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Prologue

At first I paid no attention to the low,
rustling sound that had suddenly reached my ears.

It was a windy night, and the surrounding
trees of the Great Specton Woods had been creaking and groaning all
evening.

But there was something else now, something
different about the sound.

Something ominous.

I looked around the dark, cold cavern of a
room, but there was no change on any of the faces next to me.
Either they hadn’t heard the noise, or they were keeping deadly
still, waiting to see what it was.

I moved stealthily over to the arrow slit
and looked out into the darkness, keeping my body as far to the
side of the ancient window as I could.

The dim lanterns that had been dotted in the
trees cast an eerie, flickering light onto the gravel path,
illuminating parts and throwing the rest into shadow.

As I strained my eyes in the darkness, I
took a short, sharp intake of breath.

The noise was louder now, and it was clear
what it was.

Footsteps.

Hundreds of footsteps.

I could no longer see the bottom of the
path, or the gate that led to the Tourist Centre and the car park.
All I could see was a large black mass.

A mass of moving people.

They were slowly ascending the hill,
marching in time, moving as one.

It was a strange movement: at once both
natural and mechanical.

I leaned forwards slightly, trying to peer
out of the arrow slit without being noticed myself, but I couldn’t
see what I was looking for.

No one stood out from the crowd, there was
no one jostling them along, no one calling out instructions.

No one leading them.

By now, they were nearing the top of the
hill, and I could just about see the expressions on their
faces.

Dull. Blank. Dead.

I watched in horror as they quickly and
efficiently lined themselves up into a strict formation in front of
the castle: ten to a row, the rest lining up behind the ones in
front.

They were staring straight ahead,
waiting.

Sooner or later, the leader would
appear.

Just before I moved away from the arrow
slit, I noticed a silhouette break out from the back of the unit, a
shadowy figure of a person ambling past the side of the group.

Without hesitation, I moved over to the door
and turned to face my audience as my bag of supplies was thrust
into my hand.

With my other hand on the large, wooden door
handle, I took a long, deep breath and nodded at the others.

“It’s time.”




Chapter One

I used to think that everything was black
and white.

People were either good, or they were bad.
They were either driven, useful members of society, or they were
lazy, incompetent losers who were never going to get anywhere. They
either had all their marbles intact, or they were put on the loony
bin list.

This simplified world view only gets you so
far before you find yourself in the realm between the black
and the white – a place so grey and murky that in some respects,
it’s not unlike the Former World.

Take madness, for instance. You could say
that madness is subjective (although the psychiatrists and
psychologists would probably argue with you), that it depends on a
person’s background, upbringing, age, gender, race, or their place
of residence. What seems mad to some people, seems totally normal
to others.

I mean, if we were to learn the traditional
ways of some of the tribes in the most remote places in the world,
we’d no doubt think they were mad. If they saw some of the stuff
we got up to in England, they’d no doubt think we were mad,
too.

So where do you draw the line?

At what point do a person’s eccentricities
cross over into madness?

At what point should they be locked away in
our many psychiatric clinics and hospitals for the mentally
ill?

How many of the old inmates of Bedlam would
we consider mad by today’s standards?

It’s a bit of a morbid subject, sure, but
it’s one that is unfortunately close to my heart; as a gazer – one
who sees dead people – I am, by definition, already on that list of
potential loony bin patients.

My birth mother actually does live in a
psychiatric clinic – a few hundred years ago, she would have been
prime Bedlam material.

If I wasn’t careful, I would end up the same
way.

So, what could I do about it?

I had a few ideas, but nothing that was
currently jumping out at me as my best hope… my best chance at a
madness-free life.

If I come up with something, I’ll let you
know.

After all, who isn’t a little
mad?

 


***

 


The Little Forest Picture House was packed.
It was Friday night, and the long-awaited horror film ‘The Dark
Connection’ had just been released.

It was the first showing and seemingly the
entire village had turned up to see it. I had a feeling that this
was more to do with local guy Justin Hanks’s part as an extra in
the film, however, rather than any real interest in a movie about a
group of crazed, psychopathic killers.

But, then again, this was Little
Forest; you never really knew with the people around here.

Thanks to a couple of staff members phoning
in sick, I was trying to hold down the cinema fort along with just
two other people – Rach Williams, one of my best friends, and
Graham Underwood, a guy who still hadn’t quite got the hang of the
popcorn machine. Or the slushie machine. Or the till.

Rach was pretty, petite, and blonde, and was
a whole three years younger but more mature than me in oh so many
ways. Graham was tall, gangly, brown-haired, brown-eyed, kind of
forgettable, and incredibly clumsy.

I – on the other hand – am tall-ish,
slim-ish, and what I lack in traditional beauty I make up for with
bright red hair and a stupid amount of eye liner.

My name is Beth Powers, and while I used to
hate the stupid connotations that came with my surname, it was
pretty apt these days, what with my gazer-ness and all.

Me, Rach and Graham. We were a motley
crew.

