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Chapter 1

The figure
glowered from his throne in the rafters as the minions circled in
the darkness. Submission glazed their downcast eyes. His stone
grimace remained fixed on his tiny face but he worked the cavernous
space with his personality; dividing and conquering. Anger
fluttered on nervous, leathery wings. He dared to fly closer to the
stone figure than the other demons, seeking approval but fearing
reprisals. Grief and Guilt perched on the head of a
nearby gargoyle, bickering and watching through hooded eyelids as
they jostled for grip.

The stone
figure sat rigid and still, hundreds of years of pent up aggression
stored in the grey, statuesque body. Yet the demons remembered his
rule well, the sarcastic laugh and terrifying violence. They
jockeyed for a position in front of the imp, not caring how they
gored each other with knotted, clawed hands. Despair took a
clumsy swipe at Bereavement’s gnarled ears, cackling with
mirth as distracted, he flew into a stone pillar. Depression
hissed a warning, his cloying misery leaving a bitter aftertaste
hanging in the air.

“Father Death,
what is your pleasure?” Anger asked, bowing low before the
statue and folding his tattered black wings behind him like a crow.
The sons of Death circled in a moth-flutter of worship and
adoration, feeling the vibrations in the atmosphere which signified
more demons clattering onto the cathedral’s ancient lead roof. They
came every morning before dawn to pay the Lincoln Imp homage in his
enforced stasis; understanding his imprisonment wouldn’t last
forever. The glorious and terrible day drew nearer when he would
flex his arms and shatter his stone prison, unleashing his spite on
the world again. He’d rove the earth and pick his own victims like
in the old days. Until then, his children continued to bring their
morsels of pain for his silent enjoyment.

The drone of
approaching wings grew louder and the greater horrors landed
overhead. As Murder and Violence folded leathery
wings and clattered across the roof, the lesser demons received
their orders and fled. The sightless, unblinking eyes of the figure
perched high on the stone pillar seemed intense in the dawn light
as yet more sons paid homage.

The lesser
demons hung together as they flew south in bat-like formation,
invisible to the sleeping city. Daylight peeked from behind cloud
curtains and their familiar aura covered the area as unsuspecting
residents awoke to feelings of inexplicable heaviness and
foreboding. The creatures fought and argued for dominance as they
landed on a balcony in the oldest part of the city.

“Mine!”
Violence hissed, landing behind them on the iron railing.
Grief opened his mouth to argue for possession and closed it
again as Violence sent Guilt hurtling backwards with
a single well-timed blow. A nocturnal ginger cat raised its spine
into an arch, hissing and spitting at the demons’ combined
foulness. It blocked the glass doorway to an upstairs bedroom,
teeth bared and claws ready. Violence swiped at it with a
leathery wing and the cat batted back with needle sharp claws which
glanced off the armoured surface. It yowled in frustration and
clattered against a terracotta pot containing a small tree. The
demon cackled with pleasure.

“Nahla.” A
woman opened the bedroom door and cocked her head at the ginger
cat. “What are you doing? It’s freezing out here. Come in for
breakfast.” She opened the door wider, shivering in a silken
nightgown. Thin fabric shadowed the outline of a slender female
body. The cat picked itself up and shook its thick winter pelt.
Damp fur glistened orange in the frosty light. It stalked past the
demons, eyes sparkling with defiance as they held their breath. The
cat sat in front of the door and inspected a paw as though
disinterested, wanting the demons to betray themselves in a white
cloud of exhalations in the frigid air. The woman shivered and
shifted her bare feet, desperate to lock out the chill. “Get in
here now!” She lurched at the cat and seized it in determined
fingers, cradling the wiggling ginger ball to her exposed
cleavage.

“Why do we have
to play this silly game every morning?” she grumbled, pressing her
lips into the cat’s furry neck. It growled in anger as the lesser
demons, eager to begin their meddling, slipped through the open
doorway and into the bedroom. Guilt leapt onto the bedsheets
still rumpled from the woman’s disturbed sleep. He rolled onto his
hairy back and wiped his scent over the fabric. The cat hissed and
flew from her arms, scratching her in the process as it chased
shadows. She shook her head and closed the door on Violence,
turning the key and peering at the red welt on her forearm. “Not
sure why I put up with you,” she murmured at the bouncing feline,
watching as the ginger cat performed flips on the bed as though
catching moths.

