “And she had a temper, but when she slapped, she left my face out of it.” Ally balled the fingers of her right hand into a tight fist and bumped it over her torso, clocking Emma’s wide eyes and thin lips. “Always here, nowhere else.” She grabbed Emma’s foot. “Hey, don’t be upset. It didn’t happen all the time, and by the time I was twelve I was about a foot taller than her and big enough to hit back.” She leaned forward and looked Emma in the eye. “And I did, but only once.”

      “Did it stop after that?”

      “Sure did.” This wasn’t a lie. All it had taken was one returned slap on a miserable Saturday afternoon and that had been that, although her mother had more in her arsenal than fisticuffs. For Emma’s sake, though, Ally pressed the fast-forward button. “Then I grew up and left home at sixteen. And that’s how I became the demon you know and love.”

      “Where did you go when you left home?” Emma wasn’t giving up, and Ally smiled, pointing at Char.

      “To your sister’s.”

      “Our house?”

      “Well, yeah, but you hadn’t arrived at that point, so I didn’t think you’d mind.” This made Emma smile, and Ally’s heart felt lighter and all the better for it. “I went between your place and a room at a YMCA hotel in Manchester. Then I got a flat here and I’ve been in it ever since.”

      “I like your place.”

      “I do too.” Ally smiled and leaned back on the thick sofa cushions. “When I moved in, Char and I took about three weeks to cover every inch of purple with white emulsion.”

      “Oh God, it was dreadful, wasn’t it?” said Char, at last finding her voice. “Four bloody coats on every wall. I was demented by the end.”

      “You and me both.” Ally sighed. “Seems a long time ago, doesn’t it?”

      Char nodded. “And now we’re getting old and it won’t be long until we collect our pensions together.” She smiled at Ally, but her eyes said. ‘if we’re lucky, that is.’ Then, as though someone had flicked a switch, she grinned and kissed the top of Emma’s head. “Guess what.”

      “What?” Emma tipped her head back.

      “I’ve got a new girlfriend.”

      “No way!” Emma threw a worried look in Ally’s direction. “Have you seen her? What’s she like?”

      “Better than the last one.” Ally ignored Char’s loud tut and kept going. “This one’s a bit of a looker.” She grinned at Emma. “Hollywood movie good looking.”

      “Is it you?” said Emma, sitting bolt upright.

      Ally giggled.

      “It is you,” said Emma. “O.M.G!”

      “How the hell did you hear Hollywood good looks and think, Ally?”

      Emma tilted her head back and leaned into Char again. “Because you always say she could have been a film star.”

      “You said that?”

      Char gave a sheepish grin. “Of course I did. It’s true.”

      Ally’s delight deposited a goofy grin on her face, although if she’d had blood running through her veins, it would also have splashed a fair amount of it on her cheeks. Regardless, she covered them with her hands. “You can keep going if you like. We’re all friends here.”

      Char draped her arms around a delighted-looking Emma. “Let’s see.” She pursed her lips and appeared thoughtful. “How about she’s the best kisser in the world?” Emma giggled. “And she’s the best friend anyone could hope for, despite having the most dreadful taste in socks.”

      Ally wiggled her toes and raised both feet to display her banana print ankle-highs. “These are classy.”

      “Classy my... anyway, it’s true. That big lump at the other end of the sofa is my official other half, and I’m lucky to have her. Wish I’d worked things out sooner.”

      “When you get married, will I be a bridesmaid?”

      Char and Ally eyed one another.

      “Well,” said Ally, “when–”

      “All this is over,” said Char, grabbing the baton. “It’s best we break the curse first, or else I’d be marrying a demon!”

      “I’d like a pink dress,” said Emma, sighing. She pointed to Ally. “Will you be wearing a dress?”

      “Oh, good grief, no!” Ally’s face contorted. “Demons don’t wear dresses.”

      “But you won’t be a demon when you get married.”

      “But people who were once demons don’t wear dresses either.”

      “Who told you that?” Emma scrunched up her face.

      “Elvis,” said Ally, without thinking. “When he wasn’t trying to lure me inside my old house.”

      Like a needle being snatched from an old vinyl record, the conversation stopped dead and the jovial mood broke.

      “Suppose that brings us back to what happened at Wilton Street,” said Char, hugging Emma. “You must tell us.”

      Ally nodded. “I know, but I don’t want to scare anybody.”

      “You mean me,” said Emma.

      “I mean everybody, including me.” Ally raised a hand to silence further protests. She understood she had to tell them, but to do so, she’d have to relive it, which wasn’t a pleasant thought. “I’m not sure where to start.”

      Char pointed to the paper-studded wall opposite. “We have loads of information, and we know why you went to Wilton Street. We don’t know why you wanted to go inside an abandoned flat. Seems important.”

      “Elvis told me to do it.”

      “Elvis.” Char nodded. “Okay.”

      “He did.” Ally tipped her head towards the control centre. “That’s why he’s beside Azagor on the chart. He told me to go in, and she was inside.” Ally looked Char in the eye. “If it hadn’t been for Grok, I’d have gone in and she’d have got me.” Her throat gave a dry click as she swallowed. “Grok told me to leave. He said it was dangerous, but Elvis said he was lying, and mum was shouting for me to come in and... I didn’t know who to believe!”

      “So you didn’t go inside,” said Char. “Why not?”

      “Grok stopped me, but not before I saw her.” Ally’s head dropped, and she closed her eyes. “You’d have recognised her, Char. More or less. Same red varnish on the nails, same bouffant hair, same big sunny smile.”

      “She never changed, did she?” Char unpeeled herself from Emma and moved her aside. Then she shuffled along the edge of the sofa until she was beside Ally. She took her hand. “Finish the story, then let it rest.”

      “She was wearing the grey dress she used to wear on Saturday nights out. Looked brand new.” Ally opened her eyes but kept her head down. “It’s funny, but she looked pretty good for somebody who’s been dead for eight years.” She glanced at Char. “But she was weird.”

      “How so?” said Char.

      Ally scrunched her eyes up, searching for the word. Then she found it. “Flexible.”

      “Flexible?”

      “Yeah, flexible. Her legs and arms were... backwards, but... she could still bend them forwards. Yeah, flexible’s the right word.”

      Emma reached for Char and grabbed a handful of her shirt, then she slipped from the sofa and marched on her knees to sit on the floor in front of her. “Can I sleep in your bed tonight?”

      Char nodded. “We can all share.” She ruffled Emma’s hair. “We can pretend we’re having a girly sleepover. As soon as Ally finishes her story, I’ll pop to the shops and grab some popcorn and we can do a movie later. Sound good?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sounds great to me,” said Ally. “We could all do with something to lighten things up a bit.” She forced a smile for Emma’s sake. “I better crack on then.”

      “Yes please,” said Char. “Better out than in, as they say.”

      “Okay. There’s not much more to it. Like I said, she was the same apart from bendy limbs, and when she arrived at the bottom of the hall, and I saw all of that, I screamed.” Ally scratched at her left pinkie. “That’s when Grok saved me. He flew in between us, blocking mum off, and he grabbed the tape player and smashed it.” She scratched her finger again. “Next thing I knew, I was throwing myself down the stairs. It was like I’d woken from a dream. Then I ran. Grok came with me, but when I saw you two, he vanished. You know the rest.”

      Char leaned over and kissed Ally’s cheek. “Feel any better getting that out?”

      “A little.”

      “Good.” Char pecked her cheek again. “We can chew over what it all means after I get back from the shops.” She turned to Emma. “Popcorn time. Want to come with me?”

      “She’s not finished yet.” Emma swung her eyes towards Ally. “You haven’t told us everything.”

      “Em, how do you know that?” Char touched her sister’s shoulder.

      “I don’t know how I know it, but I do. There’s something else. Something worse, and Ally must tell us.”

      “Wedders is right. There is something.”

      “What?” said Char in a whisper.

      Ally took what would have been a deep breath had she still been alive. “Remember when I left the house at sixteen?”

      Char nodded. “How could I forget?”

      “Well, about a month before that, I threatened to go unless she treated me better. All I got in return was insults and menaces, the usual stuff. But when I was going out the door, she said something peculiar. I presumed she was doing the drama queen thing, but now I don’t think she was.”

      “What did she say?” said Emma

      “She said, and I quote, ‘if you walk out that door, Missy, these old mother’s eyes will never look on you again, not for eternity!’”

      “Okay,” said Char, “very odd.”

      “And,” said Ally, “she was right.” She rubbed her mouth, thinking of the best way to say it. “I said she looked the same apart from her newfound flexibility, but that wasn’t the only thing. She didn’t have any eyes, and I think something pecked them out!”

      “Oh, that’s awful,” said Char. She pulled Ally closer. “Listen to me, we’ll fix this. I promise we’ll fix this.”

      “We’d better, because that’s not all.” Ally scratched her pinkie again, irritated by the now constant itch. “I think if we don’t break the curse, then my undying death will be with her in that flat. Forever.” She met Char’s eyes, and had she been able to cry, she’d have flooded the room with tears. “Please don’t let her get me. I don’t want to spend eternity with her.”

      “You won’t,” said Char, at once pulling Ally into her arms. Emma watched them in silence.

      Ally said nothing. Instead, she clung to the only woman in the world she’d ever want to be with in eternity. Char. The love of her life. She held on tighter, telling herself they would solve Lily’s puzzle and defeat Azagor. But time was getting short. Even now, the first signs of decay had appeared. With her head on Char’s shoulder, she risked a glance towards her left pinkie and grimaced. The skin around the knuckle had split, and when she wiggled the finger, bone shone through the papery layers of skin. She was already falling apart.
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      Ally stared at the ‘events’ quadrant of the control centre. She’d narrowed things down to eight headings, and although some covered several incidents, one generic label worked well and kept things tight. At the centre of each event, she’d written her own name, and at the peripheries, she’d added those who were also involved, even tangentially. Then she’d stepped back to take in the bigger picture. But it was no use. Yes, there were links aplenty, most of them obvious. However, none of the clues on the wall suggested a way forward, and they gave no hint at all of how to find the person who didn’t want help, but who must receive it. She scratched her mouldy finger again, this time through the band-aid she’d used as camouflage. They needed a plan, any plan. Something to get things moving. But what? Before she could ponder it further, the living room door swished open.

      “Tea’s ready,” said Emma. “Breakfast too, if you want it.”

      “Thanks.” Ally tucked her decaying hand into the pocket of her jeans, hiding the hurried repair job. “I’m still not hungry though, so tea’s fine.” She pointed to Emma’s blue jeans and pink tee-shirt combination. “All your monster gear in the wash?”

      Emma shook her head. “Felt like a change.”

      “Nothing wrong with that, I suppose. Everything okay with you?”

      “Apart from you’re dead and your finger’s ready to drop off, yes.”

      Ally said nothing, but clenched her concealed digits.

      “I know you didn’t cut yourself with the tin-opener. So does Char.”

      “I see.”

      “But we decided not to say anything.”

      Ally gave a grim smile. “That was decent of you.”

      “Char said it was bad enough for you, with all your bits dropping off.”

      “They’re not,” said Ally at once. “I checked all over when you two went for popcorn.” She teased her left hand from her pocket. “So far, it’s my tiniest finger only, and I’m betting I just need more tea and some moisturising cream.”

      “Probably.”

      “Wedders, are you really okay? And I don’t mean about all the creepy walking dead stuff. I mean about other things. Anything bothering you?” Ally shifted her feet on the spot, agitated. “You can tell me anything, you know.”

      “I know I can, but I’m fine.” Emma extended a hand and looked Ally in the eye. “Come on, Char’s waiting, and she has a plan.”

      “For this?” Ally cocked a thumb towards the control centre.

      “Uh-huh. It’s not much, but it might work.”

      “Do you think it will?”

      Emma shrugged. “If it doesn’t, it might make something else happen that does work.”

      Ally took Emma’s hand. “I like the way you think, Wedders.” She grinned. “Take me to your leader.”

      “Affirmative,” said Emma in a robot-like voice, then she pulled Ally into the hall, past the huge holly lurking in the corner, and into the kitchen where Char was already sitting at the table.

      “There you are,” said Char, grabbing a slice of toast from the plate in the centre of the table. “Thought you’d got lost.”

      “Lost in thought,” said Ally, letting go of Emma’s hand and depositing herself in the chair opposite Char’s. “I’ve added in some events to the wall chart. Doesn’t help much, but I’m told you have a cunning plan.”

      “I do.” Char winked at Emma. “But first, let’s fix breakfast. You up for food yet?”

      “Nope.” Ally frowned. “Doesn’t interest me, although I’m hungry. Feels the same as the not sleeping problem.”

      “Still not tired?” said Char, taking a bite of toast.

      “I don’t know. I’m exhausted, but I’m too wired.” Ally sighed. “I’m dead on my feet, and I don’t mean I’m a walking corpse. I just can’t sleep.” She grabbed the wooden handle of the large glass teapot. “Think I’ll stick to this. Shall I pour?”

      “Saves me,” said Char, holding out her cup. Emma stopped buttering her toast to do likewise.

      “Tell me,” said Ally as she poured tea for everyone, “what’s the cunning plan?”

      “Well, here’s the thing.” Char took another bite of toast, chewing it as though deep in thought. “You need to find and help a person who doesn’t want your help.”

      “I’d hoped you’d narrowed it down to a name and address.” Ally smiled and sipped her tea.

      “You’re jumping ahead.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” Char took a mouthful of tea. “To find the person you need to find, I think you need to help anybody. And by that, I mean any person you meet who looks like they might need help.”

      “You mean at random?” Ally snorted. “Did you forget the forty days thing? There isn’t enough time to work through the population individually in the hope I strike it lucky.”

      “I know that.” Char and Emma exchanged a conspiratorial glance. “But we think if you stay local, your demon-sense might kick in and guide you.”

      “And,” said Emma, her eyes bright, “at the end of each day, we’ll record what happened to you, and see if it links to anything on the control board.”

      “So, I’m in town helping little old ladies across the road? Is this how you see it?”

      “What if one of the little old ladies is a witch?” Emma chomped into her toast.

      “Well–”

      “She might want no one to know she’s a witch, and if she senses you’re part demon, then she won’t want your help in case tell on her.” Emma grinned. “Because you’d know she was a witch.”

      Ally nodded and gulped some tea.

      “We’re going to take the control centre off my wall and head over to the foundry. There’s more space for it there. We’ll drop you in town and pick you up later. That okay?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Nope,” said Char. “We need to start somewhere, and this is Plan A. We move to Plan B, C, and all the way through the alphabet if need be.”

      Ally nodded, then reached for the teapot and poured herself a top-up. “It’s cold out there. Can I borrow a pair of gloves?” She rolled a glance around the table. “If anything happens to my hands, gloves would help.” They all eyed the plaster on her left pinkie, but nobody mentioned it.

      “I’ll give you the black leather ones you got me last Christmas,” said Char. “I wore them last winter so they’re softened up f–”

      “Cool,” said Ally, interrupting. “The softer, the better.” She didn’t make eye contact. “If you’ve got spare moisturiser, that would be good as well, or I can buy some in town.”

      “I’ve got tubs of the stuff,” said Char. “Em has too, but hers smells of strawberry shortcake. Use mine.”

      “What’s wrong with strawberry shortcake?” Emma scowled at her sister, but her eyes danced.

      “Nothing wrong with it.” Char nodded her head towards Ally. “I don’t think Al’s the fruit moisturiser type. Unless something’s changed.”

      Drawn out by the small talk, Ally managed a smile. “I like fruit on my socks, not on my face.”

      “Good,” said Char, “that’s settled then. You go to town and help the aged, and later on we’ll bathe you in asses’ milk, or if Waitrose doesn’t have any, I’ll get semi-skimmed from Tesco.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      And that was it. Plan A was in motion.
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      On most Sundays, finding enough shoppers on the High Street who might need help would have been like discovering a needle in a haystack. Like many other towns fighting against the mighty internet, a dwindling customer base had led to a gradual cutback in shop opening hours, which in itself further embedded the decline. Soon, weekend trade meant just Saturday, and even then, only until mid-afternoon. Luckily for Bledsdale, an enterprising local councillor had indulged in some out of the box thinking. Now, on every fourth Sunday, the High Street hosted craft fairs, farmer’s markets, exhibitions, and even the odd jazz festival in summer. Local shopkeepers, who at first hadn’t been impressed, soon realised there was money to be made, and over the course of a year, the town centre had undergone a modest revival. And so, when Char dropped her off outside Baxter’s Gym, Ally found herself in the middle of the Bledsdale Autumn Fair. Somehow, be it by luck or by fate, she’d arrived with a small notebook and high hopes on one of the busiest days of the year.

      The most noticeable thing about the town centre, apart from the unmistakable aroma of sugar and fried onions, had been the steady stream of people spilling out from the train station. Ally had targeted it straight away, and within an hour, she’d helped more than a dozen people, all bar two of whom had thanked her for her help. Thereafter, she’d strolled through the market and reunited a lost a purse with its owner, helped one old lady across a road, and assisted a stallholder with clearing up a spill of sugar syrup. And that had been that.

      Ally downed the rest of her tea, then crunched the paper cup and set it on the table. She picked up her notebook and flicked through it, frowning at the sum of her day’s work. Just three ungrateful souls, and none of them the person she was seeking. She glanced at the notes. Station Guy, as she’d christened him, had been struggling with heavy luggage, and although he’d waved his arms and raised his voice to decline her help, she’d battled on and escorted him and his bags to the taxi rank. Once there, he’d told her to bugger off and leave him alone, but before she complied, she’d touched her chest, hoping to feel even a faint heartbeat. But there’d been nothing.

      Undeterred, she soon spotted Trolley Gal, a florid middle-aged woman having a fight with a luggage trolley. As soon as Ally had offered to release it from its companions, the woman gave her such a verbal battering that Ally almost told her to bugger off. Instead, she harrumphed and yanked the trolley with sufficient force to dislodge it. Not waiting for thanks or further argument, she’d headed out of the station, once again disappointed that her heart remained still. The final unpromising lead was Little Old Lady Four, the one who, when Ally had escorted her across Grantham Street, swiped her with her handbag, then about-turned and marched back across the road! She’d been the funniest one, and another unappreciative stranger who’d left her as dead as she’d found her. Ally closed the book and tucked it into her jacket’s inside pocket. Then she checked her watch. It was time to go home.
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      Although she kept an eye out for distressed yet grumpy citizens, it wasn’t until she reached the back end of the new five-level car park that Ally spotted something unusual. Ahead of her, and on the opposite side of the road, a woman who looked in her late fifties ran out of Langton Street and flew across the road. Then, before throwing herself through the car park door, she shot a glance over her shoulder. Ally followed her eyeline and saw two men, their faces hidden by hoods. They broke into a run, and when they reached her side of the road, she stepped into the shadow of a black van parked on the corner. Seconds later, the men vanished inside the multi-storey. Without thinking, Ally bolted after them, anger flooding through her. This wasn’t about finding the mystery person who needed help, it was about stopping two men from ruining a woman’s life. And there was something else; an overwhelming desire to punish them. To see in their eyes the same terror the woman must have felt in her heart. And that’s what she, Ally, would do. Punish them. It was what she was for now.

      Barging through the door, she heard two heavy pairs of feet pounding up the stairs to her left. She glanced at the lift. Floor five. Open to the elements and just what she needed. At once, she ran for the rear stairwell and took the stairs two, and sometimes three at a time, reaching the roof just in time to see the woman pinned against the bonnet of her car by the taller of the two men. The other one stood a metre further away, a knife in his outstretched hand.

      “Let her go. Now!”

      Startled, both men whipped their heads towards the voice, then they looked at each other and the first one pulled the woman towards him. His partner pointed the knife in Ally’s direction.

      “You don’t want summa this, you betta run, bitch.”

      The knifeman jerked the weapon in Ally’s direction, but she didn’t stop. As she strode towards the scene, her head twitched from side to side. “I said, let her go.”

      “Or wot.”

      “Or this,” said Ally, feeling the most intense sense of freedom sweep through her. She let out a cry, “Caw! Caw! Caw! Caw!” Then, throwing her arms wide, she threw her head back, and as it rebounded, she opened her mouth and spewed out a dense cloud of black feathers.

      Eyes like saucers, the knifeman shuffled backwards, then he turned and ran through the plumage. His partner, having already pushed the woman away, attempted to follow him, but tripped over his own feet and fell backwards onto the tarmac. In an instant, Ally was upon him. As her right hand went for his throat, she splayed her fingers, and long black claws burst through her glove and wound themselves around his neck. “You should have listened to me.” She pulled the man upright, ignoring his hands, prying without success at her claw. “Now I need to punish you.” Her head twitched twice to the right, and she side-eyed the woman, who was gripping her car like it was about to blow away. “Leave now,” said Ally. Then she turned back to her captive and dragged him towards the edge of the roof, aware of the sound of tyres squealing behind her. “Can you fly?” she said, hoisting the man into the air and dangling him over the edge. “I can fly. I can do anything!”

      “Please.” The dangling man’s eyes popped. “Don’t let me go.”

      “I can do anything,” Ally said again, “including finding you if I choose.” Her head bobbed from side to side. “Do you want me to find you?”

      “No.”

      Ally nodded, then pulled the man back to safety and dropped him onto the ground. She leaned over him and sprayed him with more feathers. “I’ll know if you try anything like this again.”

      “Please, I wuh-won’t. Puh-please!” He cowered before her, arms covering his head.

      “Good.” Ally stepped back. “I’ll be on my way then.” With that, she turned on her heel and ran, bulleting down the stairs and out into the air, heading for Baxter’s gym. When she arrived, Char and Emma were already sitting in the car waiting for her, and she threw herself into the back seat. “Go now,” she said. “Make it fast.”

      Char gunned the engine. “What the hell happened?”

      “Are you okay?” said Emma, staring beyond Ally and out of the rear window.

      “I almost threw a man off the carpark roof, but he’d have deserved it. He needed punished.” In the rear-view mirror, she saw fear in Char’s eyes. “Bantry’s foundry, quick as you can.”

      Without indicating, Char yanked the steering wheel hard to the right and hit the gas. The car swept around in a U-turn, tyres screeching as they took off at speed. Ally wiggled the fingers of her right hand, which, to her relief, was no longer a claw. “It’s been a busy day,” she said. Then she sank into the seat and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t explain it any better than I already have,” said Ally, her eyes following Emma as she added new information to the control centre. “Like I said, I felt like me, but not the normal me; another me.” Resting her head on Char’s shoulder, she nuzzled her neck. “I’m sorry I scared you.”

      “I know you are, but I’ve already said it’s okay. You don’t have to keep apologising.”

      “But I feel I should.” Ally smiled and kissed Char’s cheek. “You smell fantastic.” She flicked a glance at Emma. “Do you think we might manage some time alone tonight? You know, adult time.” She pecked Char again.

      “Do you mean what I think you mean?”

      “Mmmm, I feel kinda sexy. Don’t you?”

      Char raised her head and caught Emma staring at them, both cheeks blazing red. “We should discuss this later.” She nudged Ally’s head off her shoulder and pointed to Emma with her eyes. “Em’s not deaf, you know.”

      Ally blinked several times and sat up straight. “Okay, sorry, sorry.” She offered Emma an apologetic smile. “Sorry, Wedders, I’m not quite myself. Forgot you were there.” She reached for Char’s hand and squeezed it. “I felt all...you know.”

      “Yeah, I noticed.”

      “I’m fine, and I’ll get myself together. There’s lots to do.” Ally cleared her throat and pointed to the control centre. “None of the people I helped today are who we’re looking for.”

      “Can you be sure?” said Emma, looking pleased to return to less embarrassing discussions.

      Ally tapped her chest. “I’m still dead. If I’d found the right person, I think it would have given the old ticker a jumpstart.”

      “What now?” Char slid her hand away from Ally and got to her feet. “This is the only idea that’s even half reasonable, but it’s a waste of time.”

      Ally shook her head. “It’s not, but don’t ask me how I know that. I just do. I need to keep searching.”

      “But where has that got us?” Char stared at Ally, both hands planted on her hips. “All you’ve done is annoy people, apart from the one you attempted to murder.”

      “I didn’t try to murder him. I scared the bejesus out of him, and there’s a difference.”

      “But you weren’t in control, Al. You said it yourself.”

      Ally shrugged. “I was angry. I mean, I was actually spitting feathers, real ones.”

      “Yes, I know, but you can’t go around doing stuff like that.” Char sighed. “If you insist on going back out there, then I’m coming with you.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      “But you need protection.”

      “From what?” shouted Ally, scowling.

      “Yourself.” Char’s voice was soft. “You need somebody to keep you safe from you, or whatever’s inside you.”

      “But tha–” Ally stopped in mid-flow and held up both hands. Emma looked like she was about to cry, and Char wasn’t far behind her, her gorgeous dreamy eyes already wet. “You’re right, I’m a liability.”

      “You’re not,” said Char. “I meant you could do with someone beside you to hold you back from things you haven’t learned to control.”

      Ally eased herself off the sofa and walked to Char, taking one hand when she got there. She stretched her other hand out to Emma. “Group hug?” Emma ran across, and both Ally and Char pulled her in tight.

      Emma burrowed into the hug. “It will be okay, won’t it?”

      “Promise it will be,” said Ally, squeezing her tighter. “You’ll be at school tomorrow, and I’ll head out on my rounds, this time with protection.” She pulled Char closer and kissed her chin. “That’s a thank you kiss, not a sexy one in case anyone thought I was still feeling se—”

      “I wasn’t thinking that at all,” said Char, interrupting.

      “Neither was I,” said Emma.

      Ally grimaced. “Only me then?”

      Emma and Char nodded.

      “Okay, let’s leave things for now.” Ally pulled back a little and smiled. “I’ll go home tonight and give you both some peace. Then tomorrow we–”

      “You can’t go home.” It was Emma. “If you go home, something bad might happen.” She looked at Char, pleading. “Tell Ally she’s okay to come home with us.”

      “She is,” said Char. She pulled Ally against her. “You are, and you always are. Never forget that.”

      Ally smiled at both of them. “This is a brilliant group hug.” She pulled them closer and squinted at Emma, wondering whether what she’d said was another example of what Lily had called her gift, or if it was her way of defusing the tension. “When we go home, I might want more hugs. Is that okay?”

      “Of course it is.” Char took a deep breath and broke the huddle. “Right, come on, let’s split.” She nudged Emma. “We need to get you ready for school anyway, and it’s getting late.”

      “We need to find me more gloves too,” said Ally, a sheepish grin on her face. “Got any that would fit claws?”

      At this, Emma rolled her eyes, and Char left them to collect her things.

      “Demons don’t wear gloves,” said Emma.

      “Why?” Ally gave Emma an affronted look. “Are demons barred from looking good when they go on the prowl?”

      “No idea.” Emma shrugged and took her coat from Char. “I was on a website trying to find something on Grok, and it said demons don’t wear clothes.”

      “Come on.” Char waved at them to follow her.

      “But I wear clothes.” Ally tapped Emma’s shoulder to get her attention again. “I’m a demon and I wear clothes, so the internet was wrong.”

      “You’re only part demon, though. It’s not the same.”

      “You’re splitting hairs.”

      Emma tutted. “I’m not. Anyway, I found something about Grok.”

      “What?” said Ally and Char together.

      “Interesting things.”

      As Char set the alarm and ushered them outside, Ally nudged Emma again. “Tell me about Grok.”

      “He’s a giant demon crow.”

      Ally’s nose wrinkled. “Tell me something new about Grok.”

      “His two friends are called Hrak and Hrek. They’re demon crows too.”

      “I saw all three,” said Ally, scanning the darkening sky. “They were in your kitchen on top of the fridge.” She gazed skyward again. “Don’t suppose it told you how to summon them.”

      Emma shook her head as they bundled themselves into Char’s car. After fixing her seatbelt, she turned and leaned over the back seat. “The web said nothing, but I think I know how to do it.” She flicked her eyes between Ally and Char. “The black stones Lily gave us, remember? You said Ally saw Grok for the first time when you let her see yours. Maybe that’s how it’s done.”

      “So we can make them appear,” said Ally, a shimmer of hope in her eyes. “Lily said they’d help me.”

      “Yep.” Emma grinned in triumph. “So, all we need to do is bring the stones out when we get home. Then you can call them.”

      “You’re the smartest person in that seat, Wedders. And I love you for it.” Ally grinned. She was still in the game.
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      “You’re early,” said Ally, pushing aside the bundle of photographs Char had given her before taking Emma to school.

      “She made me leave her at Rowley’s.”

      Ally’s eyebrows shot up. “Why?”

      “She asked, so I did. That’s how it works, remember?”

      “I know, but I didn’t think they opened the pool this early.”

      Char kissed the top of Ally’s head. “They don’t. She didn’t want to be seen with me.”

      “Not cool enough?”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      Char shook her head. “She’s at a funny age.”

      “Are you sure that’s all it is?”

      “She’s just being a normal teenager who likes to get her own way.”

      “Ah, you mean she’s still annoyed about last night?”

      “What else?”

      “Glad I opted for the bus to here, then.” Ally gestured for Char to sit. “Look, I’ll talk to her when she comes home. I think using the stones to summon Grok was a brilliant idea, but I didn’t fancy doing it in your apartment. Here’s much better.” She waved her hand in a circle. “Loads of places for demons to mingle if I end up summoning something worse than a talking bird.”

      Char’s eyes widened. “Could you do that?”

      “No idea, but that’s the problem. I don’t know what’s possible yet, and I can’t control it either. Look.” Ally jumped to her feet and stood facing Char. “I’m going to try vomiting feathers. Don’t get scared now.” Without waiting for Char to reply, she closed her eyes and threw her arms out wide. Then she screamed out the crow call—Caw! Caw! Caw!—and threw her head back. As it rebounded, she opened her mouth wide and bore down on a startled looking Char. Nothing happened. She tried again, this time while thinking about the evil lurking in Wilton Street. Still, nothing happened.

      “Very scary,” said Char as Ally flopped back on the sofa.

      “Do you mean that?”

      Char shook her head. “Not in the slightest.”

      Ally nudged her and tutted, then gave a broad smile. “That’s my point. I don’t know what I’m doing until I’m doing it.”

      “We can both speak to Em tonight.” Char reached for Ally’s hand. “Safety in numbers anyway.”

      Ally nodded. Then she hiccupped. “What if we–” She hiccupped again. “Hold on.” She stuck her tongue out, gagging, then she coughed once and fished a long black feather from her mouth. Holding it out to Char, she shrugged. “Not very impressive, but you can have it anyway.”

      “Think I’ll pass.”

      “Thought you might.” Ally twirled the feather between her fingers, then let it fall to the floor as she considered her options. She could say nothing, and hope it was nothing. But what if it was something? What if she held her tongue and then discovered Emma was in danger?

      “Al, you okay? You’re drifting again.”

      Ally looked up and smiled. “Fancy a foot-rub?”

      At once, Char sat up straight. “A foot-rub? Now?”

      Ally nodded. “Why not?”

      Char shook her head and held Ally’s eyes prisoner with her gaze. “You’re hiding something.”

      “You can’t know th–”

      “Yes, I can. You’re trying to keep me calm.”

      “Am I?”

      “Yes. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      Ally turned away, staring at the wall beyond the bar. Char had sussed her, so there was no point prolonging the argument. “It’s Wedders. I think she might have a problem.”

      “Has she said something?”

      Ally slid off the sofa, then wobbled closer to Char on her knees. When she settled into position, she took Char’s hands and kissed them. “Before we go any further, if there’s a problem, it’s not your fault.”

      “But–”

      “No!” said Ally, placing two fingers on Char’s lips. “Don’t move these until you’ve used these.” She walked two fingers across Char’s left cheek, then tapped them on her ear. “What did you always tell Wedders to do when she was younger?”

      Char sighed. “Bring your listening ears.”

      “So take your own advice and let me speak.” In the silence that followed, Ally took Char’s hands again. “I think somebody’s bullying Wedders.” She glanced at the forlorn-looking feather she’d somehow summoned. “And it’s not my demon-sense telling me that.”

      “Has Em spoken to you?” Char’s voice wobbled, and cracked on the last word.

      “You’re doing it, blaming yourself. Stop it.”