“Can I get two adults for ‘The Dark
Connection’?”

“Three tickets please!”

“I’ll take six.”

I groaned as I madly tried to keep up with
demand; I’d already given out the wrong change three times and shut
my hand in the till twice, and I could feel myself sweating under
my Picture House t-shirt. Nice.

“Hey, Powers! Havin’ fun?”

I looked up at the sound of a familiar Irish
voice and saw Connor Maguire smiling at me, clearly enjoying how
flustered I was becoming.

“Shut it, Maguire.”

“Hey, now, that’s no way to treat a payin’
customer, is it?”

I was not in the mood. “Oh, so you’re
actually going to pay this time? Because you usually use my free
tickets.”

I glared at Connor, but it only lasted for a
couple of seconds. Connor was a few years older than me, originally
from Dublin, and pretty much drop dead gorgeous. You couldn’t stay
mad at him for long. Even when he first came to the village and I
thought he might be involved in a murder, his Irish charm had kept
pulling me back in. Luckily, I’d been wrong about the murder
part.

My sister, Veronica Summers, sashayed up to
the counter and gave me a quick smile. V had a short, brown bob,
delicate features enhanced by layers of make-up, and she could get
away with wearing just about anything; she was always the most
fashionable person in the room. We didn’t really look alike, which
was why it came as such a shock last year when we found out we were
twins, adopted by different families in the village. Hence the
different surnames. Things were never simple around here.

“Is Connor annoying you again?”

I smiled back at Veronica. “Only slightly.
Who did you manage to round up for the film?”

V looked over her shoulder into the crowd.
“Will’s here, somewhere. Max is meant to be coming, too. Chris just
popped to the toilet. Mary’s here as well, so I guess that’s…
six.”

I moaned to myself as I got the tickets.
There were usually six of us when we went out together as a gang:
Veronica, Will, Connor, Rach, Max Rivers (Rach’s boyfriend) and I
ran ‘Little Forest Investigations’ together as well as socialising
together, plus three of us lived together. I was annoyed that I’d
had to work tonight and couldn’t see the film with them, and I had
a hunch Rach felt the same.

We’d been replaced by Veronica’s new
boyfriend, prison officer Chris Canyon, and mine and V’s actual
grandmother and fellow gazer, Mary Donovan.

Mary herself had been abandoned as a child
and brought up at the local abbey, and I had a feeling the nuns had
just plucked her name out of the air. Apart from her daughter,
Samantha – who was also a Donovan – we all had different surnames,
and we’d all had completely different lives until last Hallowe’en,
when everything had spectacularly fallen apart.

I handed the tickets and change to Veronica
and Connor and tried to pull myself away from my dark thoughts.
“Well, enjoy the film. You’ll have to let me know if it’s any
good.”

V smiled and Connor threw me a wink before
moving off in the direction of the food counter. I followed them
with my tired eyes and caught a glimpse of Will Wolseley in the
crowd.

He was wearing dark blue jeans and a green
top with the words ‘I Love Lamp’ printed on it in big, black
letters (he was the king of gimmicky t-shirts). He was my
housemate, my best friend, and the only person who could make my
stomach drop and my heart rate increase just by looking at me.

This was a recent development, and I wasn’t
dealing with it all that well.

“Excuse me, Beth?”

I was brought back to the present by Paul
Lawrence, who was waiting to be served. He was a Detective Sergeant
working in Willowton (the nearest town), and despite living in
Birston (the nearest city), he’d begun popping up in the village
recently. He either liked Little Forest and was possibly looking to
move here, or he was keeping an eye on me.

I thought the latter was actually more
likely; his ex-boss had tried to kill me a few weeks ago and I
think he felt responsible for me in some weird police way. Plus, I
knew certain things that I’d promised to keep to myself. Well,
myself and the LFI gang.

“Sorry, Paul. How’s things?”

“Not too bad. How about you? After…
everything with Tom?”

I got him his ticket as I tried to think of
an answer. Tom had been my boyfriend, who had been killed by Paul’s
old boss, Rick Wood. I’d actually gone through a portal into the
Former World and had seen the moment Tom died – seen the moment
he’d actually realised he was dead. It had been awful, and I
thought about it all the time. I dreamed about it all the time,
too.

Tom hadn’t exactly been who I thought he
was, but deep down, he was a good person; he hadn’t deserved to
die.

I decided not to tell Paul all of this. “I’m
OK thanks. Getting there, anyway.”

He smiled and walked off to the food
counter, where there was now a giant queue of people waiting for
drinks, popcorn, chocolate, ice cream and nachos; Graham wasn’t
dealing with the crowd quick enough, and now the entire foyer was
packed with people.

People whom, mostly, I knew pretty well. I
noticed Mrs Teasdale, the local gossip, and her circle of
hearsay-obsessed friends, Ralph Cooper and his band of idiots,
local primary school head teacher Daniel Fields, my parents (not
actual parents, but near enough), Veronica’s parents (same thing
again), Will’s parents, the creepy Clawfoots, my dad’s friend John
Walker, serial dater Sally Smith, night club bartenders Laura Finch
and Fred Steiner, and the main man himself, Justin Hanks.