The lesser
demons stalked around the upstairs apartment, dogging the woman’s
steps as she showered and dressed for work. Her mood became pensive
as they began the daily, psychological torture on which they
thrived, drawing attention to the scars on her perfect skin and
reminding her of the past.


Chapter 2

The clamour of irrepressible sobbing
erupted without warning. Jayden kept her demure face neutral as the
overweight client in front of her crumpled into the swollen
armchair like a deflated
airbed. The tissues sat a fraction to the left of her seat, just
within reach. A jug of iced water created a ring of condensation on
the coffee table next to three robust looking glasses.

Jayden kept still, determined not to halt the spell. It took
weeks to achieve a mood of resolution and she doubted her own
effectiveness as a mediator. Her mind wandered back over long,
frustrating hours of pushing the knotty issue round and around in a
giant, self-defeating circle. She released the sigh under her
breath and waited for the discourse to go exactly nowhere. Demons
sat on the large woman’s shoulder, unseen but there; their aura of
hopelessness powerful in the silent room. Grief. Bitterness.
Rejection. Sinking in
their claws, they patted her neck with filthy, clammy
hands.

Jayden knew them well. They plagued her dreams, returning in the
quiet moments to illuminate her failings and highlight the deceit
which surrounded her life. She wrestled them off, binding their
influence but knowing they returned when she grew distracted or
complacent. Their relentlessness would force her to begin the
process again. Sometimes remembered pain made her forget to close
the doors of her heart and the demons took up lodging, making a
mess like unwanted house guests with no leaving date.

The box of tissues slid towards the leaking woman with
deliberate slowness. It picked up momentum as sobbing wracked her
body like a detonation. Pandora’s Box flipped open, sending the
woman out of control. Her whole frame shook and wobbled in the
chair like an oversize pink blancmange and Jayden feared her client
might pitch out of its depths and onto the floor. The tissues
reached the end of the table and became visible as she swiped the
back of her hand across her sticky nose, though she ignored the
finger pushing them closer. Jayden watched her with detached
interest.

Desperation oozed from every pore as the woman’s brokenness
became visible in all its cancerous horror. The transformation
looked painful and tragic to watch, but well overdue. With shaking,
manicured hands, the poor wife reached out and snatched the
uppermost tissue and realising it wasn’t enough, made a swift grab
for another five.

Liquid poured from every facial orifice, a
year’s worth of poisonous anguish leaking from the blonde woman’s
pain-encrusted soul.
From the matching chair next to her, a hairy hand reached for the
water jug and poured a halting stream of icy refreshment into a
clean glass. A tremor in the stubby fingers made the water slosh as
he held it up to his companion’s face, his own expression filled
with fear. Guilt fluttered
around his head, landing and taking off into the tense
atmosphere.

The crying ceased with such abruptness, Jayden stiffened.
The woman turned her face to the left, snot and tears a dirty
waterfall on her cheeks. It spread mascara and foundation wherever
it touched. Her movements appeared in slow motion and the man
should have seen it coming. He should have seen a lot of things
coming but didn’t. The woman grasped the glass in her wet fingers
and Jayden’s eyes widened as she read the unveiled emotion in her
puffy face. Too late. Water cascaded into the man’s eyes, moving
through the air in a graceful arc first. The glass thudded into his
forehead. It didn’t smash, but fell to the thick maroon carpet with
a muted thump. Emboldened, the woman launched herself, pounding his
head, neck, chest and face. She dodged his outstretched arms like a
flyweight boxer.

Jayden exhaled and rose in a fluid movement. Her lips parted with a
ready rebuke, but the room contained no other weapons and it no
longer mattered. Sobbing, the woman slumped over the man, pinning
him to the chair. He stretched his arms around her wide frame and
patted her back as though he parented a child. Without making a
sound, Jayden exited the room leaving the door ajar. She walked to
the kitchenette behind the reception desk and collected the
paraphernalia for hot drinks.

“Good session?” the receptionist asked,
running cool water into
a glass and taking a sip. She turned to Jayden with expectancy in
her eyes.

“Kind of.” Jayden bashed the tea bags
around inside the pot with a teaspoon, avoiding the scalding hot
water. With her other hand she reached for a milk jug, spoons and
sugar bowl. “Cam and I planned a joint session for this couple.
It’s taken weeks to get them to this moment and the poor husband
had no support.”

