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“And this cute little chap is a Holland Lop, he’s called Pippin.” She held up the rabbit to the delight of the children sitting in the barn. “In a moment, I’ll let you stroke him,” several children stood, “but only if you’re good and don’t make a noise.” She sat and placed the rabbit on her lap and stroked its soft fur. The children edged closer, taking care not to scare the creature. She looked at their excited faces and smiled, remembering her first rabbit, Topsy, given to her on her fifth birthday. She continued, “This breed first came to England around fifty years ago and make great pets because,” Pippin writhed under her hand. She tightened her grip, “they’re small, easy to look after and,” she could sense their eagerness to hold him, “love to be cuddled.” Pippin’s heart throbbed under her hand. “Now, you might think Pippin is only a baby,” her pulse quickened, “but he’s actually a fully grown adult.” The rabbit squirmed and kicked out with its hind legs. Her stomach fluttered. The children’s faces blurred. “He... Pippin is three, no... four years old, and he,” her head felt light, “likes to eat... to... to eat...” For a second, she thought she was about to faint, before a surge of heat shot through her veins.

“Err miss, Pippin looks frightened.” She didn’t hear their gasps; she only felt Pippin’s growing fear. She grinned. Not at the upturned faces, but to herself. She held the power of life and death over the writhing, defenceless creature on her lap. All she had to do... 

“Miss!” She jumped, releasing her grip. Pippin wriggled free and darted from her lap, choosing to take his chances under the feet of the horrified children, desperate to flee the barn.
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“Carly!” Shelley woke with a start and sat bolt upright. 

“What’s up?” Justin stirred by her side. She breathed out, her heart pounding in her ears. She felt his hand on her shoulder. “Shell?” 

She turned, trying to sound calm. “Oh it’s nothing, go back to sleep.” But there was something, it had been nagging at the back of her mind for days. She hadn’t spoken to Carly in ages, and it had been almost a year since her last visit. Shelley lay back but kept her eyes open, staring into the blackness. She’d been so preoccupied with her new job and moving in with Justin, she hadn’t noticed the time passing. So why had she just dreamed for the first time about Carly? 

In her dream, they were back in the cavern, standing at the edge of the dark crater left by the disappearance of the underground lake. The black maw appeared to suck the air from around them, down to the bowels of the Earth – anyone foolish enough to venture close enough to the edge, risked imprisonment along with Drax. Carly had kicked a stone and they’d listened to it ricochet off the sides. But something had stirred in the depths. Shelley didn’t have to see it, to know it was coming for Carly.

***
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“I have to go away for a few days.” Shelley placed the cup down and sat on the edge of the bed. The covers stirred and Justin emerged blurry-eyed. He rubbed his face and yawned.

He struggled to free himself from the clutches of the duvet and sat up. His eyes opened fully as he turned to Shelley. “What about your deadline? Doesn’t your piece have to be in by Friday?”

Shelley stroked his hair. “You worry too much. I’ll take my laptop, I can easily finish it while I’m there.” 

Justin picked up his coffee and took a sip. “Yeah, but you’ve got your reputation to think about.” He placed the cup down and put his arm around her and squeezed her shoulder. “I know you’re great, but you’ve got to prove it to... what’s her name at the magazine?” 

She wrapped her arms around him and let her head rest on his chest. “It’s Victoria to you, and don’t panic,” she put on her American accent, “everything is under control.” 

He stroked her shoulder. “So where you going, honey?” 

She tried to make it sound routine. “Just down the coast... to Sydney.” 

“To see Carly? Can I come? I’ve yet to meet your mysterious friend.” 

Shelley sat up and looked him in the eyes. She pursed her lips. “Not this time, I’d rather go alone. I think there’s something wrong.” Justin opened his mouth, but Shelley cut him short. “It’s... girl stuff, you really don’t want to know.” She jumped up, went to the window and pulled back the curtains. “Besides, you said you’d decorate this room and get some new pictures.” She glanced at the sci-fi movie posters lining the walls. “And please, something a little less... geeky.” 

Justin put his hands over his face and fell onto his back. “Arrgh, I thought you’d forgotten. You’re such a slave-driver.” 