Pretty much everyone I knew was packed into
the tiny cinema entrance.

This wasn’t usually a good thing, and it
definitely wasn’t a good thing if you could see dead people
and one happened to suddenly materialise in front of you, causing
you to jump a foot into the air and shriek at the top of your lungs
in front of all the stunned onlookers.

Holding my hand to my chest, I tried to get
my heartbeat and my breathing under control. I was also trying to
ignore the fact that everyone in the room was now staring at me –
some in concern, some in fear, some just in complete
bemusement.

Jeremy Pincer – once a full-time barman at
the Doctor’s Surgery pub in nearby Renfield, and now only a
part-time barman on account of the fact he was very much dead – was
sprawled out on the counter, enjoying the attention of everyone in
the cinema. It was just a shame that I was the only one who could
see him, and that everyone else was just looking through him
at me.

Rach sidled up to me and glanced at the
counter, where my gaze had landed. “Beth, maybe you should go to
the staff room? You look a little pale. I can handle things
here.”

I nodded silently, glaring at Jeremy before
walking to the small room behind the foyer which consisted of a
table, a few chairs, and a few lockers. Standing at the end of the
room, I watched as Jeremy walked through the wall. I was too mad to
find it fascinating like I usually did.

“Thanks for that, Jeremy. Now the entire
county of Covershire thinks I’m mental.”

Jeremy was smiling. “Didn’t they already
think that?”

I took a deep breath, trying to get myself
under control. I’d become kind of used to spectres appearing in
front of me with no warning – a lot of them tended to seek me out
and apparently used me as a ‘target’ in the Modern World to aim for
– but I’d never had it happen to me so publicly before. “You just
embarrassed me in front of everyone!”

Jeremy walked over to me. “Look, I’m sorry,
OK? But how was I to know you’d be working? And that the whole
village would be here? It’s not like I planned it.”

He was right. “I know, I’m sorry.”

“Hey, just tell them you saw a spider or
something, or that you suddenly remembered you left the oven on.
Or, of course, you could tell them the truth.”

I raised my eyebrows at him.

“Or not…” He shrugged. “Although some might
be interested to hear about a charming, handsome, dashing bartender
who is currently single and ready to mingle.”

I started laughing. I couldn’t help it;
Jeremy always cracked me up, and even though he was dead, he was
the most energetic, lively person I knew.

“Single? What happened to Beatrice?”
Beatrice was a spectre from the 1920s who hung out at my house a
lot. She was beautiful and elegant, and incredibly annoying. “I
thought you two were… you know.”

Jeremy was smiling again. “We are, but
dating’s different in the Former World. It’s not like you can just
go over to their house for the night. You get separated, then you
have to find portals to the same place at the same time to see each
other in the Modern World… it’s hard. So we are… ‘you know’, but it
doesn’t mean I can’t keep my options open.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “Wow. And I
don’t even want to know about the ‘you know’.”

“You know what?”

I jumped again at the sound of Will’s voice.
He was hovering in the doorway, looking uncomfortable; he always
seemed that way when he knew there was a spectre in the room, and I
could understand why. He’d seen one spectre before, but since then
he’d been a gazer-free zone. He wanted to have the same powers as
me, but I wouldn’t wish my powers on anyone.

“It’s Jeremy.”

Will closed the door behind him and walked
over to me, glancing around the room as he went. Jeremy looked
amused.

“Hi Jeremy, wherever you are.” Will turned
to me, his body just inches from mine. “Are you OK?”

I tried to ignore my fluttering stomach as
his dark brown eyes stared at me. His brown hair was dyed black,
and having missed his last three or four haircuts, it was now a
sort of indie-looking medium length. He wasn’t as classically
handsome as Connor, but he had a nice, honest face and eyes that
twinkled when he smiled. He’d been slowly growing on me over the
last few months, and getting in a state in his presence was
something I wasn’t yet used to.

I took a deep breath and tried to get a
grip. “Yeah, thanks. What’s going on out there? Anyone called the
men in white coats to take me away?”

“Not yet, but there’s still time.”

I punched him on the arm, something I’d
wanted to do to Jeremy but couldn’t for obvious reasons.

Will rubbed his bicep. “Beth Powers, always
so affectionate. Actually, you got upstaged by Graham. He set fire
to the popcorn machine.”

“What? How?”

“Don’t ask me. Rach got it under control,
but I don’t think you have to worry.”

I exhaled slowly. “Right. Not worried.”

Will smiled before pulling me into a hug. It
was a normal, best friend kind of hug, but my body tensed up as
soon as he wrapped his arms around me.

If he noticed, he didn’t say anything. He
pulled back from the hug, squeezed my hand, and started walking
back towards the door. “Well, I’m off to watch Justin Hanks make
his big screen debut. You sure you can’t sneak into the
showing?”