“That’s the vicar’s fault,” the
receptionist said, lowing her voice. “He knows you need two
counsellors for restorative couples’ counselling. Yet he still
forced Cam to see that other family who turned up
unannounced.”

Jayden nodded and hefted the tray. Tea
cups tinkled as they touched. “It can’t go on,” she murmured.
Pausing, she listened for sounds of more violence but heard none.
She frowned. “I’ll leave my office door ajar. Please can you listen
out for me? I might need to shout for help.”

“Really?” The receptionist’s eyes widened.
Then she nodded. “The vicar doesn’t care who else he puts at risk,
does he? I’ll listen out for you.”

“Thanks.” Jayden gave her a tight smile.
“The worst is over and we won’t discuss anything quite so sensitive
today.”

She set off back to her office, wishing she’d had the benefit
of her colleague’s gentle wisdom during the session. She vowed in
future to wait or cancel, instead of forging on alone. The single
question had rocked the couple’s world.

“Are you ready to tell your
husband how his affair made you feel?”


Chapter 3

“Night, Sal.” Jayden waved to the receptionist as she closed
her office door, locked it and walked towards the ill-fitting glass
exit. Sal waved back with enthusiasm, blonde hair bobbing on a pale
face. She nodded towards Campion’s closed door.

“He’s still in his four o’clock session,”
she said, her face drawing into a frown. “He’s not great at time
keeping, but do you think I should disturb him? What if he’s having
problems?”

Jayden narrowed her eyes at the office
door next to hers and shook her head. “At six feet four and a black
belt, he isn’t physically out of his depth. And he’d always buzz
for help if things got out of hand.” He hadn’t yet, not in eight
years of working there. Japanese genetics blended with the frame of
a football line-backer made him an interesting combination of
distinctive, powerful features. A gentle giant. Jayden shook her
head and lowered her voice. “He’s fine. His client is the little
old lady who does the flowers. Hang around if you’re worried but
he’ll walk out looking mystified to see you.” She turned towards
the doors and took a grateful step forward.

“Jayden! I’m
glad I caught you!”

“You didn’t!” Jayden administered her brusque retort without
turning. “I’ve finished for the day.”

“Yes, but wait. I need to see you.” The vicar let the
interconnecting door swing closed and waddled to reach her before
she got to the exit and took flight like a slender blackbird.
“About before, you’re the counsellors, not me. These people are
your responsibility.”

Jayden turned her lithe body in his
direction, giving him her full attention. Long dark curls cascaded down her back in
boisterous waves. Her startling green eyes bore into his florid
face as she waited. Jayden schooled her body language into
aggressive lines and angles, not wanting the vicar any nearer. The
force of her presence dented his determined stride and gave her the
break she needed. Jayden took a step backwards and wagged her
finger at him. “Your behaviour is unprofessional. The bishop
assured us you’d respect our appointment schedule after his meeting
with you.” Jayden spread her hands wide. “Yet, here we are again. I
can’t work like this, Reverend McLean.”

The vicar gulped and his
penguin-like attire
fluttered around his solid frame. His feet shifted on the grotty
tiles and his hands writhed together. “It won’t happen again,” he
lied. “I’d rather you didn’t quit on us. The congregation of St
Jude’s is in your debt.”

Jayden’s lips parted to deliver her biting
conclusion, her teeth gritting through the words. “In the future,
you must deal with initial appointments yourself. Take basic
details and refer the client to us. We’ll decide which of us is
best able to help them. What you did today was unprofessional!
Marching the poor girl and her parents in here like that and
forcing Cam to see them was cruel. He had clients waiting in
reception and now he’s missed a couple’s counselling session. It
put me in danger when the wife turned nasty. The bishop explained
your duty of care to us. I thought you understood.”

Jayden punctuated her sentence with a
well-timed finger jab and watched the astonishment in the vicar’s
flaccid face turn to guilt. She milked the moment, tired of his cowardice in the face
of his parishioners’ misery. “I’ll tell my supervisor about this
and she may involve the interim bishop again. But I can’t work in
these conditions. The Catholic Church office is advertising for
counsellors. We don’t have to stay here.”

“But the girl was pregnant! At thirteen! I couldn’t deal with
her. It’s disgusting!” The vicar leaned forward, his chins
wobbling. Jayden raised her hand as though in
self-defence.