      “But I... I’m... supposed to be looking after her.” Char cleared her throat and turned her head away.

      Ally cupped Char’s chin and pulled her face around. “She didn’t tell me anything, okay? But she said a couple of odd things, and now she’s back at school and she’s acting weird again.”

      “What odd things? What’s been happening?”

      Char’s level tone made Ally smile, and she stretched and kissed her on the chin. “That’s better.” She hunkered back on her heels and ran her tongue over her teeth, considering how to proceed. “The Facebook thing. One minute she’s all over it, then she hates it. Then there’s the laptop.” Ally shook her head. “I used hers the other day, and it’s not slow. Nothing wrong with it, so I think she lied so she could use yours. Now, why would she do that?”

      “I don’t believe this,” said Char, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “Online bullying?”

      Ally nodded. “Has to be. You know what these things are like. The minute you go online, you’re broadcasting your presence. Unless you use somebody else’s laptop, that is.”

      Char closed her eyes again, then pulled one hand free and rubbed it across her forehead. “Sometimes I hate kids.”

      “I don’t mind them,” said Ally. “Couldn’t eat a whole one, though.” She narrowed her eyes. “Mind you, now I’m part demon. If we find out who they are, I could eat them!”

      Char’s eyes popped open. “Tell me that’s a joke.”

      “It’s a joke,” said Ally at once. “Best I could muster would be a nasty feathering.”

      “As little as that?”

      “I think so.” Ally shrugged. “Look, who knows what I could do, but it doesn’t matter. Tonight, we speak to Wedders. You try not to fight with her, and I’ll try to keep my claws in. If all else fails, we can distract her with a bit of demon summoning.”

      “Poor demon,” said Char. “Imagine being conjured into the middle of a special Emma moment.”

      “I know.” Ally chuckled. “I should summon Azagor and be done with it. Let Wedders deal with him.” She grinned. “That might work.”

      “You’re not wrong.” Char found her smile, but it fell away almost as soon as it arrived. “Oh Al, I worry about her so much.” She patted the sofa and Ally rolled herself back onto it like an obedient puppy. “She pretends she’s all grown-up and sometimes... sometimes I forget she isn’t. And I’m never sure how to handle her. One minute I’m the mum, then I’m the sister, and then I’m the best friend.”

      “Total head-spinner,” said Ally. “And that’s why you shouldn’t be too quick to slip on the hair shirt. Must be hard being everything at once.” She ran her eye around their surroundings. “And don’t forget, you’re building a business at the same time. It’s a lot to think about.”

      “Emma helped loads.” Char gestured towards the office. “She did the initial bookings and all the customer research after each one. Found buckets of information I can use.”

      “Research? On customers?”

      Char nodded. “It’s how this place works best, or at least it will be.”

      “How so?” Ally tucked one leg under the other and leaned her elbow on the sofa back. “Come on,” she said, when Char appeared to hesitate. “Tell me the secret.”

      “It’s a bit naff, though. And dishonest too.”

      “Will you please just tell me?” Ally’s grin touched her ears. “I’ve been in the tunnel and believe me, even before Azagor appeared, it spooked me out of my head. Spill it.”

      “Just remember, I’m not doing anything thousands haven’t done before me.”

      “Tell me.” Ally fidgeted in her seat, her impatience growing.

      “Right,” said Char, rubbing both hands together. “Remember the time we went to see the medium in Spittalbury?”

      “Elise Blanchette!” Ally grinned at the memory. “I’ll never forget it. She was fantastic.”

      Char laughed. “Her name was Agnes Woodfield, and she was a fake.”

      Ally wagged an admonishing finger. “Now, now, that’s not fair, even if she changed her name. She told me stuff she couldn’t know.”

      “Wrong,” said Char. “She told you about things she found out, flowered up with some swooning, and fluttering window blinds.”

      “That’s impossible.” Ally pressed her lips together and shook her head. “She’d never met me, but she knew about uncle Henley. Explain that.”

      Char eased off her Skechers and swung her legs onto the sofa, her eyes dancing. “Let me take you back. When we went, we expected to walk in, but we couldn’t.”

      “Yeah, because she was booked solid for six weeks. Got an appointment, though.”

      “And what do you think happened during the six weeks?”

      “Nothing,” said Ally. “We just waited.”

      “We did, but that’s not what her plan would have been.” Char chuckled. “Those women who were with her, fluttering about with their concerned faces.”

      “Assistants,” said Ally.

      “Researchers,” said Char.

      “No!”

      “Yes! Think about it. We had to fill in a form with all our details, including address. We even had to include a date of birth to show we were over eighteen! How hard would it have been to find out a little something about each of us?”

      “But what about uncle Henley?”

      “Simple. Brooker isn’t a very common name around these parts, and as for Henley Brooker, well, anyone who knew what they were doing could link him to you.”

      “But what about him being half-present at the seance? You know what that was about.”

      “Al, a locomotive sliced him in two. It was news in three counties.”

      “I still think...”

      “What? That she absorbed all that nonsense from the spirit world?” Char tilted her head. “Think about what she didn’t say. I’ll give you a hint—it involves a witch, a demon, and undying death.”

      “The curse.”

      “The very thing. And the reason she didn’t mention it was because only you and I knew about it.” Char poked Ally with a toe. “That’s how they all do it. Research, and a bit of cold reading.”

      Ally slumped. Then she grabbed Char’s toe and squeezed it. “So that’s what you’re doing here.”

      “More or less.”

      “Not sure I like it.”

      “I can tell,” said Char. She bobbed her head towards the exit of the tunnel. “The scariest thing in there is what people take with them.” She tapped her head. “The stuff that’s already in here.” She poked Ally again with the same toe. “The rest is sound effects, fake cobwebs and a floor that’s not quite level. After that, I add personal spookiness, but not for every customer, or it would look fake.”

      “I was sure it was uncle Henley.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry if what I’m doing here makes that difficult, but it’s a bit of fun, that’s all.”

      “With Wedders as your trusty assistant.”

      Char nodded. “It’s amazing what she finds on Facebook. She’s red hot, and it only costs me a tenner a time.”

      Despite herself, Ally laughed.

      “Are we okay,” said Char, “or have I put you off me?”

      Ally looked up. “Nothing could do that. I feel stupid, that’s all, but I’ll get over it. Besides, there’s bigger fish to fry, much bigger. And we need to make sure Emma’s okay.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Maybe tonight she’ll sleep in her own bed.” Ally ran one finger over Char’s foot. “If she does, we could...you know.”

      “I know.” Char’s cheeks gained two tiny spots of red and her voice dropped. “But, I’ve never had sex wi–”

      A little less conversation, a little more action

      Ally jumped, her eyes wide, but Char only tutted and dug her hand into the pocket of her jeans, pulling out her phone as Ally stared at her in disbelief. “You’re using that as a ringtone?”

      Char waved her to silence. “Charlotte Daniels. Oh, Mrs Dunsmuir, hi. Is everything okay?” She pulled her legs back and swung them to the floor. “Is she hurt? When did this happen?”

      “Emma?” mouthed Ally. Char nodded, pointing to her shoes.

      “She punched her?” Char’s face blanched. “Twice?”

      Ally launched herself from the sofa and kneeled on the floor, grabbing Char’s right foot and squeezing it into the matching shoe.

      “Where is she?... Uh-huh... yes, of course, I’ll come and get her right now. Tell her everything’s fine and I’m on my way.” Char wiggled her right foot in Ally’s hand. “Yes, that’s fine. Thank you. Bye.”

      “What the hell’s going on?” said Ally, as Char ended the call.

      “Em’s been fighting.” Char stood, then pulled Ally to her feet. “Two girls, sixth formers, ripped her bag and smashed her phone. Mrs Dunsmuir said Em punched one of them. Twice.” She took a deep breath. “Knocked out one of her front teeth.” She looked at Ally with more than a hint of pride in her eye. “Then she went for the other one.”

      “Did she get her?” Ally felt an odd, yet familiar sensation rolling from the top of her head and through every limb. Her hands curled into fists.

      “No. That one ran screaming and hollering for a teacher. Bloody coward!” Char swivelled her head. “Car keys... they’re here somewhere. Ah! There they are.”

      “I’ll come with you,” said Ally, now staring at her hands which had uncurled. “I should punish them.”

      Quick as a flash, Char grabbed her keys, then took Ally by the arms. “Bad idea.”

      “But I need to punish them. They deserve it.”

      “Not today, crow-demon.” Char dragged Ally across to the bar, and when they reached it, she pulled her behind the hatch. “Look in the mirror.”

      “They must face retribution.” Ally’s head bobbed left and right. “It’s my job to bring it to them.”

      “Ally!” Char’s voice shook. “Look in the bloody mirror!”

      Blinking, Ally bobbed her head and stared through the multicoloured bottles. “Oh.” Her eyes widened. “Oh,” she said again, staring at a reflection that was and wasn’t her own. “I think that’s me in there.” Her head danced from side to side. “I’ve got feathers... oh... look at my eyes!” She felt Char’s hand caress her back. “They’re black.” She turned to Char. “Look at them.”

      “Promise me you’ll stay here,” said Char, glancing at her watch. “Because you can’t come with me looking like this.”

      “Not even to punish wrongdoers?”

      “Especially that. Not at the school.”

      Ally plucked a feather from behind her ear, and her eyes darted towards the Tunnel de la Terreur. “Okay, I’ll stay.”

      “Good,” said Char, backing away. “I’ll be as quick as I can, and then we’ll sort everything, I promise.”

      As soon as Ally bobbed her head in agreement, Char ran from the bar, grabbing her bag just before she bolted through the emergency exit. As the door clanged shut, Ally’s eyes fell on the gaping mouth of the tunnel. She stared into its darkness, unblinking.

      “I know you’re in there. I can feel you.” She sniffed the air. “I can smell you.”

      There was no reply.

      “Come out where I can see you.”

      Again, silence.

      “Why are you hiding? It’s only us two.”

      This time, the silence wasn’t complete. Ally sensed ruffling feathers. She sighed, then glanced behind the bottles again. The reflection remained double-edged; her and not her. “Right, I’m coming in, ready or not.” She stepped through the hatch and marched towards the tunnel. He was in there, Azagor. But what did he want? She chuckled to herself. If he wanted her to know, he’d tell her. If he didn’t... if he didn’t? She ignored the question, and also the panel of light switches beside the door. Then she was inside, stomping through the blackness. Unlike before, she could see a little further into the gloom, but it wasn’t perfect, so she stayed close to the wall, which she touched every third step to help keep her bearings.

      Another flutter.

      She was getting closer.

      And another.

      Ally slowed her pace and then stopped. She listened, head cocked and eyes wide. The smell of sulphur grew stronger. It was him.

      “Hello.”

      Silence.

      “I’d like to apologise for not punishing those two girls.” Why am I telling him this? “Char said it was too risky in my present condition.” She scratched behind her right ear, parting feathers to do so. “I think she was right.” Ally’s head twitched. “Anyway, I’ll visit them soon. I won’t forget.” Why the hell am I not afraid?

      A voice hissed. “Good.”

      “Thanks.” Ally peered into the shadows and shook her feathers. “I’m not sure what else to tell you.” She made a clicking sound at the back of her throat as she thought about it. “Let me see... I punished a man in a car park. I was pretty good at it even if I say so myself. And I helped people in town. Some told me to bugger off.” She laughed. “Caw!”

      “More,” said the voice.

      Ally held up her claws. “I’m doing my best, but I’m new to this. Feel free to point me in the right direction.”

      “Leave me... find him,”

      She shook her feathers again. “I’ll try.”

      “Punish him!”

      “If I can find him, I will.” Ally sighed, but just as she was about to turn away, soft feathers brushed her face and a claw touched hers, pressing something metallic into it. As she gripped the object, she felt her claw soften and become fingers once more. She was changing.

      “Thank you,” she said, panic grabbing hold of her. Then she turned on her heel and ran.
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      By the time the big industrial-style clock over the bar struck one, Ally had worked her way through all the information on the control centre, drawing different coloured lines between connections. It hadn’t helped. The paper now resembled a subway map drawn by a two-year-old, sporting too many links for anything to make sense. To make matters worse, her mind was already elsewhere, fixed on the object Mr A’s claws had transferred to her own. She fished the metal from her pocket and stared at it again. If it was a clue, and she believed it was, then why did he give it to her? He’d been quite happy to drag her to undying death, so it seemed peculiar that he’d want to help now. Even Lily, when she’d furnished them with a bag of hints, had been quite clear on the consequences of giving further help beyond an additional few words. And yet, here was the demon himself handing out trinkets. It made no sense. And it wasn’t the only thing. She’d been fearless in the tunnel until her human side took back control, but even then, the whole thing had felt less like facing her nemesis, and more like she’d given a report to her boss. It was bizarre.

      Tucking the object back into her pocket, Ally decided she needed some tea, and headed to the bar. She managed just four steps before a blink, blink, blink sound came from the tunnel and the fluorescent lighting inside stole the darkness. They were back. Unless, of course, Mr A had taken to playing with the lights, something she thought unlikely. Sure enough, twenty seconds later, the unmistakable clatter of Emma’s feet echoed through the metal containers, confirming her guess. They definitely were back, and unless things had changed overnight, it was likely Char had brought half the shops in Bledsdale with her. She shopped her feelings, something Ally had always meant to bring up but which she’d never done. Maybe now was the right time. She wasn’t sure, but before she had time to consider it further, Emma exploded from the end of the tunnel and raced across, her arms outstretched. As she slammed into Ally, she gave a loud sigh.

      “I was in a fight.”

      “I know,” said Ally, giving her a consolatory squeeze. “Two against one. Bet they didn’t stand a chance.”

      “They didn’t. I got a bruised eye but one of them lost a tooth. The other one ran for her life.”

      “Well,” Ally pulled back, “unlike me and your sister, they were dumb to think two would be enough.” She shook her head and made a scared face. “We wouldn’t dare.”

      “Tell me about it,” said Char, exiting the tunnel, laden with bags. “Sorry it took so long, but we needed a few things.”

      “They smashed my phone,” said Emma. “Char got me a new one, and a new laptop as well.”

      “A MacBook,” said Char. She smiled at Ally and shrugged her shoulders. “Why not? It’s only money, isn’t it?”

      One glance at Emma’s damaged face was enough for Ally to agree. “It isn’t everything. I can vouch for that.” She pulled Emma closer as Char dropped the bags next to the couch. “My demon powers sense the new phone might be an iPhone. Am I right?”

      Emma giggled. “You didn’t use demon powers. You saw the bag, and that’s cheating.”

      “Suppose so.” Ally smiled, then beckoned with her head for Char to join them. “However, when you two were out, I used my demon powers and went into the tunnel.”

      “And?” said Char.

      “He was there.”

      “Azagor?” whispered Emma.

      Ally nodded. “But it didn’t scare me, because I was sort of me and not me at the same time.” She glanced at Char. “After you left, I grew more feathers and got my claws out, which seems to have helped.”

      “So, what happened?” Char pulled Emma into her, but she kept her eyes fixed on Ally.

      “We had a friendly chat, and I told him what I’d been up to and he seemed pleased.”

      “Pleased?” said Char and Emma together.

      “Very pleased.” Ally dug the piece of metal from her pocket. “In fact, he gave me something. A clue I think.” She held out Azagor’s gift, and Char and Emma leaned over to scrutinise it. “It’s an old name-badge from Bantry’s Foundry.” Ally clicked her tongue. “Pity the name’s missing, but them’s the breaks as they say.” She turned the badge over in her hand. “It’s still helpful, though, because he told me to find him. As in, find him. A man.” She beamed at the two astonished faces beside her. “Azagor just narrowed down the search parameters to only half the population!”
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            BANTRY’S FOUNDRY

          

        

      

    

    
      Much to Char’s disgust, Emma had received a one-day suspension from school, standard practice, it seemed, when pupils had been fighting, regardless of whether anyone involved had been defending themselves. Quite what Emma should have done when the bullies had set about her remained unanswered. However, the head of Emma’s year, Mrs Dunsmuir, let slip that the one-day hiatus was less of a punishment than it was a cooling-off period. Char wasn’t at all impressed by this, but Emma seemed happy enough to have a free day, although it was obvious she wasn’t afraid to return to school or face the bullies. Given the way she’d rearranged the dentition of one and terrified the other, Ally wasn’t surprised, although she wondered if there could still be a sting in the tail. Perhaps it was her demon-sense firing out a warning, or her own experience of having her face pulped for no particular reason. Regardless, bullies were sneaky, and Emma’s tormenters might yet return for round two. If they did, their punishment would be worse than a day free from school. Far worse.

      There was, of course, an upside to Emma’s suspension, because it meant she’d be available to help research Bantry’s foundry. By the time they’d gone home the previous afternoon, they’d all but decided the name-badge was a definite clue and that Azagor, for reasons unknown, had helped them. It had been a lengthy argument, but in the end, hunger on Char and Emma’s part, and a distinct lack of progress with the other clues, decided for them.

      Before leaving, Emma had photographed the control centre on her new iPhone, and once home, she’d set up her MacBook and transferred the information. A few hours later, she’d shown Char and Ally what she’d done, and to say it had impressed them would have understated things. Instead of Ally’s scribbled lines and undecipherable notes, the clues and links were colour-coded and stacked in neat hierarchical diagrams. A glance at them was now enough for connections to be obvious, although the new arrangement didn’t make it easier to make more sense of it than that. Still, it was an improvement, and as they all went to Char’s bed, Ally had handed over the usual fee of twenty pounds to guarantee Emma’s services the next day. The family rate wasn’t offered, but she didn’t care. She was more impressed by Emma’s entrepreneurial spirit and her determination not to undersell her skills than she was about paying over the odds. Something told her it was going to be worth it.
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        * * *

      

      With an agitated Char looking on, Ally pulled back the edge of the sticking plaster one millimetre at a time, drawing her head back and half-closing her eyes just before the final reveal.

      “Well,” said Char, “any worse?”

      “Don’t think so.” Ally eased the dressing off and peered at her pinkie. “Just the same.” She brought her hand to her nose and sniffed. “Nothing.” She looked at Char. “No smell of rot.”

      “That’s something.”

      “Suppose.”

      Char handed over a white cotton glove. “Right, slip this on and I’ll tape it to your wrist. If anything drops off...”

      “I won’t lose it.”

      “Bingo,” said Char, as Ally slipped on the glove. “We can buy more if we need them, although I hope we won’t have to.”

      “You and me both.” Ally held out her wrist for Char to tape. “Nothing else itches, and I checked myself this morning and couldn’t see anything.” She flexed her hand as Char cut the tail of the tape. “Paid special attention to my neck, but so far everything’s solid.”

      “You don’t think Lily meant your head would just fall off for no reason, do you?”

      “How else would it come off?”

      “Decapitation. Somebody could behead you.”

      Ally covered the front of her neck with both hands. “Why would anyone want to do that?” She searched Char’s face for signs she was joking, but found none.

      “Think about it. You’re interfering in things you don’t understand, and searching for someone who doesn’t want help. You’re even planning on taking the mystery man to a demon. Don’t you think that’s risky?”

      “Well, yeah, but–”

      “Just be careful, that’s all I’m saying. And steer clear of anything sharp.” Char tucked the first aid kit into her bag. “We need you... I need you, and I’d prefer it if you weren’t sans tête when I get you.”

      Ally smiled. “Okay. I’ll be on my guard and on the lookout for the headsman.” She rocked back on her heels and peeked around a rusted metal pillar. “Any progress from Wedders yet?”

      “I’m told she’ll be ready to present soon.”

      “Ooh, present. Looks like she’s stepped up a level now she has a Mac.”

      Char folded her arms and leaned against the pillar, watching Emma tapping her keyboard and devouring a huge sandwich from Carlo’s at the same time. “She offered to pay for the Mac herself, you know.”

      “You’re joking!”

      “No joke. She has a bank book that would choke a horse.” Char poked Ally with her elbow. “I suspect many of your twenty-pound notes might be involved.”

      Ally laughed. “She’s quite the little businesswoman. Must run in the family.”

      “Beats me hands down,” said Char, shaking her head. “Especially with her very aggressive pricing structure.” She glanced at Ally. “I’ve never been able to work out why you don’t get the family discount.”

      Ally shrugged. “I’m not family; seems obvious.”

      “She told me you’re like a sister.”

      “She did?” Ally grinned and frowned at the same time.

      “Yep. Her exact words were - a sister, but like a weird sister who lives in your head.” Char turned her attention back to Emma. “Remember when we took her to Alton Towers for her sixth birthday?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Char turned and smiled. “You’d gone for drinks after we came off the Runaway Train. That’s when she told me. Said I was the best big sister in the world, and that you were her sister too, albeit you lived in her head.”

      “That’s weird,” said Ally. “Whatever did she mean?”

      “I didn’t ask. She was quite good at saying peculiar things so I never thought to question her.”

      Together, they turned their heads in Emma’s direction, just as she looked up and waved them over. Char took Ally’s un-gloved hand and tugged it to start her moving. “Come on, it’s showtime and we’re about to be enlightened.”

      “Hurry!” shouted Emma, sliding into the middle of the sofa. “I found loads.” As Char and Ally arrived, she motioned for them to sit on either side of her.

      “What have you got for us, Wedders?” said Ally, taking the seat to Emma’s left.

      “Millions of things. I’ve been in the archives of the Bledsdale and District Gazette. It goes back years!” Emma smiled at Char, who sat to her right. “I used Ally’s account and bought a hundred credits.” She grinned at Ally. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      “Course not. How many have you used?”

      “Twenty-three, but there are tons of things I haven’t checked, so I’ll have to use all of them. If you buy a hundred credits, it saves fifty per cent over buying blocks of ten.”

      Char pushed Emma’s head aside and exchanged a knowing look with Ally. “Told you. For business, Em’s way ahead of me.”

      “You’re not wrong,” said Ally, nudging Emma with her elbow. “Hit us with it Wedders.”

      “Right,” said Emma, unlocking the screen with a fingerprint. “It sort of starts at the end, the most interesting stuff I mean, but I’ll do a bit of the history first.” She clicked on a folder and brought up a block of pictures, cycling through them as she spoke. “This is Bantry’s Foundry in eighteen-eighty-eight. That’s when it opened, making church bells and railway tracks. The man in the middle of this photo, wearing the top-hat, is Augustus Bantry. He started the business with his brother, Edmund. That’s Edmund on the extreme right. The one with the big moustache.”

      “Look,” said Char, pointing to the door behind the foundry owners. “That’s the side entrance we don’t use. Beside the car park.” She smiled. “The outside’s more or less the same.”

      “The inside’s changed, though,” said Ally. “It’s just a shell.”

      Emma closed the photo montage and clicked on another folder. “The houses in these photos belonged to the foundry, and there were over a hundred of them where my school is now. They rented them to the foundry workers.”

      “They look alright,” said Ally, eyes roving over the neat one-storey brick lodgings. “Suppose that’s one way of guaranteeing you have a local workforce.”

      “And one that turns up for work,” said Char. “I imagine if you didn’t work, eviction would follow soon after. Does it mention that, Em? Eviction?”

      Emma shook her head. “Not from what I’ve seen, but I’ll keep an eye out for it.”

      “So, what happened to the place?” Ally gestured to the cavernous space surrounding them.

      “This is where it gets interesting.” Emma’s eyes gleamed as she clicked open a new folder, this time containing extracts from the newspaper archives. “The foundry did well, right from the start, but Augustus Bantry died the year after it opened, so it passed to his brother Edmund. When he died, it went to his only son, Alexander. He was born in eighteen ninety-five, and he died in December, nineteen seventy-six.” She leaned back and looked first at Char, and then at Ally. “Just a couple of months after they found the two bodies behind that wall.” She pointed towards the bar.

      “Gives me the creeps just thinking about it,” said Char, shuddering. “You okay to keep going?”

      Emma nodded and pointed to the screen. “Those documents are from the newspaper reports, before and after the boy and girl vanished.” She clicked on the first one. “This one mentions Alexander Bantry’s son, Charles. The police questioned him about the murders but never charged him. His dad had brought him in to wind the business down, and he was the only one who had keys to the foundry.”

      “Now that’s very interesting,” said Ally, leaning forward for a closer look. “He sounds like the type of person who might need punished.” She glanced at Emma, then back at the screen. “Tell us more.”

      “Yeah, tell us more,” said Char.

      Emma grinned and continued. “Charles Bantry was born in nineteen forty-seven, when his father was fifty-two. There were rumours that the father had an affair with a maid and that Charles was the result.” She gestured to the screen. “Document five covers that part.”

      “So,” said Ally, “Charles would have been twenty-nine when the murders happened.”

      “And if he’s still alive,” said Char, “he’d be early seventies.” She smiled at Emma. “Is he still alive?”

      Emma’s face fell. “Nobody knows. His father’s funeral was on December nineteenth, and it seems Charles was the only one in attendance as he was the last of the Bantry’s. Three weeks after that, he vanished, and nobody’s seen him since.”

      “If that’s not suspicious, nothing is.” Ally tapped Emma’s keyboard, bursting with excitement. She had an idea that might just lead to the break they needed. “Can you find where they buried Alexander Bantry? I’m presuming it would be a burial, of course.”

      “Already have.” Emma clicked on another file icon, and seconds later, a map of Bledsdale Cemetery popped onto the screen. “He’s in the rich section up at the back. Row twelve, second in from the left.”

      “Wedders, you’re an absolute star, and I don’t pay you enough.” Ally threw an arm across Emma’s shoulders and pulled her into a hug. “How about we pay Alexander a visit? We’d be up there by three-thirty at the latest and it won’t be dark.”

      “If you like,” said Char, nodding. “What are we looking for?”

      “You’ll see when we get there.” Ally grinned. “Might be a busted flush, but it’ll help rule something in or out, and that has to be good.”

      Emma closed the lid of the Mac. “I’m ready.”

      “Me too,” said Ally, her eyes sparkling.

      “Right then,” said Char. “To the Batmobile.”
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        * * *

      

      Bledsdale Cemetery sat between two towns; Bledsdale and Adlebury. Two-thirds of the plots sat in Bledsdale to the west, the rest in Adlebury to the east. Depending on who you asked, the last resting place of over ten thousand souls was called one or the other, usually along tribal lines. Or so said an article in The Gazette, which every so often ran a puff-piece to enrage the locals on either side of the divide. Ally stood in the Bledsdale camp, and she presumed the Bantry’s had been too. Their family plot was in the upper western section, right at the top of a long but gentle incline. Like most families with money, they’d chosen a spot with the best view, and one far from the meandering stream that sometimes burst its banks and flooded the lower section. There’d be no watery grave for them.

      The connection between money and death was obvious, even to the casual observer. As Ally, Char, and Emma followed the plot map, they stopped every so often to read the inscriptions on the gravestones. The lower-level stones were smaller and less ornate, and on most, the lettering had worn away almost completely, making it hard to work out how many people they’d planted underneath. As they ascended, better quality, larger stones became the norm, many with cherubs and angels attached, and most with flower urns, some of which showed signs of recent visitors. But it wasn’t until they reached the top of the incline that the serious money showed itself. There, they found more mausoleums than graves, some of them containing only one or two inhabitants identified as having been in life, notable local worthies. Using Emma’s map, they located row twelve without incident, and when they got there, Alexander Bantry’s grave couldn’t have been easier to find, with or without a guide. Ally spotted it at once, and nudged Char and Emma, who, when they followed the line of Ally’s index finger, stood in silence, their jaws slack. There, second in from the left, stood the biggest resting place of all, and on its ornate stone roof, rested dozens of crows.

      “We have a welcoming committee,” said Ally. “I think we’re on the right track. Come on.” Without waiting for an answer, she strode towards the bird-laden tomb, and when she arrived, she cawed a hello then bowed to them. In reply, multiple caws rang out, and then in what appeared to be one movement, the birds took off and swept into the air before landing one after the other, along the next row of gravestones. It seemed they wanted to see what happened next.

      “It’s huge,” said Emma, arriving attached to Char’s left hand.

      “And it’s the right one too,” said Char, pointing to the inscription.

      “Alexander Armitage Ketteridge Bantry.” Ally smiled. “They liked their fancy names, didn’t they?”

      Char nodded. “Look at the size of that thing. Bet you could hold a dance inside it.”

      “Want to try,” said Ally, grinning.

      “I’ll pass.” Char jiggled Emma’s arm. “Em?”

      “No way! I’m not going in there!”

      “Don’t worry, Wedders.” Ally turned and beamed a smile. “We don’t need to look inside. Everything we need is out here. Look.” She pointed to the angled slab on the left of the mausoleum entrance. On it lay a large wreath. “Those flowers look pretty fresh to me.”

      “You’re not wrong,” said Char, her voice almost a whisper. “You don’t think...”

      “I very much think.” Ally eyed Emma. “There’s no family, am I right?”

      Emma nodded, her face pale. “The only one left was Charles. He didn’t have brothers or sisters.”

      “Well, that can mean only one thing.” Ally folded her arms, her eyes narrowed to slits. “Charles Bantry is alive, and there’s every chance he’s still living in Bledsdale under a new name.”

      “Bloody hell,” said Char. “I’m not sure I like how this is going. I mean, demons are one thing, but suspected murderers?” She squeezed Emma’s hand. “Sorry Em.”

      “It’s fine.” Emma pulled her hand free. “I’m going to look at some of the other graves, if that’s okay.”

      “Course it is, but don’t go far.”

      “I won’t.”

      As Emma clambered over the grass to read the names on the gravestone next to the Bantry tomb, Char took three paces forward and stood next to Ally. She touched her arm. “What now?”

      Ally sighed. “I don’t know.” She leaned against Char and unfolded her arms. “We need to find him, but it won’t be easy.” She gestured with her head towards Emma, who was taking a photo of the gravestone. “Wedders is brilliant as a tracer, and very patient, but unless we have a name, there’s nowhere for her to go.” She sighed again. “And it’s worse than that.”

      “How?” said Char.

      “Well, if Charles Bantry killed those teenagers, he’s dangerous, and we need to be careful. Imagine asking questions around town and coming face-to-face with Charles, not knowing you were asking him about himself.”

      “Jesus!”

      “I know.” Ally brushed her fingers over Char’s. “From now on, I think I should go it alone.” She raised a hand to choke off any argument. “I’m already dead, and I’m also the only one with demonic powers. Not like he could kill me, is it?”

      “You can’t do this alone.”

      “I won’t risk you and Emma.”

      “I know, but there has to be a way around this.”

      “Well, if there is, it better raise its hand and identify itself now, because—”

      “Ally. Char. You need to see this.” Emma held up her phone, then pointed to the grave in front of her.

      “What’s up, Em?”

      “Just come and see.”

      Ally took Char’s hand. “Come on, let’s see what she’s found. Knowing Wedders, it’ll be the answer to the whole damn thing.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” said Char, as they crossed in front of the Bantry structure and walked along to the adjacent plot.

      “Spill it, Wedders.”

      Emma paced on the spot. “Look at the name. The top one.”

      Char bent forward and squinted at the stone. “Valentine Moss. Beloved son of George and Mary Moss. Born fourth October, nineteen seventy-six, died eighth October, nineteen seventy-six... oh, that’s awful. Just four days old.”

      “I know,” said Emma, “but it’s the name. Can’t you see it?”

      “No,” said Char. “Al?”

      “Means nothing to me.”

      “Valentine and Moss!” said Emma, agitated. “Moss is a name from your autograph book. Stirling Moss. And there’s the Val Doonican record. Val was short for Valentine!”

      “I don’t believe it.” Char’s hand flew to her face. “That’s got to be a coincidence.”

      Ally shook her head and stepped closer to the headstone. “Look at the date of death. It’s what, ten weeks before the Bantry funeral? They’d have erected the stone by that point.”

      “Meaning?” said Char, taking Emma’s hand.

      “Meaning that when our friend Charles was up here for his dad’s funeral, he’d have seen the name on the stone.” Ally rubbed her hands together. “He’d also have seen the occupant died young.” She raised an eyebrow. “Now, anyone can buy a birth certificate, and given we’re talking about the mid nineteen seventies, every public record would have been paper based. How difficult would it have been to start afresh with a new name?”

      Char and Emma glanced at each other and shivered. “What do we do?” said Char.