Shelley attempted a laugh. “Yep, and you better have it done before I get back,” she glanced out at the blossom on the tree outside, “or there’ll be trouble.” She walked to the bathroom and turned; “Oh and Justin?” He looked up. She mocked an angry face and spoke through clenched teeth. “Don’t call me honey.” 

***
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At last Shelley was on her way. She’d spent the day at the office thinking of nothing else but Carly and her dream. Why now? Was it just guilt? Carly had seemed fine the last time they’d met. She hoped Carly had finally accepted that Tomas wasn’t coming back so she could get on with her life. Part of Shelley had believed, or at least hoped, he would return... somehow. But after the first year following his disappearance she doubted it would happen. She’d been torn between comforting Carly, whilst trying to prepare her for the harsh reality that Tomas was dead. What else could he be? Shelley had left after her last trip, hopeful Carly had moved on - but why hadn’t she returned her calls of late? A shiver shot up her spine as a chink opened in the defences that shut out the memory of the cavern. She clenched her jaw and pushed down on the accelerator, hoping it wouldn’t be too late.

***
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“Oh hi, Shell, not seen you in a while.” Anna stood back and opened the door wider. “Did Carly send you over to pick up her stuff?” 

Shelley’s heart sank. “Stuff? Err... no. Is she not here?” 

Anna’s mouth dropped open. “No way! She didn’t tell you?” Anna sighed. “You’d better come in.” She followed Anna into the kitchen and pulled a chair from under a table cluttered with books and stained coffee cups. Shelley sat as Anna filled the kettle - she spoke over her shoulder. “Can I get you a drink? I was about to make one.” Anna turned and spoke softly. “You might need it.” 

Shelley looked up from the table. “Thanks, coffee would be good.” She took a deep breath and asked the question. “So where is she?”

Anna sat opposite and cleared her throat. “She dropped out just before Christmas, but to be honest I’m surprised she lasted for as long as she did after—” 

“After what?” Shelley’s mind raced ahead. Were they back? 

Anna frowned. “Jesus, she didn’t mention him either?” 

“Who?”

“Ryan. She met him at the café. I can’t say I liked the guy. He seemed okay at first, but then he changed.” Shelley held her breath. Anna winced. “There’s something creepy about him, but Carly really fell for him.” 

A burst of loud music blasted from the other room. A girl’s voice called through as the music stopped. “Sorry, my headphones weren’t plugged in.” 

Anna nodded in the direction of the room. “Deb, my new roomy.” She made a face. 

Shelley tried to smile. “So what’s with this guy, Ryan?” 

Anna stuck her tongue out. “Urrgh. Not my type, you’d think Carly was punishing herself or something. I think he just happened to be in the right place at the right time.” The kettle whistled and Anna spun around. Shelley was confused. She wanted Carly to move on, but the knot in her stomach didn’t agree with her choice of companion. So, that’s why she hadn’t called. “I can’t remember, Shell. Do you take milk and sugar?” 

Shelley looked up, aware Anna had just asked her a question. “Sorry? What?”

“Sugar? Milk?”

“Oh. No thanks, just black.” 

Anna cleared a space and placed the drink in front of her. Shelley wrapped her hands around the cup. “Thanks.” She took a sip and held it next to her lip. “I don’t suppose you know where she is now?” 

Anna joined her at the table. “Can’t say, sorry. I think she’s moved in with Ryan. But you might catch her at the café, she still works the odd shift.” 

Shelley placed her cup back on the table. “Have you seen her recently?” 

Anna shook her head, “Not for ages. The last time I saw her she blew me off.” Anna placed her hand on Shelley’s arm. “She’s changed. I mean, she always was... you know, away with the fairies, but that’s what I liked about her. But now she’s... sort of... distant, and has a hard edge.” Anna bit her lip, “Look, I can’t say for sure, but I think she might be on something.” 

Shelley’s stomach churned again. “Carly? I can’t think she’d...” Shelley looked down into the black liquid in her cup, and for a moment saw the same emptiness she’d once seen in Tomas’s eyes. She shuddered and pushed the vision out of her mind. She sat up straight. “So where’s this café?”