The receptionist tuned in to their conversation with renewed
interest. She added her opinion to the mix, calling from behind her
desk as she zipped up her purse. “They’re a nice family; we can’t
all control our kids.” Her arms waved around either side of her
head. “And we can’t afford to lose any more counsellors, Vicar. We
started with four and you’ve upset two of them so they left. The
new bishop will go mad when he gets here if you chase Jayden away
as well!”

“No, he won’t.” The vicar looked
smug, his lips turning
up in an uncharacteristic grin. “We’re very good friends, the
former bishop and I. He still has some influence over what happens
in the diocese.”

“I’m not discussing it now. I’m going
home.” Losing patience,
Jayden strutted through the glass doors and into the winter
evening, aware the vicar stared after her with his hands on his
hips.


Chapter 4

The Reverend John McLean contemplated
Jayden’s retreating figure for a moment as his white hair fluffed
in the breeze from the slamming doors. He squirmed under the possible ramifications of her
threat. His claim of allegiance with the bishop drew to a close in
the wake of the old man’s sudden retirement and proved an empty
stick to beat anyone with. A complaint might prove dangerous,
especially with the new incumbent taking up his post any day. The
interim bishop had already bawled him out for messing around in the
counselling centre’s business.

“Have you met
the new bishop?” Sal called, yanking her coat over her
shoulders.

Reverend McLean growled and tossed his head in defiance. “Of
course!” he snarled.

She hid a grin behind the pretence of
straightening her scarf. Rubbing salt into his wounds gave her pure
enjoyment. “What’s he like?”

The vicar rolled his eyes as though privy
to the new heavyweight’s deepest secrets. “He’s due to arrive in
the next few weeks; he’s unexpectedly delayed in his northern
diocese but should take up his post very soon.” McLean’s brow
furrowed and he gnawed at his thumbnail. He wanted an excuse to
meet his new superior and size him up, but another complaint would provide an inadvisable
pretext.

“It’s odd you’ve already met him,” Sal
continued. She stuffed her keys into her bag after locking her desk
drawer against McLean’s after hours prying. “Nobody else even knows his name.” She
disappeared through the interconnecting door to the church when the
vicar’s eyes misted and he didn’t respond.

McLean’s bulbous, red-veined nose
wrinkled at the thought
of greeting his new boss for the first time. He imagined all kinds
of platitudes and wondered whether the congratulatory card
addressed to the diocesan office in Harrogate had reached him yet.
Bishop Pargeter’s hasty resignation following a major heart attack
had left McLean unguarded. He and Pargeter had gone through
seminary together and the former bishop turned a cataract laden eye
towards McLean’s archaic modus operandi. Until last month. McLean
bristled at the indignity of the meeting during which the flying
bishop turned on him with surprising ease. McLean suspected the
real source of the pressure originated from above. And not with the
Good Lord. He winced at the interim upstart’s warning about his
behaviour during their last conversation. His mind turned back to
the new man. “Not much longer to wait,” he purred with
satisfaction. A thought occurred to him and wiped the smile from
his lips. “I hope it’s not a woman! Oh no! I bet it is.”

McLean placed his ragged nail between thin lips and worried. No
more whiskey chasers in the expensively furnished lounge with an
old friend. “Not to worry,” he reassured himself out loud. “St
Jude’s is free of the usual riff-raff clinging around the edge of
decent Christian communities like ours. I make sure. It’s a nice
safe church with nice safe people and the new bishop will be
thrilled with my no-nonsense approach.” His lips pressed together
in a pout. “Unless it’s a woman. Then I should retire.”

The vicar poked around Sal’s neat desk for
a while, seeking information he could use to enhance his fake
supernatural knowledge of his parishioners. He thrived on
their horrified
expressions when he spouted something relevant. It made him feel
superior and godlike. “The world changed too fast,” he muttered to
himself, drawing a blank on the receptionist’s desk. “It’s cascaded
down the moral chute. One minute I chatted to fresh-faced newlyweds
and baptised fluffy, pink babies; the next they expected me to deal
with homosexuals, terminal illness and pregnant teenagers. Such a
slap to the face for a man with my skills and
experience.”