      “We go back to Bantry’s foundry.” Ally gazed at the headstone again. “Wedders, I’ll need you to check the voters’ roll and phone book for Valentine Moss. The register of deaths, too.” Emma nodded and Ally grinned at Char. “We’ll go over Lily’s clues again. Perhaps we’ll see something we didn’t see before.”

      “I never thought I’d say this, but I think we might.” Char turned to Emma. “We can grab pizzas on the way. Might be a long night.”

      “Right,” said Ally. “For the second time tonight, to the Batmobile.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve got three suspects,” said Emma, wiping pizza sauce from her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “Hit us with them,” said Ally, who sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the sofa, pictures of all the items from Lily’s bag spread out beside her.

      “Okay. They’re all just listed as V. Moss, not Valentine Moss. Three different addresses as follows—279 Little Street, 15 Mossgiel Road, and 21 Crowburn Street.”

      “Little Street,” said Char and Ally together.

      Ally grabbed the picture of the autograph book. “Sid Little. It has to be Little Street because we’ve used the Stirling Moss autograph for Valentine Moss, and we already know who the crow is.” She flicked her eyes to Emma. “One last thing, and before you do it, I already know what you’ll find because I’ve been in that street. I just want to double check.”

      “What do I need to do?”

      “Check on Google Maps for 279 Little Street. Put it on street view.”

      “Easy,” said Emma. “Should be less than thirty seconds.”

      Ally picked up a photograph. “This is what she’ll find.” She handed it to Char, whose eyes widened.

      “Got it,” said Emma. “Hold on for a moment until I zoom right... oh!”

      “I’m right,” said Ally, her voice rising. “I knew it!”

      “Em,” said Char, “what have you found?”

      “The house,” said Emma. “Number 279 is at the far end of it.” She took a long, shaky breath. “It’s the last house on the left.”

      Ally sprung to her feet and whooped. “It wasn’t junk! Lily was directing us right to the person we need to find!”

      Emma placed her laptop on the sofa and ran to Ally, joined seconds later by Char, who kissed Ally square on the lips as they huddled together.

      “Now,” said Ally, “we need to plan our next move with care because we don’t know who might be in Little Street.” She gazed at Emma. “You won’t like what I’m about to say, Wedders, but I think it would be safer if you took a back seat.” Emma blinked, but said nothing. “You can still do research and planning. I don’t mean you’re not part of it, but it’s too dangerous for you to be on active service if you know what I mean.” Emma nodded, seemingly resigned to a back of house position.

      “Active service?” said Char, her eyes fearful.

      “Yeah, I’m afraid so. I think the next move is to pay Mr Moss a visit.” Ally snorted. “Or should I say, Mr Bantry?” She glanced over her shoulder at the bar. “You’ve got leaflets, haven’t you?”

      “For here? Yes.”

      “That’s perfect. How about tomorrow morning we do a delivery round?”

      “In Little Street?”

      “Yeah,” said Ally. “All the way back to the last house on the left.”
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            LAST HOUSE ON THE LEFT

          

        

      

    

    
      Like many things in Bledsdale, Little Street took its name from a rich local landowner, who’d further enriched himself by selling off parcels of land for housing. His reward, money aside, had been to see his name immortalised in one of the town’s prettiest streets, a tree-lined stretch that was anything but little. Ally knew it well. She’d trudged from one end of it to the other every Saturday and Sunday for three years, delivering papers for Sethi’s Newsagents.

      It was young Mr Sethi who’d offered her the job a few weeks before her thirteenth birthday, but she’d suspected it was old Mr Sethi’s idea. He’d always made a point of chatting to her whenever she came into the shop, and often, he’d tuck a crumpled paper bag of sweets into her hand, putting one finger to his lips as he drew her into his conspiracy. It was he who’d pushed her into taking the weekend slot in Little Street, asking her to trust him even though a Monday to Friday round elsewhere was, on the face of things, more lucrative. Within a fortnight, she’d understood his logic. Tips; lots and lots of tips. It turned out that two days delivering the heavy Sundays to the rich end of town provided a return that dwarfed the weekday slots. And so, for the first time, she’d had her own money, cash that most customers boosted every Christmas. She couldn’t remember whether the man at 279 Little Street had been generous or not. In fact, she couldn’t be certain it had been a man who’d lived there at all. But, if Charles Bantry had vanished in seventy-six and returned years later calling himself Valentine Moss, there was every chance she’d encountered him. The thought chilled her to the bone.

      After the high of the previous afternoon, when anything had seemed possible, the reality of what they faced hit them hard later that evening. Delivering the leaflets wouldn’t be difficult. However, if doing so confirmed only that someone by the name of V. Moss lived at number 279, they’d be no further forward, and they’d have used their sole excuse for having a poke around the target house. Any subsequent visit would be bound to raise suspicions. They’d argued about the merits of just one of them doing the delivery, but Ally didn’t want Char near the house alone, and Char felt the same about Ally. Emma had suggested she could do it and they could sit nearby in the car, but Ally and Char ruled it out at once, even though it would have provided an extra crack of the investigative whip. In the end, they resigned themselves to following the original plan. Char would take Emma to school and ensure she settled back in with no problems. Then, she’d meet Ally at Bantry’s foundry and from there, drive across town and park the car one street south of the far end of Little Street. After that, they’d walk a circuitous route around to the start of the street and begin delivering the leaflets. When they reached the last house on the left, Char would drop a bundle of flyers, giving them a few extra moments while she collected them to spot anything unusual. After that, unless something untoward happened, they’d head back to the car and consider the next move. It all seemed so straightforward, but Ally had been restless, so when Char and Emma headed for bed, she’d stayed in the living room going over the plan in her head. What would they do if it was Moss-Bantry? If he came out, what then? Should she grab him and deliver him to Hell? Come to think of it, where the hell was Hell, and how was she supposed to get there? Worse than any of that, what if she went full demon right there in the street? Or what if she needed to demon-up, but then couldn’t do it? It didn’t bear thinking about, but think about it she did. She was still thinking about it when Char and Emma woke the next morning.
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      “Ready?” said Char.

      Ally nodded, then leaned forward and peered through the windscreen into the swirling mist. “Could have done without this, though. Makes things a bit too gothic for my liking.”

      “Yeah, adds to the atmosphere, doesn’t it?” As Ally relaxed back into her seat, Char leaned across. “How about a good luck kiss, oh great demon?”

      “Your wish is my command.” Ally grinned and cupped Char’s face with both hands. “I know that’s genie talk, but you know what I mean.”

      “I do,” said Char.

      Ally pulled her closer, and when their lips met, she groaned. Char was so soft, the softest ever. And she smelled so good. All those years and she’d missed this, and it was almost unbearable. She pulled out of the kiss and tilted her head back to gaze into Char’s eyes. They looked dreamy.

      “That was lovely,” said Char. “I wish...” Her eyes clouded.

      “I wish too.” Ally pecked her lips again. “But it’ll be fine. It’ll all work out fine, promise.” She leaned closer and their foreheads touched. “When all this is finished, we’ll go away somewhere nice. Somewhere with a kid’s club for Wedders.”

      Char snorted. “Can you imagine Em arriving in a place like that?”

      Ally chuckled. “No, but picture the look on her face. It’d be an all-time classic.”

      “And you’re willing to risk that?”

      “Maybe we could go to Shetland and book a house or something?”

      “Coward.”

      “No, I’m serious.”

      “Shetland?”

      “Yeah. I read a fantastic book about vanishing whales, and the author set some of it there. I checked online after that, and it’s amazing. Wedders could go on whale-watching trips and search for puffins and Shetland ponies.”

      Char kissed Ally’s chin. “She would like that, but it’s a chat for later.”

      Ally sighed. “We have to do this, don’t we?”

      “We do.”

      “If something goes wrong, get to the car and don’t wait for me.”

      “Nothing will go wrong,” said Char, pulling back. “Come on, let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      The street was every bit as long as Ally remembered it, and as they strode through the gloom visiting each house, she wondered for a second how she’d managed all those years ago. Often, she’d lugged not just one, but two heavy bags, and she’d been a lot smaller than she was now. Perhaps the excitement had carried her through it. Or the pleasant certainty that by Sunday afternoon, she’d have yet more money stashed in Char’s bedroom, far from her mother’s grasping fingers. Money that, one day, would help her escape from Wilton Street. She smiled at the memory and took another flyer from the top of Char’s bundle. Then she poked it through the letterbox of number 268. Ten more, and it would be all systems go.

      The houses on Little Street stood in decent-sized plots, each one a polite distance from the others. Looking from the front window of any of them, you’d see an identical pile of red bricks opposite. Except for number 279. It stood alone, like a full stop at the end of a sentence, far back from its neighbour, and at an angle that made it look like it was watching the other houses. Although Ally had remembered nothing about who had once occupied it, recent events had dredged up a memory of always feeling observed on the approach. This was why they’d still hit every house with the leaflets, despite the thickening mist providing some cover. It was too risky to do anything else.

      “Okay.” said Ally, stuffing a flyer into the letterbox of number 278. “This is it.” She met Char’s eyes. “Just like we planned it, remember? I’ll walk in front and turn to you for a leaflet. That’s when you spill them.”

      “Got it.” Char glanced over her shoulder. “What if he comes out?”

      “We’re delivering adverts, that’s all. Stick to the story.”

      Char nodded. “But if there’s trouble?”

      They retraced their steps along the path, and Ally eyed their target. “Low level trouble, and we stick together and look miffed. Serious trouble, and you run to the car. I’ll deal with it.”

      “Please God, it doesn’t come to that,” said Char.

      They crossed the road, and Ally opened the gate. “Same one.” She glanced at Char, who was a few steps behind. “I recognise the bird shapes in the ironwork. Hope that’s a good omen.” Char didn’t reply, so Ally forged ahead, her eyes flicking from window to window, all of them bar one on the top floor, hidden behind closed blinds. Perhaps it was just as well. Had they been visible, the temptation to peek into the lower rooms might have been irresistible. Instead, she approached the door, head cocked. But there was nothing; the house was silent. Stepping back, she turned to Char, and said in a raised voice, “last leaflet please.” As planned, Char tugged a flyer with her gloved hand and then, oops, she spilled the lot.

      “I don’t believe this!” Char hunkered down and pawed the leaflets, retrieving them one at a time.

      “Need a hand?” said Ally, fake-laughing.

      “Leave them!” replied Char, fake-annoyed.

      Ally grinned. “Suit yourself. I’ll stand and watch then.” And that’s what she did, more or less, all the while turning back and forth, searching for better clues than the nameplate on the door which said only—V. Moss.

      “Urgh!” said Char, as planned. “Are you just going to stand there?”

      At once, Ally laughed. “You said–”

      “I know what I said. Help me!”

      Ally laughed again and stepped forward to help, but before she could bend over, a window opened above her and a man’s voice shouted at them.

      “Oi! You two. What’s the story?”

      Ally craned her neck and stepped back to get a better view. “Sorry. We’re delivering flyers and my friend dropped them.”

      The man leaned forward, eyeing Char. “Bugger off and leave me alone!”

      Ally froze. She knew his face. Tight, thin lips underneath an aquiline nose. Greying hair, cropped to within an inch of its life on either side of the shiny bald centre.

      “Are you deaf? I said bugger off!”

      “We’re leaving,” said Ally, her voice thick. It was going to happen. She knew it. That queer cold sensation had crept over her, just as it had done when she tackled the men in the car park. But she sensed it was too soon for her. They had to run. “Let’s go.” She leaned over and tugged Char’s arm, and when Char glanced up, her mouth fell open.

      “Your eyes!”

      “Come on,” said Ally, pulling Char to her feet. “Leave the flyers.”

      “Ally, your eyes are black!”

      “I know, but if we don’t go now, I won’t be able to control it, and we can’t stay for the same reason. Now go!”

      Char glanced at the open window, which was now empty, then she stepped over the remaining leaflets and shot down the path, Ally close behind her.

      “Don’t look back,” said Ally as they crossed the road, but as soon as they reached the other side, she ignored her own instruction and whirled around. He was there, watching them, standing where they’d been just moments before, long arms dangling at his sides. “I’ll be back,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “Al, come on!” Char grabbed Ally’s arm and dragged her onto Cranberry Avenue, pulling her along it until they reached the car. “Inside,” she said, yanking open the passenger door and bundling Ally into the front seat. “Don’t move.”

      “I won’t.” As Char ran around the car, Ally peered through the back window. There was nothing to see. He hadn’t followed them, which was interesting. The car bounced as Char threw herself into the driver’s seat and slammed the door.

      “You looked back!”

      “Couldn’t help it.” Ally flipped the visor down and slid back the mirror cover. She examined her eyes. Both were normal. “It’s him, Charles Bantry - Valentine Moss. Both.” She turned to Char. “And I’ve met him before.”

      “Where?” Char started the engine.

      “When I went up to town to help folk, he was the first one, the old man in the train station.”

      “The one you carried the luggage for?”

      Ally nodded. “Suitcases. I carried his suitcases.” She smiled at Char’s shocked expression. “Lily was bang on the money, wasn’t she? That’s the cassette tape accounted for now. Oh, and I hate to say it, but the suitcases were heavy. Very heavy.”

      Char’s eyes popped. “You don’t think...”

      “I’m afraid I do think. No wonder he got so upset when I grabbed them.” Ally’s throat felt dry. “I think Bantry might be up to his old tricks again.”

      “Oh, my God.” Char shook her head as if she didn’t want to believe what she’d just heard. “What the hell do we do now?”

      “We go back to Bantry’s foundry, but not your bit. I want to see the unused part. I want to see where he left the bodies.”
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        * * *

      

      Light leaked into the derelict part of the foundry from a row of broken windows situated high on the east wall. At the opposite end, the glow from Char’s latest venture spilled over a three-quarter-height breeze-block partition, adding another few metres of visibility to what was a dismal scene. Topped by an intact roof, the space held little to interest the eye, and even less to hint at its former use. It was just a dark, dusty void.

      “They found them over there,” said Char, directing her torch onto a section of the dividing wall. “The bar hatch is right behind it.”

      Ally stood with her arms folded. “What would this part have been? Do you know?”

      “A dumping ground for used sand. It partly covered the bodies. Seems they stored it here until they could sell it.”

      “So.” Ally puckered her lips. “Bantry stumbles across the two kids, gets his rage on because they’ve broken in, and murders them in a frenzy. Then he leaves the bodies on show, but never comes back to dispose of them.”

      “Seems a bit off when you say it like that,” said Char, sweeping her torch around. “What if he killed them elsewhere and brought them here to get rid of them?”

      “It’s possible. Was the place still a going concern back then?”

      “It couldn’t have been. Emma said Bantry senior brought Charles in to run the place down. Remember?”

      Ally nodded. “I’d love to know if the furnace was still in place.” She turned to Char, who flicked the torch onto her. “That’s a job for Wedders.”

      “Do you think he brought them here to burn them?”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense. How likely is it he’d kill two kids because they broke into this place? Why not call the cops and be done with it?”

      “So why didn’t he chuck them into the furnace?”

      Ally smiled. “I’m thinking he had an accident and was in hospital, or it was something he couldn’t cancel, a trip somewhere. Anything that would have stopped him from coming back to finish the job.” She shuddered. “Come on, there’s nothing here worth seeing. Let’s go. Place gives me the creeps.”

      “Me too. Even before I found out about the murders, I only came here once, and it spooked me so much I never came back.” Char aimed the light beam at the door and they headed towards it. “I take it your demon-sense isn’t tingling?”

      “Not so as you’d notice.”

      “Isn’t that odd, given what happened here and who we think was involved?”

      As they stepped over the threshold and out into the mist, Ally considered the question as Char locked the door. It was peculiar, although from what she’d experienced so far, her demon-sense was unreliable, and she couldn’t control it. Not yet.

      “Well,” said Char, pocketing the foundry keys. “Odd or not odd?”

      Ally shrugged. “It’s all still new to me, although...”

      “Although what?”

      “I’m not getting any specific vibes or anything, and I could be wrong, but I think we should steer clear of this place for a while.” Ally shrugged. “Don’t ask me to explain why, because I can’t.” She took Char’s hand as they walked across the carpark. “It’s like that feeling you get when something’s on the tip of your tongue, but you can’t quite grab it.”

      “I hate it when that happens.” Char squeezed Ally’s hand. “Whatever the feeling is, I’m happy to go with it. We don’t need to be here, so let’s not be here. Okay?”

      “I’m not arguing.”

      “Right,” said Char, “I’m starving, and you need hydration. How about we hit McDonald’s?”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Ally regarded the foundry as Char unlocked the car. Somehow, she knew their next visit would be a matter of life and death. But whose life, and whose death? That was the question. She only hoped she could find the answer before it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Emma had spent less than ten minutes trawling the archives before calling Char and Ally to join her. In a town like Bledsdale, small things became big news, and so the Gazette had carried the story of Bantry’s decommissioned furnace on the second half of page two. It had been a dirty and difficult operation, but, on the fifteenth of December in the year in question, a flatbed truck had towed the old thing to the scrapheap, never to be seen again. There was no mention of the police having examined it, or whether they’d ever shown it any interest. They had, however, focused on Charles Bantry, much like the editor of the Gazette, who’d devoted at least one headline to him in every weekly print run for almost a year. The one Ally had hoped to find sat only two pages deep.

      
        
        BANTRY BOYS BACK!

      

      

      Police confirmed they will seek to interview Alexander Bantry and his son Charles, in connection with the deaths of Sharon Hunter (16) and Paul Fairley (16), whose decomposed bodies were discovered inside Bantry’s foundry in October this year. Father and son returned yesterday from their residence in Bari, Italy, where Alexander Bantry (81) had been receiving medical care following a stroke. The family’s solicitor, Aubrey Winstone, told reporters that Charles (29) had flown to Italy on August 3rd following his father’s sudden illness. He confirmed Charles had been told of the grim discovery soon after Police began their investigation, and that father and son had returned to Bledsdale as soon as Mr Bantry senior was fit to travel. Information provided by Police suggested someone had entered the foundry by force, possibly the now deceased boy and girl. Mr Winstone added that his clients would provide every assistance to detectives working on the case.

      

      Ally read and reread the article. There it was, in black and white. Charles Bantry had made an unscheduled trip, and it was right at the point when he’d have been readying the bodies for cremation—coincidentally, in a furnace that just a few months later, became scrap. Then there was the time of death estimate for the two kids. Because of the date they’d been reported missing and the subsequent level of bodily decomposition, pathologists had set it as any time between the last week of July and the middle of August. As Bantry had left for Italy on the third of August, he was in the frame, or, at least, he wasn’t out of it. Everything seemed to fit, but, as much as detectives had poked and prodded at him for weeks, nothing came of it. The lack of motive and apparent forced entry to the premises had made the case less than watertight, and the investigation wound down, although it peaked again for a few months when Charles vanished. Since then, nothing.

      After confirming Ally’s theory had indeed been plausible, the discussion turned to what to do next. They couldn’t go to the authorities with nothing more than conjecture and a story about demons. Even if they had found more than circumstantial evidence suggesting Bantry killed the two kids, the curse required Ally to take him to Hell, not a cell. To hand him over to Police guaranteed undying death in Wilton Street with whatever lurked there, which meant they had but one option. They’d have to snatch Charles Bantry with no one seeing them do it. Then they’d need to find Hell, and figure out how to get into it. And they’d have to do all that before the man in question came looking for them, which Ally knew he would do. She mentioned nothing to Char or Emma, as she didn’t want to frighten them any more than they already were. But that odd feeling, the one she’d described as being like something balanced on the tip of her tongue. She now understood what it was, and she’d made a terrible mistake. The idea for the leaflet delivery had been a good one, but she should have asked Char to print fake ones because now Bantry knew something connected them to the foundry. It wouldn’t take much time for him to search the records and get the name and address of the person who’d leased the building. And then? She already knew the answer. Then he’d come for them. For all she knew, he could already be on his way.
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            STONE THE CROWS

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’ll take you to school from now on,” said Char, draining her coffee and popping a chunk of banana into her mouth. “We’ll pick you up too, and not from the drop-off point. School gate and bang on time, please.”

      Emma nodded. “But no kissing, and I don’t mean me.”

      Ally glanced at Char, smiling at the thought of kissing her right there and then. How fresh and lovely she looked, even hidden under an old dressing gown. If her own body remained intact, one day she’d peel the robe from Char’s toned shoulders and watch it slip to the floor. And...

      “We won’t embarrass her, will we, Al?”

      “What?” Ally blinked and turned to Char.

      “I said we won’t embarrass Em up at the school.”

      “No, of course not.” Ally grinned at Emma. “No hand holding and no kissing. Guaranteed.”

      “Thanks,” said Emma, spooning yoghurt into her mouth. “You think he might be there, don’t you?” She eyed Ally. “Charles Bantry. You think he’ll come after us, don’t you?”

      “Well... maybe.” Ally felt Char’s eyes burning into her, and when she met them with her own, she understood at once why she’d changed the arrangements for the school run. Char was no dumb blonde, she never had been. She’d worked out the leaflets had blown their cover, and she hadn’t needed Ally or her faltering demon-sense to explain it. And now she was steaming into full-blown defence mode, shoring up their weaknesses and protecting Emma from the sleeping tiger they’d poked without thinking.

      Emma licked her spoon. “You poked the sleeping tiger.”

      Ally gasped. “What? How–?”

      Emma smiled. “You poked the sleeping tiger. You just thought that.”

      “You can’t know what I was thinking.” Ally turned to Char.

      “Coincidence,” said Char, although her expression said, ‘I don’t believe that for a second!’

      Emma grabbed a banana from the bowl and peeled it. “It’s not coincidence. Sometimes I hear Ally’s thoughts. Not out loud, though.” She tapped her head. “In here.” She lifted her head and gave Char a weak smile. “She was thinking about your dressing gown as well.”

      “What about my dressing gown?” Char’s eyebrows peaked as Ally turned her face away and stared at the kitchen window.

      “Not sure,” said Emma. “It’s not always clear. She doesn’t want you wearing that one, though, so I think she plans to buy you a new one.” She gave Ally a bright smile. “Am I right?”

      “Bang on the money,” said Ally, relieved, but not sure if Emma was telling the truth or sparing her blushes.

      “I knew it!” Emma looked pleased. “I’ve always been good at guessing presents from you.” She took a mouthful of banana. “Mmm.” She licked her lips. “That’s when I hear you in my head, when you get excited.”

      “You mean, you’ve always been able to hear what I’m thinking?”

      “Not as much as I can today.” Emma squinted at Char and pointed at her own head. “She’s been noisy since we got up this morning. It’s been like having someone standing right beside me whispering in my ear.” She turned to Ally and shrugged. “Sorry, but it’s impossible not to hear it.”

      Char slumped in her seat. “How can this be possible? How can Em hear people’s thoughts?”

      “It’s only Ally’s thoughts. Can’t hear other people’s.”

      Char snorted and splayed her hands. “It’s the same thing, Em!”

      “Hey,” said Ally, reaching for Char’s arm, “stay cool, big sister.”

      Char’s eyes flashed at Emma and then Ally. “I was just asking how Em could hear thoughts. Doesn’t matter whose thoughts, does it?”

      “Not really,” said Ally, running a finger over Char’s arm.

      Char sighed. “Sorry, Em. I didn’t mean to say it the way it came out.”

      “It’s fine.” Emma bit into her banana, her face untroubled.

      “And I’m cool,” said Char, “for anyone who might be wondering.”

      “Glad to hear it,” said Ally. “Because Lily told us we’d need to stick together to get through this.” She eyed Emma, her mind racing. “She also said Wedders might be fae.”

      “Be what?” said Emma and Char together, their mini-feud instantly at an end

      “Fae, you know, the gift. Or she might have the gift. Lily didn’t seem sure.” Ally shrugged. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask her to explain more, but it’d been a strange day.”

      “We’ve had a few of those lately.” Char folded her arms and gazed at Emma. “Do you remember telling me Al was like a weird sister who lived in your head?”

      Emma’s nose wrinkled. “Did I?”

      “You were very young.”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “You knew this would happen,” said Ally.

      “Like I saw the future?”

      Ally nodded, sliding to the edge of her seat. “If you can hear my thoughts, then that’s like me living in your head, from a certain point of view.”

      Char was already nodding. “That makes sense as much as any of this does.” She regarded Emma, her eyes dancing. “You used to come out with tonnes of weird stuff.”

      “Like what?” Emma rested her arms on the table, her face pinched.

      Char smiled. “Your favourite was, ‘all the dolls have no eyes.’ Mostly at night when you were going to bed.”

      “Creepy,” said Ally.

      “Very,” said Char. “Then there was, ‘she keeps her fingers in a pink box.’ Daily for about a week.”

      Ally looked at her gloved hand, clenching and unclenching it. “That’s a bit too close to home for my liking.”

      “It is,” said Char. “Do you remember the little song she used to sing?”

      “Oh, now, I might.” Ally bit her lip, cogs in her head turning. This felt important.

      Char grinned and sang. “Birds at the window can’t see me, but I can be where they can see.”

      “That was it!” Ally clapped her hands together. “I remember now.”

      “I don’t,” said a wide-eyed Emma. “Are you sure I sang that?”

      “Yep. All your own work too. Wasn’t something from television.”

      “How old was I?”

      “Six,” said Char, “and you’d not long lost your front teeth, so it always sounded like–”

      Ally burst into song. “Birdth at the window can’t thlee me, but I can be where they can thlee!” She finished the ditty with a flourish. “Oh my God!” She clamped a hand to her mouth. “It was so funny. Can’t believe I forgot it.”

      Emma grinned, seeming unperturbed at being the butt of the joke. She tucked one hand into her pocket. “Do you think it means something?”

      “Probably. Don’t ask me what, though, because I don’t know.”

      “Birds seem to be a feature of things,” said Char, leaning forward. “You could ask the big crow.”

      “Grok?”

      Char nodded. “Why not?”

      “No reason. Suppose I could ask him next time he appears.”

      “Summon him.” Emma fiddled with something in her pocket. “You haven’t tried yet.”

      Char nodded. “You agreed to have a go. Why not try now?”

      Ally jerked back, one hand held up. “No, please. Don’t make me see them.”

      “Why? We need all the help we can get.”

      “I know we do, but they scare the life out of me. Or the death out of me. You know what I mean.”

      “I know why you’re afraid of them,” said Emma. She took a deep breath. “You think if you see them, you’ll want to go to the dark place and not come back. That you’ll want to leave us.”

      Ally opened her mouth to reply, then snapped it shut. What was the point in denying it when her inner voice slipped into Emma’s head so readily? Worse than that, to contradict Emma would be to call her a liar, which wasn’t true. She sat for a few moments, considering the options and thinking back to when she’d first encountered Grok. Lily had told her to trust him and that if she did, he would help. She’d also said, ‘let them look out for you, or in.’ Ally had thought little of it, but now she wondered if it was another hint. Something obvious, and hidden in plain sight like Lily’s other clues. All of them defying Azagor’s rules.

      “Ally, come back,” said Char.

      “Sorry. I was thinking.” Ally caught Emma’s eye. “Bet I don’t have to tell you what I was thinking, though, do I?”

      “Let them look out for you, or in,” said Emma. “Lily said it, I think.”

      Ally nodded.

      “Meaning?” said Char.

      “That I need to summon Grok and ask for his help.” Ally glanced at her watch. “First, though, we need to get Wedders to school, and then you and I need to hit the retail park.”

      “For a new dressing gown?” Char’s lips curled into a slow smile. “Or something else?”

      “A doorbell.”

      “I’ve got one.”

      “A fancy one, I mean, with motion sensors. One that connects to your phone and alerts you if somebody’s hanging around outside.”

      Char shuddered. “Not the worst idea.”

      “Yeah, well, I have an even better one.” Ally smiled at Emma. “Before you leave for school, pack a suitcase with everything you think you’ll need for a week.”

      “Where am I going?”

      “To my flat. We all are.”

      “We are?” said Char.

      Ally nodded. “We might as well say it. Bantry will come here; we can’t stop that. Doesn’t mean we have to wait for him, though.” She drummed her fingers on the table. “The bell streams live pictures so we’ll see him, but he won’t see us.” She smiled at Char. “And I doubt he’ll be able to find me as easily as he will you, which gives us time, and the element of surprise.”

      “And Grok,” said Emma. “What about him?”

      “Once we’re settled in my place, I’ll do it on Friday night. If it all goes mad, then at least you’re off school the next day.” Ally stretched her arms above her head, then flexed her shoulders. “Until then, we can do some more digging on Bantry, and relax in my new bed. It’s a super-king.”

      Char’s nose wrinkled, and she drew her head back. “When did you buy that?”

      “Few weeks ago. Had a sudden feeling it might come in handy.” Ally grinned. “Just think, no more waking up with one of Emma’s feet under your nose. Total luxury.”

      “That was once!” said Emma, scowling.

      Ally pinched her nose. “Once was enough. The smell almost killed me, and I’m already dead!”

      Emma tutted and deepened the scowl, although as she pushed her chair back, a warm smile emerged. “I’m going to get ready, then pack my bags. I might bring a lot.”

      “Don’t forget your toothbrush, Wedders.” As Emma ran from the kitchen, Ally swung her eyes to Char, and they held each other there for a few seconds. Then Char sighed and held out a hand. Ally took it in hers.

      “Don’t leave me and go to a dark place. Please.”

      Ally shook her head. “That won’t happen.”

      “You sure?”

      “Sure as I can be.” Ally rolled her thumb across Char’s knuckles. “Every time it’s happened, I feel more powerful. It scares me because it’s so seductive.”

      “As seductive as peeling off my old dressing gown?”

      “Not you as well!” Ally touched her right temple, her eyes wide.

      “Don’t be daft,” said Char, grinning. “I recognised your feeling sexy face, and when Em said about the dressing gown, you didn’t know where to look.”

      “Christ! You had me going there!”

      “I know.”

      Ally tugged at Char’s hand in admonishment. “Cruel, very cruel.”

      “Funny, very funny, and it lightened the mood.”

      “We need that,” said Ally, checking her watch again. “And we need to move now or we’ll be late.”

      Char nodded as Ally released her hand. “It will all work out, won’t it?” She seemed unsure.

      “Of course it will. You wait and see. This time next month, it’ll be in the past and we’ll be looking forward to our future.”

      “Hope so.”

      “Me too,” said Ally. “Now, come on, let’s hit the road.”
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        * * *

      

      Friday night arrived without incident. After leaving Char’s flat protected by a new Wi-Fi doorbell, they spent the rest of their free time watching movies, talking through the forthcoming summoning, and jumping like frogs every time Char’s phone registered a false positive. To say the doorbell was a triumph would stretch things. Yes, it worked, and when Bantry arrived, they’d know about it. However, a ground-floor flat near the block entrance saw heavy through-traffic, and within half an hour, Char announced she’d replace it with a standard bell as soon as their situation allowed it.

      Dinner was from Carlo’s, a mixed bag of Italian classics which Char and Emma finished with cannoli and ice-cream. After that, Ally did the washing-up whilst they readied the living room. This amounted to nothing more than closing the blinds and lighting a few scented candles, but it set the mood for what was to come. Then it was time.

      Ally surveyed the room. “There,” she said, pointing to the green velvet sofa. “I think they’ll perch on the back. It’s the only thing in the room big enough.” She leaned against the matching chair. “Wedders, help me move this, so I’m facing the sofa.” Emma obliged at once, after which Char dragged two beanbags from the spare room and placed them to the left of the chair.

      “Think we’re set,” said Char. “Em and I will take the beanies, you have the chair, and with luck, three gigantic demon crows will be happy with the couch.” She puffed her cheeks. “Which is something I never imagined I’d ever say.”

      Ally laughed. “You and me both. Funny how quickly it becomes ordinary, don’t you think?”

      Char nodded. “And the weirder it becomes, the more normal it feels.” She gestured to the chair. “Ready when you are?”

      “Here goes nothing then.” Ally took her seat opposite the sofa, watching Char and Emma settling into the beanbags. This was it. The moment of truth. “One last thing.”

      “What?” said Char, her hand already in her pocket.

      “The stones. Whatever happens, don’t let me touch them.”

      “Is that something you’ll try?”