***
[image: ]


She’d let her down. Just when Carly needed her most, she’d been with Justin, building a new life and having some much-needed fun. A car pulled up next to hers. Shelley peered through the dim light and could just make out the occupant – a large, middle-aged man. The manager had said Carly had a shift that evening, but he wasn’t confident that would mean she’d actually show. He’d let Shelley know her friend was one more missed shift away from being fired. Shelley didn’t want to stay in the café - it wasn’t the sort of place she could feel comfortable, and she wondered how Carly put up with it. 

Shelley looked down to her laptop and made another attempt to work on her assignment; but the words didn’t come. She’d broken her promise to Tomas. Look after her. But she’d failed. Sitting in her car in the growing gloom, she finally admitted to herself that she’d been running away from the events of that summer. She’d shut it out, immersing herself in getting on with her life. But who could blame her? She didn’t want to dwell on the moment she’d spent in their presence. She’d felt the hatred, heard their soul-sapping shrieks, and looked into the eyes of Selene through Tomas and was terrified of what lay behind them.

She jumped at the screech of tires and jerked towards the sound. An old, battered car still rocked on its springs after the rapid deceleration. A door opened and Shelley heard a man’s voice. “I’ll be back at ten. DON’T make me wait again.” The engine roared and the car sped off. Shelley waited for the dust to settle and watched as the woman turned to walk toward the café. Shelley groaned and dropped her head into her hand - it was Carly. She didn’t look as bad as when she’d first met her, but she didn’t look much better either. 

She dared to look again. Carly had lost weight, way too much, her hair clung to her head and she looked pale, almost ghostly under the streetlights. Shelley watched as Carly’s stooped figure reached the door and struggled to pull it open with her skinny arms. Shelley closed her mouth. She moved her hand to close her laptop, then paused. What would she say? She ran her fingers through her hair. Would Carly want to see her? Hadn’t she made it clear by not returning her calls? 

She flicked the lid shut, slid the computer under her seat and opened the car door. The gravel crunched under her foot and she stopped, one leg out and one leg inside the car. She peered through the café window and saw Carly putting on an apron - it didn’t flatter her. Shelley held her breath. She’d made a decision about Carly before, sitting in the same seat, knowing it would put her in danger. So why was this one harder to make? Look after her. But she’d made a promise and she detested people who broke them.
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He caught her eye and immediately looked away, pretending to check the Tube map above the woman’s head. The train slowed, a few passengers stood and made their way to the exits. The train stopped. He glanced up and was pleased to see the girl hadn’t moved. He watched as she reached into a rucksack by her feet and took out a book. With his glasses he could have read the title, but he doubted she would waste a second look in his direction had he worn them. 

A large woman thudded down onto the seat next to him. He winced, his eyes returning to the young woman opposite. She looked back and smiled apologetically, raising her eyebrows. He smiled back and shrugged, sharing a private moment with this beautiful stranger. She looked cute, very cute. Her shocking red hair suggested adventurous, while her face and clear skin hinted at an appealing innocence. She had to be Irish, yes, definitely Irish. She would be his Celtic Warrior Princess to his... what? West London Wimp? He wouldn’t mention it. He’d keep his history secret. Yes, that would do it. Play it mysterious and keep her guessing.

He risked another glance. Her head tilted suggestively forward as she read her book. He imagined how her soft cheek would feel pressed next to his as he held her warm body close. He could bury his nose into her luscious hair and breathe in her intoxicating scent. His face grew hot and he returned his attention to the map, suspecting she probably knew he was pretending to read it. Don’t blush! Read the station names. If he could recite them in his head, he might be able to stop the blood rushing to his cheeks. Piccadilly Circus, Leicester Square, it wasn’t working. Perhaps if he went for ‘lost and interesting’, she might ask if he needed help. Covent Garden, Holborn. Who was he kidding? The strategy had never worked before, so why would this time be any different?

His gaze wandered down the carriage full of commuters isolating themselves in their personal space whilst crammed into a metal pod with others trying to do the same. His face cooled. But the young woman with the red hair and long legs had smiled - at him. He made a decision. He didn’t want to miss yet another opportunity. How many more women would he let pass by because he couldn’t talk to them? Not this one. She looked like the sort he could take home to Mother. 

He chanced another look, straight into her piercing blue eyes fixed on his. His heart raced. The other passengers faded until he could see nothing beyond the face of this captivating girl. 