“I’d better not. My boss might show up and
fire me.” Hannah Green was The Boss from Hell; she was awful at
work, and awful in her personal life. The good thing about having
her as a boss was that she wasn’t always in the cinema,
breathing down our necks. The bad thing was that she periodically
showed up when she wasn’t scheduled on just to scare the crap out
of us.

“We’ll catch you later, though? Pub?”

I nodded and Will left, closing the door
behind him.

Jeremy was smirking at me. “Since when have
you two been… you know?”

I rolled my eyes at him. “We’re not.”

“Could have fooled me, you could cut the
sexual tension in here with a knife.”

“Really? Do you think he noticed?”

“Nah. Men don’t generally notice these
things.”

I glared at him, impatient now. “Look, I’d
better get back out there. Was there a particular reason you came
and embarrassed me in front of everyone? Or did you just want to
tease me about Will?”

Jeremy’s cheeky smile faded slightly. “Do
you know any more about The Exalted?”

Ah yes, The Exalted. Where to start?

The Exalted were a cult that was run out of
a secret village in the grounds of mine, V’s and Will’s rented
accommodation, Cherry Tree House. This was in 1921, and on
Christmas day that year, all members of the cult took part in a
mass suicide.

Their spectres kept getting drawn back to
Cherry Tree House, which sucked for them but sucked even more for
me, as I was the only member of the household who could see them.
They had no memory of The Exalted, and no idea who it was who had
brainwashed them into killing themselves. To say they were pissed
off was an understatement.

Beatrice – Jeremy’s occasional companion –
had been a member of The Exalted, and she was desperate to find out
who had done this to her.

I’d made a promise to Beatrice and the
others that I’d find out who was responsible for the cult and then
punish them, so the spectres could ‘let go’ of Cherry Tree House
and get portals to other places in the Modern World (our world).
The only problem was, I had no idea how to find out who this person
was, and I wasn’t sure what I’d do with them if I did manage
to track them down.

Over the past few weeks we’d managed to get
a list of names: a list of The Exalted members, and a list of
people who had previously lived in Cherry Tree House. Our list was
limited to every ten years on account of the official censuses, and
we couldn’t guarantee that the person leading the cult had actually
lived in Cherry Tree House anyway. Apart from knowing that it was a
man, and that a spectre had visited him at the start of 1921 to ask
for help due to the changing nature of the Former World, we knew
nothing. I’d say we were back at square one, but we’d never really
left it in the first place.

“I’m afraid not. We haven’t really had time
to research those names properly, but we’ll get going on them soon.
Other than that, I’m not sure what to do. Have you heard any more
in the Former World?”

Jeremy shook his head. “No, I’ll try and
find out what I can, though. If we only knew the name of the
spectre who went to the leader in 1921…”

“Yeah, although I’m not sure what help that
would be, either; it’s not like I can summon spectres to speak to
me.”

Jeremy was looking off into the distance.
“Guess not.”

“I’d really better get back out there, Rach
is going to kill me.”

“Laters.”

I stopped halfway to the door and turned
round to face Jeremy.

“What?”

Shaking my head, I took a deep breath. “A
dead guy just said laters to me. I’m having one of those moments
when you realise just how weird your life is.”

Jeremy was smiling. He smiled a lot. “At
least your life isn’t as weird as mine. I mean, I am the
dead guy who just said laters.”

I returned his smile, a little sadly, and
turning round again, I braced myself for the cinema foyer.

 


***

 


A few hours later, the LFI gang were
assembled on the veranda of Cherry Tree House, having a drink. We’d
been meaning to go to the Little Forest Inn (where my mum works)
after the cinema, but it had been packed with everyone else who’d
been to the same film and who’d had the same idea.

So now we were stretched out on the decking,
sitting on an eclectic mix of deckchairs and plastic patio
furniture, sharing a couple of bottles of wine and enjoying the
summer evening. My black and white cat, Keaton, was prowling around
the veranda and front courtyard, meowing occasionally and rubbing
up against people’s legs. He was my cat from home but was starting
to display a preference for Will, something I could definitely
understand.

We were looking out at the grassy island in
the middle of the courtyard – on which stood an old, defunct
fountain – and the drive that disappeared into a thick tangle of
foliage as it headed towards the road.

Our house was amazing. It was huge and
spacious, it had grounds that seemed to go on forever, it was
surrounded by the Great Specton Woods, and it had the cheapest rent
of any house in Little Forest, apart from maybe some of the council
houses. The main reason for this was its reputation for being
haunted.

Of course, the group behind Little Forest
Investigations had no trouble with that rumour whatsoever. OK, so
the house scared the bejesus out of us sometimes, but it was a
bargain nonetheless.

As a gazer I laughed in the face of death,
then hid until it went away.

“So Jeremy didn’t have any new
information?”

I looked up from my glass of wine and
answered Veronica. “Nope. He was just checking in.”

“We should get started on those names.”