      Ally shook her head. “I don’t even want to look at them, but sometimes I see one in my hand, you know, in here.” She tapped her head.

      “Then what?” said Char, slipping her arm around Emma.

      “Nothing obvious, but it feels like something shifts. Like I change and can’t go back to what I was. I don’t like it.”

      “Fine,” said Char. “We’ll keep a tight hold of them, won’t we, Em?” Emma nodded. “If I think something’s wrong, we’ll pocket them and bring you back. That okay?”

      “Yeah. Just not too soon.” Ally rolled her shoulders and stretched her neck. “Let’s do it.” In her peripheral vision, Char and Emma stretched out their arms and opened their hands.

      Caw! Caw! Caw!

      Ally smiled. “Grok, my friend.” She bowed her head, and he bowed back. She eyed the other two. “Hrak and Hrek, my friends.” Again, she bowed her head. The birds dipped theirs in unison, revealing a streak of white on their necks that she hadn’t noticed at their last meeting. Twins? The word arrived in her head unbidden, yet felt right.

      Grok ruffled his feathers, and his beady eyes landed on Ally.

      We are summoned

      “I need your help, friends. I’m lost and don’t know how to do what must be done.”

      Speak

      to us

      Ally smiled. Hrak had started his reply and Hrek finished it for him. They were twins. She rubbed her hands together. “An evil man is out there. He’s dangerous, and I need to see what he’s doing now, without being seen.”

      Birds at the window, can’t see me

      but I can be where you can see

      Again, the twins spoke like before, one finishing what the other started, this time Emma’s song from years past. “Can you take me there?” Ally said. It was Grok who replied.

      Fly with me, friend, fly with Grok

      Before she could reply, Ally’s stomach lurched like she’d taken the first drop on a roller coaster. She was in the air—somehow she was flying! But she wasn’t beside Grok, she was Grok. His eyes were hers, and the force of his speed against the wind blew her hair back. Every flap of his massive wings tugged at her shoulders. But she was no longer Ally, and he was no longer Grok. They were one; they were Ally-Grok, and together they were bombing towards Charles Bantry.
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        * * *

      

      Little Street lay a hundred metres below, the illuminated houses appearing more tightly packed than they did from ground level. Aerials and satellite dishes polluted chimneys that had once poisoned the air, but they had long been silent. Yet, despite that, the smell of smoke drifted on the icy breeze. A man was busy in the garden of number 279, striding between the back door of his house and the flames licking the rim of an old oil drum. On each trip, he tipped armfuls of clothing into the fire. Then he waited for a while, poking at the makeshift furnace with a stout metal pole as he brushed sparks from his jacket. He didn’t look up and didn’t see Ally-Grok swoop towards his front garden, where they landed on the window ledge of one of the ground-floor rooms. They shook their feathers, then peered through a gap in the blinds.

      Bantry’s living room was unlit save for the bright orange glow of a two-bar electric fire jammed into the chimney breast. Its light spilled halfway across the room, picking out piles of old newspapers covering the sofa, and a rickety looking domed cage next to the door. Ally-Grok’s head danced from side to side. The cage contained a bird, a mynah bird. And it was staring at them. At once Ally-Grok tapped their beak against the glass.

      We are Ally-Grok, friend to all birds. Who are you?

      The Mynah hopped from its perch at the rear of its cell and bounced across to the cage door, where it squeezed its beak under the door-latch. When the door popped, it eased through the opening without making a sound, then flew to the window. It bowed.

      I am Bird. I am not free.

      The man who keeps you here is outside.

      Yes. He is outside, burning. I know what he burns. The clothes do not belong to him.

      Ally-Grok puffed their neck feathers. Evidence. Bantry was getting rid of evidence. But why now? What did he know? Did he realise the net was closing in on him? As though connected to their thoughts, Bird answered.

      He is leaving. He tells me this. Then I will roast in the flames. Help me!

      Ally-Grok danced on the spot in fury, their vast wings stretched wide, and their head thrown back. Bantry would pay for this. He would pay for everything.

      We are coming inside.

      No sooner than they said the words, Ally-Grok felt the heat from the electric fire, and they cawed, settling Bird, who’d flapped backwards at the surprise entrance. Then, their eyes flicked to the living room door. It was ajar. They tipped their head to Bird.

      Take us to see what you see. We must know. Then we will free you.

      Bird shook his wings, then bounced towards the door. When he got there, he pushed his head around it, then yanked it back. The door swung open.

      Follow me.

      Ally-Grok hopped after Bird and into the hallway, and they looked around. From a plaster rose in the centre of the ceiling, an unshaded bulb hung at an angle, the glass hazed with yellow, which made it seem like it gave out more darkness than it did light. But it was still enough for them to see dirty, uncarpeted floors, and peeling, musty wallpaper. It also picked out the crumpled bundle of flyers stacked on a small table to the left of the door.

      Follow me, follow me.

      Bird crept along the floor, close to the wall. Every few seconds, he stopped, his head cocked. Then he continued.

      This way. Close now.

      But Ally-Grok knew they were close. Bluebottles. Hundreds of them, buzzing around in the shadows. And the smell, fruity and rotten. Dead flesh. They stopped before a door, Bird just two hops ahead.

      The dead lie behind this door. Long dead. Fresh dead.

      Ally-Grok bounced closer. If the people behind the door were dead, then there was nothing more to do. Bantry had killed them, and fate demanded retribution. But, if any lived, they’d have to open the door and go inside. They scraped their beak on the floor, gouging out black wood. Thinking. Then they eyed Bird.

      Do any live beyond the door?

      Bird rocked his head left and right.

      All dead. All dead.

      Ally-Grok hopped backwards, a flutter of wings steadying them.

      We have seen what we needed to see and we will leave. You will be free. Show us where the man enters the garden.

      Bird squawked twice, then shot along the hallway in a series of jumps and flutters, Ally-Grok keeping pace behind him. They passed the open living room door, then turned left and flapped through a tight corridor that split a bathroom from what appeared to be a storage area. As they approached the kitchen, a ripple of cold air tickled their claws, and when they crossed the threshold, they saw why. The back door stood wide open. Bird hopped to the left, making no sound, and Ally-Grok followed, their eyes fixed on Bantry at the far and of the garden. Their head twitched, and they looked at Bird for the last time. His eyes darted between the open door and his old master, but Ally-Grok calmed him.

      We will distract the man and he will not see you. You are free.

      Bird bowed, then stepped backwards as Ally-Grok’s huge wings filled the door frame.

      Goodbye, Bird. Long life to you.

      Bird bowed again.

      Goodbye, friends. Long life to you both.

      Then the air shook and hummed with the sound of beating wings, as Ally-Grok took off and headed for Bantry, whose head jerked up in surprise. He could see them, and they knew he’d never seen their like, because he stepped back in terror, his eyes wide. They flew faster, and as they were almost upon him, he cowered beneath his hands and turned away. Bird called after them as he took flight.

      I am free.

      At the last second, Ally-Grok swooped left, then they climbed and climbed until the houses lay far beneath them. They heard Bird in the distance, calling out his freedom. Then Ally felt sick. She fell, faster and faster, but before she hit the ground, her eyes snapped open, and she leaned towards Emma, who was kneeling before her, holding out an orange bucket at arm’s length. “Sorry, Wedders,” was all she said. Then she retched and threw up a mixture of black curds and even blacker feathers. Four retches later, she stopped, then wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “Did I disappear?”

      Emma and Char shook their heads.

      “I was here the whole time?”

      “Yes, and you kept saying you felt sick,” said Char, taking the bucket from an open-mouthed Emma. “Where do you think you went?”

      “His house. Bantry’s.” Ally’s eyes smarted, but no tears came. “Oh, Char, it’s a slaughterhouse.” She ran one hand through her hair. “And he’s burning the evidence. I saw him do it.” She rubbed her mouth again. “He’s getting ready to run.”

      “How do you know?” said Char, placing the bucket behind her and taking Emma’s outstretched hand.

      “A Mynah called Bird told us.”

      “Us?” Char’s eyes narrowed. “Who’s us?”

      “Ally-Grok. Me and Grok, we’re called Ally-Grok. And we saw it all, and we could smell it.” Ally’s hands twisted against each other. “He’s running, Char, but before he does, I need to go back there on my own.”

      “Why?” said Char and Emma together.

      “Because he’s got something that belongs to us; the leaflets we dropped. If he runs, it’s only a matter of time before somebody discovers the reason. They’ll link the leaflets to you, and they might try linking you to him.” Ally shrugged. “So I have no choice. I have to get back inside Bantry’s house, and it has to be soon.”
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      How could Bantry know they were onto him? Ally sipped her tea, the second one since Char and Emma had gone shopping without her. She pulled her head back from the window as her breath had fogged the glass, but then a flash of white caught her eye and she dragged the blinds aside and leaned forward. But it was just a gull, a big one. Perhaps it would stop by for a bit of mouldy kebab and a chat, although as she didn’t have a stock of fusty doners to hand out willy-nilly, it would have to settle for a half-eaten burger. She let the blind go and headed for the sofa, flinging herself along it when she arrived. In her mind’s eye she saw Bird, his terror so overwhelming, he’d almost missed his chance. He’d been petrified beyond the realms of rational thinking, and even when escape had required only a quick flap of his wings, he’d hesitated. It had seemed odd at first, as Bird could obviously stage a cage-break whenever he fancied. Yet, despite this, fear froze him, even when facing a wide-open door. Had Ally-Grok not been there to help, she doubted he would have flown at all. She closed her eyes, remembering her own mad dash for freedom on the day of her sixteenth birthday.

      Other than being a special birthday, Halloween in ninety-five had been just another Tuesday. On the back of a roasting summer, October had been mild, but on the morning of the thirty-first, Ally had stretched awake to thick fog and frost. On her bedside table, as had been the norm for a few years, her mother had propped her birthday card against the alarm clock. Inside it, there’d be a crisp ten-pound note, maybe two, depending on the parlous state of her mother’s finances. On any other day, she’d have grabbed the cash and squirrelled it away in the tin under Char’s bed, but on that day, she’d left the card unopened and added an envelope of her own. One with mum scrawled on the front of it. It was her last goodbye, or so she’d thought.

      Air brakes squealed in the car park, and Ally opened her eyes to a present that remained glued to the past. She hadn’t taken her mother’s money that day. Somehow, it’d felt cheap to do it when all her plans had formed around sneaking from the house like a thief, and not saying goodbye face-to-face. In that way, she’d been like Bird, but not like Bird. Terrified? Yes. Beyond rational thought? No. Not even close. Although the slaps had stopped, their replacement had almost been worse. Barbed comments about her appearance and never-ending criticism and put-downs that almost, but not quite, broke her spirit. And there had been fear, but not the same fear she’d felt when she’d been too small to fight back. Instead, she’d feared what she, Ally, might do if her mother went one step too far. If she somehow found just the right spot to needle. It hadn’t been worth the risk, and so, when she woke on her sixteenth birthday, she’d snatched an already-packed suitcase from the closet and made a run for it. After that, the year petered out, and for a while, she’d expected to find her mother hammering on the door one morning, intent on dragging her home. But it never happened.

      Ally sighed, kicking her legs off the sofa and pulling herself upright. She pictured herself with Grok, fleeing the thing in Wilton Street. Perhaps, instead of running, she should have asked it why mum never came; made it explain why she hadn’t cared enough to even try. But it wasn’t too late. She could go back to Wilton Street anytime to demand answers, because she could speak to the dead. And her powers didn’t restrict her to the deceased she’d known in life, either. When Bird had taken Ally-Grok to the locked door in Bantry’s hallway, he’d told them nothing lived behind it. And he’d been right. Nothing behind the door lived, not in the ordinary sense of the word. But they didn’t sleep either. Their restless voices had carried into the hall, girlish voices that were lost and afraid. And angry. Furious even. She’d told Char and Emma she had to go back for the leaflets and it hadn’t been a lie. There’s no way she wanted either of them linked to Bantry’s evil, so she had to retrieve the flyers. But that wasn’t her only reason for returning, because the voices had called to her, not as Ally-Grok, but as plain old Ally, the undead demon. They wanted retribution. They demanded punishment. And for that, they’d pay her in information. They knew something she must know before facing Bantry, and they also needed to show her an important object. So there was nothing else for it. Along with Char, she’d have to scope Bantry’s house, and when he left it, even if he was only popping out for milk, she’d have to get inside and find out who was shuffling behind the door.
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        * * *

      

      The second Char’s smiling face shone into the living room, Ally knew they’d be visiting Bantry’s house of horrors one more time. Although she could be feisty, Char was always gracious in defeat, especially if that defeat came after hours of argument. All she’d needed, as usual, was time to consider the pros and cons of the issue at hand, and on this occasion, she’d decided things in Ally’s favour.

      “Have you had tea?” said Char, swinging the door open wider to let Emma squeeze past her.

      “Gallons.” Ally smiled at Emma, who’d plumped herself on the sofa beside her. “What did you get? Slippers, shoes or boots?”

      “We got nothing,” said Emma in a haughty tone, “apart from stuff to fill your fridge.” She held out a small plastic bag. “But we got you these.”

      Ally grinned. “A present for me? What is it?”

      “Open the bag and find out,” said Char. “If you like them, it was my idea, and if you don’t...”

      Emma pouted. “No way! I chose them, and they’re pretty.”

      Ally dangled the bag in the air. “Pretty? Now I’m worried.”

      “Go on,” said Char, “open it. I’m dying to see your face.”

      “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” Ally smiled and plunged her hands into the bag. It was gloves, leather gloves. Not as bad as she’d thought. She pulled them out, and as she held them up her face fell. “Pink?”

      “Aren’t they gorgeous?” said Emma, bouncing in her seat. “You’ll need them if you’re going inside Charles Bantry’s house, so you don’t leave fingerprints.”

      “Or fingers,” said Char.

      “Yeah, but pink?”

      “That was my idea,” said Emma, beaming. “If you drop one, the police couldn’t link it to you because nothing in your entire wardrobe is pink! And we paid for them in cash to make things harder.”

      “Aren’t you going to try them on?” said Char.

      Ally couldn’t read Char’s expression. She saw amusement, but underneath that lurked worry. And beneath worry, there was something else. Was it resignation? An acceptance that events were now in motion, and would be what they would be? It was impossible to be sure, so she grinned in her direction and slid her hands into the gloves. “Not a terrible fit, I suppose.”

      “Oh,” said Emma, “they are so cute on you.” She turned to Char. “Don’t you think they’re cute on her?”

      “Course I do.” Char found her smile again. “She’s the cutest little demon on that sofa.” Emma giggled as Char closed the door and plonked herself on the chair opposite the couch. “But she needs to remember cuteness gets a girl only so far, especially if she’s burgling a murderer’s house.” She crossed her legs. “She needs a half-decent plan.”

      Ally raised her eyebrows. “Does that mean you’ve got one?”

      Char nodded. “You two want to hear it?”

      “Damn right we do,” said Ally, pulling Emma closer. “We’re listening.”

      “Okay,” said Char, uncrossing her legs and leaning forward. “I’m presuming you know a way to get inside the house.”

      “Through the front door.” Ally waved her pink-gloved hands in the air. “One touch from me, and it’s open sesame, remember?”

      “Excellent. Straight to the main entrance doesn’t look suspicious, and you’ll look even less suspicious wearing a hi-vis vest and carrying a clipboard.” Char’s eyes narrowed. “Most people don’t look beyond the end of their nose, so if they see a hi-vis, they’ll presume you’re a workman.”

      “Workwoman,” said Emma.

      “Workwoman,” repeated Char. “It’s perfect, and it’ll be even more perfect because I’ve hired a white van. I pick it up tomorrow morning.”

      “You’re brilliant at this,” said Ally, a grin spreading over her face. “And I mean that. What’s more anonymous than a white van? And we can hide in the back.”

      Char pointed to the two beanbags. “We can take those with us. Least we’ll be comfortable during the stakeout.”

      “So you think a watch and wait’s worth doing?”

      “Course I do. It just needs to be done well.”

      “Can I come?” said Emma, giving Char an endearing smile.

      “Out of the question.” Char shook her head as Emma began a grumble. “We all know what that man is, Em, so I don’t want you anywhere near him. Monday morning, after we take you to school; we’ll do it then and wait as long as possible.” She looked at Ally. “If he goes out, you go in, grab the leaflets, then come straight back out again. No messing around looking for anything else, okay?”

      “But what if he’s moved them? I’ll need to search.”

      “No way. If they’re not where you expect them to be, then forget it. We’ll take our chances. You can’t be in there when he comes back.”

      “Yeah, but...”

      “But what?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re hiding something.”

      Ally snorted. “I’m not.”

      Char sighed. “You are. It’s obvious.”

      “Is not.”

      Char’s eyes flashed. “For God’s sake, are you going to tell me, or do I have to come over there and make you?”

      Although Ally thought Char making good on her threat could be fun, she knew better than to joke about it because Char wasn’t wearing her flirty face. Besides, nothing about Bantry’s house amused her, especially what lay in the locked room. She turned to Emma.

      “Wedders, I think–”

      “I’m not leaving.” Emma folded her arms and stared back at Ally. “And I’m not making more tea! I already know what the man does, and I want to know what you’re not telling us.”

      Ally took Emma’s arm and her eyes narrowed. “Can you not hear what I’m thinking?”

      Emma’s brow crunched. “There are too many voices in your head. Yours isn’t clear.”

      “What voices?” said Char at once.

      “I don’t know,” said Emma, her face troubled. “It’s girl’s voices, but I don’t know them.”

      Before Char could say anything, Ally held her hands up. “Bantry has a locked room.” She eyed Emma, then looked at her own feet. “I think it’s where he stores... it’s where he keeps... the ones he takes.” She lifted her eyes. “They called to me when I was there as Ally-Grok. They have something for me, something I must have before facing Bantry.”

      “What is it?” Char’s voice was barely audible.

      “I don’t know, but they want retribution for what he’s done to them, and they’ll pay me in information.” She shrugged and took Emma’s hand. “I think that’s how the whole demony-punishment thing works.”

      “So, you only need to talk to them,” said Char.

      “More or less, I suppose. But they have something to show me, so... I’ll need to go into the room.” Ally fell silent, remembering the bluebottles buzzing around Ally-Grok’s head, and the smell, the awful smell. “I’d rather not do it, but I must, or else I’ll never see day forty-one.”

      Emma leaned into Ally’s side, and Char heaved herself from the chair and joined them on the sofa. Nobody spoke.
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning arrived too soon, and it didn’t come alone. Ally had conducted her usual skin check late on the Sunday night, and all had been well. Her left pinkie didn’t look any worse, and there’d been no sign of rot anywhere else. By Monday morning, however, things had taken a turn for the worse, and she’d wandered into the kitchen to see Char and Emma, still with all her fingers, but with her left pinkie held in her right hand. It had snapped off when she’d been changing her white glove. And that wasn’t all. What had started in her smallest finger had spread to the rest of the hand and the lower part of her left arm. To be fair to Char and Emma, and she thought, herself, nobody panicked. They’d known something like this would happen at some point, and given everything they’d gone through already, they somehow took it in their stride. Emma was particularly calm. She left the table for a short while, and when she returned, she was holding a pink wooden jewellery box. She’d already removed her collection of necklaces from it and stuffed it with paper tissues. All she said when she handed it to Ally was, ‘she keeps her fingers in a pink box.’ And there it was; another connection to the past. Tiny Emma had known Ally’s finger would come off in the future.

      Whilst Char took Emma to school, Ally kitted out the van with the beanbags and two woollen throws. It was another bitter day, and although she wouldn’t suffer, Char would if the stakeout took more than a few hours. The throws would help, at least a bit, and so would the flask of coffee Ally threw in for good measure. And that was that. As soon as Char returned, they jumped into the van, pulled on their hi-vis vests, and headed for the top end of Cranberry Avenue. The perfect spot from which to spy on Charles Bantry.
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        * * *

      

      “At last!” said Char, shrugging the throw from her shoulders.

      Ally kept her eyes on Bantry who, after almost five hours of waiting, had left his house and jumped into his car, a boring-looking blue Vauxhall. “If he’s taking the car, then he might be gone for a while.” She turned to Char. “This is it.”

      Char glanced at her watch. “Be quick, please. We need to be at the school in forty-five minutes.”

      Ally nodded, just as Bantry gunned the engine. “Leaflets, quick discussion, and then back here. There’s plenty of time to get Wedders, especially the way you drive.” She grinned. “You’re like Stirling Moss.”

      “He’s going,” said Char, not reacting to Ally’s dig. “Count to thirty, so he’ll be out of sight.”

      Ally did as instructed and when she finished the count, she grabbed a clipboard. “I’ll be as quick as I can.”

      “Good luck.” Char leaned forward and kissed Ally’s lips. “Come back in one piece.”

      Ally just nodded. Then she slid open the van’s side door and hit the street, hurrying as much as she could towards number 279 without making it look like she was hurrying. When she reached the target, she slowed and pretended to look at something on the clipboard. Then she nodded and pushed through the gate and into the garden. Half a dozen steps saw her at Charles Bantry’s front door, where, with a pink-gloved hand, she touched the keyhole. When, as expected, it clicked, she depressed the handle and pushed the door open. The smell hit her at once. Stepping inside, she closed the door, gagging twice before covering her nose with a scarf she’d brought for that purpose. And she was glad she’d had the foresight to bring it, because the stench was worse than she’d remembered from her visit as Ally-Grok. Much worse. But she had to keep going.

      Allowing a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the gloom, Ally scanned the hallway. Nothing had changed as far as she could see. It was still a dank, filthy place that nobody in their right mind would want to visit for any length of time. But, of course, there were those who’d had no choice. Bantry had seen to that. And they called to her now, three of them, begging her to bring vengeance upon the man who’d murdered them. The man who’d tortured them. Ally’s neck prickled, and when she rushed a hand towards the sensation, she found feathers; thick demon feathers. It was time to move.

      Darting to her left, Ally tucked the clipboard under one arm and plucked the pile of leaflets from the table. She folded them, then jammed them into her jacket pocket, zipping it to keep them safe. Then she retraced her steps and headed towards the locked door. As she approached, the bluebottles stopped buzzing, but the voices gained strength. When she arrived, they fell silent.

      “I’m here,” said Ally. “Tell me what I need to know and I’ll punish the man who did this.”

      One voice responded, and when it did, Ally could have cried, because it came from what in life must have been a young girl around Emma’s age.

      “We’ve got something to show you, too. Come in.”

      Ally reached for the door, then stopped. What if it was a trick, like Wilton Street?

      “Please,” said an older voice, “come in. You must see it.”

      “Yes,” said a third. “See with your own eyes, or nothing can be right.”

      They sounded so sad. Worn out and tired, yet unable to rest. Ally pulled the scarf from her nose and suppressed the urge to gag. She had to go in, but didn’t want them to know how repulsive she’d find it. They’d suffered enough. With that thought, she touched the door lock, watching as the handle turned on its own and the door swung back. And there they stood. The youngest was indeed around Emma’s age, and the other two looked only thirty, if that. All were missing body parts and were rotten, their skin loose and disconnected. Liquid-filled blisters ruptured before Ally’s eyes, and both of the older woman had bloated. They were all naked.

      “I’m so sorry this happened to you,” said Ally. “So very sorry.” As she stepped into the room, the young girl pressed the light switch, illuminating the scene, albeit not by much.

      “Look over there,” said one of the older women. She pointed, using the stump of her right arm.

      “Suitcases,” said Ally, stepping forward for a better look. She counted them; sixteen. All zipped closed. “Those cases...” She stopped as quickly as she started.

      “Those just have bones now, but the ones on the other side are ours.” The young girl walked up to Ally and took her hand. Ally didn’t flinch. “Mine is the middle one.”

      “Behind the door,” said the other older woman. “Look behind the door.”

      Ally tugged the door back and her eyes fell on three extra-large suitcases, still wrapped in plastic, and with the tags dangling from the handles. Her throat clicked several times as she swallowed air.

      “Those are for you and your friends.” The first of the older woman gazed at Ally with the remains of her sunken eyes. “He talks about it to himself, and he’ll do it soon, so you must hurry.”

      All Ally could do was nod. She felt sick.

      “He’s clever,” said the other woman, “and he’s strong too. It’s not natural the strength he has.”

      “You must be careful,” said the little girl. “And before you face him, you must go home.”

      “Home?” Ally couldn’t prise her eyes from the new luggage.

      “Yes,” said the first older woman, “home to mum. There’s something she has to tell you, and unless you hear it, that evil man will bring you here with your friends.”

      “You must speak to mum,” they all said in unison.

      The little girl released Ally’s hand and then walked back to her two companions.

      Ally nodded. “Wilton Street. Might have known.” She eyed the three women as they huddled together. “He’ll pay for what he’s done. I promise.”

      “Thank you,” said the first older woman.

      Ally turned to go, then stopped dead. “What are your names?” she said, anger bubbling in her heart.

      “I was Jessica Holmes,” said the second older woman.

      “I was Susan Holmes,” the first older woman said. “Jessica was my sister.”

      “What about you?” said Ally to the young girl. “What was your name?”

      “I was Amelia Forrest. I miss my mum.”

      It was an unbearable roll-call, and Ally closed her eyes, picturing Bantry’s face. The now familiar cold sensation swept over her, but this time, she held it in check. She opened her eyes. “Can I do anything else to help you? Anything at all.”

      “Yes,” they said together.

      “Leave the door unlocked and open,” said Jessica. “Then we can leave and find our rest.” She looked down at her rotted corpse. “Our remains will stay here, but we’ll be free.”

      Although Ally realised that the open door would tell Bantry an intruder had discovered his nasty little secret, she didn’t care. He’d already made plans against her, Char and Emma too, so it didn’t matter if he joined the dots and placed her at the scene of his crimes.

      “Will you help us?” said Amelia. “I miss my mum.”

      “Of course I will,” said Ally. “Find your peace.” With that, she turned on her heel and ran back along the hall. Yanking the front door open, she burst into the fresh air and sped towards the van without looking back. As she approached it, Char spilled out of the side door and climbed in the driver’s seat, waving her hand for Ally to hurry. When Ally reached the van and threw herself into the passenger seat, Char started the engine, and without waiting for Ally to belt up, she hit the gas and sped from Cranberry Avenue and into Little Street.

      “It’s Em,” said Char, “something’s wrong.”

      “What? How?” said Ally, staring at Char’s chalk-white face.

      “If you hadn’t come out when you did, I was coming in.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “A text. Emma sent a text just before you came out. She’s scared.”

      “About what?”

      “I tried to phone her, but she didn’t answer. Something’s wrong, Al.”

      Ally stared straight ahead. She knew what was wrong.

      Bantry.
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            BANTRY’S GAMBIT

          

        

      

    

    
      The van screeched to a halt behind a white Hyundai Kona, whose driver had made a suicidal dash from Walker Street to join the end of a long queue of traffic. Char threw both hands onto the centre of the steering wheel, blasting the horn for all she was worth. But nothing moved. Ahead, cars snaked back from the Adlebury interchange, and already, the school run was in full flow.

      “We’ve missed her.” Char was panicking, her fingers drumming the wheel in frustration. “Nothing’s moving, and we’ve missed her. I can’t believe this. We’ve been here for forty minutes and nothing’s bloody moving!”

      Ally said nothing, her attention drawn to three figures standing on the pavement to their left. She hit the window button, and as it rolled down, the man spoke to her.

      “We’re trying to get home. Do you know if it’s this way?”

      “Sorry, I don’t know,” said Ally. “What happened at the interchange?”

      “A lorry,” said the man. “It came right over the top of our car. We were lucky to get out in one piece.” He turned to the woman and the little boy beside him. “I’m just asking this lady if she knows how we get home. Won’t be long.”

      “Where did you live?” said Ally, eyeing the trio’s torn, bloody clothes. The woman had only one arm, and the little boy...

      “Not sure, to be honest.” The man scratched what remained of his head. “It’s near here, I think. Rumbelow Street rings a bell, but so does Caxton Avenue.”

      “Caxton Avenue,” said Ally at once. “Keep going that way, and when you come to the garage, take the next turn on the right.”

      “Brilliant,” said the man, with a half-faced grin. He nodded a thanks and gestured to the traffic jam. “Hope you’re not in a hurry. They’ll be lucky to clear that mess by a week next Tuesday.” He gave Ally a cheery wave. “Bye. And thanks again!”

      Ally closed the window.

      “Who on earth were you talking to?” said Char.

      “There’s no time,” said Ally. “Can you get into Walker Street?”

      “Well, yes but–”

      “Do it. And stop beside the bike.” Ally unclipped her seat belt as Char heaved the van into the side street and pulled over, just missing a BMW parked too near the corner.

      “This takes us back the way we came. It’ll take us twice as long!”

      “There’s no choice.” Ally grabbed Char’s arm. “There’s been an accident further up the road. A bad one; three people dead. We can’t go that way.”

      “But–”

      “But nothing. Listen to me.” Ally pulled Char towards her and kissed her forehead. “Listen to me.” She softened her tone. “Forget the interchange. Nothing’s moving there for a while, trust me. Go back and take Orchard Avenue. It’ll take longer, I know, but you’ll get there.”

      “But where are you going?” said Char.

      “Same place as you; the school. But I’m going on foot, and I’ll cut through the park and out the other side. Might get there before you, and you never know, maybe I’ll fly.” Ally kissed Char again. “Right, move.” With that, she threw the van door open and jumped out, slamming it behind her. Then, taking a quick glance around, she darted across the road and into the nearest garden. She vanished before Char screeched out of Walker Street.
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        * * *

      

      With seconds to spare, Ally snatched her ankles away from the slavering jaws of the Alsatian, bounding over the wall and into the park. She vaulted all six feet of it like it wasn’t there, and when she hit the other side, she shot off without breaking stride. In any other circumstances, unleashing fresh demon powers would have been exhilarating, but too much was at stake to give them more than a passing thought. Emma was in trouble. Worse than that, the trouble was Charles Bantry. Ally could feel it. She could feel him, his noxious presence stinking out her nostrils worse than any cadaver could ever have done. She remembered poor Jessica Holmes, who’d told her Bantry was clever. How right she’d been. He’d outsmarted them. How he’d done it, she didn’t know, but he’d done it, and now it was a race against time to get to Emma before he did. But, of course, she was kidding herself, and she knew it. He had her already. He’d taken Emma from under their noses and they hadn’t even considered it a possibility. They’d sent her to school and kept her well clear of his charnel house, but they’d missed something; something vital. And they’d lost her. Ally bent her head and thundered straight through the privet hedge separating the park grounds from the school playing field, scattering branches in her wake. If he harmed Emma, there’d be no undying death for Bantry. It was too good for him. No, if he touched a hair on Emma’s head, he’d suffer actual death at the end of a pair of razor-sharp demon claws. Her demon claws. And it would be a very slow process, she’d make sure of it.

      A dog barked up ahead, and the woman accompanying it yanked its lead back. Ally slowed her pace to something more human as she exited the sports ground and ran towards the front of the school. Despite everything, she couldn’t risk drawing attention to herself. There could be no distractions now, nothing could get in the way, or else...

      Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeep. Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeep.

      Ally zeroed in on the white van weaving from side to side and zooming up the driveway. It was Char, and she was driving like the devil himself was after her. The woman with the dog was nowhere to be seen, and as Ally met Char as she jumped from the van it was obvious they were the only ones there. The carpark was empty, and Char was in tears.

      “Where is she? Where the hell is she, Al? What’s happened to her?”

      Ally bundled Char into her arms and let her sob against her shoulder. She wanted to say everything would be fine, that they’d find her soon and...

      “It’s my fault she’s gone. I shuh... should have been here.”

      What to tell her. Ally tightened her hold and stroked Char’s hair, rocking her on the spot as she mewled. The truth? Could she tell her Bantry had taken Emma even before the three women in his house had begged for rest? For that’s what he’d done, Ally was certain of it. And she was sure of something else. Bantry would take Emma back to his house of horrors, because he had a suitcase waiting for her there. She kissed the top of Char’s head. He’d take poor Wedders back there to do what he’d done to the others, and it had to be there without a doubt. It was his totem, his magical place. Where he could take his time and do whatever his warped imagination invented. Ally kissed Char again, her mind whirring, but she knew what she had to do next. Bantry wasn’t at his house yet. She could sense it. And that was a mistake, along with leaving the place unguarded for Ally to see his handiwork for herself. No matter what happened now, she’d never let Emma set foot in that place, never, and so there was only one thing for it. She pushed Char off her shoulder and wiped her tear-streaked face with a pink glove.