***
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They stepped off the train. He held her warm hand as she led him eagerly to her flat. Inside, she kissed him so hard his whole face tingled. She tugged off his jacket and pushed him onto her bed. His head swam as her soft, milky skin pressed into his naked body as she sat astride him. A lock of red hair fell across her face and onto his shoulder as she leaned forward, interlocked her fingers with his and forcefully pinned him down. Her lips parted as she brought her face closer; her hot cheek brushed his as her tongue tickled his neck. Oh God, yes! She worked her way up his neck and then came face to face. Those eyes! Again she opened her mouth and pressed her moist lips onto his. 

He was confused. She didn’t look like the sort of girl that would be this forward, but he didn’t complain. His mother had warned him about girls like this, but he didn’t think he’d be lucky enough to meet one. 

Her hair fell across his face as her tongue sought the sensitive skin on his neck once more. He turned and buried his nose into her hair. He drank in her perfume... and gagged on the stench of rotten eggs. She sensed his shock and covered his mouth with hers before he could speak. Her hot tongue shot into his mouth. It wriggled as if it had been set free from its owner. Deeper it thrust, down into his throat. He was on fire, writhing in agony, unable to cry out. Her tongue wormed its way into his stomach. His eyes shot open, imploring her to stop. He screamed inside, seeing his horrified face reflected back in the black orbs protruding from her face close to his own. A bolt of light scorched his eyeballs, searing deep into his skull. She pulled back and grinned. 

***
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He cried out, jolting awake. The large lady next to him shuffled and stood quickly, backing away. Other passengers turned their attention to the adverts or hid behind their newspapers and books, squirming as they pretended not to notice. The redhead opposite caught his eye. Her mouth dropped open and she blinked as if she’d also just woken. Her face flushed, matching the color of her hair. She stared down to his lap, put her hand to her mouth and hurried up out of her seat and down the carriage. His legs felt warm and sticky. He dared to look down and groaned; a dark patch seeped through the thin material of his trousers and spread rapidly across his lap.
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“Shelley!” It was hardly a greeting. Carly looked stunned, then turned away to wipe the table. She spoke as she scooped the crumbs with a dirty cloth into her hand. “You... you should have called. I could have met you,” her eyes shot around the room, “somewhere else.” 

Shelley placed her hand on Carly’s wet fingers. She stopped cleaning and turned to Shelley - she looked worse close up. Dark circles under her eyes sapped their once vibrant green essence. Shelley tried to hide her dismay as she spoke. “I did, but you didn’t call back.” Carly turned to move away, but Shelley moved quickly and stepped in front. “Carly, what’s happened? Why didn’t you call?” Carly avoided her gaze and continued to clean. Shelley leaned over, snatched the cloth from her hand and flung it to the floor. “Could you just...!” Several customers glanced up from their plates. She softened her tone. “Sorry. Look, can we sit for a moment?” Carly glanced back to the manager. Shelley took her hand. “I want to help. You don’t seem to—”

“Carly!” She jumped at her manager’s voice. “Are you here to work or just chat with the—” 

Carly twisted around and yelled, “Oh, stuff your bloody job!” She tore off her apron and threw it across the table. She caught Shelley’s eye, looking embarrassed, before storming out.

***
[image: ]


Shelley caught up with her in the car park. She grabbed her arm. “Wait! Please, I just want to—”

Carly spun around. “What? Help? I don’t need your help. What could you possibly say or do that would make anything any better?” She pulled her arm away with such force it dragged Shelley across the gravel. Shelley’s stomach churned as she remembered the church roof. Carly took several steps and stopped, her shoulders hunched, and shook. She sobbed as she spoke to the ground, but Shelley couldn’t catch her words. 

Shelley strode over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Sorry, I didn’t get that. What did—?” 

Carly looked up and sniffed. She whispered, “I’ve lost him, Shell.”

***
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Carly collapsed in the passenger seat and stared at the dashboard. “Christ, Shell, are you still driving this wreck?”

“Yep, never let me down, not even that zomb—, not even a tree trunk could finish it.”

Carly turned to look into the back seat. “Yeah, but... after all that happened with, you know, I’d thought you’d have got a new one.”

Shelley stroked the rim of the steering wheel. “Don’t worry, it’s had a clean, I wasn’t going let that creep take the old faithful from me. It’s been good to me.” 