The Reverend McLean operated as a hard taskmaster. He proved
inept at just about everything and the smoke and mirrors approach
kept that fact hidden. His inflated image of himself created chaos
without bounds. Then with the wailing and gnashing of teeth, he
stepped back and let others clean up his mess. As they burned out
from exhaustion, he emerged with a smile, expecting congratulations
for their achievements. The previous bishop gave him St Jude’s to
destroy two decades earlier. He’d landed on his feet by sheer
default and as lip service to the ever-present phenomenon in which
dross still rose to the top. Demons named Pride, Avarice and Deceit rode high on McLean’s shoulders, jostled by a
circling Prejudice.

He believed everyone loved him. Smiling and simpering, he
threw occasional treats at his employees to quell their complaints
and buy their loyalty. To the bursar he gave a decorated office
when the man requested a new computer. To the part-time assistant
he bestowed an afternoon off when she asked for more hours. For
those in real difficulty, he offered the odd insincere platitude
before they burst a blood vessel and left, retired or expired. His
rule had decimated a thriving church and hastened the death throes
of a formerly solvent business. He accepted no responsibility for
St Jude’s painful decline. It was always someone else’s
fault.

The diocesan administration reclaimed the counselling
service to prevent McLean driving away any more counsellors. His
megalomaniacal management style had run its course. He wrangled for
long hours over minutiae; searching for the right shade of red rug
for his office for weeks and arriving one morning with a blue one.
Meanwhile, cancer snatched the church organist from beneath his
nose without him giving her any care. He put his efforts into
replacing her at choir practice instead, behaving as though she’d
died just to spite him.

McLean played ‘favourites’ with skill, elevating and disposing
of employees and congregation members without a backward glance.
One week he called them marvellous, amazing and irreplaceable. The
next, he called them useless, irritating or divisive. Without
warning, he discarded loyal people in exchange for shiny new
sycophants. Curates came and curates left, arriving fresh faced and
leaving depressed and suicidal. Those who passed through the
Reverend McLean’s fingers didn’t just flee from his church, they
abandoned their faith on the doormat and wiped their sensible shoes
on the way out. His ineptitude turned their distress into a
personal betrayal of him and he complained loud and
long.

John McLean’s phone rang and he sifted through his cassock’s
depths to retrieve it from his pocket. “No!” he snapped at his
wife. “I don’t know what time I’ll get home. You must get yourself
up the stairs.” He paused for a moment and then raised his eyes to
a heaven which didn’t know him. “Bloody hell woman! Why did you
leave your walking frame there?”

Mrs McLean’s frail voice rattled down the line and he rolled
his eyes. “I can’t take you to Skegness this weekend. Stop going on
about it. I know I promised, but something came up. And keep quiet
about the new holiday home. I want no one here knowing our
business, especially your horrid knitting circle. Don’t want them
thinking they can borrow it for weekends at the seaside. I must go,
there’s a crisis at work.” He disconnected the call and pulled a
nasty face, as though he’d sucked on a lemon. Jayden’s threat rose
to the fore again and he winced at her name embossed on a metal
plate on her office door.

“Bloody woman! I won’t let you drop me in
the proverbial manure. You need a mate to knock you down a peg or
two, you haughty bitch.” The reverend took a step towards her door
and winced. He’d had an accident in her filing cabinet with a mouse
trap the previous day. He couldn’t be sure she hadn’t left it there
on purpose. Instead of continuing his snooping, he swished around
with a squeak of his sensible brown shoes on the stone floor and
went in search of his curate. “I’m the only one who does any work
around here,” he grumbled.

“Briiiiaaaannn!” His voice echoed around
the empty church and he smirked at the thought of Brian’s recent
discomfort. “Stupid fool,” he hissed into the growing darkness,
hearing his words echo back to him. “Briiiaann. Come out, come out,
wherever you are.”

McLean searched the vestry, expecting to
find Brian’s chunky legs
resting on the desk and tomato sauce stains on his black shirt.
“Hope you’re not swigging communion wine again,” he trilled. He
brushed off any sense of blame for not mentoring the young cleric
in the previous ten years. Life got in the way and the curate
sought attention like an overgrown teenager. Lately, the balding
male with the revoltingly full lips had tried to tell him something
McLean did not want to
hear. “Come out, Brian. I won’t get angry,” the vicar called. The
silent church echoed his words but his curate remained
hidden.