      “I’ve lost her,” said Char.

      Ally shook her head. “Not yet, and not ever.” She kissed fresh tears away and took a deep breath. “I need you to drive us back to Bantry’s house as quickly as you can without getting stopped for speeding. We can’t go into Little Street, but we can park in the next one up. Milrig, I think it is. Can you do that?”

      Char nodded. “Emma’s there, isn’t she?”

      “Not yet,” said Ally. “And I’m going to make damn sure she never is.” She gave Char the most determined look she could muster. “I know how to stop him, and I will stop him. But I need to get inside his house first.”

      Again, Char nodded, but this time, she sucked in a deep breath, then let it go in a rush. “Drive fast, but don’t get caught. I can do that.” She met Ally’s gaze.

      “Okay,” said Ally, “let’s go. But first, we need to pop into the petrol station at Whirler’s roundabout. They have something I need.”
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        * * *

      

      Kneeling in the bushes, Ally listened for the drone of the van’s engine, but it had already receded into the far distance. Char couldn’t be a part of this; it was too dangerous for anyone with a heartbeat. Once done though, they’d meet in the McDonald’s near the retail park. Then they’d talk, although not until after she’d summoned Grok and the twins. She needed them, and could only hope one black stone would be enough to bring them to her. It would have to be.

      Chirrup! Chirrup! Chirrup!

      Ally smiled at the little sparrow who’d fought her way through the greenery. Her name was Eka, and, along with several of her friends, she’d conducted a reconnaissance mission to make certain Bantry’s house was empty. “Is he there?” she said.

      No one who lives is there - it is a sad house

      “It is, and I’m sorry you had to go inside for me. Thank you, Eka. Now, leave this place. Tell all our friends they must go at once and fly far!”

      The little bird bobbed its head.

      Long life, Ally-Grok

      “Long life to you and yours.” As Ally waved, the little bird took off, its call urgent. Within seconds, the air thrummed to the sound of a thousand pairs of wings, and the sky above Little Street darkened. It was time.

      Pulling up her jacket hood, Ally left her hiding place and stomped towards Bantry’s kitchen door. Concealing her face had been an extra precaution, but as the house wasn’t overlooked because of the angle of the plot, even the nearest nosey neighbour wouldn’t see enough to identify her later. She was sure, however, that it didn’t matter. It seemed nobody in this street paid much attention to the strange man who lived in the last house on the left. Had they done so, his activities would surely not have gone unnoticed, because curtains in places like Little Street were forever twitching; someone would have seen something untoward. But only if they’d wanted to see it. She rather thought nobody did.

      One touch of Ally’s hand unlocked the back door, and in she went, once again surrounded by the smell of death. She closed the pantry window through which Eka and her friends had gained entry, then she strode towards the cooker and turned on all the gas burners. The hiss of a thousand angry snakes filled the kitchen as she backed into the hall and pulled the cap off the red plastic container. Then, careful not to splash herself, she trailed a generous line of petrol all the way to the room where Bantry  kept his trophies. The man in the shop hadn’t looked up when she ran in from the forecourt to buy the petrol can. And he didn’t see her grab a lighter from the box on the counter, when he’d turned his back to get the batteries she’d asked for. It had been a quick, straightforward transaction, and a good value one too. She’d get plenty of bang for her buck.

      Heading to the living room, Ally checked her watch. There was no need to hurry, not yet anyway. The gas was building nicely, and it wouldn’t be long until it had gathered at dangerous levels. When it did, she’d be ready, and Bantry’s old newspapers were just what she needed. Grabbing one, she opened it to the centre spread and rolled it like a cigar. Once done, she twisted it into a knot the way her mother had shown her when they’d been building the coal fire. The knot gave the paper a slower burn time to make sure it held together long enough to ignite the coal, and it also made it compact, so that if thrown, it would fly like a stone and not a feather. And she needed it to fly, because when it was time to light things up, she’d have to be outside and running if she hoped to escape the blast. She checked her watch again. It was time.

      Carefully soaking one end of the paper knot with petrol, Ally made her way to the front door, opening it wide and stepping onto the porch. Light flooded past her, seeking dark corners. Cleansing them, just as the flames would do. This was it. When she lit the paper, she’d have seconds to get away, only seconds, and she’d have to hope the demon inside her was ready to run. The house next door would sustain damage; she knew that. But it was distant enough from 279 for any damage to be repairable, and for anyone inside to live to tell the tale. Ally drew the lighter from her jacket pocket and, in one movement, lit the knotted paper and flicked it deep into the hall. She was running before it hit the floor.

      When Bantry’s house blew, Ally was already at the bottom of Cranberry Avenue. The noise was thunderous. Houses and streets shook. Car alarms played a high-pitched symphony, wailing in distress. Then people appeared at windows and in their gardens. Ally stood as one with them, playing the part of a shocked bystander, her mouth agape at the sight of the carnage in Little Street. And it was carnage. From where she stood, it looked like the explosion had blown Bantry’s house all the way to the moon. Flames and dust fought for supremacy, and the one remaining outer wall collapsed in defeat with a crump, throwing more debris into the melee. It was quite a scene. Ally flicked her eyes left and right. Nobody was taking any notice of her, so she stuffed her hands in her jacket pockets and turned her back on them. As distant sirens wailed, she set off to meet Char.
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived back at the flat, Ally stripped off her clothes and bagged everything for disposal, even the new pink gloves. Everything reeked of petrol, her included, so, as Char charged both their phones to prepare for what lay ahead, she hit the shower. Her head buzzed. There was so much she didn’t yet understand, but it would all have to wait because they had to get to Emma. She was the number one priority. But where was she? Not at Bantry’s house, that was certain. They’d scuppered that part of his plan for sure. So where else would he go? Where would he take her? As she towelled her hair dry, Ally chewed it over, trying to remain logical despite her growing panic. The only place that came to mind was the Bantry family tomb in Bledsdale Cemetery. Although locked when they’d visited it, Bantry would have a key. Nothing was surer. As she pulled on her black jeans and sweater, she marked it as a possibility. Now, where else?

      “Al.”

      “Hey,” said Ally, “you okay?” Char looked awful, like she’d aged twenty years in as many minutes.

      “Holding it together. Just.”

      Ally slipped into her old black boots. Then she held her arms out to Char and stood as she approached. Their embrace was brief, curtailed by the urgency of the moment. “I’ve been thinking about your black stone.”

      “And?”

      “I might not need it.” Ally sucked her teeth, thinking of her encounter with Eka. “When I was at his house, I spoke to a little sparrow called Eka.”

      Char’s eyebrows lifted. “A sparrow called Eka.”

      Ally nodded. “Anyway, to cut a long story short, she called me Ally-Grok, not just Ally. I think it might mean Grok and I still have a connection, and if that’s true...”

      “You can call him!”

      “Like I had his number in my phone.” Ally mustered a grim smile and took Char’s hand. Then she led her from the bedroom. When they arrived in the living room, she sat, like before, facing the sofa. Char sat on the floor beside her, one arm wrapped around her calf. “I’ve got a job for Grok and the twins, and if they can do it, I think it’ll keep Wedders safe and buy us a bit of time.”

      “Please try.”

      “Okay, here goes nothing.” Ally closed her eyes. How would she do this? Think about him? Easy enough. She pictured Grok flying towards her, but the image in her mind’s eye wobbled, then disappeared. She tried again, this time imagining flying with him as Ally-Grok. The same thing happened, and when it did, she banged her fists against her thighs. “Where the hell are you, Grok? I need your help.” Char jerked and released Ally’s leg.

      “Oh my God, they’re huge!”

      Ally’s eyes flew open. There, on the back of the sofa, sat Grok, Hrak and Hrek. They bowed as one to her, then turned to Char and did the same. Grok spoke.

      We are summoned

      “Thank you friends, thank you,” said Ally. “We need your help.” She glanced at Char. “You can see them?”

      “Yes. One, two and three,” said Char, pointing to each bird. “How is this possible?”

      Hrak spoke.

      We are in

      your world now

      Hrek finished what Hrak had started.

      “Right,” said Char, nodding as if the answer had been obvious.

      “Grok’s in the middle,” said Ally, “and that’s Hrak and Hrek. They’re twins.”

      “Twins,” said Char. “I see.”

      Ally looked into Grok’s black eyes. “We need help, friend. Bantry’s taken Emma, and he means to hurt her.”

      Grok nodded.

      Bantry

      “We need to find her, and we need her safe. Can you help us?”

      Grok turned his enormous head towards Char.

      We will find your fledgling - he will not harm her

      The twins shook their feathers and cawed.

      His eyes, we will

      take his eyes, take

      his eyes

      “No!” said Ally at once. “It’s too soon. I need to...” She stopped. What did she need? Bantry in her claws? Without a doubt. His soul in Azagor’s claws? Another tick. But if they damaged him before then...

      What are your wishes?

      Grok’s head tilted as he stared at Ally’s stricken face.

      Ally sighed. “Find them and keep Emma safe. Do whatever you need to do.” She eyed the twins. “If you can watch them without interfering, please do that. Azagor wants Bantry, and I mean to deliver him. But if that awful man tries to harm Emma, do with him what you will.” She snorted in anger. “And make it painful.”

      Grok spread his wings and bowed.

      We shall fly, friend, and friend of Ally

      Hrak and Hrek bobbed their heads.

      Spy on the man and take

      his eyes to protect

      the fledgling

      Then, in an instant, they vanished.

      Char turned her pale face to Ally. “They’ll find her, won’t they?”

      Ally nodded. “And they’ll find her before we can, so it gives us ti—”

      A little less conversation, a little more action

      “My phone,” said Char, “it’s Em!” She threw herself across the floor and crawled towards the table where their two phones sat.

      A little less conversation, a little more action

      Ally shot out of her chair and reached the table before Char. “It’s him.” Emma’s name flashed on the phone’s screen. “On speaker, and don’t say I’m here!”

      A little less conversation, a little more action

      Char grabbed the phone and hit answer. “Em, where are you? I’ve been looking everywhere.” She hit the speakerphone icon and placed the phone back on the table.

      “Which one is this?” It was Bantry, and his voice dripped with malice.

      “Who are you?” said Char. “And why do you have Emma’s phone?”

      Ally gave a thumbs up. Char was doing well, keeping Bantry guessing about how much they already knew. He’d called Char’s number, so he knew who she was. Despite that, he was fishing for information. Ally mouthed to her. “Ask him again.”

      “I said, who is this? Let me speak to Emma.”

      “You tell me which one you are, and I’ll tell you who I am.”

      “I’m Emma’s sister. Who is this? Is Emma with you?”

      Bantry laughed. “You don’t know me, but I know you. Had my eyes on you for a while now.” He chuckled. “Name’s Moss, Val Moss.”

      “Mr Moss,” said Char, pleading in her voice, “please let me talk to Emma.”

      “No.”

      “Please!”

      “I said no. You’ll speak to her if you do what I tell you.”

      “Anything,” said Char. “Tell me what you want.”

      There was a long pause, during which Ally took Char’s hand and knelt beside her. What on earth could he want if it wasn’t her, Char, and Emma zipped inside a suitcase? Did they have something he needed?

      “Mr Moss, are you still there?”

      “Money.” Moss’s voice shook. “I want money, and if I don’t get it, I’ll shred this little pup beside me.” He cackled. “Didn’t expect that, did you, Charlotte?”

      Char glanced at Ally, and Ally mouthed to her. “Agree to anything.”

      “I can get money,” said Char. Her voice trembled.

      “Hundred thousand,” said Bantry. “And don’t tell me you don’t have that much. I know what your father left you.” He laughed again. “Can’t have spent it all already, I’m sure.”

      Char took a deep breath and clasped her hands. “I can get that for you. Just.” She paused and eyed Ally. “But I’ll need to alert the bank to that amount being drawn in cash.”

      “You’ve got until tomorrow at twelve noon.”

      “But...”

      “Twelve noon, and no police,” said Bantry. “I’ll be in touch.” He disconnected the call.

      Char groaned and fell against the sofa. “Oh Al, he’s got her, he’s got my little Em.”

      “We’ll get her back, I promise.”

      “She’ll be so scared.”

      Ally nodded. “They’ll find her though, Grok and the twins.” She took Char’s hands. “It’s not over yet.”

      “I know. I need to phone the bank.”

      “No way!” Ally pulled Char closer. “He gets no money. Not a penny piece.”

      “But you heard what he said.” Char looked horrified. “He’ll kill her!”

      “He’s planning to do all of us.” Ally pictured the three new suitcases that had once been in Bantry’s house. “When I went into the house the first time, I saw where he planned to put us. Susan Holmes showed me. She was one of the dead women.”

      Char swallowed. “Where was it?”

      “Inside three suitcases.”

      “Oh no!”

      Ally’s eyes blazed. “The thing is, he can’t do that now, because we blew his house to smithereens. The plan’s changed, and he needs money because he’s running. Bird told me that, said he was leaving. I think he’s doing it quicker than he’d expected, though.” Ally squeezed Char’s hands. “I need to face him, you know why, but I can’t do that until I go home.”

      “Home?”

      “Yeah, home to mum.”

      “Wilton Street?” Char’s eyes looked like they were on stalks. “You’re going back there?”

      Ally nodded. “The ladies in Bantry’s house told me she has something for me, something I’ll need before I tackle Bantry.”

      “But... what about Elvis? He tried to trick you, and Grok said to run.”

      “I know, but I’ve no option. Mum has something I need, and unless I get it, everything fails.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “You can’t. This one’s on me, and besides, you’ll be too busy.”

      “Doing what?”

      Ally smiled. “In my spare room, there’s a craft guillotine. Loads of paper as well.” She dug into her pocket and dragged out a crisp twenty-pound note. “Always keep one of these handy for Wedders, but this one’s for you to use as a template. You need to cut five thousand pieces of paper in that size. Fifties would be quicker, but the bigger the bundle the better. It’ll look more.”

      “Fake money,” said Char. She blew out a long breath. “This is a gigantic risk.”

      Ally nodded. “It’s all an enormous risk. Once you’ve cut the paper, make up bundles of fifty and put them inside a bin bag. Sit the bundles together in a block, then tape the bag. Use plenty of tape, the more the better.”

      “Then what?”

      “Wait for me here.”

      Char looked away. “What if you don’t come back? What happens if the thing in Wilton Street gets you?”

      “You go to the police. Tell them a man called Val Moss has Emma, and that he said something about Charles Bantry you didn’t understand.” Ally shrugged as Char met her eyes again. “It’ll help them link the two. They’ll have his fingerprints from the seventies, I hope, so if they get him, the link should be easy.”

      “If they get him,” said Char.

      Ally sighed. “He’s running, remember, and if he felt confident enough to tell you his name, he’s probably got another name lined up already. That could make things harder.” She reached for Char’s face. “Grok’s out there, and he’ll still help you, I’m sure of it. He’ll keep Emma safe until you find her.”

      “But what about you?” Char’s eyes pooled with tears.

      Ally said nothing. Their lives were in flux; she could feel it. One misstep, and everything would fall apart, including her in the most literal sense. All she could do now was face the thing lurking in Wilton Street. And hope.
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      Twenty-four years; almost a quarter century. A lifetime. No matter how she framed it, the rabbit hole sucked her into a place where time ran backwards. Now she was no longer Ally-Grok, the avenger of ruined souls. Instead, she was little Allison Brooker. Fearful. Mistrusting. Desperate. Ally cut the engine and got out of the car.

      Wilton Street was empty. The residents in the remaining flats had retreated indoors, closing their blinds tight against the darkness and the cold. Except one. Caroline; her mother. Like before, when Elvis had revealed himself as being in league with dark things, the door to Ally’s old house lay open. Curtains hung askew at the windows, leaking light that flickered and shimmied in the shadows the way it had always done in the colder months whenever they’d had enough money for coal. Ally leaned back and peered at the chimney stack. There it was; smoke. Mum had lit a fire for her return. How nice. How ridiculous. She glanced at her watch. It was now or never. Emma’s life depended on it.

      Ally didn’t gallop up the stairs like she’d done on the previous visit. This time she took them with care, stopping on every third step to listen. But it wasn’t until she reached the top and turned the corner that she heard it. Music. Coming from the flat. She inched forward, her head cocked. It couldn’t be. A few more steps. Could it be? She balled her hands into fists and crept towards the door, and when she got there, the full horror of what she’d heard was now unmistakable. It was Delaney’s Donkey—bloody Delaney’s Donkey, her mother’s favourite song. Well, it had been her favourite whenever she’d been in a good mood. Ally frowned. She’d never minded Val Doonican; he hadn’t seemed evil, and back then she’d envied him his cardigans. But she’d loathed that song; hated it almost as much as her mother had loved it. And now it played her home, which seemed apt in the circumstances. She stepped into the flat and the music stopped.

      “Allison. Is that you?”

      Ally didn’t reply.

      “Close the door and don’t let the heat out.” The voice sounded old. Tired. “I’ve got your favourite biscuits. Hurry or I’ll eat them.”

      Before she could make a firm decision not to lock herself inside the house, or to wonder how her dead mother had bought biscuits, the outer door creaked and swung closed. Ally gulped. Forward; the only way now was forward. She peeked around the corner and peered along the hall. The living room door stood propped against the wall next to the bathroom. It still had its hinges, but the frame sported two deep gouges where they’d once been. Someone had pulled it off.

      “Allison, I’m waiting. Tea’s getting cold.”

      “I’m coming.” Ally started at the sound of her own voice. She hadn’t meant to speak, yet the words had spilled out. “Stay there, mum, I’ll just be a sec.” She dug her fingernails into her palms and stepped forward. One step. Then two. Then another. And then she was walking back in time, gliding beyond the peeling wallpaper and into a place she’d hoped never to see again.

      “Oh, Allison, you’re home. Where have you been?”

      Ally stared at the stick-thin woman sitting on the chair by the window, her dressing gown stained by what appeared to be blood. Her face was a ruin, two deep holes marking the place where her eyes had once been, eyes that something had stolen.

      “Allison, are you there?”

      “Yes, I’m here,” said Ally. “Sorry I’m late, but... I’ve been busy at work.”

      “But you’re here now, that’s what matters.”

      “I am.” Ally edged her way further into the room, her eyes never leaving her mother, who followed her progress despite lacking the means to see her. “Do you have something for me?”

      “Biscuits.” Caroline pointed to a small teak table to her right, upon which a plate sat, piled with chocolate digestives. Next to them stood a teapot and two cups. “Got your favourites.”

      “Yes,” said Ally, “but where did you get them?”

      “Not sure, really. They were here when I thought about them. That happens a lot in this place. Sometimes I’m not even here, although I don’t know where I go when that happens. Isn’t that odd?”

      “Not the strangest thing I’ve heard in recent days, but yes, it’s odd.” Ally moved closer to the old sofa, the one she knew so well. Perhaps she should sit. “Do you have anything else for me?”

      Caroline stretched her hands out, groping blindly. “Where are you? We need to talk.”

      “About what?”

      “About you.” Caroline flapped her bony arms. “Sit down, please.”

      Ally eyed what had been her favourite spot on the sofa, the one with the perfect view of the television. If she sat today, it would be in her usual place, but it would also be within touching distance of the thing in the chair. Her dead mother. What if it touched her, or grabbed her? Ally choked off the thought and forced herself to think about Wedders. Held somewhere by Bantry. Afraid and lost. In danger. She rubbed her mouth, eyes fixed on the thing in the chair. Then her shoulders slumped. It was mum, wasn’t it? Perhaps a bit more dead than she’d been since Ally had last been in the house, but weren’t they both?

      “Allison?”

      “Okay, okay, I hear you. I’m sitting.” As Ally approached the far end of the couch, she focused on her mother’s eyeless face, which tracked her all the way. What could she be thinking? In fact, was she thinking? Maybe she was only a ghost of the past, reanimated to deliver a message like the haunted tape recorder. Ally dropped into her seat. “I’m here.” At once, her mother’s hand shot out and curled around her gloved left hand. Ally jerked. This was no shadow. Mum was solid and very real indeed.

      “Thank you.” Caroline squeezed Ally’s hand and then withdrew, leaning back in her seat. “I’ve missed you, Allison.”

      “Did you?” Ally held back a laugh.

      Caroline nodded, knotting her hands together. “Of course I missed you. I’m your mum. I’ll always miss you.”

      What to say. Ally stared at the ruin before her, lost for any decent words. If she was telling the truth, how could she square the words with the treatment she’d had meted out for years? Is that what undying death did? Let you rewrite your own history to suit the mood? In the end, Ally kept it neutral. “Okay, thanks.”

      “You don’t sound convinced.” Caroline frowned and leaned forward. “Don’t you believe me?”

      This time, Ally let her laugh escape. “What did you expect after everything you did? Did you think a few chocolate biscuits and friendly words would make everything okay?” She snorted. “I don’t even know who you are. Or what you are. Are you really my mum?” Now Ally leaned forward, eyes blazing. “Or are you a thing here to torment me?” She snorted again. “Not that there’s much difference between the two.”

      Caroline gave a long, ragged sigh. “You’re angry with me.”

      “Damn right I am.” Ally leaned in again, baring her teeth. “Who are you? What are you?”

      “I’m your mum.” Caroline sighed and reached for Ally’s hand again, stroking it softly. “And I know what I did to you.” She pulled her hand away again. “I’ve been here since the day I died and you’re all I’ve thought about.” She tilted her head. “And I know what’s happened to you and want to help if I can.”

      “Well, that’s a switch.” Ally folded her arms and stared at her feet.

      “I wasn’t always cruel,” said Caroline, twisting her hands over and over, and shaking her head. “I’m sure I wasn’t.”

      “No, you weren’t.” Ally uncoiled her arms and slapped her thighs. “But that was worse. Sometimes you were kind, and every time nice mum came out, I always thought one day she’d stay. That it would all be fine, and it would be me and her against the world. But she never stayed.”

      “I know she didn’t.”

      Ally leaned forward and grabbed her mother’s hand. “Why? Why didn’t she stay?”

      “I always loved you, Allison, always.”

      “Nice try.”

      “But sometimes... sometimes I hated you.”

      “Now that I recognise.” Ally pulled her hand back, watching as her mother recoiled and looked away from her. “Why did you hate me?”

      “Because of him.”

      “Who’s him?”

      “Your father. Who else?”

      “Oh.” Ally went to say more, but nothing came out. Her father. This was new. They’d never discussed him, and although she’d asked about him once, Caroline’s ferocious reaction had persuaded her not to ask again. Yet here they were, and mum had mentioned him first.

      “You look like him, you know.” Caroline turned to Ally, a faint smile on her dead lips. “Put the two of you together, and he could never deny you.” She gave a creaking laugh. “But he ruined me.”

      Ally dry swallowed. “What do you mean, ruined you?”

      “I loved him, but he killed me inside!” Caroline’s voice became shrill. “It was all wrong.” She thumped her fists into the sides of her head. “And everything was so dark and I couldn’t stop it!” She gave a long, withering cry. “I had to look at you every day, and when I did, I saw him and I hated you for that.”

      “But how was that my fault?” Ally roared the words. She couldn’t believe what she’d heard. A broken heart; that was her excuse. For all the slaps, the hate and the awful words. All of that because she lost a boyfriend. “Can you hear yourself? Can you hear yourself blaming me for what you did? All because I looked like your ex!”

      “Your grandmother hated him,” said Caroline, ignoring Ally’s questions. “Said she was afraid of him.” She shook her head. “I told her my Corbin wouldn’t hurt a fly. Not a fly.”

      Ally shifted in her seat. Corbin. Her dad was called Corbin. She felt cold.

      “He came to the hospital to see you on the day I had you.” Caroline had composed herself again, and she smiled as she turned her broken face towards Ally. “He said you were the most gorgeous little crow he’d ever seen.”

      “What?”

      “Corbin was so taken with you, and he loved the birthmark on your shoulder. The little crow. He had one too.” Caroline’s smile widened, exposing two rows of rotten teeth. “That tickled him.”

      Ally’s mouth was dry, and her tongue stuck to the roof of it. “Little crow?”

      Caroline’s smile fell away. “Yes.”

      Ally touched her left shoulder. “It’s much bigger now.”

      Caroline nodded. “Perched like a parrot, it was. Except it was a little crow.”

      “His little crow,” said Ally, an icy tingle rolling over her head. “What was his full name?” Her eyes met her mother’s bloody sockets.

      “He changed it because it sounded foreign. Told everyone he was Corbin Smith, but he wasn’t.”

      “Tell me his real name.” Ally swallowed and her throat clicked.

      Caroline found Ally’s hand and held it in both of hers. “His name is Corbin Azagor, and he’s been a terrible dad.”

      Ally yanked her hands away and pulled herself to her feet. Lies. All lies. It had been a trick to get her into the house, after all. She glared at her mother and jabbed a finger into her face. “You’re like Elvis, and... and Val Doonican as well! You’re all evil!”

      “Allison, please listen.”

      “No! I won’t please anything for you! It’s a lie and a trick. I’m leaving.” Ally turned to go, but Caroline grabbed her hand.

      “Please listen to me or that little girl will die!”

      “What?” Ally blinked in surprise. “What did you say?”

      “The little girl, Emma. You need to save her, but you can’t do that unless you listen to me.”

      Ally yanked her hand free. “How do you know about her? You’re in it with him, aren’t you? You and Bantry together!” Rage took over, and Ally grabbed her mother’s shoulders and pulled her to her feet. She felt almost weightless. “Tell me how you know about Emma, or I’ll...”

      “You’re angry, Allison. That’s my fault.”

      “Tell me how...” Ally sensed it had started; the demon feeling. She closed her eyes, willing it to stop. “Explain how you know. Please.”

      Caroline spoke calmly. “A woman came here. Her name was Lily. She told me you’d visit and said I had to tell you about Corbin. Said you needed to know the truth or a little girl called Emma would die.” She raised one hand and placed it on Ally’s left cheek. “That’s the truth.”

      “Lily.”

      “Yes,” said Caroline. “And I promised her I’d tell you, even though she said you’d send me to Hell afterwards.”

      Ally opened her eyes. “And how would I manage that?”

      Caroline shrugged her bony shoulders. “I don’t know how. Maybe you can because you’re his daughter.”

      “You know what he is, don’t you?”

      Caroline nodded. “I do now. He came here after I died.” She gestured to the broken door. “Wrecked the door in anger.”

      “Anger at what?”

      “At me.” Caroline’s puffy tongue snaked over her lips. “For what I’d done to you.” She tipped her head back. “He took my eyes as punishment and cursed me to say here for eternity.”

      “Forever?”

      “Yes.” Caroline stroked Ally’s cheek. “You have all you need now to save the little girl. Go.” She dropped her hand just as Ally released her shoulders.

      “I don’t know what it is you think I’ve got. I thought you had something to give me. Something I could use.” Ally walked to the fireplace and turned her palms towards the flames.

      “I have given you something. The truth of what you are.”

      “Which is?”

      “A half-demon.”

      “That’s helpful. Thanks.”

      “Oh Allison, you still don’t see your own potential, do you?” Caroline joined Ally in front of the fire. “I always saw it.”

      Ally snorted. “You hid it well.”

      “Perhaps I did.”

      “There’s no perhaps about it and you know it.”

      “It’s still there, you know.” Caroline rubbed her hands together, then turned her palms towards the flames again. “You can do anything you set your mind to. You always could.”

      “Please,” said Ally, “don’t give me the old ‘if only she could believe in herself, the magic would happen’ rubbish. I’m not buying it.”

      “And I’m not selling it,” said Caroline. “The man who took the girl is inhuman; a monster folk would say. But you’re the actual monster, and you have powers he could only imagine. Use them.”

      “But I don’t know how.”

      “Trust your instincts.”

      Ally sighed and nodded. “Sometimes that’s difficult. Like the first time I came back here. I should’ve come in instead of running away. I wanted to, but I listened to Grok. He told me it was dangerous.”

      “You haven’t been back before,” said Caroline. “This is the first time I’ve felt your presence.”

      “But I have been back.” Ally eyed her mother. “You came down the hall, and there was a bit of a disagreement between Grok and Elvis and–”

      “Elvis?” Caroline’s face contorted, and she gripped Ally’s arm. “It’s not Elvis.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s not him.” She glanced over her shoulder and then huddled closer to Ally. “Things happen in here, dark things. I listen to them talking sometimes, but they can’t see me.” She moved one hand towards her eye sockets. “I’m glad I can’t see them.”

      “So, if it wasn’t you I saw that day, who was it?” A chill ran down Ally’s spine as she recalled the peculiar flexibility her mother had shown that day. A flexibility she no longer had.

      “I don’t know.” Caroline’s voice trembled. “I don’t think this place is safe for you. You should go now.” She tugged Ally’s arm. “Remember, sometimes I go to another place. That must be how it got in.” She tugged Ally’s arm again. “Go now. The girl needs your help.”

      “I know, but...” Ally stopped. Mum was right. Emma needed her more than anyone else, so she had to go, even if it felt too soon. “I’m sorry to leave you here like this.”

      “Don’t be silly. You’re needed out there in the world and my place is here.”

      “They’re demolishing the flats. What’ll happen to you?”

      Caroline sighed. “Nothing at all. Wilton Street and this flat will always be here for me, even if people can’t see it.”

      “Will I be able to see it?”

      “No. When you leave tonight, it ends for you.”

      Ally felt her eyes sting, and she took her mother’s hand. “I wish things had been different.”

      “I do too,” said Caroline. “But fate intervened.” She smiled. “I wasn’t the best mum to you, but perhaps I’ve done enough to do right by that little girl and you could remember that if you think about me.”

      Ally nodded, and the last residue of fear fell from her. All she saw when she turned to Caroline was a tired and ruined woman. Not evil, and not even bad. Had Azagor’s demonic presence affected her mind all those years ago? It certainly seemed to have been the case. His aura, or whatever vibe he gave off, stole the real Caroline, the one who’d appeared in fits and starts but who never stayed for long. And it had stolen Ally’s childhood too. She sighed. “I’m sorry.”

      “You did nothing to be sorry for.”

      “I’m sorry for what I didn’t do.” Ally shuffled her feet and stared into the flames. “I knew when they were burying you, but...”

      “That’s okay.” Caroline smiled again and squeezed Ally’s hand. “We all make mistakes, but it’ll be better for me now because I’ve seen you again.” She gave a half laugh. “Well, not seen you, but you know what I mean.”

      “And there’s no way I can come back here once I go?”

      “No, you can’t return, and it’s time you left now because things are moving. The man’s moving, I can feel it, although I don’t understand how.” She let Ally’s hand go. “Good luck, Allison.”

      “Thanks, mum.” With that, Ally turned away. Then she stopped and looked back over her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re back,” said Char, standing as Ally popped her head around the living room door. “How did it go?”

      “Fine, it was fine. Are you okay, though? Anything more from Bantry?” At the mention of the name, Char’s body sagged.

      “Not a word. I’ve done the paper thing you asked for.” She pointed to the table on the far side of the room. “Lots of tape, like you said.”

      “Great,” said Ally. She forced a smile. This was going to be awkward. “I think you should sit down again.”

      Char jammed her hands onto her hips. “Why? What’s happened?”

      “I just think you should sit down.” Ally sucked her teeth.

      “Is someone with you?” Char stepped forward but stopped when Ally raised her hands.

      “Please, Char, sit down. Things have turned weird.”

      “They’re already weird and I’m fine to stand. Answer the question. Who’s with you?”

      Ally sighed and pushed the door wider. “You can come in.”

      “Take my hand, Allison. I don’t know this place.”

      “Wait a minute, that sounds like...”

      Ally raised her eyebrows and nodded. “Mum’s here,” she said, “and Mr Azagor’s my father.” She gave a weak smile, then took Caroline’s hand and ushered her into the room. As the dead woman shuffled in, Char gasped and stepped back. Her eyes popped, and her mouth opened as if she was about to say something. Then it closed again before a sound escaped.