Carly burst into tears. Shelley reached across and opened the glove box. She fetched out a crumpled box of tissues. “Here you go.” Carly blew her nose and looked for somewhere to put it. Shelley gestured. “On the floor’s fine. I’ll tidy up later.” Shelley waited for Carly to speak, but she turned away and looked out at the café. Shelley tried to start the conversation. “I guess you’ll be needing another job then.” Carly said nothing and sniffed. Shelley tried again. “Anyway, I’m sure you’ll find a better one.” 

Carly twisted back to her. “What do you mean by that? Are you saying—?” 

Shelley tried to calm her. “You know what I mean, you’re way better than,” she waved her hand at the café, “than this.” 

Carly covered her face with her hands. She wept as she spoke. “But that’s just it. I’m not. I’ve...” 

Shelley put her arm around her and tried to bring her closer. Carly resisted. “What’s happened? Is it—?” 

Carly pulled away. “I can’t stand it anymore. He’s not coming back, he was never coming back. We couldn’t find him, he’s...” Carly grabbed another tissue and blew her nose. She lowered her voice. “Do you know what he said to me? Just before we left him in that... world of his.”

Shelley shook her head. “Do you mean when he hugged you? No, I couldn’t hear above the noise.”

Carly sniffed. “He said ‘Look for me in the stars’.” She turned and raised her voice. “What the hell did he mean by that?” 

Shelley grew impatient. “Oh, be fair. He said it on the spur of the moment, what else could he have said? Actually, it sounds quite romantic.”

“Romantic? I’ve spent the last two years,” Carly grimaced, “looking for him in the stars and found nothing.” Her shoulders sagged. “Oh for the first month or so, I saw him in my dreams, but then... they were just that... dreams. It wasn’t him, it was my imagination.” 

Shelley shuffled in her seat, picked up a discarded tissue and teased the thin material apart. She tried again to console her. “Well, you know what they say?” 

Carly snapped. “What?” 

“Better to have loved and lost...” Shelley regretted the words as soon as they’d left her lips.

Carly gasped. “Loved? Do you know, I spent no more than what... six hours with him, the rest was in... fairyland. We didn’t even... well... you know.” The tears welled up. “Oh I lost him alright, but loved? Really?” 

Shelley handed her the remains of the tissue. Carly blew her nose and spoke into it. “He left me, remember! I could have loved him to the end of time, but he left me.” Shelley decided to say nothing. They sat in silence looking at the raindrops trickle down the windscreen. 

After what felt like hours to Shelley, Carly took a sharp breath in and turned on her. “And do you know what it’s like having to listen to you gushing on and on about your precious Justin? When I have... I have,” her head dropped as she whispered, “nothing.” 

Shelley looked down to her hands and rubbed them together. “I’m sorry, I should have been more thoughtful, it’s just that things have moved so quickly that I...” She lifted her head and sat back. “Look, I feel guilty. Okay? Yes, I promised him that I’d look after you but—”

“You’d look after me! Didn’t he think I could look after myself?” 

This time Shelley snapped. “Well take a look in the mirror, girl! You’ve hardly...” Carly’s mouth dropped open and her wide eyes glistened in the glare of the street lights. Shelley groaned and tried to repair the damage. “Oh Christ, I didn’t mean... this isn’t going as I’d hoped. I mean, shit can happen to anyone, and you’ve—”

“Oh shut up, Shell! You’re not too good at this Samaritan stuff are you? I’m better off on my own.” Carly turned to open the door. 

Shelley changed tact. “Do you remember what Matylda said about Tomas’s dog? You know, when he held up his paw? She said that Smudge only...” 

Carly turned back. “It’s Fudge! Why do you always get that wrong?” 

“Does it matter what the f... the dog’s name is! That’s not the point.” Shelley softened. “Sorry. I mean, it’s the fact that maybe there was still a connection to Tomas back then, wherever he might be.” Shelley placed a hand on Carly’s arm. “I miss him too, you know.” 

Carly let go of the door handle and sank back into the seat. Then to Shelley’s relief, she leaned over and rested her head on her shoulder. Carly spoke softly. “When he left, it was like... a piece of me died. I’m nothing without him.” 