Everyone groaned as they looked at V.

“Look, I know it’s kind of… tedious… but if
we find out what happened then maybe the spectres will leave this
house alone and Beth can get some peace.”

I took a sip of wine, smiling at my sister.
“That’s really nice.”

V barked out a laugh. “I was thinking of
myself. It creeps me out to see you talking to thin air.”

I took another sip of wine. “Great,
thanks.”

I looked over at the others. Max and Rach –
or The Couple as Veronica called them – were whispering to each
other, looking all cosy. Connor was smiling into his wine glass,
obviously finding V and I hilarious. Will was texting on his phone,
a small smile playing on his lips.

Uh oh. I knew that smile. It was the one
Veronica got whenever she texted Chris. It was the one I used to
get when I thought about Tom. It was the one both Rach and Max were
wearing now.

Veronica followed my gaze. “Who you texting,
Will?”

No response.

“Will?”

Nothing.

“Will!”

Veronica’s shout made him jump, and he
looked up from his phone, bewildered. “What?”

Connor was smiling knowingly. “She must
really be somethin’, there.”

Veronica glanced from Connor to Will
excitedly. “You’re texting a girl?”

Colour started to rise in Will’s cheeks at
about the same rate that my stomach dropped.

“Yeah, why? Is that so weird?”

V shrugged. “No, it’s just that the only
female you ever text – apart from me – is Beth.”

Everyone looked round at me and I responded
by taking a giant gulp of wine, nearly choking on it in the
process. Will still had his head in his phone, clearly finishing
his text.

“It’s just the new girl from work, Ruth.
She’s pretty cool.”

Connor was laughing now. “Pretty cool? Aw,
man. You sound like you got it bad. I know lad speak.”

Veronica was almost bouncing on her seat in
excitement. “Are you going out with her?”

Will was looking decidedly uncomfortable
now. “No, we’re just friends.”

“Friends with benefits?”

Will glared at Veronica. “Can we just change
the subject?”

V exhaled loudly, pointedly. “Fine.
Actually, I was going to suggest something before…” She turned to
look at me and hesitated.

“What?”

“I think we should go and visit
Samantha.”

I stared at her, speechless, as my stomach
started churning. Well, that was one way to stop me thinking about
Will and this Ruth person.

Samantha was our birth mother, and she lived
just outside of Birston. She didn’t live in a nice house like us,
though, she kind of lived in a clinic. You see, she was insane. She
was a gazer, too, and she just couldn’t hack it.

“I really don’t want to, V.”

Veronica leaned over and topped up my glass.
“I know you’re worried about going mad and all, but you know what
Gran always says: embrace it.”

I took another gulp of wine. “You want me to
embrace the madness?”

“OK, maybe not… but confront it, at least.
Like with the Memento Mori photo you have in your room, reminding
you of the Former World.”

I had a photo of a dead woman in my room
from a local exhibition – I know, it sounds sick, but the dead
woman was actually my great-great-great-grandmother, Victoria, and
it was on my wall in an attempt to ‘embrace’ the Former World.

V carried on. “Maybe seeing Samantha will
help you overcome your fears of becoming like her.”

I couldn’t believe I was hearing this.
“How?”

“It might not be as bad as you think… or it
might be way worse, and you’ll just know that you could never get
that bad.”

“I don’t like the sound of your logic.
Why do you want to see her?”

Veronica just shrugged, sitting back in her
chair. “Because she’s our real mother.”

Silence descended on the veranda, just for a
few seconds.

I took a deep breath and a deeper gulp of
wine. “I’m sorry, V. I just can’t. Not yet.”

She smiled at me. “It’s OK. One day, though,
maybe?”

“Yeah. One day.”

 


***

 


I went to my parents’ house occasionally for
dinner. The frequency changed depending on how hungry I was or on
the current level of imminent peril I was facing, but it usually
averaged out at about once a week.

“Are you alright, Darling? You look a little
preoccupied.”

I smiled at my mum as she handed round a
basket of rolls. “I’m fine.”

The truth was, I wasn’t fine. I’d spent all
day trying to hide from an unknown spectre that was following me
around the house, and I’d ended up escaping to the Lost Village at
the bottom of the garden. It was detached from the main lawn due to
a small jungle of trees and plants that you really had to work to
get through, and I felt like it was detached from the house in some
other way, too. Spectres generally didn’t like going down there,
and I didn’t blame them.

It was creepy. It was the site where The
Exalted cult had lived and all of the buildings were still
standing, including a large classroom where they must have sat
every day to get their daily dose of brainwashing. I’d once
encountered a spectre in that pitch-black classroom that had sent
my pulse racing, and not in a good way. Unfortunately, I hadn’t
seen who it was, and the leader of The Exalted remained a
mystery.

There were also several other huts – living
quarters, it seemed – and a strange structure that was home to just
two chairs, facing each other. This hadn’t struck me as sinister at
first, but since finding out about the potential brainwashing that
went on there, the thought of it really creeped me out. Mass
brainwashing in a classroom was one thing, but a one-on-one cult
induction with whoever the leader was? Alone in a windowless room?
Majorly creepy.