      “Hello, Charlotte,” said Caroline, her head jerking as she walked forward. “I can’t see you, but I can sense you. Are you doing okay?”

      Char opened her mouth again, but covered it with both hands.

      “Char’s a bit shocked, mum.”

      “That’s okay. I suppose it’s a bit of a surprise after all this time.” She swung her head left and right. “Where are you? If you speak, I can follow the sound.”

      Ally waved at Char and mouthed, “say something,” then she took her mother’s hand again.

      “Um, woah! This is, um...” Char spoke through her hands, then she backed away and sat on the sofa.

      “Ah, you’re over there,” said Caroline, pointing right at Char. “That’s good. I can sense you better now.” She turned to Ally. “Does she know I’m dead?”

      Ally and Char exchanged a glance. “Yes,” said Ally, “it’s kind of obvious, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      Caroline nodded. “It’s the eyes, isn’t it?” She smiled at Char. “Maybe if I wore sunglasses, nobody would know.” She laughed and nudged Ally. “That was a joke. I know I’m not looking my best.”

      Ally smiled. She recognised this mum, the pleasant version with the self-deprecating sense of humour, who could vanish as quickly as she appeared. “Why don’t you sit beside Char and have a catch-up?” Ally ushered her mother towards the sofa, ignoring Char’s frantic waving. “There you go, you’re down. Char’s to your right.”

      “Thank you,” said Caroline.

      “Where are you going?” Char’s eyes flicked from the dead woman to Ally.

      “For a drink of water. Or cold tea, if there’s any.” Ally touched her lips. “I need hydration. Back soon.” She turned on her heel and shot into the hall before Char could say more. When she got there, she shut the door behind her and leaned against a wall with her eyes closed. Everything was moving too fast, but her plan remained fuzzy and unfocused. She’d brought her eight-year-dead mother to her flat, breaching the terms of Azagor’s curse. Doubtless he’d be furious, but it would be his own fault. Why didn’t he ask her, Ally, if an eternity in Wilton Street was a suitable punishment for her mother’s behaviour? Shouldn’t she have had a say as the person who’d suffered by it? But perhaps that’s not how things worked in the strange new world she lived in now, one where curses flew around willy-nilly and with little thought. Lily had done that too. At this, Ally opened her eyes. Lily. Now, there was someone who knew more than she’d admitted. But it would have to wait. First things had to be first, and that meant they had to find Wedders.

      Tense voices escaped from the living room, and Ally sighed. Then she pushed the door open and popped her head around it. “Everything okay?”

      “We’re fine,” said Caroline. “But we need to get moving if we hope to find Emma. What’s your plan?”

      “My plan?”

      “Yes, your plan. I presume you have one.”

      Ally made her way to the sofa, then sat on the floor. “Of course I have a plan.” She looked at Char. “We’re not waiting around for Bantry to call. We need to find Wedders soon and put him on the back foot.” She clicked her tongue and nodded to herself. “I blew up his house, so we know he’ll go somewhere he feels comfortable. I think the Bantry mausoleum up at the cemetery is a good place to search.” She shrugged. “You never know, there might be folk up there who’ll point us in the right direction.” She flicked her eyes at Caroline. “Mum, you can help us.”

      Caroline smiled, and squeezed Char’s hand, of which she had a firm hold. “I’ll do whatever I can.” She tipped her head down and clasped her dressing gown. “I don’t suppose I could borrow some clothes, could I? I’d rather nobody saw me looking like this.”

      “I don’t see why not,” said Ally, meeting Char’s open-mouthed expression with a shrug. “You’d like Char’s stuff.”

      “Thank you very much.” Caroline turned her eyeless face to Char. “You always had such nice clothes.” She leaned in closer and whispered. “Don’t tell Allison, but I always preferred your stuff. She likes black, but it’s not my colour. Too funereal.”

      “That wasn’t a whisper, mum!”

      “Right,” said Char. “We need to go soon, so my gear’s fine.” She glared at Ally. “Caroline’s slim, so my clothes will be a better fit.” She gave Ally a waspish smile.

      “Mum,” said Ally at once, “there’s something I forgot to tell you.”

      Caroline swung her head towards Ally’s voice. “What did you forget?”

      “Char and I are... well, Char’s my girlfriend now, although we’ve only been going for a few days.”

      “Oh,” said Caroline, a broad smile on her face. “I’m so pleased for you both.” She raised one arm in front of her, and Ally took her hand. “And I’m proud of you, Allison, despite everything. And it gives me hope.”

      “What do you mean?” Ally’s nose wrinkled.

      “Well, you’ve figured out how to get a girlfriend when you’re dead. If you can do that, then there’s hope for me yet.” She turned to Char and beamed. “Now, clothes. I’d like a nice pair of jeans if you have them, and something warm for up top. It’s cold when you’re dead, and Bledsdale Cemetery is colder than the pits of Hell. Or so I’ve heard.” She turned back to Ally. “If you have sunglasses, I’d like to borrow them, and when I say borrow I mean keep, unless you have spare eyes you can give me.”

      “I just bought new Ray Bans,” said Ally.

      “Perfect,” said Caroline. “I always fancied a pair of those.”

      And that was that. Half an hour later, and with Caroline looking like she’d just stepped from the pages of Vogue magazine, the hunt began.
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      On the way to the cemetery Ally debriefed Char, although worried silences punctuated much of the discussion whenever things seemed uncertain. Caroline was helpful, explaining how she believed an evil entity had posed as Elvis to get its hands on Ally, although for the why rather than the what, she had no answer. Char reacted as well as circumstances allowed, guiding Caroline by the hand when necessary, and chatting like everything was normal. Every so often, however, Ally met her eyes, and when she did, she saw fear there, deep gut-wrenching fear. And no wonder. Here they were, in the mire and relying on a blind, dead woman for help in finding Emma before Bantry did his worst. But what if they couldn’t find her? What if he’d been so clever that not even Ally’s demon-sense could winkle him into the open? They had Grok, of course. And the twins. But Ally couldn’t tell if they’d found Emma or not, and she couldn’t risk summoning them to ask. So they were on their own, stumbling about in the dark and hoping for the best. And, of course, there was the Caroline enigma.

      The drive from Wilton Street back to Ally’s flat had been surreal. Caroline had talked non-stop, but about the future, not the past. To Ally’s surprise, her mother had spoken with passion about how ashamed of herself she was, and how, although she couldn’t change the past, it was still possible for her to make amends. And that had been the biggest surprise of all; Caroline’s plans for redemption. She’d decided that as she hadn’t been a wonderful mother in the past, she’d be an excellent mother now. Then she’d explained how things would work, a conversation that ended in an agreement to share Ally’s flat if undying death, Azagor or Bantry didn’t finish them first. After that, they’d driven in silence for a while, and Ally had used the time to consider their deal in greater detail. She’d found it easy to say yes because Caroline had seemed genuinely contrite, blaming herself and not mentioning Azagor as a potential mitigation. But Ally had already gone there. She’d never forget holding the man in the car park by his neck, and dangling him from the roof in righteous anger. And she’d never forget how much she’d enjoyed it or how out of control she’d been. It had been a brief step from there to believing Azagor’s influence probably damaged her mother’s mind all those years ago. But that was for the future, something they may or may not have. And future uncertainty had been the main reason Ally had said yes without an argument. Even if she escaped undying death and Lily returned her to normal, nothing suggested that her mother would be anything other than what she was already. Dead. And if she was dead, and they somehow broke the curse, wasn’t it likely she’d return to the grave? Ally had told herself the answer was yes. But, as she’d led her upstairs to meet Char, she couldn’t help wondering what she’d do if the answer was no.
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived at Bledsdale Cemetery, Char parked the car a hundred metres back from the southern gate, an entrance that would let them approach the Bantry tomb from behind and with no one seeing them. They’d decided two teams would be best, with Char going in one direction, and Ally and Caroline in the other. Closer to the target, they’d converge on the mausoleum in a pincer movement, catching Bantry unawares if he was there. Ally considered it a good plan, despite its limitations, but to her dismay, it lasted only until they approached the graveyard entrance, because on the other side of the fence, they found a hive of activity.

      In the line of plots next to the gate, a large group of young boys chased each other amongst the headstones, giggling at every narrow escape, or when one dislodged the flat-cap of another. Their clothes were shabby and rough, and although most wore heavy leather boots, a few ran barefoot. At first, they seemed not to notice living people had arrived, but as soon as Char and Ally stepped into the cemetery grounds, they stopped playing and huddled together to watch them. An older woman appeared, smoothing down her smock and apron, and she ushered the boys away, then waved to the visitors before rushing off towards her charges. And that was only the first of the restless dead. Up ahead, and for as far as they could see in the gloom, children played and couples strolled. Dotted about, people leaned against headstones, chatting to neighbours and waving to others who came their way. It didn’t seem to matter to them that darkness had come, or that they were all long dead. They just went about their business as if it were an everyday occurrence.

      Ally tapped Char’s elbow to get her attention. “Change of plan; we stick together.”

      “Good idea,” said Char, “I don’t much fancy going it alone when they’re all... walking.”

      “They’re not the problem, though.” Ally took Caroline’s hand and pulled her closer. “It’s Bantry. If down here’s like the town centre on a busy Saturday, up the hill won’t be any different.” She gestured to the wanderers. “We’d never be able to know if Bantry was one of them or not. He’d be hiding in plain sight.”

      “But he won’t know that, will he?” said Char.

      “We have to presume he will. Even you can see the dead now, although I don’t know what’s changed. That means Bantry might see them too.”

      “Then what do we do?” Char was close to tears and Ally reached for her.

      “What we planned. We get up there without being seen, but we need to go together. At least that way, if he’s here, it’ll be two against one.”

      “Three,” said Caroline, “and I’ll go alone.” Using Ally’s hand as a guide, she turned around to face them both. “We could waste time we don’t have by creeping up there inch by inch, only to find nothing. So I’ll go.” She made a loose gesture behind her. “All I need is a guide, and I’m sure one of my kind will help.”

      “But how will we know what’s happening?” said Char. “If you’re up there and we’re down here.”

      Caroline raised one hand. “I’m just reconnaissance. Once I know Bantry isn’t here, I’ll signal it’s safe for you two to follow me. Remember, just because he might be elsewhere, it doesn’t mean the little girl isn’t in that tomb. We still need to check it.”

      “That sounds good,” said Ally. “But how will you signal to us?”

      “Easy.” Caroline held out her hand. “Give me a mobile phone and I’ll call you.”

      “Can you use a mobile?” Char’s nose wrinkled, and her eyebrows shot up.

      “Good point,” said Ally.

      Caroline sighed. “Girls, I’m dead, not stupid.” She sighed again. “I’ll make sure the guide doesn’t need glasses if it makes you feel better. I can tell them what to do if they’ve never seen a phone.” She swung her head between them. “We’re now wasting time.”

      Char dug her mobile out from her jeans pocket. “It’s a touchscreen phone. I’ll take off the screen lock, so all you have to do is click the button on the side and hit the contacts icon on the bottom. Is that okay?”

      Caroline nodded. “After I open it, I’ll presume it’s A for Allison. How am I doing?”

      “Oh, no.” Char blushed.

      “What’s wrong?” said Caroline. “Is it B for Brooker?”

      “No, it’s, um...S. It’s under S for Sexy Al.” Char pressed the phone into Caroline’s hand, then looked away.

      “Please Lord, take me now,” said Caroline, slipping the phone into her jacket pocket. Then she tugged Ally’s hand. “If you can wipe the smile off your face, you can find me a guide. And don’t say you’re not smiling. It’s so big your face is creaking, and I heard it.”

      “A guide,” said Ally at once, “you need a guide.” She surveyed the scene, watching as the dead milled around cheerfully. Most in this section had been gone for more than a hundred years, and given their attire, they’d been poor in life. There was no guarantee any of them would be literate enough to read the phone screen and pick out a number for a blind dead woman. It was impossible.

      “Al, we need to hurry.”

      “I know, but... wait. Over there!” Ally pointed to a tall, dark-haired woman striding towards them, her hands stuffed into the pockets of a lime and pink puffer jacket. “She’ll do, as long as she’s dead, that is. Take mum.” As Char took Caroline’s hand, Ally ran towards the woman, waving as she approached. “Excuse me, please, I need help.”

      The woman drew her head back in surprise as Ally ran up to her. “You’re in a bit of a hurry, aren’t you?” She smiled and extended a hand. “Davina Miller, two years dead; car crash. Pleased to meet you.” Ally shook her hand.

      “Ally Brooker, cursed half-demon. Not dead yet, but will be soon if you can’t help.”

      “Well, that’s an intro and a half!” The woman grinned. “How can I resist a challenge like that? What do you need?”

      “Do you have good eyesight and know how to work a mobile phone?” The woman’s face answered for her, and before she could speak, Ally held up both hands. “Right, you’re dead, but not stupid. Sorry.” She glanced over her shoulder and then back to Davina. “Okay, my friend’s with my blind dead mother. Someone kidnapped my friend’s sister, and we think the man who took her might have hidden her in a mausoleum. Current occupant is Alexander Bantry. Do you know it?”

      “Bantry?” said Davina, her face twisting. “Everybody in here knows him. Man’s a pompous ass. Thinks he’s a big shot in his fancy tomb.” She harrumphed. “Tacky and tasteless, if you ask me.”

      “Excellent,” said Ally. “Can you take my mum up there? Guide her I mean.”

      “Course I can.”

      “Right, once you get her up there, she’ll need your help to phone me if there’s no sign of Bantry’s son, Charles.”

      “I’ve seen him up there recently. The son.”

      “When?”

      “Well, that’s difficult to answer. Days in here are peculiar, so it could’ve been last week, last month or last year. It just feels recent.”

      “It doesn’t matter. The son took my friend’s sister, and we need to make sure he’s not there when we go up, but it’s so busy in here.”

      “Understood,” said Davina, giving Ally a grim smile. “You can’t tell the dead from the living, so he could be anybody. Well, almost anybody.”

      Ally nodded. “Will you help us, please?”

      Davina adjusted her jacket and flicked the hair from her eyes. “Take me to your mother. We’ve got a job to do.”

      Ally led Davina across to Caroline and Char. When they arrived, Davina introduced herself.

      “Davina Miller, two years dead; car crash. Pleased to meet you.” She took Caroline’s hand, and they shook.

      “Caroline Brooker, eight years dead. Men, drink and cigarettes.”

      “Right,” said Davina, pulling back her shoulders. “You and I have things to do and people to see.” She linked her arm to Caroline’s, then looked at Char. “Don’t worry. If your sister’s up there, we’ll keep her safe until you arrive.” She harrumphed again. “We might be dead, but I know a trick or two.” And with that, she led Caroline into battle, leaving Ally and Char holding each other and awaiting further orders.

      “We’re close now,” said Ally. “I can feel it.”

      “Can you?” Char pulled back from Ally’s shoulder and looked into her eyes. “Or are you trying to make things easier for me?”

      “I can feel something, but it’s weird and different and I can’t say why. Just feels better.”

      Char dropped her head onto Ally’s shoulder. “Hope you’re not wrong.”

      Ally squeezed her. “Sexy Al is never wrong.”

      “Stop.”

      “Stopped.” Ally pulled Char in tighter. All they could do now was wait.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes after Caroline and Davina left for Bantry’s tomb, Ally’s phone rang. She hit the answer button.

      “Mum.”

      “Allison, it’s us. Bantry’s not here, not the one you’re looking for anyway.”

      “We’re on our way. Don’t move.” Ally ended the call and grabbed Char’s hand. “Come on, we’re good to go.” They took off at a brisk pace, and Ally pointed straight ahead. “Along the path and turn right, then up the hill and take the bend.”

      “Is that the fastest way?”

      “Second fastest, but we can stick to the paths. Don’t fancy walking over any graves tonight, do you?”

      “Not really.” Char let go of Ally’s hand. “You up for a run?”

      “Of course, bu–” Before Ally could finish, Char sprinted away from her. “Wait for me!” Ally shot along the path, catching Char just as she made the right turn. They didn’t speak as they ran, which gave Ally time to think. Bantry wasn’t here, which meant they’d get to look inside the mausoleum without interference. But what would they find when they did? That was her worry, and it was why she’d have to be first into the tomb, because she couldn’t let Char be the one who found Emma’s body. When Bantry had disconnected his ransom call, she’d done her best to believe Emma was still alive. But it hadn’t been easy, because they hadn’t spoken to her. Bantry hadn’t allowed it, and that, more than anything else, was a big red flag. If he just wanted money to fund a new life, would he risk dragging an unwilling companion around with him? One who might, at the first opportunity, scream for help? They reached the top of the hill and rounded the bend, and Ally spotted her mother and Davina at the far end of the path. Like Char, she picked up her pace. This was it. If Emma wasn’t in the tomb, then she might be okay. Still lost, of course, but not beyond help. Ally prayed to all the demons in Hell, but none of them answered. It was down to her now.

      As they closed in on the grave, Ally spotted him; the Bantry she wasn’t looking for. He stood facing her mother and Davina, both of whom were shoulder to shoulder, their arms crossed in determination. Grabbing Char’s arm, she slowed their pace to a brisk walk. “I’ll deal with this. Stick with mum and Davina.”

      “Why?” said Char, gulping air and wiping sweat from her brow.

      “Because I trust this Bantry as much as I trust the other one.”

      “Allison,” shouted Caroline. “He won’t let us into the crypt!”

      “She’s here,” said Char, her breathing ragged. “If he won’t let them in, it must mean Em’s here!”

      Ally gripped Char’s arm, holding her back. “Please trust me and let me deal with him. Please.” Before Char could argue, Ally released her arm and sprinted the last of the distance, skidding to a halt.

      “He won’t let us pass.” Davina jabbed a finger in Alexander Bantry’s direction. “Threatened us, he did.”

      Ally followed the old man’s eyes as he looked her over, recognising the shape of his jaw and nose and the flint-like eyes. There could be no doubt he’d been Charles Bantry’s father in life.

      “Haven’t seen one like you before,” Alexander said, adjusting the buttons on his oversized cardigan. “What are you?”

      “A demon.”

      “Ha!” The old man laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” Ally felt cold. She wanted to punish him already, and they’d only just met. In fact, she needed to punish him. Now what did that mean?

      “You’re no demon.”

      “What am I then?”

      “In-Betweener, I’d say.”

      “Which is?”

      “Ha!” Alexander laughed again. “Not that good at it either, are you?” He sneered at Char. “Your pal there can’t decide if she’s dead or alive. Worst sort, she is.” He turned to Ally. “I’ll say the same to you as I told them.” He glanced at Caroline and Davina. “This is my private resting place. Key’s in my pocket and that’s where it’s staying, so feel free, demon. Take the key if you think you can.”

      Ally smiled at Char. “Stay here. I’ll be back in a minute.” She eyed the old man. “You and I have things to talk about, so don’t go anywhere.” With that, she walked across the grass to the tomb, and when she reached the door, she placed her hand on the keyhole, smiling when she heard a satisfying click. She nudged it open, staring over her shoulder at Bantry senior, who stared back at her in astonishment. Then she left them all behind and stepped into the darkness.

      Within three strides, and to Ally’s great relief, it was obvious Wedders wasn’t there. The crypt smelled of dust and rot, its interior far less grand than the elaborate carving outside had suggested. There wasn’t even a stone sarcophagus. Instead, an unlidded mahogany coffin sat atop a stone block, showing off what had once been an expensive silk and velvet lining. But that was all there was to see. There was no sign anyone other than Alexander Bantry had ever been there. Ally sighed and made her way outside again. Now it was question time.

      “She’s not there, is she?” said Char, tears running over her cheeks. Caroline and Davina pulled her to them, stroking her back for comfort.

      “No, she isn’t.” Ally strode towards Bantry. “When did you last see Charles?”

      “Can’t remember.”

      “Try hard,” said Ally, pushing her face close to his. “I have little time, and I’m not as patient as I used to be. When was your son last here?”

      The old man took one pace back. “Last month, I think. It’s hard to tell in this place.”

      “So it could have been last week?”

      “I don’t know!”

      Ally leaned in again. “Has your son been up here with a young girl? Very slim, dark-haired.”

      Bantry senior shook his head. “I know what you’re getting at, and I know what Charles is, but he’s brought no one here.”

      “Are you sure?” Ally watched his eyes as they bored into her.

      “I’m telling the truth, I promise.”

      The old man stuffed his right hand into his cardigan pocket, and Ally watched as he twisted it like a snake, turning something over in his hand. He was nervous. She met his eyes again. “You knew back then what Charles was, didn’t you?”

      Bantry senior nodded. “Not at first, only later when he couldn’t hide it.” He sniffed, then pulled his busy hand from the pocket and rubbed his nose. “I challenged him years ago, but he denied it. Two days later, I was dead.” He looked Ally in the eye. “Poison.”

      “He killed you?”

      Alexander nodded. “Stone dead.”

      Before she could reply, Ally felt a touch on her shoulder. Then Char was beside her, pointing to Bantry’s hand.

      “What’s that?”

      “What?”

      “You’re holding something,” said Char, her face expressionless. “What is it?”

      “Oh,” said Bantry senior, “it’s just a stone I picked up in the grounds.” He held it out. “Look.”

      At once, Ally drew her eyes away and stepped back, but Char stepped forward and snatched the black shiny pebble from the old man’s outstretched palm. “This is Em’s. It’s the same as mine!” She dug into her jacket pocket and brought out the stone Lily had given her. It was an exact match for the other one. “She must have dropped it.”

      Ally didn’t want to look at them, but felt compelled to do it anyway. Alexander Bantry had lied to her. His son had been here, and Wedders had been with him. From the corner of her eye, she surveyed the charms, sensing they were back together again for a purpose. Char said Wedders had dropped hers, but it was perfectly possible it was the other way round and the stone had dropped Wedders. If so, then it had to mean she was supposed to find them. “Char,” she said, “give me the stones. I think I need them.”

      “You told us never to let you touch them.”

      “I know, but this isn’t a coincidence; both stones back together again. I think I need them to find Wedders so...”

      “Take them,” said Char, tears filling her eyes. “Help Em.”

      Ally nodded, but in her peripheral vision, she spotted Bantry senior retreating, and she hailed him. “Alexander Bantry, stay where you are!” The old man froze.

      “You know,” said Char, “Lily said I’d know what to do with the stones when the time was right, and she said I had to close the circuit.” She took a deep breath. “They have energy. I can sense it. Like a thunderstorm’s worth of electricity.”

      “Close the circuit,” said Ally. “If I take them, then...”

      Char nodded. “You’ll be part of the closed circuit.” She wiped away a tear with her knuckle. “Do you remember you bought that old Ford Fiesta and told me it was a classic?”

      Ally nodded.

      “And do you remember we had to jumpstart it on day three?”

      “Day two.”

      Char smiled. “That’s what I think the stones are for. Like a jumpstart for you, and whatever you’re supposed to be.”

      Ally tried not to think about touching them. They made her feel nauseous just by looking at them, so how could she consider holding something so loathsome? She met Char’s sad gaze. “I’m scared.”

      “I know you are. But Em’s out there with that awful man, and we need to find her before he kills her.” Char leaned in until her forehead touched Ally’s. “You’re the only one who can do it.”

      Ally pulled back. “I don’t know for sure what’ll happen when I touch them, but I might not be me after I do.” She kissed Char’s nose. “No matter what happens, remember me like this.” She kissed her again, then tapped the centre of her own chest. “And remember, this has always been yours, beating or not. And it always will be.”

      “What’s happening?” said Caroline. “Tell me what’s happening.”

      “It’s okay, mum,” said Ally, turning around. “I’m just going to touch a couple of black stones. I’ll be fine.” She glanced at Davina, then peeled off her protective glove and smiled at Char. “Sock it to me, Charlotte Daniels. Just like you always have.” She closed her eyes, and for the second time that day, prayed to all the demons of Hell for the strength to save Wedders. This time, when the stones touched her skin, the demons answered.

      Ally opened her eyes and gasped. She was no longer in the cemetery, but alone in a dark place, in the middle of a large circle of rocks. All around her, demons perched on the boulders, all of them stretching hands or claws towards her. Then he came. Azagor. And what a sight he was. Seven feet tall, perhaps more, a dark mix of man and crow with massive black wings on his back, and razor-sharp claws for hands. His huge bird-like head had a human face, which, to Ally, looked very familiar. The other demons stood back, and Azagor joined her in the centre. He bowed.

      “Little crow.”

      Ally bowed, then met Azagor’s jet-black eyes. His face was more than familiar; it was hers. “Hello, dad.”

      Azagor threw his head back and laughed, the force of it shaking the ground. Then he looked down at Ally and smiled, showing two rows of jagged teeth. “My little crow is home, but she has much to do.” He turned to the other demons. “Make your tribute.”

      At once, the other demons left their rocks, and one by one, they approached Ally and touched her head. A procession of horrific shapes passed by, but she wasn’t afraid. They were here for her, to help her. To recognise her. She was no longer Ally Brooker. She wasn’t even Ally-Grok. Now she was Ally Half-Demon, daughter of Azagor.

      As the last demon touched her, she turned back to her father, but something had changed. She had changed. Her wings fluttered as she spread them for the first time, wings that would bear her at demon speed wherever she needed to go. They shone black, and they were beautiful, as were her claws and the new head-crest of black feathers that ran all the way down her back. She’d grown too, almost as tall as Azagor, but she wasn’t him. He was a full demon, but she was only a half-demon, still human if you ignored a few details, like the wings and claws.

      “Little crow,” said Azagor, “you’ve done well. Finish what you started and bring me what’s due.”

      “I need to save the girl,” said Ally, “but I don’t know where she is.”

      Azagor smiled again and touched Ally’s head. “What you need is in here. Fly, little crow, fly.”

      When Azagor’s hand fell away, Ally soared into the air, wings whooping behind her. Seconds later, she saw the cemetery up ahead. Char was there, and so were Davina and Caroline. Without needing Ally to instruct them, her wings angled left and shot her towards her friends. Then, after she circled the Bantry tomb, they folded back, and she dropped to the ground, right in front of Char. “Hello,” she said. “I’m Ally Half-Demon, but you can still call me Sexy Al.” She grinned. “And I know where Wedders is.”

      Char fainted.
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      Alexander Bantry cowered against the cold, hard stone of what had been his last resting place. Above him towered Ally Half-Demon, claws on hips, and furious.

      “You lied, old man.”

      Bantry buried his head in his hands. “I didn’t mean to lie!”

      “That’s another lie, but then, you’ve always lied for Charles, haven’t you?”

      Bantry said nothing, dropping his head and staring at the ground as Ally Half-Demon leaned into him. “Jessica Holmes. Susan Holmes. Amelia Forrest. That’s his latest work, and you could have stopped it; you could have stopped him!” She curled one claw under his chin and raised his face towards her. “I’ll punish your failure.”

      At this, Bantry laughed. “Ha! I’m already dead! What else can you do to me?”

      “You’ll soon find out.” Ally Half-Demon dropped her wings low to the ground. Char was awake, tended by Euphemia and Gertie, two nurses who’d helped patch broken bodies during the Crimean war. She turned back to Bantry senior. “My girlfriend needs me, so I’ll have to go.” She grinned at him. “Don’t think about leaving.” A shake of her wings pushed her upright. Then she went to Char.

      As the demon approached, Euphemia and Gertie helped Char to her feet, then backed off and stood beside Davina and Caroline.

      “Hey, Sexy Al,” said Char. “Or is it Ally Half-Demon now?”

      “I’m still me, so Ally’s fine. Maybe keep Sexy Al for weekends, though.”

      Char threw herself into Ally’s feathered arms and nuzzled into her chest. “I’m so sorry. I just felt myself going and couldn’t stop it.”

      Ally stretched her neck and kissed the top of Char’s head. “You’ve been through a lot. My big demon face just tipped you over, that’s all.”

      “You still look like you, though.” Char pulled back and craned her neck. “Your face does anyway.”

      “So does my left claw. Look.” Ally wiggled her claws. “Five on the right side, but only four on the left.”

      “It’s you for sure,” said Char, smiling.

      “Yep, but there’s one thing I don’t like.” Ally whispered into Char’s ear. “I need to punish Alexander, but I’ve got a terrible urge to peck out his eyes and eat them.” She glanced at her mother and then whispered again to Char. “Didn’t want to say that out loud, so don’t tell anyone.”

      “I won’t,” said Char. She sucked in a breath. “Can you punish him without doing that?”

      Ally nodded.

      “Well, do it for me.”

      “I will.”

      “Emma?” said Char.

      “She’s safe.” Ally’s wings shook. “Grok’s with her, and the twins are watching Charles.”

      “How do you know? Where is she?”

      “I can see what Grok sees now.” Ally smiled. “Through my demon eyes.” She cupped Char’s face with a claw. “He’s got her at Bantry’s Foundry. In the derelict part.”

      “We need to get her, Al, we need to go!”

      Ally nodded. “Tell mum what’s happening.” She turned and glowered at Bantry senior. “I need a word with Alexander.” Ally stretched her wings and rolled her neck. Then, as Char updated Caroline and the others, she strode towards her first Bantry punishment of the evening. As she approached, Alexander clambered to his feet.

      “Stay away from me!”

      “Quiet,” said Ally. “You’re disturbing the peace.”

      “I’m warning you!”

      As Ally clamped his head with her right claw, the old man closed his eyes. Not the eyes, she told herself. Leave them for... down there. That was it; she’d send him to Azagor! Not a living soul, of course, but still a tasty little bite. “Alexander Bantry,” she said, “you don’t deserve death, so you’ll suffer in the pits of Hell forever.” She pushed him downwards, and as she did, the ground split with a loud bang. Flames shot out and curled themselves around Bantry’s legs. “Take him to my father.” At her command, and with just one tug, the flames pulled Bantry under, and as the ground snapped shut behind him, he screamed. Ally sighed in pleasure, then whirled around, ready to deal with the son. But she stopped dead. They were staring at her. All of them. Mum, Char, Davina, the two nurses. She waved a claw, then smiled as they exchanged glances and waved back in admiration of a job well done. At least that’s what it looked like. After all, she doubted they’d witnessed a demon-punishment before, so it had to have been special. Of course, if they’d enjoyed that one, whatever would they think about the next one? Charles Bantry. Murderer. Kidnapper. A man who’d made a huge mistake. Ally Half-Demon couldn’t wait.
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        * * *

      

      They stood together just inside the cemetery gate, having given thanks and best wished to the two nurses.

      “I don’t think I can leave here,” said Davina. “You’ll have to go without me.” She touched Caroline’s arm. “Pop back and tell me what happens.”

      “Of course I will,” said Caroline. “But what about the bingo?”

      Davina shook her head. “I know, I was so looking forward to that, but the closer I get to out there, the stronger the feeling gets that this is it for me.”

      “Bingo?” said Char, squinting at Caroline. “What bingo’s this?”

      “The one on Hordman Road,” said Caroline. “Davina and I were planning to go for a game once this is over. She’d be my eyes.” She oriented herself towards Ally. “I don’t understand it. Why could I leave the flat but poor Davina’s stuck here with all these dead people? Doesn’t seem fair.”

      Ally clicked her claws, wondering. Once they’d saved Wedders and she’d delivered Charles Bantry to Azagor, she’d be relying on Lily to resurrect her. Half-demon or not, the curse would devour her if they couldn’t break it. And then what? Would mum vanish into the air as if she’d never left Wilton Street? Or would she stick around? Forever. She clicked her claws again and eyed Davina, her mother’s new playmate. Someone to hang about with who wasn’t Ally. An insurance policy, perhaps. She beamed a smile and curled a claw around Davina’s hand. “You have permission to leave. Come with me.”

      “Oh my!” said Davina, striding towards the cemetery gate hand in hand with Ally. “This is exciting.”

      Ally grinned. “When this is over, I can’t guarantee what comes next.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Here we go then.” Ally stepped through the open gate, trailing Davina behind her. “There you are. You’re free to roam as you please.”

      “Thank you so much, Allison.” Davina pumped Ally’s claw, beaming from ear to ear. Then she shouted to the other two. “I’m out!”

      As Char led Caroline to the gate, Ally tapped Davina’s shoulder. “If you don’t mind me asking, you said car accident, but you seem quite whole.”