Shelley tried to cheer her up and laughed. ”Oh stop, you’re starting to sound like a song.” Shelley felt Carly’s shoulders relax and for the first time that evening, saw something of the old Carly. 

Carly sighed. “It’s hard to explain why I feel so strongly about him when we only spent seconds together each night, but it was special. We had an understanding, a knowing that we shared that nobody else in the world could. But when the nightmares came back,” she sniffled, “and we lost contact, I felt so alone. And now I know he’s not coming back thanks to those things.” Her lips curled. She turned back to Shelley. “Do you think... they’ve really gone? I mean, gone for good?”

Shelley’s sighed. “I had a nightmare yesterday. We were in the cave, that’s why I came.” Carly sat up. Shelley continued. “It’s the first time in ages. I thought it might mean they were still here.” She looked at Carly’s gaunt face and feared to ask. “Have you? You know, had any of your dreams?” 

Carly shook her head. “I don’t have any now, not for months.” 

Shelley swallowed. “Seeing as we’re talking again, Anna said she thought you might be taking something, tell me you’re not, are you?” Carly sprang up and Shelley groaned. Shit! Keep your mouth shut!

“What’s it to her! It’s my body.” 

Shelley felt the air go from her body. “Oh Christ, Carly. That shit will really mess you up. I thought you had more sense.” 

Carly slammed her fist on the dash. “It helps! It numbs the pain, but you wouldn’t understand. I’ve waited all this time, but...” she whispered, “he’s not coming back for me... is he?”

“Would he want to now?” Shelley stopped, “Oh Christ, I’ve done it again. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to... you know how bad I am at this girly shit.” 

Carly slumped forward and whispered, “But it’s true isn’t it, he wouldn’t want me now. I’m... I’m damaged. I’m...” They both jumped as a car skidded on the gravel. Carly looked at her watch. “Shit, it’s ten. I have to go.” 

Shelley had little time to think. “Look, why don’t you come back with me, spend a few days to clear your head. Tell Ryan you’re not—”

“No, no I can’t. He’ll go nuts.” Carly opened the door and Shelley tried to grab her arm - her sleeve slipped back. Shelley gasped as she saw the cuts on her forearm. Carly quickly covered up and leapt out. 

Shelley called after her. “Carly! Please.”

“Leave me alone! I don’t need you.” 

Shelley jumped out, but before she could get near, Carly had climbed into the car. Ryan glanced up at Shelley, sneered, revved the engine and sped off. Shelley stood alone in the dust, cursing her inept attempt to save her friend.

***
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With each mile she put between them, Shelley’s heart sunk further. She needed time to think - and to be with Justin. While she’d dreaded a return of those creatures, she somehow found it harder to face the everyday problem now confronting her. If soul-sucking aliens were the issue, she could have sprung into action, just as she had with Tomas. But a heartbroken girl with a lowlife, control-freak for a boyfriend and, worse still, a possible problem with drugs. Where would she start? Or should she even attempt to intervene? But she’d made a promise and had the strangest feeling Tomas would know if she failed to keep it. And so for the second time she had to find Carly - except this time she didn’t have a diary or photograph.

She glanced up through the windscreen to the sky. She eased off the gas and pulled the car over. She’d emerged from under the dome of city lights shrouding the night sky a few miles back. Climbing out of the car, her eyes wandered up to the thousands of stars watching over; she remembered the moment Tomas’s dream had shattered as he came to realize Selene’s promise had been a deception. Look for me in the stars. Had he meant it? Or was it just something from his over-active imagination, said on the spur of the moment to try and placate Carly? Yet standing alone in the silence under the spectacular display above, Shelley could almost believe him. But it had been two years, surely if he’d survived she would have seen some sign before now. A shooting star streaked across the sky. Shelley’s heart lurched, but it disappeared as quickly as it had revealed itself. She shook her head. Forget it, Shell, you’re on your own.

She climbed back into her car and checked the clock on the dash. It would be the early hours before she got home, but despite her dilemma, she smiled. She knew Justin would still be up when she got home. At that moment, she realized just how good he was for her. He was her rock, someone she could rely on to be... normal. She didn’t like to use the word, but normal is what she craved after the terror. But the dream? Why now? The sense of dread sat uncomfortably in her stomach, the pit still vivid in her mind. It hadn’t felt like a dream - it had seemed very real.