McLean steered his creaky body towards his
favourite hiding place.
The high balcony ran uninterrupted around three sides of the church
beneath the eaves. “Best place in the building,” McLean wheezed,
stopping to catch his breath on the narrow staircase. “Greatest
thinking spot in the city.” His muscles complained at the steep
climb via the rickety back stairs and his heart fluttered for a
while after the courageous ascent. He peered over the balcony rail
into the nave of his Lord’s ancient house, the light stone
reflecting the flicker of candles and tea lights.

Spotting his curate, McLean drew an
imaginary revolver and pretended to shoot him where he lay asleep
on a pew in the south transept. The vicar stepped around the narrow
walkway, his feet scuffing along the worn stone. He covered the
remaining two sides of the cavernous space and peered over at his
sleeping assistant.

The overwhelming urge to
spit on the idle man’s head
caused McLean an uncharacteristic moment of mirth. He clamped his
age-spotted hand over his thin lips to suppress the snorts of
laughter. A plan rose into his mind and he scurried back towards
the balcony door and the steep stairs. “I’ll ring the new bishop
before you, Miss Haughty-Pants. Brian can take the blame for this
afternoon’s fiasco. It’s time I got rid of him, anyway. Silly
Brian; what possessed you to double book the
counsellors?”

Brian slept on in the nave, his
alcohol sodden liver hardening
beneath a dirty cassock. Bitterness and Regret kept
vigil overhead while Mischief returned to the vestry, watching as the vicar left his
spiteful voicemail.


Chapter 5

Jayden shook her umbrella
beneath the porch of the main
church building. Its cloth surface looked damp from her morning
walk to work and she hoped it could get her home without blowing
inside out again. Droplets scattered around her like light prisms
of confetti as she hoisted it above her head. She picked her way
across the crazy-paved walkway until it met the flying buttresses
of the old church. St Jude’s dated back to the Norman Conquest, its
colourful and varied history showing a rich tapestry of human
involvement. The path meandered through the churchyard; the burial
ground valued at two million pounds-worth of prime inner city real
estate, but ruined for resale.

Leaving the grounds brought an immediate
change of pace. Shops and chain stores along Lincoln High Street
flogged their wares like beacons in the growing darkness. Jayden’s
lateness meant she found the pavements crowded and she picked her
way through the people, her internal navigation set for
home.

Her boots sloshed in the gathering puddles
and the umbrella groaned beneath the weight of the January downpour. Darkness hugged
the city and seemed to make the twinkling shop lights appear
brighter. Crossing Silver Street at the traffic lights, she
measured the short distance ahead of her. Her apartment called to
her, an oasis of warmth and security. The sound of her name drifted
on the wind and she paused, looking around her in confusion. A
swathe of unfamiliar faces stared back and she brushed the thought
away as fancy. Her hand pushed deep into her handbag to retrieve
her front door key, tensing when it didn’t come to hand.

A sudden grip on her forearm made her turn and her eyes
flashed with danger. Fear settled on
her head, obscuring rational thought and bringing a red veil over
her vision. Jayden gasped and the hand released her wrist, the
predatory face morphing into recognisable features.

“Sorry, sorry,” the man said, raising his
hands and jumping back from the can of pepper spray in Jayden’s
other hand. “Stupid of me in the dark, I’m sorry. Don’t mace me.” Strong arms pulled her
into an embrace by way of apology.

“Raff! You’re soaked!” Jayden squeaked,
fear leaking from her voice as she pushed him
away.
Anger
hovered overhead and she shoved
the mini aerosol back into her coat pocket, keeping her shaking
hands busy with the continued search for her key.

“I said I’m sorry. I forget how jumpy you
are.” Dark eyelashes flicked water droplets over a sculpted male
cheek. He reached for her again and then let his hands fall by his
sides.

Jayden found her key in the bottom of her bag. It had become
detached from its security chain. She unlocked the front door and
led the way inside, shutting and bolting it behind them. Inside,
her pulse rate sought a normal rhythm and she worked on slowing her
breathing. Raff bent to unlace his trainers. “I’ve been here
hundreds of times, but I’m always amazed by how hidden it is,” he
mused.

Jayden nodded. “Just as I like it.”
Sheltering between the bay windows of two large shops on the High
Street, her front door blended to invisibility. The same colour as
the brick work when closed, it disappeared from view, leaving only
four random steps up to the hidden entrance.