      “Aha!” Davina unzipped her jacket and pulled her sweater up, exposing a criss-cross of staples that ran from just under her throat, all the way to her groin. “Internal injuries. Docs couldn’t save me in theatre.” She let the sweater roll down. “I’m just glad somebody had the sense to dress me in something warm for the funeral. It’s parky up here.”

      Ally nodded, not sure what else to say.

      “What’s the plan,” said Char, arriving with Caroline in tow, then handing her over to Davina.

      “Bantry’s Foundry,” said Ally. “But you’ll be taking mum and Davina. I’ll get myself there.” She shook her wings. “There’s no way these’ll fit in a two-door Audi, even if the rest of me could.”

      “Agreed,” said Char, pulling the car keys from her pocket. “What do you want us to do when we get there?”

      “Nothing. Park before the access road and away from the CCTV. Em’s in the old part with Grok, and I’ll know if Bantry’s there or not. I’ll grab Em and bring her to you.” Ally ruffled her feathers. “Then I’ll end this.”

      Char held out her hand to Caroline. “I better take my phone back if we’re splitting.”

      Caroline plucked the mobile from her pocket, but as she went to hand it over, it rang.

      A little less conversation, a little more action

      A little less conversation, a little more action

      The crest on Ally’s head stood to attention. “It’s him. Get it on speaker.”

      Char grabbed the mobile and answered, then hit the speakerphone icon. “Emma!” was all she said, but the reply came from Charles Bantry.

      “Change of plan, missy. You and your big friend; I want you both here.”

      “What do you mean? Let me speak to Emma.”

      “You’ll speak to her when you get here. Bantry’s foundry. One hour. And if I don’t see both of you on camera walking in the main door, the girl dies. And no Police!” The line went dead.

      “Now what do we do?” Char was close to tears again.

      “We don’t panic,” said Ally. “I need quiet. I need to see what’s happening.” As the others watched, Ally closed her eyes and thought of Grok. In an instant, she was behind his eyes, seeing what he saw. And it was an awful sight. Wedders was bound hand and foot, and standing on a stool near the breeze-block wall. A rope hung from the steel beam above her head, its lower end fashioned into a noose that gripped her neck. But that wasn’t all. There was another rope tied to the stool. This one snaked up and over the wall. Ready for Bantry to pull. Ally released Grok and opened her eyes. Then she roared. Pushing past Char’s outstretched hands, she stomped to the cemetery gate and tore it from its hinges. Death was too good for him! She launched the gate into the air, howling as it flew over the fence and lodged in the thick trunk of an old oak tree. “I’ll kill him! Then I’ll bring him back and do it again. And again, and again, and I’ll never, ever stop!”

      “Allison! That’s enough!” It was Caroline.

      Ally twisted around, eyes black with anger.

      “You’re frightening Charlotte.” Caroline edged her way towards the demon, arms ahead of her, feeling her way. “That’s enough now. We need you back with us because we can’t do this without you.”

      Ally’s head bobbed as her mother closed in, but she didn’t move. Then Caroline’s hand was on her chest. She still didn’t move, but closed her eyes.

      “There, there, it’s okay, I’m here now. That’s better, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “We need the calm Allison now. Is that you? Calm Allison?”

      Ally nodded. Then her claws tingled, joined seconds later by her wings and by the crown of feathers on her head. “I feel strange.”

      “Mmm,” said Caroline, “I’m not sure that’s true. Open your eyes.”

      Ally did as she was told, then wiggled her claws, but they were no longer sharp talons capable of wreaking death. They were just fingers. Nine of them. She twisted one arm behind her back, searching for her wings, but they’d gone too. “I’m normal again.”

      “Thank heavens for that.” Caroline grabbed Ally’s arm. “Come on, into the car. Time’s running out.”

      When they reached the Audi, Davina squashed herself and Caroline into the car’s back seat. Ally gave Char a brief hug and kiss, then threw herself into the front passenger seat, watching as Char climbed into the cockpit. “There’s a new plan.” She touched Char’s arm. “Wedders is still okay, but we need to be careful how we do this or she won’t be. Mum, Davina, you’re a big part of this.”

      “Anything it takes,” said Davina.

      “Same here,” said Caroline. “What do we need to do?”

      “Char and I must do what Bantry wants. We go in the front way so he can see us. There’s no choice, believe me.” She glanced at Char. “Your security cameras. Are there any at the back of the building?”

      Char looked dazed and shook her head. “All up front on the main entrance so I can see the customers on their way in. Monitors are beside the bar.”

      “That’s what I wanted to hear.” Ally twisted around in her seat. “You two go into the old part of the building. There’s a locked door at the side, but don’t worry about that. I’ll get Grok to open it.” She eyed Davina. “Grok’s a demon crow. I’ll tell him you and mum are part of the rescue mission.”

      “Can he open locked doors?”

      “Through me he can. He doesn’t know that yet, but he will soon. And I’ll let Wedders know too.” Ally turned back to Char. “She’s been brave, you know, I can feel it. And she’ll be even braver when she knows we’re coming.”

      “When we get inside,” said Caroline, “should we be careful of anything, or do we smash and grab?”

      “I’m certain Bantry won’t be there. He’ll be up front watching for us, so we’ll make sure we don’t show until bang on time. That way we’ll be certain Wedders is alone with Grok.” She paused, thinking of how to phrase things. “When you go inside, there has to be absolute silence. You’ll see why. You’ll also see what you have to do next, also in absolute silence. Once you get Wedders, just go, get clear. Tell her to let me know you’ve got her.”

      “She’s phoning you?” Davina looked unconvinced.

      “It’s complicated.” Ally shrugged. “But she’ll understand.”

      “What then?” said Char, her tone flat.

      “As soon as I know Wedders is safe, I’m going to tear Charles Bantry to shreds.”

      Char gunned the engine. “That’s fine by me.”
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        * * *

      

      Before dropping Caroline and Davina at the rear of the building, Char had stopped the car in a quiet spot near the old industrial estate. Once there, Ally had requested absolute silence to let her connect with Grok. Never having unlocked a door by communing with a demon crow, she’d presumed it would be tricky. But it wasn’t. Grok was a quick learner, and together they’d unlocked the door in record time. They were an effective team.

      After that, she’d settled herself again, and reached out to Wedders. When their thoughts connected, the little girl’s eyes had fluttered open, and Ally had jerked in her seat in shock. Things were not good.

      Eyes open, Wedders, we’re coming for you. You need to stay awake. Wedders!

      Emma had called back to her.

      Please hurry! I’m so tired.

      We’re on our way. Two ladies will come to you. Now focus. Keep your eyes open!

      And then she’d cut the link, and they’d roared off towards the back end of Bantry’s foundry.
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        * * *

      

      Char took Ally’s hand. “Em’s in danger, isn’t she?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Okay.”

      It was almost time to enter Bantry’s hiding place, but although Ally thought she’d heard Wedders calling to her again, static interference distorted the sound, just like it had done that day in the Tunnel de la Terreur. It had to be something in the building’s structure, something blocking the signal. Or perhaps it was her. She’d connected to Grok and Wedders from further afield, so possibly the demon in her acted like a giant magnet placed next to a speaker. Whatever it was, she couldn’t be sure of Emma’s safety, but time was up. They had to face Bantry, and it had to be soon. But there was one last thing she had to check. And it was vital.

      “Is it time?” said Char, not lifting her head.

      “Almost, but there’s something I need you to do.” Char looked up, puzzled, and Ally shrugged. “Take my picture on your phone.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to see if it works. If I’m not in the photo, then Bantry won’t see me on camera. Remember the pet shop incident?”

      “Oh God, I forgot about that. What if you’re not visible?”

      “Then you’ll go in and I’ll come after you and rush him. Pretty sure I can get to him before he...you know, does anything.”

      Char pulled out her phone. “Don’t bother saying cheese.” A bright flash speared the night, then Char flicked to the photo app and scrolled to the bottom of the screen. “Oh,” she said, “that’s so weird. You’re there.” She met Ally’s eyes. “How can you be there when you weren’t on CCTV at Pets4U?”

      Ally leaned over, cringing when she saw the picture. “It’s like you seeing the dead, I think. Grok and the twins as well. They said they were in our world now, remember? Maybe I’m in it too, as Ally Half-Demon.”

      Char nodded, then slid the phone into her pocket. “Whatever it is, I’ll take it. Come on, I think we should move.”

      “Definitely.” Ally tugged Char’s hand to get them moving. “You can delete that photo later, though.” She peered into the darkness. “How far up do we get before we’re visible?”

      “Other side of the oil tank. I’m not even sure why I put a camera on it. There’s nothing inside it.”

      “Just as well you didn’t aim one at the side door.”

      “Almost did.”

      “Maybe it’s fate then.”

      “Could be.”

      “My dad’s a fate demon.”

      “So I heard.”

      “Maybe that’s what I am.”

      Char cleared her throat, but didn’t answer.

      They passed the empty oil tanker, and Ally felt Char’s hand tighten in hers. Bantry’s eyes would be on them. “You know,” she said, “that man in there is about to get the shock of his life when I go full demon.”

      “Might happen before then, going by the state of you. He might ask what happened.”

      Ally couldn’t help but smile. Her transformation into Ally Half-Demon had ruined her clothes, her wings shredding the back of her sweater and jacket. An icy breeze now blew through them, along with the rest of her gear. “This demon thing might be expensive.”

      “Just as well you don’t have expensive taste.”

      “Does that mean you’re cheap?”

      Char tugged Ally’s hand. “You’ll pay for that.”

      Ally frowned as they walked through the small carpark next to the main entrance. She’d asked Char to leave the car out of sight, so Bantry wouldn’t have any thoughts about someone hiding in it. Above all else, she needed him relaxed. If he thought he was in control and not in any danger, then he’d be less likely to do anything stupid, like tugging on the end of a certain length of rope. Unless he’d done it already, of course.

      “Here goes,” said Char. They were at the door and it was ajar. Its lock had been smashed.

      “Wait.” Ally dropped Char’s hand and moved to her left. “Now I’m ready.” They stepped inside and headed towards the main reception area.

      “Do we keep him talking?” Char took Ally’s hand again.

      “Maybe.” They took several more tentative steps. “That door on the left. That’s the tunnel entrance, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “No reason.” As they walked past the door in question, Ally brushed her left hand across the lock. It clicked, and she smiled. She didn’t know why she’d unlocked it, but her demon-sense told her it might be a good idea. So she’d listened to it.

      Char’s fingers tightened. “There he is. At the bar.”

      Ally looked up just as Charles Bantry eased himself onto a bar stool.

      “Roll up, roll up, Carnival’s in town. Shilling to see the monster.” Bantry cackled. “Don’t be shy. Come right in and grab a front-row seat for the best view.” He cackled again. “Popcorn! Popcorn! Get your popcorn here! Penny a bag,”

      “He’s insane,” Char said under her breath.

      “Don’t bet on it.” Ally stared Bantry down, her eyes on his, with no prisoners taken on either side. Then she looked away, catching a tiny smile that said he thought he was in control. But she’d only shifted her view to take in the wider scene. Like the foot-long knife taped to his right hand, and the rope tied to his left wrist.

      “Well, well, well,” said Bantry, “we meet again.”

      Ally and Char stopped walking when they reached the edge of a large plastic sheet.

      Bantry pointed his knife towards Ally. “You could’ve dressed for the occasion. What kind of state do you call that?”

      “Sorry,” said Ally, “I’m a demon, and when I go full demon, it sort of wrecks my clothes.” She shrugged. “Didn’t have time to change.”

      “Nobody likes a smart arse.”

      “You asked a question, and I answered it.” Ally let go of Char’s hand. “And it’s the truth. I am a demon. Well, a half-demon if you want accuracy. It’s my dad that’s the full demon. Name’s Azagor. Have you heard of him?”

      “You shut your mouth or you’ll get this!” Bantry swished the knife through the air.

      Ally held up her hands. She couldn’t push him too much, not until she knew Wedders was okay.

      “That’s better,” said Bantry, grinning. “You know, you girls have been fun. I’ve enjoyed watching you.” He stopped for a moment as if waiting for a reaction, but when he didn’t get one, he continued. “Read about this old place getting a makeover and did a bit of digging to see who’d taken it.” He jabbed the knife at Char. “Got your details from the council straight off. Easy as skinning a rabbit. After that, I watched both of you.” His face clouded. “And just as bloody well, because what happened then? You!” He pointed to Ally. “At the train station, interfering in my business when I didn’t want your bloody help.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” said Ally. Bantry ignored the comment.

      “And those stupid flyers at my house! Well, I had to make a move, didn’t I? That’s why I snatched the girl.” Bantry sneered. “Brush and a shovel and a pair of overalls, that’s all it took. She thought I was a janitor! They all did.” He cackled, turning his face to Char. “Little pup was handy too, with the alarm code for this place.”

      From the corner of her eye, Ally spotted movement up and to her right. Something black. Feathery. Then, a hiss of static burst through her head, and on it floated two words: I’m free. It was Wedders!

      “My house, my private house.” Bantry swung the knife again. “You made a big mistake going there.”

      Ally stuck her hand up like she was back at school.

      “What?” said Bantry, scowling.

      “Your house.”

      “What about it?”

      Ally chuckled. “Sounds like you haven’t been there for a few days.” She turned to Char and winked, and her heart soared because Char’s face fell, but not in anguish; in relief. She knew Wedders was safe.

      “What’s funny?” Bantry gripped the rope and held the knife up again. “Tell me what’s so funny”

      “Your house.” Ally crept to her right, drawing Bantry’s eyes away from the tunnel. She kept moving, and with every step she took, his eyes widened.

      “Stop right there or I’ll pull the rope and the girl dies.”

      Ally stopped.

      “Ha! Weren’t prepared for that, were you?” He shook the rope. “One tug on this, and the little one hangs.”

      He gurned at Char for just long enough that Ally could look beyond him and back again unnoticed. And it had been worth it, for there she was; Wedders. Standing between Davina and Caroline, holding their hands. Of course, they’d all disobeyed an order to run for the hills as soon as they could, but regardless, it was a glorious sight.

      “Right, you. Demon. What’s funny about my house?”

      Ally smiled. “I should’ve mentioned I’m a magician as well as a demon, because I made your house disappear.”

      “What?” Bantry’s face twisted, making it uglier than usual.

      “All it took,” said Ally, grinning, “was five litres of petrol, a lighter, a few newspapers and a bit of gas from the kitchen.” She threw her hands wide. “Boom!”

      “You...”

      “A little confused, aren’t you?” said Ally, enjoying Bantry’s discomfort. “But that’s just the beginning, because for my next trick, I’m going to make you disappear.” She took one step towards him, and he jumped off the stool.

      “Don’t come any closer, I’m warning you.”

      “Pull the rope,” said Ally. “I dare you.”

      Bantry glared at her. “This is your doing!”

      “Go on,” said Ally, “this is your chance.”

      “I said keep back!” Bantry waved his knife again.

      “You know, that knife waving thing’s boring. Pull the damn rope and be done with it, man.”

      Bantry snarled. “You did this. Remember that when you’re burying her.” Then, with a last glance at Char, he gave the rope an almighty tug. Through the wall, a chair clattered. “Ha! It’s done. You better get in there and save your precious Emma.”

      “Why would I do that when she’s standing there with my mum and Davina?”

      Char’s head whipped to her left, and she gasped. Then Bantry’s head followed her, and when he saw Emma, he howled.

      “I’ll kill you all, every one of you! I’ll flay the skin from your backs and leave you to rot!” He swivelled around and screamed at Ally. “And you’ll be the first.”

      “No, Charles, I think you will.” Ally smiled at Char, then threw her head back and made the crow call. The demon crow call. Then she threw her arms wide and became Ally Half-Demon.
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      Char ran full pelt towards Emma, who met her halfway and then collapsed into her arms. This spurred Davina and Caroline into action. Forming a barrier between the girls and Bantry, they linked arms and marched forward, stopping just before the edge of the plastic sheet on the floor. Everything about them sent a message—you shall not pass. Bantry saw nothing of this. Goggle-eyed and open-mouthed, he stood beside the vacated bar stool, butcher’s knife in hand, and tethered to a stool on the other side of the wall. Ally regarded him but kept her distance, recalling the warning given by the Holmes sisters before she helped them rest in peace. This wasn’t over yet. He could still be dangerous.

      “Do you like my new look, Charles? Feathers suit me, I think.”

      Bantry said nothing.

      “Cat got your tongue?”

      Still nothing.

      “Do you know, I think I might prefer you silent?” Ally walked in a semi-circle, watching Bantry’s eyes as they followed her. She positioned herself between him and the others. “I’m going to punish you for everything you’ve done. All those women and girls. How many were there? Ten? Twenty? More?” She stamped her foot on the plastic sheeting, and the ground shook. “This was ours, wasn’t it? For after you’d butchered us.”

      “Might still be.” Bantry’s eyes glinted and his brow dropped. He swung the knife again.

      Ally shook her wings, and the crown of feathers on her head stood to attention. Charles was up for a fight; there was nothing surer. She called for help. “Grok! Hrak! Hrek! I need you.” As the three giant crows swooped from the top of the breeze-block wall, Ally gestured to them with one wing. “Protect my friends.”

      Bantry’s eyes followed the birds as they swung beyond Ally and settled in front of Caroline and Davina, their wings spread like oily black shields. He swung the knife again. “I’ll kill them all, every one of them!” He curled bony fingers around the rope, pulling it tight. “Including your birds.”

      “You won’t kill anyone, because I’m taking you to Hell. And my father’s waiting for you.” Ally hissed at him. “He’ll put you in a cage, just like you did to Bird. Then he’ll take your eyes.”

      “I’ll die first.” Bantry looked at the knife and licked his lips.

      “You’ll die many times,” said Ally. “Every one of them in agony.”

      Bantry went limp. “Wrong.” He swung the knife again, but this time, instead of waving it at nothing, he twisted around and slammed the blade onto the rope where it met the bar counter. It sliced through it like it was cotton wool.

      “Everybody back away,” shouted Ally, spreading her wings wide. She hissed at Bantry again. “If you want to kill someone, kill me. Go on, I dare you.” She stepped forward as he ran toward her, and then the knife pierced her chest, tearing through bone and tissue like it wasn’t there. Ally roared as Bantry pulled the blade free and retreated. His eyes danced.

      “You didn’t expect that, demon, did you?”

      “Of course I did,” said Ally. “But you didn’t expect that.” She tipped a wing towards the knife, its blade now pitted and crumbling.

      Quick as a flash, Bantry plunged his untethered hand into his trouser pocket, pulling out an old cutthroat razor. Light danced along the blade. “I always have a back-up plan, and believe me, this is as sharp as the day they made it.”

      “Kill me again,” said Ally. “I can do this all day, and at the end, you’re still coming with me. Go on, hit me with it.”

      “It’s not for you.” Bantry gave Ally a queer smile, and, without warning, he dug the blade into his throat and dragged it right to left, severing his carotid artery, windpipe, and jugular in one quick motion. Then he fell to his knees and onto his face, life draining from his body in sticky bubbles of air and crimson spurts of blood.

      Ally roared in anguish, and the building shook. His soul was supposed to be hers. For Azagor. For the return of her life! She roared again as her wings tingled, then she whirled around, looking for Char as the feeling spread to her claws. She’d lost everything that mattered, everything. Because she’d been stupid and vain, and so certain Bantry would succumb to Ally Half-Demon. But he’d tricked her and it was over. She staggered towards Grok, but managed only a few steps before crumpling to the floor. Then everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      When Ally opened her eyes, she found herself on the sofa, staring at the exposed roof beams of Bantry’s foundry. Char was beside her, kneeling on the floor and stroking her hair, and Emma was lying against Char, cuddled into her side. Low voices off to the left told her Caroline and Davina were still with them.

      “Hey,” said Char, leaning in to kiss Ally on the cheek. “Look who’s back, Em.”

      Emma took Ally’s undamaged hand. “We thought you were dead.”

      “I am dead.”

      “I meant dead, dead, not undead dead.”

      Ally slid her free hand to her chest and poked two fingers into the hole Bantry had made with his knife. Then she scrunched up her face and removed them. “Still undead dead.” She flicked her eyes left. “Is he dead?”

      “As a doornail,” said Char. “Caroline and Davina covered him with a tarpaulin I kept from the renovations. They’re watching in case he rises.”

      “But they said if he does, they’re ready for him,” said Emma.

      “That’s a comfort.” Ally pulled Emma closer. “I’m sorry you had to witness it, Wedders. Are you okay?”

      Emma nodded. “I closed my eyes when he stabbed you with the big knife, and I didn’t open them again for ages, so I saw nothing.”

      Ally smiled. “And apart from that, how are you feeling? You were very brave, you know.”

      “I’m fine.” Emma rubbed her eyes, both of them circled in dark grey. “I knew you would come for me. Both of you.”

      “And you saw Grok?”

      “Yes. He told me he’d protect me. So did the twins.”

      Ally sighed. “At least something worked the way I thought it would.” She sighed again. “What a mess.” She met Char’s eyes. “I’ve lost Azagor’s prize. I’m done for.”

      Char shook her head. “Not quite.”

      “Meaning?” Ally signalled for Char and Emma to pull back, and when they did, she swung her legs off the sofa and allowed the momentum to pull her upright.

      “Caroline has an idea that might help.”

      As Char said her name, Caroline turned her head, then she took hold of Davina’s arm and shuffled her way to the sofa. “Isn’t this cosy?” she said, as Emma guided her into a spot beside Ally. “A good sign, I think.”

      “Since when did you look on the bright side?”

      “Since always!” Caroline grabbed Ally’s arm. “And that’s always been your problem. You can’t see the sunny side of anything because you’re too rigid in your thinking. It’s always rules, rules, rules with you.”

      “That’s not fair!”

      “It’s entirely fair. You’ve denied yourself a lot of fun being like that.”

      “When?”

      “Sports day.”

      “Oh, not this again.” Ally snorted. “You told me to cheat in the egg and spoon race!”

      “I know I did, and I told you how to do it without breaking the rules.”

      “How’s that possible?” said Emma. “Egg and spoon rules are clear. You can’t hold the egg on the spoon with your hand.”

      Caroline laughed. “I know that’s what the rules say, but what about what they don’t say? Like holding the egg on with your chin. Or putting the egg and the spoon in your pocket?”

      “But that’s...” Emma stopped, her nose wrinkling.

      “Bending the rules,” said Caroline with a flourish. “Finding a loophole and jumping through it.” She placed her hand on Ally’s back. “And that’s how we can fix your Azagor problem.”

      “By bending the rules?” said Ally.

      “Tell me what the rules are. As told to you.”

      Ally looked at Char for help, but she just gazed back at her, pleading in her eyes. The rules. What had Lily told her?

      “Well?”

      “Find a person who doesn’t want help but who I must help.”

      “Bantry,” said Caroline.

      Ally nodded. “Then deliver a soul to Azagor in Hell as a replacement for mine.”

      “Was it a particular soul?”

      “No. Lily said it was my choice.”

      “I see.” Caroline fidgeted in her seat. “So, would I be right in saying there was no suggestion it had to be a living soul?”

      “She didn’t say.”

      “Oh, good grief! If these are your father’s rules, then he must have drafted the egg and spoon rules as well. There are more holes in them than a Swiss cheese.” She patted Ally on the back. “We’re dealing with the delivery of a non-specific soul of your choice. Problem solved.”

      Ally turned to her mother, eyes roving over a ruined, dead face that looked happier than it had ever been in life. “So I just find a dead soul and...”

      “You don’t have to find anything. You can take mine.”

      “Yours?” Ally drew back in shock. “But why would you want to go to Azagor? He’ll torment you forever.”

      Caroline laughed. “That’s what he thinks. You can bet your last five-pound note it’s within the rules, and a hundred pounds says he won’t expect me.” She adjusted her Ray Bans. “That man has a couple of things that belong to me, and I mean to get them back. And that’s just the beginning. He owes me an explanation for everything else, and I’ll get that too, even if it takes eternity to do it.”

      Char and Ally exchanged glances, and between them, the unspoken words were clear. Poor Azagor!

      “I think mum’s right,” said Davina, shuffling on the spot. “Rules of the dead are basic, from what I can tell. Little gaps everywhere.”

      “See,” said Caroline. “And just two things need to happen now. First, Allison. You must promise to look after Davina. She’s graveless and homeless, so you’ll need to let her stay with you for a while until you can sort things. Agreed?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Caroline smiled. “I told you she would say yes. You might have to work on her a bit if you want to get to the bingo, though.” Davina beamed at her and then at Ally.

      “What’s the second thing?” said Ally, dreading to think what might be next.

      “That’s the simple part. Just choose me.”

      “Choose you?”

      Caroline nodded. “You said the choice of soul was yours, so say the words.” She chuckled. “You’d never have chosen me for a mum, but I make a pretty decent soul. So choose me.”

      “But if I choose you, then you’ll leave, and you’re only just here.”

      “I know, but I’ve had a second chance to do something decent for you, and I’ve loved every minute. This time is yours, Allison. I belong to the past. Let me go.”

      “But I don’t want to.” Ally turned her head away, eyes stinging. Why did it have to come to this? She flicked her eyes to the shapeless evil under the tarpaulin. “It should have been him!”

      “We don’t know that. Fate’s a funny thing, so come on, say the words and we can get things moving.”

      Ally turned, and just for a second, she hesitated. Then she looked at Char and Emma and decided. “I’m sorry, mum, but I choose you.”

      “There,” said Caroline, “that wasn’t so difficult, was it? Now all we have to do is get rid of that horrible man’s body, and find our way to Hell.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma was in the office with Caroline and Davina, showing them the tricks of the trade, and explaining how the Tunnel de la Terreur would make millions. It had been Char’s idea, and Ally had gone along with it because the last thing Wedders needed was to set eyes on Bantry’s bloody corpse. They had to dispose of it, though, without being seen and in a way that ensured it stayed dead.

      “That was for us, wasn’t it?” said Char, kicking the plastic sheet.

      “He had three empty suitcases in his house. He’d have wrapped us and taken us home one at a time.” Ally took a glug of lukewarm tea. “Maybe we could roll him up. Got any tape?”

      “There’s parcel tape in the office.”

      “Right. I’ll wrap him and tape him. You can get a cloth and wipe every surface you can think of. Bar, sofa, in the office. Everything. We want his prints gone in case we’re linked to his disappearance.”

      “Or his house’s disappearance,” said Char, stifling a laugh.

      “I know.” Ally choked off her own chuckle. “Loudest bang I’ve ever heard.”

      “They won’t come though, will they? You got all the leaflets?”

      Ally nodded. “As far as I know, I got them all, but the house is rubble. I doubt they’ll find much of anything.” She scrunched her eyes, thinking back to the day of the explosion. “That just leaves the neighbours, but they won’t be a problem. All those years and they saw nothing.” She shrugged. “I think they just decided not to look, and I think they’ll do the same now.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      Ally nodded, staring at Bantry’s lifeless remains. “Should’ve been him, Char.”

      “But it isn’t, and we have to accept it.”

      “I know.” Ally gave Char a soft smile. “But I need to sort this mess first, and where I’ll take him, I don’t know.”

      Caw! Caw! Caw!

      Ally looked up. “Grok’s back.”

      “And the twins,” said Char. “Hope nothing’s wrong.”

      As the three demon crows settled beside Bantry, Ally bowed, and they bowed back. Char gave them a wave, and they fluttered their wings in return.

      “Friends,” said Ally, “why are you here? Is something wrong?” Grok pecked at one of the dead man’s hands.

      A place exists for men like this, a place from which they can never rise

      The twins bobbed their heads in excitement.

      We will take

      him and his

      eyes

      “To Hell?”

      Grok clicked his tongue.

      Deeper - into the place that isn’t

      Ally nodded. She didn’t know the place he’d referred to and decided not to ask. “Can you manage him yourselves?”

      Grok cawed.

      We have others

      And then Ally heard them, their approach signalled by the deep thrum of beating wings. They were in the tunnel. She grabbed Char’s arm and pulled her back. “They’re coming for him.”

      “Who?” said Char.

      But Ally didn’t have to answer. With a rush of air, a thick plume of black spilled from the mouth of the tunnel, then soared towards the roof, before swooping low and landing beside Grok. The crows bowed to him and the twins, and then, with no further ado, they each grabbed a piece of the plastic sheeting and beat their wings. Grok and the twins fluttered onto the bar top, watching as Bantry’s body left the ground and sailed towards the window high on the right.

      “That window’s closed,” said Char.

      “I don’t think they care,” said Ally. And she was right. The crow pall bearers picked up speed, their huge wings lifting Bantry’s broken body higher and higher. And then they hit the window, and it exploded outwards, glass showering the road below. Less than ten seconds later, they were gone, the sound of whirring wings receding into the distance and then vanishing altogether.

      The noise brought Emma running from the office, Davina and Caroline at her back.

      “What was that?” said Emma, grinning when she saw Grok and the twins.

      “I’m not sure,” said Char. “A sort of crow disposal team, I think. Al?”

      “I’m good with that.”

      “He’s gone,” said Davina, “Bantry’s gone.”

      “Where is he?” said Caroline, gripping Davina’s arm tighter.

      “He’s gone to somewhere called the place that isn’t,” said Ally, “and he can never return.”

      Grok cawed again. They were leaving.

      We must leave you now, friend

      Ally swallowed. “Will I ever see you again?”

      Hrak and Hrek danced on the spot.

      We’ll see you

      in Hell

      Grok bowed low.

      Long life to you, Ally-Grok, and Ally Half-Demon

      The twins followed suit.

      Long life

      to you, sister

      Ally bowed. “Long life to you and yours.”

      And then Grok took off, Hrak and Hrek positioning themselves at either side of him as they flew through the broken window and disappeared.

      “Well, there you go,” said Caroline. “It’s down to us now. First, though, I’d like a nice cup of tea. I’m parched.”
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        * * *

      

      They all sat around the sofa, sipping tea and thinking. Except Emma. She lay along the couch with her head on Char’s lap, fast asleep. Every so often, she stirred and mumbled a few incoherent words, but when she did, Char soothed her back to slumber by stroking her hair.

      Davina shrugged. “My sister always said Hell is other people. Never agreed with her, but maybe she was right.”

      “A busy place,” said Caroline. “Like a football crowd.”

      “Or a bingo hall,” said Ally.

      Caroline tutted. “That’s not Hell.”

      “Speak for yourself.”

      “Come on,” said Char, her tone sharp, “we need to be serious.”

      Ally nodded and gulped down the rest of her tea. “Anyone for any more?” She held up her cup.

      “Yes please,” said Davina, “I’m feeling husky.” She smiled at Char. “Beautiful cups these. Where did you get them?”

      “Antique shop in Hornby Road. Weren’t dear though. I just liked them.”

      “The cups,” said Ally. “I know where it is.”

      “Yeah, Hornby Road.”

      “No, no, no, I don’t mean the antiques place, I mean Hell!”

      Caroline leaned forward, her eye sockets narrow. “It isn’t Ralph Langley’s cafe, is it? You always paid twice in that place. Once when you got the bill, the second time when you threw up afterwards.”

      “It’s not Langley’s, mum,” said Ally, “although you’ve got a point.” A grin grew on her face. “Do you remember my doll’s tea set?”

      “Not one of my best ideas, but yes, I do.”

      “Where did you buy it?”

      “Doll’s World on the High Street.”

      “Closed a few years ago,” said Davina.

      “And opened last year in the retail park,” said Char, her eyes wide. She stared at Ally. “You’re not telling me Hell is Doll’s World, are you?”

      Ally snorted. “And you’re not telling me it isn’t.” She clapped her hands in excitement. “It’s part of Lily’s map. The cup. It’s the only clue we haven’t already solved, don’t you see?”

      “I do,” said Char, just as Emma woke and sat up with a start.

      “Where are we going?” She rubbed her eyes and stared at Ally. “Have we found it?”

      Ally nodded. “It’s in Doll’s World.”

      Emma just smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Leaving the foundry unlocked but with the alarm primed, they piled into the Audi, Davina and Caroline squashed in the back with Emma. Ally, as before, took the front passenger seat.