***
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“You look knackered, honey.” Justin stood and smiled as she entered. He held up his hands. “Do you like the color?“

She didn’t look, but walked straight from the door, hugged him and kissed his neck. She whispered in his ear, “God, it’s good to see you.” She looked up into his face. “You know I love you, don’t you.”

He laughed. “Jesus, you should go away more often.” Justin returned the embrace. 

Shelley spoke into his neck. “No, seriously, I don’t tell you enough. I know I joke about, but you mean so much to me.”

Justin smiled and looked a little embarrassed. “I know, hon... Shell. You don’t have to tell me. You’re with me and that’s all I need.” He stood back. “Oh, how was your friend?” 

Shelley pulled him back. “Just hold me. I don’t want to talk about it now.” Justin knew when to obey, remained silent and decided not to mention the magazine had called about the missed deadline. After a moment, Shelley let go, looked him in the eye and smiled. “I could murder a coffee.”

***
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Carly buried her face into her shoulder and wept. Hot tears seeped through Shelley’s blouse, stinging her skin. She put her arm around Carly, but nothing would calm her. The car lurched. Shit! She tried to release her arm to grab the wheel, but Carly’s grip tightened as her wails grew louder. Carly’s fingers dug deep into her flesh, pulling her down. She struggled to see the road. They would crash. The road ahead twisted and dropped steeply. Shelley screamed. Ahead, she could see a dark pit looming closer. She slammed her foot on the brake but nothing happened. She didn’t want Carly near her; she would get them both killed. But Carly suddenly laughed. Shelley froze as Carly’s black eyes glared at her, just inches from her face, her cold breath on her neck. The creature’s demented cackles hurt her ears. Shelley cried out, yelling at the demon to let go. 

The car stopped. The passenger door ripped open. A large, clawed hand thrust inside and grasped Carly’s ankle. Carly changed, her frightened eyes widened, pleading to Shelley for help as the claw tried to wrench her from the car. Shelley just managed to grab her arms, but she couldn’t hold her. Slowly, she slipped from her grip. Shelley’s nails dug deep into Carly’s forearms, opening deep red welts in her pale skin. Carly screamed and was gone.
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“Could you sit up for me please, Mr. Vickers, I need to check your stitches.” 

The young man looked up from his phone. His face lit up. “For you, love, I’ll do anything you ask.”

The nurse turned away and felt her face flush. “Just sit up please and pull back the sheet.”

“Shit, it’s my lucky day,” he grinned, “and yours, love. You know what they say?”

She sighed. “And what would that be?”

He laughed. “You know. The luck of the Irish! Your accent, you’re from the Emerald Isle aren’t you?” She nodded and watched as he sat, proudly revealing a muscular torso. He pushed back the sheet and the nurse couldn’t help her gaze wandering down to his strong legs. Her face grew hotter as she noticed his smirk. She paused, then bent forward to lift his leg at the knee. The patient frowned as he checked the blood on his dressing, curious to know if he had a wound worthy of showing off to his peers. The nurse peeled back the tape securing the red-spotted dressing. 

“Oh yes, you certainly have something to show them in the changing room.”

“Sorry?”

She frowned back. “You asked if you’d have a big scar.”

“Err... no I didn’t, did I?” He winced, “Ouch, careful. It still hurts.” 

“Sorry. Looks nasty. It will take a while to heal.” 

He tried to shrug it off. “Oh it’s nothing, just the usual rugby injury. I can—” The young man stopped. “Whoa. What the hell happened to your arm? Have you been wrestling a bear?” 

The nurse turned her forearm over. She attempted a smile. “Oh it’s err... nothing, just a few scratches. I volunteer at a children’s farm, an occupational hazard I guess.” She gripped his calf.

“Shit, do you have crocodiles... arrhh,” he clutched his leg, “please... that really does hurt.”

She grinned at him. He tried to hide the pain, but she knew it hurt, she could feel his pain – it felt good. Her pulse quickened. “Oh don’t be a baby. I thought you rugby players were meant to be,” she yanked at the tape, “tough!”

“Nurse Flynn! Can I see you for a moment?” She jumped, surprised to see the patient’s exposed wound. 