The street narrowed, crowded with buildings where Jayden’s
bolt hole lay and it suited her need for solace. Nobody ever
knocked on her door, not even by accident. Her apartment occupied
the two top storeys of a listed building with a store below. Its
space included a spectacular roof garden and Jayden loved to forget
the world once her front door slammed. On the bottom levels of the
building a clothing store operated, touting its expensive wares to
the city. Designer tracksuits and surf gear adorned the window
display; not Jayden’s usual fare.

“Don’t you have
trouble with parcel deliveries?”

“I order nothing.” Jayden pulled her wet
boots off and stood them on a newspaper at the bottom of a set of
wooden stairs. Flicking the light switch with practiced fingers,
she bathed Raff in a yellow glow and led him up steep steps to the
apartment, two floors higher.

“But what about the postman?”

Jayden sighed.
“I’ve had the same postman for years, Raff. Stop asking
questions.”

Turning left at the top of the stairs took them into an
open plan living room which occupied the whole upstairs floor.
Neutral, muted decorations offered gentle relaxation and safety,
high above the frantic paced city. Enormous sash windows faced the
Victorian buildings opposite, the view obscured by red brick and
the sightless eye sockets of office windows. Jayden dropped her
handbag and keys onto a glass dining table, its perfect
construction contrasting with the hand blown window panes next to
it.

“Grab a drink if you want one.”
Her voice sounded terse, a poor
attempt at masking her lack of control after the scare. She walked
towards the centre of the huge open space and disappeared up a
spiral staircase to the floor above. After a moment’s hesitation,
Raff’s footsteps followed.

“Turn round!” Jayden snapped, emerging from
her bathroom and folding her long curls into a ponytail. “I need to
change my clothes. Why don’t you go downstairs and make a pot of
tea?”

“No.” Raff followed her into the bedroom and turned his back on
her, staring out through glass doors into the large, darkening
rooftop courtyard which took up a third of the floor space. Jayden
shook her head and followed his gaze. Flowers bloomed in the roof
garden despite the hard frosts and it looked tidy. The windows of
the second bedroom on the other side of the oasis glinted back
through the foliage, lifeless and empty and its designer fittings
unused.

Jayden sensed Raff surreptitiously watching her as she moved
around the bedroom. She stuck her tongue out at him. “What?” he
demanded. “I’m admiring your improved muscle definition.” He
grinned. “I’m an artist critiquing my work.”

“An artist? Really?” Jayden smirked and her
brow furrowed. Raff turned his attention to himself, running a hand
over the dark hair cropped against his scalp. Jayden watched him
admire his reflection in the glass. He dropped his fingers to tug
at the faint lines surrounding his laughing eyes.

“Do I look thirty-four years old?” he
demanded. Jayden shrugged. Age hadn’t marred his toned, athletic
body. Italian genetics winked back at her through olive skin. His
penetrating blue irises summed up her response, housed behind dark,
expressive lashes.

“No, you look twenty-one,”
Jayden lied. She stripped to
her underwear and laid her work clothes across the wide double bed.
Her wardrobe disgorged a pair of tracksuit pants and a comfortable
tee shirt.

“No!” Raff demanded, turning
to snatch them from
her.

“I said turn around!” Jayden cried
in horror, holding the tee
shirt against her chest to cover herself.

“Don’t wear those,” Raff begged. “I need your help. Please wear
something decent.”

“No.” Jayden pouted like a petulant three-year-old. Raff
groaned and in a fluid motion, crossed the room and ripped open the
doors of the pine wardrobe. He emerged carrying a glittering black
cocktail dress.

“This! Wear
this!”

Jayden stamped her foot as Raff
bent to rummage in the
bottom of the wardrobe for matching shoes. “I’m tired,” she
complained, affronted by him dictating her style of dress while
wearing gym branded tee shirt and shorts. Despite the cold weather,
his work gear accentuated his tanned hairy legs and muscular
calves. “Just looking at you makes me shiver,” she
grumbled.

“These!” Raff popped backwards from the
wardrobe and stood, an eyebrow raised at the strappy sandals in his
hands.

“Weirdo.” Jayden laughed.

“Please?” Raff’s face crinkled as he tipped
his handsome face sideways and beamed. His straight, white teeth
gave him a guise of perfection, striking Roman heritage oozing from
him amid waves of testosterone.