      “Do we need to do anything special?” said Char. “Like sneak up or something.”

      “No,” said Ally. “If I’m right, and I’m sure I am, then they’ll be expecting us.”

      “When you say they, what does that mean?” Emma poked her head between the front seats. “Will there be demons?”

      Ally grinned and tapped her chest. “One for sure, but that’s me. As for more, there could be none or a thousand.”

      “So we’re heading into the unknown,” said Char. “Sounds about right.”

      Ally grinned. “Hit it, Stirling.”
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        * * *

      

      The retail park was empty, every shop shuttered and unlit. Except for one. At the far end of the long row containing Pets4U, light spilled out from Doll’s World, flooding the car park and casting eerie shadows onto the nearby bushes. Char pulled over outside Hatterby’s Cards, the first shop on the right after the main roundabout. She kept the engine running and her hand clamped on the gearstick.

      “So, do we just drive up there and go in, or what?”

      “Maybe,” said Ally. “Although I’m wondering if it should just be me and mum who go.”

      “No chance,” said Char. “If this is ending, I want to be there, and if it isn’t, then I’ll need to be there.” She turned to Ally. “If you think I’m waiting in the car and letting you walk into Hell without me, think again.”

      “I’m coming too,” said Emma.

      “And me,” said Davina.

      Ally sighed. “Mum, what do you think? Should they stay here?”

      Caroline tapped the back of Char’s seat. “Take us down, Charlotte. Safety in numbers.”

      As Char put the car in gear and pulled out, Ally sighed and turned to face the back seat. “Plan of action. We go in, but you say nothing. Especially you, mum.”

      “As if I would.”

      Ally ignored the comment. “I’ll do the talking to get us inside. After that, I think I might disappear downstairs for a bit. If you get my drift.”

      “We’re here,” said Char.

      “Park in a disabled bay, Charlotte.” Caroline tapped her Ray Bans. “I’m blind, so it’ll be fine. Don’t worry about having a blue card, it’s not busy.”

      Char did as suggested, and reverse parked the Audi right in front of the Doll’s World door. After cutting the engine, she helped Ally unload the passengers.

      “How do I look?” said Caroline, tucking strands of hair behind her ears. “And please don’t say I look dead.”

      “You don’t,” said Ally. “You look good, all things considered.”

      “Come on,” said Emma, “I can see people inside. They’re watching us.”

      Ally craned her neck. Wedders was right. It was time to go.

      “Stand behind me,” said Ally, as the others walked past her and stepped onto the pavement. She threw her hands in the air and followed them, but stopped behind Wedders, who was peering into an odd-looking black box.

      “There’s a sign,” said Emma.

      “And?” said Char.

      “It says - please deposit all magic stones in the box provided.”

      “Helpful,” said Char, digging into her pocket. She passed the black stones to Emma, who deposited them as instructed. As she did, the door to Doll’s World swung open.

      Ally pushed forward. “Me first, and remember, I’ll do the talking.” Without another word, she stepped inside and looked around. She heard Wedders gasp.

      “Look! All the dolls have no eyes.”

      “Where have we heard that before?” said Char, taking Emma’s hand.

      Emma gasped again. “Someone’s coming.”

      “It’s fine,” said Ally, stepping forward to greet the tall, slender woman who was heading her way. She wore black, with black hair piled on top of her head, held in place with what looked like shiny hat pins.

      “Can I help you?” said the woman.

      “Yes,” said Ally, noticing the pupils of the woman’s eyes matched everything else. “I have a delivery. Are you the owner?”

      “I’m not, but he’s been expecting you.” The woman held out her hand, and as Ally went to take it, she spotted a name badge pinned just under the woman’s collar. She leaned forward for a better look, and then gasped.

      “No way!”

      Miss Grok smiled. “Welcome to Doll’s World, Ally Half-Demon. And welcome to Hell.”
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      “I can’t believe it’s you.” Ally stared at Miss Grok and shook her head.

      “Did you think I was only a bird?”

      Ally nodded.

      Miss Grok smiled. “And a man?”

      “Well, yes, I... just presumed, and I don’t know why. I’m very sorry.” Ally turned to the others. “Everybody, this is Miss Grok, you know... Grok! She’s not a man.”

      “I think we can see that,” said Char.

      “Rigid thinking, Allison.” Caroline clicked her tongue. “I warned you about that.”

      Miss Grok stepped forward. “Everyone, please have a seat.” She pointed to a loose square of comfortable looking club chairs situated under a sign that said—Dressing Rooms.

      “You have dressing rooms for dolls?” Ally cocked an eyebrow. “Didn’t think they needed them.”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised at what dolls need.” said Miss Grok, “Especially after the lights go out.” Without explaining further, she escorted everyone to their seats, stopping only to pat Emma on the back and say, “Very brave, very brave indeed.”

      “Does Mr Azagor know we’re here?” said Ally, scanning the shop for any sign of him.

      “He’s downstairs, but he’ll know.” She looked at Caroline, and her eyebrows lifted. “He doesn’t know about you, though, and I didn’t tell him. It’s rather unexpected.”

      Caroline nodded. “It certainly was for me.”

      Miss Grok laughed, a throaty chuckle that contained hints of the crow call. “Can’t wait to see his face.” She glanced over her shoulder towards the line of cash registers. “Girls, come and say hello.”

      At once, two girls popped up from behind the counter, then made their way to the dressing area in skips and hops. Like Miss Grok, they wore black, this time, black jeans, black tee-shirts, and black trainers. Black velvet bows held back lustrous shoulder length black hair, straddling the one thing about them that wasn’t black; a long white streak running backwards from their crowns. Ally’s eyes widened, and she stood.

      “Hrak and Hrek!”

      The girls giggled.

      Hrak said, “Of course it’s...”

      “...us,” said Hrek.

      “I don’t believe this!” Ally grinned and turned to Emma. “It’s the twins, it’s Hrak and Hrek” Emma smiled and waved at the girls, who waved back, and then giggled again.

      Miss Grok sighed. “More like rack and ruin, if you ask me.” She pretended to frown at the twins. “Make yourselves useful and tell your father it’s time.”

      As the girls skipped and hopped towards the rear of the shop, Ally turned to the others and mouthed, “their father!” She turned back to Miss Grok, whose black eyes twinkled.

      “You sent the twins to get their father.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “So,” Ally said, “that means they’re my... half sisters?”

      “Well done!” Miss Grok gave Ally a generous smile. “Corbin always said you were a smart little crow.” Her head bobbed left and right. “The twins are my daughters, and Corbin is my husband.”

      “Your husband!”

      “Oh my!” said Davina to Char, in a stage whisper. “The missus and the ex. This should be fun.”

      “Quite,” said Caroline, preening her hair and adjusting the front of her coat.

      “Then you’re my stepmother,” said Ally.

      Miss Grok smiled. “Yes. I’m literally the stepmother from Hell.”

      Ally backed onto her seat, landing with a thump just as a bell rang at the rear of the shop.

      “Ah, he’s here,” said Miss Grok. “Excellent.”

      Ally craned her neck to see the lift doors opening, not questioning how a one-storey building could even have a lift. She already knew where the basement was.

      “You have a delivery, Corbin,” said Miss Grok.

      And then Ally saw him, Azagor, in human form, all seven feet of him. Just the way her mother must have seen him once. She gasped. The man-demon striding towards her was her double. From the shape of his jaw, to the way his black hair grew lower on one side of his crown than the other. His eyes were black instead of dark brown, but they looked sleepy just like hers, and his smile was identical, broad and strong. Like Miss Grok and the twins, he wore black, a well-tailored suit complete with waistcoat and black shirt. He was quite a sight. As he approached, Hrak and Hrek ran to sit beside Emma.

      “Well, here we are, little crow.”

      Ally swapped glances with Char, then stood and extended her good hand. “Hello, dad. Again.”

      Azagor took Ally’s hand in both of his and shook it hard. “I hear you have something for me.”

      “I do.” Ally swallowed hard, then turned to Davina and nodded. Davina touched Caroline’s arm and held it as she stood. “I helped the person who didn’t want help but who had to be helped. For the soul to replace mine, I chose this one.” Ally stepped back and pointed to her mother. Caroline tilted her head towards Azagor, then removed her sunglasses.

      “Hello, Corbin. It’s been a while.”

      Azagor stepped back, his head bouncing between Ally and Miss Grok, who’d moved beyond him to stand beside Caroline. “You!” He took another step back. “Impossible!”

      Caroline snorted. “Not the welcome I’d hoped for. You could at least have said hello.”

      “Hello,” said Azagor, folding his arms and staring at Ally. “You can’t choose her soul; she’s dead.”

      Ally folded her arms and stared at Azagor. “I can choose any soul I like, because the rules about souls were non-specific. Didn’t say dead, alive or anything else, so my choice is this one.”

      Azagor gasped and turned to his wife. “She can’t do that.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, you know she can.” Miss Grok held up one hand. “And I mentioned making the rules a little clearer, but did you listen?” She shook her head. “As usual, no.”

      Azagor frowned, and his bushy eyebrows hid the top of his nose. “It’s cheating.”

      “It is not, and you know that. You just don’t want to admit it!” Ally strode towards her father, who dropped his eyes and stared at his shoes. “It’s not my fault you can’t come up with decent rules, but I stuck to what was there, and I’ve done everything your bargain with Lily required.” She glanced over her shoulder at Char and Emma. “I want my life back, so you need to hold up your end of the deal. You owe me at least that.”

      Azagor raised his head. “At least?”

      “Yes, at least.” Ally folded her arms again. “You also owe me an explanation for abandoning me and mum. Then there’s pocket money.”

      “Pocket money?” Azagor’s nose wrinkled.

      “Yeah, pocket money. And then there’s all the missed birthdays, Christmases, holidays...”

      “Halloweens,” shouted Emma.

      “And Guy Fawkes,” said Davina.

      “Them too.” Ally watched Azagor’s eyes roll up to meet hers. “But apart from the explanation, I’ll forego all of that. I want my life back, and one other thing.”

      “Which is?”

      “Mum.” Ally turned to face Caroline. “I want you to return her eyes, and when you take her with you, be kind to her.” She turned back to her father. “She’s suffered enough.”

      Azagor eyed Miss Grok and the twins, then Char and Emma, and Davina and Caroline. He blinked several times. “You ask for much, little crow.” He licked his lips and sighed. Then his face broke into a smile. “But you’ve done well.” He unfolded his arms and tapped one finger on Ally’s shoulders. “I’ll do you a deal.”

      Ally’s brow dropped. “What deal? I thought we already had one.”

      “A new deal,” said Azagor, still smiling. “You sent me the dead soul of Alexander Bantry. I’ll take him as your offering, under the non-specific rules.” He glanced at Caroline. “And Caroline will have her eyes, but I won’t take her with me. She can stay with you.” His smile morphed into a broad grin, and he winked. “Do we have a deal?”

      Ally caught sight of Caroline’s eager face. Even without eyes, hope shone out of it. There was only one correct answer. “Yes, we have a deal. Shake on it?” She extended her good hand, and Azagor took it, shaking it harder than before.

      “We conclude the bargain.” Azagor’s voice boomed, and when he laughed, the shop windows rattled. “Girls, bring me the eyes.” Hrak and Hrek stood at once. “Box fifty-eight, row ninety-one.”

      “You have an eye collection?” said Ally. She grimaced.

      “Don’t you?” said Azagor.

      Ally shook her head. “I collect stamps.”

      “Oh.” Azagor took a deep breath, then patted Ally on the shoulder. “That’s very nice, I’m sure.”

      “Corbin,” said Miss Grok. She tipped her head towards Caroline and then raised her eyebrows.

      Azagor nodded. “Excuse me, little crow.” He took another deep breath, then walked over to Caroline. When he arrived, he took her hands in his. “I didn’t expect to see you again.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t.” Caroline turned her ruined face upwards. “And I never thought we’d meet like this.” She harrumphed. “Never expected to see much of anything again.”

      “I know.” Azagor paused, as though not sure what to say next. Then he smiled. “You’ll see soon enough; the girls won’t be long. Then we’ll talk.” He’d no sooner mentioned them than the twins ran over, Hrak holding a small black wooden box which she held out to her father. “And here they are.” Azagor took the box, and as Hrak and Hrek ran back to Emma, he popped the hinged lid with one finger.

      Ally closed her eyes, as did Char, Emma, and Davina.

      “I return these for all of time,” said Azagor, pressing his palm into Caroline’s eye sockets. Then he covered her face with both palms. “Renewal, rebirth and long death to you.” He smiled. “Open your eyes.”

      Caroline’s eyes fluttered open, and she blinked against the light. “They’re back. I can see!” She ran both hands over her face, squeezing plumped cheeks. Then she drew one finger across non-rotted teeth, eyed Corbin, and smiled. “Now that’s what I call a makeover.” Azagor smiled back, then bowed and stood aside.

      Ally opened her eyes, and there she was; mum. And she looked just the way she remembered her, except for the smile, which was wider than she’d ever seen it. Her returned eyes shone, and her face was no longer a ruin. Had she not known it already, she’d have struggled to believe the woman before her wasn’t living.

      Caroline sighed. “And there’s my Allison. Look at her, my lovely girl.” She held out her arms. “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.” Ally went to her and they embraced.

      “Now that’s done,” said Miss Grok, “how about some tea and cake? Shall I brew?”

      “Looks like I arrived at a good time.” The voice came from the shop door.

      “Lily Flaherty,” boomed Azagor. “Welcome to the party.”
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      As Miss Grok and the twins served tea, Lily examined Ally’s damaged hand and arm. “That’s better than I thought it would be.” She looked up and smiled. “Should be able to fix it along with the rest of you.”

      “Least it’s not my head,” said Ally.

      “You don’t know how glad I am of that. The last time I had to reattach a head, well, let’s just say things became awkward. Right, tea and chat. There are things you should know.”

      Ally sat between her mother and Char, and Lily took a seat beside Azagor. Once tea had been served, Miss Grok curled herself on the floor at Azagor’s feet, and the twins perched next to Emma and Davina on stools they’d brought from a storage room.

      “Wait!” Lily nudged Azagor, then leaned forward and rummaged through her bag. “Aha, here it is.” She brought out a brown glass bottle, then uncorked it and sniffed the contents. “Perfect.” She smiled at Ally. “Catch.”

      Plucking the bottle from the air, Ally narrowed her eyes. “What’s this?”

      “Holly and sage infusion. Plus a few other things that won’t interest you.” She waved to Char. “Hope you don’t mind, but I popped into your place for the holly. Don’t worry though, there’s still plenty left for whatever you had in mind.”

      Ally twisted the cork, then waved the bottle under her nose, pulling back and coughing. “I drink this, don’t I?”

      Lily nodded. “It’s the first part of your resurrection. Now be brave and take it all in one go.”

      “Hold your nose and you won’t taste it,” said Caroline.

      “Promise?”

      “More or less.”

      Caroline smiled as Ally raised the bottle to her lips and glugged down a sour, slimy, pungent liquor that stuck to her teeth and tongue before losing its grip and sliding down her throat. “Oh good God, that’s disgusting.” She coughed twice, then grabbed her tea from the floor and swallowed it in one mouthful. “What on earth was in that?” She coughed again, all eyes upon her.

      Lily laughed. “Sage, holly, plus a toad’s eye and a newt’s tail.”

      “You’re kidding?” Ally gagged, then hiccupped.

      “Course I am. We don’t use toads and newts any more.” Lily gave a sad smile. “I miss the old days. How about you, Mr A?”

      Azagor touched Miss Grok’s shoulder. “I’m a modern demon these days. Couldn’t be happier.”

      “Fair enough,” said Lily as she turned to Ally. “Right, confession time from me.” She eyed Azagor, who nodded to her, then sat back with his hands on his lap. “The curse,” she said, “the stupid curse I made in anger when you were so young.” She sighed. “It was an awful thing to have done, and as soon as you ran, I came to my senses. That’s when I summoned Mr A, but not because the curse had delivered your soul into his hands. It was for help. We’d worked together for centuries by then, and I knew he’d be able to help me plan for when the curse took effect.”

      “Wait a minute,” said Ally. “I thought you two made a bargain on my fortieth.”

      Lily shook her head. “We made our plans on the day I cursed you, but Azagor was busy elsewhere when it took effect.”

      “So he wasn’t in my flat at all,” said Char, “and all that stuff with the flowers was just for show?”

      “Oh no, the flowers and incantation were very real, I can assure you. The bit about expelling Azagor was just sound effects and me.” Lily beamed at everyone. “Had a few jobs in my time, actress being one of them. I’ve been on stage with the great Lily Langtry, you know. Lovely woman.”

      Ally glanced at her father. “So why did you tell me I’d stolen a slice of Azagor’s soul?”

      “Because I knew he was your father, and you’d soon discover certain new talents that would need an explanation. On the day I cursed you, I summoned Azagor for help, and when we followed your aura and I pointed you out, he recognised you.” She held a hand out to Azagor to continue.

      “When I met Caroline, she dazzled me. She had the nicest eyes, and a smile brighter than any sun. And she was funny and clever, unlike most humans I’d spoken to.” He sighed. “It could never have become more than it did, because I can hold my human form only for so long. A child complicated matters a thousandfold.”

      “So you left me.” Caroline looked Azagor in the eye.

      “I had no choice, believe me, and as for the child, I didn’t think she would live.” He eyed Ally. “Demon-humans rarely do, but you were different, with your little crow on your shoulder and big sleepy brown eyes.” Azagor shook his head. “So I left, but I watched you grow, although you never saw me. And I kept you as safe as I could, including when you delivered newspapers to Charles Bantry. That’s when I found the way to help break the future curse, and when Lily and I planned the map of objects to steer you in the right direction.”

      “We were restricted in what we could help you with,” said Lily. “And Azagor took a colossal risk when he dropped the name badge as an extra hint.”

      “The gentleman I work for doesn’t approve of such things.” Azagor pointed to the floor and then sighed. “We did our best. I provided the obsidian stones, and as the years passed, I poured my essence into them, ready for the time when you’d need to be the demon you are.”

      “A jumpstart,” said Ally, smiling at Char.

      “Which worked very well in the end.” Azagor bowed his head to Char and then gazed at Caroline. “I regret what happened to you and what I did. All I saw was a cruel mother, so when you died, I took your eyes as punishment and cursed you to remain in Wilton Street for eternity.” He pointed at Ally. “A curse you shouldn’t have been able to break, but here we are.” He shrugged his massive shoulders.

      “To tell the truth,” said Ally, “I didn’t stop to think. I just couldn’t leave mum in that place.”

      “And I’m glad you couldn’t.” Azagor eyed Caroline again. “Demonic influence on humans isn’t always bad, not when there’s no evil intent. But, sometimes, regardless of intent, it proves toxic, which it did in this case. I regret that very much.”

      Caroline nodded, but said nothing.

      “In the tunnel,” said Ally, “on my birthday. That was you scaring me half to death, wasn’t it?”

      Azagor nodded. “I wanted to see you, but couldn’t risk letting you see me.”

      “You touched me.”

      “On your shoulder, yes.” Azagor’s booming laugh shook the room. “I couldn’t help myself.”

      Ally smiled. “Try harder next time, please.”

      “What about me?” said Emma. “I’ve always had Ally inside my head, and I can hear her thoughts sometimes.”

      “Now that is a curious thing,” said Lily, clucking her tongue. “You might be an antenna that picks up thoughts like a radio does a signal. And I’ve heard of people who pick up radio signals from metal fillings in their teeth. Did you know that?”

      “So, I’m like a giant filling, then?” Emma frowned, clearly disappointed.

      Lily shook her head. “That was just my first hypothesis, but I’ve changed my mind. I think you might be a witch.”

      “A witch?” said Char and Ally together.

      Lily beamed at Emma. “How would you like to come to afternoon tea this Saturday and chat about it? I’ll do scones with jam and cream if you like.”

      “Can I say yes?” said Emma to Char.

      Char nodded and smiled at Lily. “Where do you live?”

      “Where I’ve always lived. Ally knows.”

      “But there’s nothing there now.” Ally sat forward. “They demolished all the houses up there years ago.”

      “Oh dear,” said Lily. “Just because you can’t see it, it doesn’t mean it’s not there.” She winked at Emma. “A half-decent witch would find it, though.” Emma grinned, and the twins giggled.

      Miss Grok uncoiled her long legs and took Azagor’s hand as she stood. “It’s time for me to shut up shop, I’m afraid. Daylight’s not far off and we have lots to do before then.”

      “Of course,” said Lily. “We can sort out Emma’s visit back at Allison’s flat.”

      Everybody stood, except Ally.

      “Allison,” said Caroline, “what’s wrong?”

      Ally smiled. “What about me? Isn’t anyone planning on bringing me back to life?”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” said Lily. “I should have said it would be quick. Part one of your new life was the potion, and part two was time, short time in this case. You’re not dead, Allison.”

      “I’m not?” Ally’s hand flew to her chest, eyes popping at the powerful thump, thump, thump of her heart.

      “Al, look at your hand, your left hand.” Char pointed, and Emma gasped.

      “It’s back!” Ally’s head snapped up, and she raised her left hand for all to see. “Five fingers, look, and they’re all normal.” Her eyes fell on Char. “I’m alive, Char, I’m alive, and I’ve got you!” She flew from her seat and ran to Char, who met her halfway, and pulled her into a hug. Then they kissed each other passionately as Emma rolled her eyes. When at last they stopped, Ally pulled back and coughed. “Sorry about that. It’s just been weird lately, and I thought I’d lost her.” She grinned at Emma. “I’m back Wedders, and if you’re up for it on Saturday, me and you can head into town and I’ll treat you to anything you like. You deserve it for being so brave.”

      Emma grinned back. “There is something I might need.”

      “Name it and it’s yours.”

      “Will you be staying at our place now you’re not dead? You know, overnight sometimes?”

      Ally nodded. “I hope so. Why?”

      “Because I’ll need headphones. Noise cancelling ones, please. I don’t want to hear sexy time.”

      “Em!”

      “Wedders!”

      Emma just shrugged. The twins giggled, and everyone else raised their eyebrows and prepared to part company.

      Miss Grok approached Ally and extended a hand. Ally shook it. “Will I see you again, Miss Grok?”

      “Call me Grok, please. And the answer’s yes.” She eyed the twins. “I think my fledglings are quite taken with the littlest witch, so I’m sure our paths will cross.”

      “It’s been a pleasure to meet you, and fly with you.”

      Grok smiled. “We’ll always be Ally-Grok, you know, and one day soon, we’ll fly together again.”

      “I hope so,” said Ally. She bowed to Grok, and to Azagor and the twins. “Long life to you all.”

      “And long life to you and yours,” was the joint response.

      “We’ll see ourselves out,” said Lily, gesturing for everyone to head for the exit.

      Ally stopped and looked at Azagor. Her father. Her demon father. “See you around, dad.”

      “You will.” Azagor bowed again.

      Ally turned away, and then she stopped again and looked back. “One more thing.” She nodded to Grok. “If you’re married to my dad, why are you called Miss Grok?”

      “Oh goodness,” said Grok, rolling her eyes, “don’t get him started again on that!” She harrumphed. “I’m a very modern demon, and despite what he says, your father’s stuck in the past. He’ll get there in the end, though.” She bowed again, and then, along with Azagor and the twins, she entered the lift and vanished behind its closing doors.

      “Okay, everyone,” said Lily. “It’s time to go home.”
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      “There’s one thing I’m disappointed with,” said Ally as she stroked Char’s hand. “Elvis.” She gestured to Caroline. “Mum said it wasn’t him, but I think it was because he was in the tape player in Char’s kitchen and not just at Wilton Street.” She gave a sad smile. “Which means he is evil.”

      Lily smiled and shook her head. “It was him, but he’s not evil.”

      “But he tried to get me to go inside the flat,” said Ally, her brows drawn into a squiggle. “If I’d gone in then...”

      Lily waved away Ally’s protestations. “You played Elvis so much on the tape player that his essence remained, similar to the way your father poured his essence into the black stones. All I had to do then was pop over to Graceland and ask for his help.”

      Char and Ally gasped. “You spoke to Elvis?”

      “Of course I did. He’s a lovely chap and always happy to assist.”

      Ally shook her head. “But he tried to get me... well, you know what almost happened.”

      “Elvis had only one job; to get you inside the flat to speak to mum. It was a stroke of bad luck that you arrived when she’d gone elsewhere, but he didn’t know that.”

      “So Elvis isn’t evil after all,” said Ally, now grinning ear to ear.

      Lily laughed. “How could you ever think he was? The King of all people?” She laughed again. “We only let you think Azagor was evil to encourage you to fight hard and get the Bantry’s as soon as possible. The ridiculous time limit was to hurry you along before your body fell apart, and at forty days, it would have been close to doing just that.”

      Ally shuddered and pulled Char closer. “Can you help mum and Davina? I mean, with a potion or something.”

      “I’m afraid not,” said Lily. “I can’t bring life to the dead. You were different, and don’t forget, you’re a half-demon.” She shuffled back into her seat and smiled at Davina and Caroline. “What I can do, however, is give you girls a little something to keep you fresh. One small spoonful every month, and I’d challenge all the demons in the underworld to say you looked anything but alive. Would that be enough for you?”

      “In a heartbeat,” said Davina, “I’m having far too much fun to go back to my grave.”

      “I’ll second that,” said Caroline. “But we’ll need to sort out somewhere to stay.”

      Char piped up at once. “You could stay at Al’s.”

      “Could they?” Ally turned to Char and made a face.

      “I’m going to ask Ally to come and live with me and Em, if she wants to, of course. Her flat would be empty so...”

      “You want me to live with you?”

      “Of course I do.” Char kissed Ally on the lips. “All that time, I missed out on being with you, when with you was where I should have been. Then you died, then you turned into a demon, and now you’re back to being my Al.” She shrugged. “More or less, anyway. I don’t want to miss my chance.” She kissed Ally again. “Would you like to stay with us?”

      Ally nodded. “If it’s okay with Wedders, of course.”

      “I already asked her,” said Char.

      “And you said yes.” Ally turned to Emma and smiled. “That’s so nice. Thank you.”

      Emma pouted. “I said yes, we could have you on probation. Same thing though.”

      “Probation?”

      Emma nodded. “Trial period.”

      Ally grinned. “I’ll take it.”

      “So,” said Lily, smiling at Emma and eyeing Char. “What will you do with the Tunnel de la Terreur? Still planning to open it?”

      Char shook her head. “Not now. Don’t think my heart’s in it.” She shrugged. “But I’ve got something else in mind.”

      “Like what?” Ally pulled back. “You never said.”

      “I’ve only just decided it’s a winner. Think about it. You’re a demon, Em’s a witch, and I have the capital to start us up. So, we’ll be ABC Detectives!”

      “Detectives? How do we do that? We’ve no experience.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” said Char. “Em’s great at research, so are you, and your demon-sense and Em’s new skills should make us a winning team.”

      “Why ABC?” said Davina.

      “Allison Brooker, Charlotte Daniels. ABC and D. Besides, it’ll get us near the front of the business directory.”

      “What about the tunnel?” said Caroline, nudging Davina and sitting forward. “Will you keep it?”

      Char shrugged. “Might sell it. If anyone wants it, that is.”

      “We’ll take it,” said Caroline at once, “Davina and I. Although you’ll have to wait for payment until we make a profit.” She winked at Ally. “We’d be perfect to run an attraction like that, and Emma’s explained the tricks of the trade, although we’d introduce a few extra shocks of our own.” She exchanged a winning smile with Davina. “What do you say, Charlotte? It would give us the opportunity to pay our way, and it would keep us out of your hair.”

      Ally and Char looked at each other, slow smiles spreading across their faces.

      “Caroline, Davina,” said Char, “you’ve got yourselves a deal.”
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            EPILOGUE–ONE MONTH LATER

          

        

      

    

    
      Wedders strolled along the gravel path, oblivious to the two girls following her. Ally took a deep breath, enjoying the cold, fresh air that filled her lungs. Bullies; one thing she couldn’t stand was bullies, and the pair tailing Wedders were the worst sort. For that, she’d punish them. She glanced around, pleased she’d grabbed the quietest and most secluded spot in the park, surrounded by the walled fruit garden on one side, and a thick hedge of holly on the other. It was perfect.

      “Hey, Daniels, we heard your sister’s into women. That’s disgusting.” Girl one picked up a stone and threw it at Emma’s back.

      Emma glanced over her shoulder but said nothing. She quickened her pace.

      “We’re talking to you,” said girl two. “You better answer.”

      Ally stepped onto the path. “Or what?”

      Emma smiled and took her place at Ally’s side.

      “Or we’ll punch her face in, and yours as well.” Girl one dropped her bag as if getting ready for a fight, and girl two did likewise.

      Ally laughed and shook her head. “Look at the pair of you. You’re what, seventeen?” She hooked her thumb at Emma. “She’s thirteen, so leave her alone.” She pitched forward and stared at girl one. Then she tapped her own teeth and smiled. “Mind the gap.”

      “That little runt did it,” said girl one, sneering. “Now I need a false tooth.”

      “Well deserved, if you ask me.” Ally flicked a hand at both girls. “Bugger off, and don’t bother her again.” She smiled at Emma, who moved closer.

      “Or what?” said girl one.

      “Yeah, or what?” Girl two folded her arms.

      “Or this.” Ally spread her arms wide and threw her head back, screeching the demon call. “Caw! Caw! Caw!” Then she became Ally Half-Demon.

      Both girls grabbed their bags and screamed as they ran back the way they’d come. As they disappeared around the bend in the wall, Ally Half-Demon slipped back into the shadows of the netherworld, leaving behind plain Ally Brooker.

      “You’re getting much better at that,” said Emma, grinning. “I hope they don’t cause trouble, though.”

      Ally laughed. “Picture it, Wedders. They run home and say a woman in the park turned into a giant crow demon and chased them away. Not gonna wash, believe me.” She smiled. “And well done to you, little witch. It didn’t look like you were in on it at all.”

      “Lily’s been giving me acting lessons.”

      “Tell her from me you’re doing well.”

      “I will.” Emma eyed Ally’s torn jacket and the rest of her ragged clothes. “Shame about your stuff. That was quite a nice outfit. Not your usual black.”

      Ally grinned. “It’s not mine. Borrowed it from Char.”

      “No way!” Emma stopped walking, her mouth hanging open.

      “Well, I had to wear something, and I’ve run out of stuff.” Ally blew out a breath. “I’ve been up at the cemetery three separate times this week alone, springing Davina’s friends to work in the tunnel. Wouldn’t be so bad if I’d been able to do them all together, but...”

      “Char will totally murder you.”

      “She won’t.”

      “She will!”

      “Nope,” said Ally. “She’s too busy.” She grinned. “Looks like ABC Detectives have their first case.”

      “No way!” Emma bounced on the spot in excitement. “What is it?”

      “On the surface, a stolen Labrador puppy. Ex-husband suspected. But I think there’s more to it. My demon-sense is tingling.” Ally grinned at Emma, bowled over by her enthusiasm. “This means, of course, that I need someone to do a bit of online research. You up for it?”

      “Of course,” said Emma. “And I don’t have homework, so I can start tonight.”

      Ally grinned. “Usual fee?”

      “Mmm, I’ve been thinking about that.”

      “And?”

      “I’ve always charged you the non-family rate, but now you’re living with us on probation, it’s only fair you get the family rate.”

      “Wedders, you’re something special. Thank you. That means a lot to me.” Ally dug into her trouser pocket and brought out a ten-pound note. “Here you go.”

      Emma frowned.

      “What? You said I’m getting the family rate.”

      “I know, but Lily said I was underselling myself, so I’ve put my prices up. For non-family it’s forty pounds, and for family it’s twenty.” Emma smiled and held out her hand.

      Ally dug out a second ten-pound-note and handed both of them to Emma. “You know something, Wedders. I think one day you’ll be a millionaire. When that happens, don’t forget your favourite demon.”

      “I won’t,” said Emma, tucking the money inside her bag.

      “Right, home time,” said Ally. “There’s work to be done, and I still need to kiss your sister at least a hundred times more before dinner.” Emma rolled her eyes, and Ally smiled. Demon life was a fine life. She grinned at Emma. “Race you to the gate!”
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