I’d succeeded in evading the clingy spectre
from the house until they got sent back to the Former World
(portals could be unstable and annoyingly they varied in the length
of time they stayed open for), but now I had my mind filled with
cults and mass suicide and unfinished business. Not to mention Will
and his new texting partner.

“Beth? You still with us?”

I took the bread basket off my dad. “Sorry,
I’m just tired. I kept waking up last night.”

“You really should try and get more sleep,
Darling. Soon you’ll be getting bags under your eyes and awful
skin, and then no one will want to go out with you.”

I stared at my mum as my dad shook his head.
“Thanks, I’ll have to remember that.”

There was a brief silence before my mum
closed her eyes, shaking her head. “I’m so sorry, Beth. I
didn’t think, what with Tom and everything… still no word?”

I shook my head, really not wanting to go
into that whole thing. While I knew that Tom was dead, the official
line was that he was ‘missing’. He’d be missing for a long, long
time.

Instead of talking about Tom, I tucked into
the food and we sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes. “So,
anything new going on with you two?”

I regretted asking the question almost
immediately.

My mum put down her knife and fork and
picked up her glass of white wine. “Well, I’ve been going to a
church group organised by Reverend Kipling. It’s lovely; we have
tea and cake, and we discuss the bible and its relevance in
modern-day life.”

I glanced at my dad, who was conveniently
eating a large piece of chicken and couldn’t answer.

“Oh, that’s nice.”

My mum frowned at me. “I know you think it’s
silly, but my faith is important to me.”

I bit my lip to stop myself saying anything.
It had only been important to her for the past couple of months;
before that, she’d much rather have gone to the local cocktail bar
than to the local church.

Unfortunately, she’d found God just at the
same point that I’d found out what the Former World was really
like: an endless, barren, abstract, grey nothing. That was what was
waiting for everyone when they died. The fact that the leader of
The Exalted had been trying to bypass the Former World didn’t
change anything – he hadn’t succeeded, anyway. Everyone who died
went to the Former World as miserable spectres.

“I don’t think it’s silly. It’s just… new.
Anything else happening?” I knew that if I got my mum gossiping, I
wouldn’t have to hear her ramble on about her newfound faith. It
was just too sad thinking about the Former World when she was
hoping to go to Heaven.

“Well, let’s see…” She took a sip of wine as
she stared at the wall, obviously filing through her gossip bank.
“It looks like Daniel Fields has a girlfriend.”

Great, did everyone have a girlfriend but
me? OK, that thought came out wrong, but you know what I mean. “Who
is it?”

My mum smiled. “That’s the thing – no one
knows. He’s being very secretive. Apparently, he’s been missing
days off work, just not turning up, even when he has classes to
cover. And Mrs Teasdale saw him lurking around the jewellery shop
in Willowton, you know, near your tattoo place. She thinks maybe he
was buying a ring.”

I occasionally did tattoo designs for
‘J.C.’s Tattoos’ in the nearest town. J.C. was big, bald, and
covered in a scary amount of ink, but he paid me well for my
designs, and he was a good guy. “Mrs Teasdale can’t stop herself
from gossiping. He could have been doing anything there. He could
have been getting a tat.” I knew he wouldn’t – he’d told me himself
how he could never bring himself to get one because of the pain –
but I just liked winding my parents up.

“Oh, no, he’d never get a tattoo. He works
in a school, what would everyone think if he tried to teach the
kids with a skull and crossbones tattooed on his head?”

I groaned. “Not everyone who likes tattoos
has a skull and crossbones tattooed on their head.”

“Doesn’t J.C.?”

“Well, yeah… but he’s just one guy!” I took
a deep breath, trying to calm down. “Anything else going on?”

“Well… there is something I wanted to
ask you.”

“Yes?”

“I… I, erm… I was wondering if you were
going to visit Norman in prison again.”

I stopped with my fork halfway to my mouth.
“What?”

Norman Carter was in Willowton Prison for
murdering one of V’s work colleagues, John. He was also in there
for attempted murder. It was Connor and I whom he’d attempted to
murder, and he would have succeeded if it hadn’t been for Will
turning up just in time with a nice, sharp, rock.

V and I had also recently found out that he
was our grandfather, not something that had gone down well with
either of us. We hadn’t been back to see him since the disturbing
revelation, and we’d both agreed that neither of us ever wanted to
see him ever again.

“Look, Darling, I know what he did to you
was awful. But he is your grandfather, maybe you should
think about forgiving him.”

“Not this again! I’m not forgiving him, I
don’t care if I am related to him. He tried to kill me!”
Taking a deep breath, I shook my head again. “Can we just change
the subject, please?”

I looked at my dad for help and he cleared
his throat. “I’m starting a ghost tour from the castle; the grand
opening is in a few days.”