“I worry about you, Mr Abbadeli,” Jayden
teased and Raff sniggered. He spun the straps in long, artistic
fingers. Jayden shook her head. “I don’t want to go out, Raff; I’ve
had a pig of a day.”

“Please! I need you to help me.” Raff threw himself on her
plush double bed and buried his face in his arms.

“I hope you’re not sweaty.” Jayden pulled a
grimace before recommencing her grunge dressing. Once the offending
track pants and a tee shirt covered her, she sat on the bed and
patted Raff’s back. “You behave like a four-year-old, not a man of
thirty-four,” she mused.

He sighed and wiped his eyes with the back
of his hand, forgetting he still clutched the heel straps of the sandals. “Ouch! That
hurt,” he complained when the leather caught his skin and the
buckle produced a small nick on his cheek.

“I’m not going out.” Jayden lay on her back
next to him and Raff placed his dark head on her stomach. She
stroked his hair and winced at the spikiness beneath her
fingers.

“Please help me?” Raff whined.

“What does your surname mean?”
Jayden moved her gaze
over the white ceiling, noticing a new crack beginning above the
window. She sought a distraction, gratified when it worked. Raff
popped his head up in surprise.

“Little priest in Italian,” he
said, frowning as Jayden
released a peal of laughter. His head bounced on her stomach as the
muscles tensed. Irritation played across his handsome features.
Jayden laughed harder at his flash of temper.

“It’s not funny!” he
growled.

“Is funny!” she shrieked. “I can’t imagine anyone less
priest-like than you.”

“Whatever!” Raff dug his fingers into her
ribs and Jayden squealed. He tickled her until tears ran down her
cheeks and into her hair. She begged him to stop and slapped at his
hands. “No. This is your punishment,” he giggled. “I come from a
long line of Catholics and they’re turning in their graves right
now.” Raff resumed his playful torture, but when his fingers
accidentally strayed to her left side, Jayden let out a groan of
pain. “Sorry, sorry!” he exclaimed, yanking up her tee shirt and
kissing the livid red scar. Its perfidious existence hung between
them, causing his dark brows to knit into a line of concern. Jayden
sensed the question on his lips and sought to shut down their
playfulness. He knew of the scar, but
not how
it came spoil her lithe
midriff.

“I’m okay,” Jayden pushed him away and hauled herself to a
sitting position. She kept one hand over the radiating
soreness.

“No, it’s not, Jay. Why won’t you tell me
how it happened? I know it hurts you; there must be something the
doctors can do.”

“I don’t want to talk about it!” Jayden
snapped and Raff backed away. The atmosphere of fun and joviality
dissipated, leaving awkwardness and other indecipherable
emotions.

“Please help me?” He returned to whining, sighing with relief when
Jayden smirked.

“As long as it doesn’t involve me wearing
those shoes or going outside in the dark,” she replied, watching Raff’s pleasant
features cloud over in disappointment.


Chapter 6

The help Raff wanted didn’t require the sandals or the
cocktail dress. But it needed warmer clothing and a trip into the
bracing winter evening. Jayden moaned and grumbled as Raff chose a
pair of tight, black slacks and a fluffy, mauve pullover. He
insisted she wore long, black, high-heeled boots. “They give you a
nice line,” he said. “They make your legs look longer.”

“But it’s freezing,” Jayden whined. “And
who’s looking at me?”

“Hush!” Raff bundled her up the road in a
heavy jacket, pausing to stuff her inside his bottle-green
Mercedes. Jayden slipped and slid on the smooth pavement and fell
head first into the car.

“If I hurt myself, I’m suing you!” she
threatened.

“Think of this as a night out,” Raff replied with a smirk.
“When was the last time we had some fun?” He pushed the button for
the heated seats and started the engine. His muscular arms flexed
in his shorts and tee shirt, seeming oblivious to the Arctic
conditions. The car purred uphill, turning beneath the ancient city
gates which soared overhead. The expensive car cruised the inclines
with ease, reaching Raff’s exclusive uphill residence in an angular
courtyard flanked by Lincoln’s castle and cathedral.

“Here we are,” he declared, slowing on the
cobbles and halting outside his front door. “My humble abode,
parked between the city’s strongholds of church and state.” His
face clouded. “Ironic that neither one finds me
acceptable.”

Jayden huffed out
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