She looked back to the ward sister. “But what about the dressing?” 

The sister held her eye. “Elliot can deal with that.” She looked at her patient’s pale face and back to the dressing in her hand. The sister’s voice broke her trance. “Err... Flynn, my office.”

***
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“So,” the ward sister sat behind the small desk and nodded to the chair opposite, “would you like to tell me what just happened out there, Alannah?” 

Alannah sat. “I can’t... I...” She burst into tears. The sister slid a box of tissues across the desk. She looked at the distraught young nurse and knew how she felt; she’d sat in the same chair years before. She smiled ruefully and softened her voice. “Take your time.” 

Alannah wiped her face and looked up, her red-rimmed eyes matching her hair. She straightened her back, breathed in and then exhaled. “I keep doing stuff that... it’s just not like me, but then I can’t remember how it happened.” 

The sister nodded. “Sounds like stress, part of the job, I’m afraid. But you must let me know if you’re finding it difficult to cope.” She tapped on her keyboard and looked at the screen. “You’ve got quite a bit of leave outstanding.” She looked back over her glasses. “I suggest you take it, recharge your batteries.”

“But I love my—” 

The sister cut in, “We have procedures. If you start to put patients at risk, I’ll have to inform management.” She softened her voice and removed her glasses. “Look, take some time off. Trust me, it will help.” 

Alannah nodded and sniffed, “Thanks, I think I will.” 

The sister stood and walked over to the door. She opened it a few inches, then stopped and looked back. “Why don’t you get away for a few days? Did you tell me your parents still live in Wicklow?” Alannah nodded. “There you go, a few days of all that fresh Irish air will work wonders. Believe me, in no time you’ll feel like a new person.”
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“Jeez, Aly, you made a hell of a mess of that guy’s stitches.” Grace handed Alannah a drink. “What were you thinking? Did Sister read the riot act?” 

Alannah took the slice of lemon off the glass and winced as she sucked on its flesh. “Actually, she was quite cool about it, said I should take time off, recharge my batteries.”

“Lucky you! I know what I’d do.” Grace nodded in the direction of two men sitting at the end of the bar. “Mine’s the dark one.” 

Alannah glanced up and caught the eye of the same man. He smiled, but she looked quickly down to her drink. “She said I should spend some time with my parents. Christ, could you imagine anything worse?” 

Grace laughed. “Do they still have your bed ready made up? Mine always—”

Alannah blurted, “I’m doing things, weird stuff... and...” she couldn’t continue. 

Grace leaned forward, turning away from the men at the bar. She whispered, “God, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were in such a state.” She put her hand on Alannah’s and squeezed. “You should have said something, we could have had a girlie night in.” 

Alannah stirred her drink. “No, I’d rather we came out, get a change of scenery, have a dance.” 

Grace looked at her. “How long have you been feeling like this?” 

Alannah felt her shoulders drop. She’d known Grace since the day she’d started her training and knew she could be trusted. “Quite a while, but it’s getting worse.” She leaned forward. “The other day, there was this guy on the train, nice looking, anyway, he smiled at me.” She glanced around and whispered, “The next thing, I have this... dream, vision, or whatever. I take him back to my flat and we’re... you know, and then I’m... I’m... inside him.”

“Inside him?” Grace lowered her voice. “How do you mean?” 

Alannah shook her head. “I can’t explain it. It’s as if I wanted something from him, it seemed so real. But then I wake and he’s... he’s staring at me and... and he’s scared stiff. He looked so pale and... and I think he’d wet himself.” 

Grace sat back with her hand to her mouth. “Pissed? Jesus, what did—?”

“But it gets worse. There was this rabbit.”

“On the train?”

“No! At the farm, a few weeks back. I was... I did something.” Her mouth felt dry and her jaw tightened. She took a gulp of her drink. “I can’t go back there, if I do they’ll press charges.” 

Grace stared at her. “What did you...? Oh my God, but you love animals.”

“I do! But suddenly I wanted to pull its head off.” She stirred her drink. “Sister thinks it’s stress.” 

Grace nodded. “Well this job gets to us all in the end.” She moved closer and whispered. “Who was your first?” Alannah frowned, Grace continued. “Not lover, you know, the first patient you lost
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