In any other family, a sentence like that
would be a surprise; in the Powers household, not so much.

My dad ran the Little Forest Castle Tourist
Centre – which was pretty much a glorified hut – and he’d collected
a lot of weird ghost stories over the years concerning the castle.
There were even more concerning the village of Little Forest.

He’d been talking about doing a ghost walk
for a long time, but I never thought he’d actually do it.

I could feel my stomach churning again; the
last time I went on a ghost tour, I’d come back with a nasty
souvenir from a rogue spectre in the form of a large slash down the
length of my back. I still had the scar and most definitely still
had the memories.

Now that I knew about spectres and the
Former World, there was a whole lot more to worry about. How would
spectres react to my dad using them to make money? I tried to push
the thought away. I’d just jump off that bridge when I came to
it.

“So you’ve actually got everything
ready?”

My dad’s eyes lit up. “I have indeed. I’ve
written the script, I’ve organised the first one – a lot of people
have said they’ll come – I’ve organised the props… everything. I’ve
even gone round and cleaned all the graffiti off the castle and the
hut. Graffiti-spraying idiots…”

I groaned inwardly. My dad had a major
graffiti problem thanks to some of the ‘local yobbos’ as he called
them. “Did you say props?”

He nodded. “I thought I’d make it a bit
theatrical, like Fright Fest. So I’ve got some Hallowe’en type
props to decorate the Tourist Centre, and I’ve ordered a giant
headstone to mark the starting point.”

OK, so this was a little weird, even
for our household. “Giant headstone?”

“Oh, yes. I ordered it online. It’s made out
of proper stone and it has the name of the tour and meeting times
and everything actually engraved into it. It’s huge! It took three
men just to lift it off the delivery van.”

I was sure that was exactly what the
spectres needed: a giant tombstone to remind them of just how dead
they were. “Sounds great.”

“You’ll come, won’t you? You’ll bring your
friends?”

He looked so excited I couldn’t say no. And,
anyway, I supposed I’d better go to scope out the spectre
situation. “Sure, just text me through the details or
something.”

I looked at my watch: it was nearly 8 p.m.
“Well, I’ve got to go, I’m meeting the guys at the pub. If I go
now, I’ll catch Will leaving the store and I can walk with
him.”

I stood up and thanked my parents for the
food.

“No problem, just make sure you come to my
ghost walk! I promise a spooky evening!”

I smiled at my dad as I left.

A spooky evening? I sincerely hoped not.

 


***

 


It took around ten minutes to walk to Miller
& Son’s grocery store, and along the way I was reminded of just
how much I loved spring; even at this late hour, it wasn’t dark.
Main Street was busy – as it was most spring and summer evenings –
and I passed Daniel Fields on the way to the shop.

He was well-known in the village due to his
job at the school, as well as for his looks. All of the middle-aged
women in Little Forest pretty much worshipped the ground he walked
on; he looked a bit like Hugh Grant, all bright eyes and floppy
hair.

I smiled and said hi as we passed but he
ignored me. He must have been in his own little world.

Stopping outside the grocery store, I looked
inside. The whole frontage of the shop was made out of glass and
you could clearly see each of the checkouts and the rest of the
store beyond. It was a small, cute shop that was rapidly being
overtaken by the big supermarkets in Willowton and the Green Tree
shopping complex just outside the village.

I was about to walk over to the door when I
spotted Will coming out the staff room. He was closely followed by
a woman, who on first glance I thought was Rach. She had the same
long, blonde hair and the same small features as Rachel Williams,
but was slightly shorter, slightly slimmer, and her hair had a
bounce to it that Rach had never been able to achieve.

She was laughing and touching Will on the
arm. I’m guessing this was Ruth.

Will looked happier than he had in weeks,
happier than he’d been since we all found out what the Former World
was really like. He was smiling shyly as he talked to her, fiddling
with the zip on his jacket like he always did when he was
nervous.

I quickly walked away from the window before
he saw me; I felt like I’d just witnessed a private moment between
them, and I didn’t want any of it.

Instead, I turned in the opposite direction
and headed to the Little Forest Inn.

 


***

 


The inn was a traditional English pub, but
with better décor than most. My mum worked behind the bar, and
since it had been done up, I often went there with the LFI guys. It
was kind of a second home.

I spotted the gang as soon as I went in; we
only ever sat at one table, as it was large enough for all of us –
plus a few others – and it was half-hidden from the rest of the pub
due to a large pillar.

Connor, Veronica and The Couple were already
there and I slid into the seat next to V.

“Where’s Will? I thought you were going to
meet him at the store.”

I took a sip of the cider that had been
pre-ordered for me before answering Veronica. “Change of plan. He
was in full on flirt mode with Ruth so I left them to it.”

V sat up in her chair. “So you’ve met her?
What’s she like?”

“I wouldn’t say ‘met’ exactly… I saw her
through the shop window.”

“So you were stalkin’ ‘em?”

I half-choked on my cider at Connor’s
question before shooting a glance at V. When Connor had first come
to Little Forest, V and I had followed him home, and as far as I
knew, he’d never found out about our little stalking adventure.

“Not stalking… I just didn’t want to
interrupt them.”

“So what does she look like?” Rach was
smiling at me, clearly intrigued despite herself. She usually hated
gossip; I think she was afraid she’d turn into local Neighbourhood
Watch enthusiast and curtain-twitcher, Mrs Teasdale, when she was
older.

“Actually, she looks a lot like you.”

Everyone turned to look at Rach, who was
currently raising her eyebrows. “Me?”

“Yep, similar hair, similar build. She’s
shorter… that’s the main difference.”

V laughed. “I’d watch out, Max. Who’d have
thought Will would pick a Rach lookalike to go out with? I always
thought he was into redheads.”

Everyone turned their attention to me and I
took a big gulp of cider, just as Will walked in.

“Hey guys. Beth, what happened? I thought
you were meeting me? I’ve been waiting outside the shop.”

“Sorry, Will. I forgot.”

Veronica – who had apparently already had a
few drinks –wasn’t going to let me off that easily. “She didn’t
forget. She saw you through the window flirting with the fake Rach
and didn’t want to disturb you. Now sit down and catch up!”

Will did as he was told before turning to
me. “Fake Rach?”

I shrugged, all of a sudden wishing I was
anywhere but here. “Ruth looks like her.”

Will glanced at Rach uneasily. “Not really…
why didn’t you come in? I could have introduced you.”

I took another sip of my drink. “You looked
like you were in the middle of something; I didn’t want to
interrupt.”

Will smiled. “You know I don’t mind if you
interrupt me! Now, if it was V, on the other hand…”

“Hey!”

I groaned and sat back in my chair. Will and
V had this thing going where they tried to wind each other up as
much as possible. It got old fast.

Connor slid over the booth seat so he was
sitting opposite Will. “So are you’se two goin’ out, like?”

Colour appeared in Will’s cheeks. “No, we’re
not.”

“And why not?”

Will shrugged. “I’m not great at asking
people out.”

Connor looked pointedly at Will’s phone on
the table. “You just gotta do it, man. Like pullin’ off a plaster.
Just phone ‘er now, do it quick.”

Will shifted in his seat. “I’m not
sure.”

Connor, apparently, wasn’t having any of
this. He grabbed Will’s phone and fiddled with it for a bit,
clearly looking for Ruth’s number. He pressed the screen, smiled,
and held it out to Will. “It’s ringin’.”

Everyone was now staring at Will, waiting to
see what he’d do. I was kind of hoping he’d hang up before Ruth
answered, but instead he turned away from the table and took a deep
breath.

“Hi, Ruth?... Yeah… I know… Well, I was
just, er, wondering if you wanted to go out with me sometime?... A
drink or something?... Yeah, OK… Great, bye.”

Will hung up, put his phone in his pocket,
and took a sip of his cider.

Connor leaned forward over the table. “So
I’m takin’ that was a yes?”

Will nodded silently.

“Alright!”

Veronica was bouncing in her seat; she was
like a small child whenever she got excited. “That’s awesome, Will.
Now we just need to get people for Beth and Connor and then none of
us will be single!”

I gawped at V – tact was not something she’d
ever really learnt. “Do you mind?” I drained my glass, stood up,
and headed towards the bar.

Will wasn’t far behind me. “Beth, are you
OK? Are you thinking about Tom?”

“I actually managed a whole day not thinking
about Tom until Veronica just said that.”

“You still haven’t seen him?”

Will didn’t mean the body – I’d seen
that, alright. I shook my head. “No, but I worry about it
all the time. Maybe he hasn’t quite come to terms with everything
yet, so he hasn’t been using the portals. I don’t know.”

I knew from first-hand experience that the
Former World hosted portals that were dotted around the endless
greyness – little beams of light in the murk. Spectres could go
through them and end up here in the Modern World. You could also do
it the other way around, although portals were rarer in our world.
And if you were a human entering the Former World, chances are
you’d get stuck there forever. It had very nearly happened to
me.

“Even if he does appear in front of you, I
don’t think he’d hurt you. I mean, he loved you, right?”

Will was smiling at me, trying to be
supportive and encouraging. What he didn’t know was that Tom had
tried to drag me deep into the Former World so we could ‘be
together forever’. He’d even kissed me with his dead, scaly lips. I
hadn’t told anyone about that; it was just too awful for words.

I took a deep breath. “Right.”

Before I could say anything else, Will
brought me in for one of his big, comfy, best-friend-hugs. I hugged
him back and closed my eyes briefly, enjoying the closeness.

When I opened my eyes again, I could see
Veronica staring at me from across the room, a look of confusion
etched onto her pretty face. I quickly pulled back from the hug and
turned to the bar, where a tray full of ciders had been
deposited.

You know you go somewhere too often when not
only do they know your order, but they give it to you without you
even having to ask. I put a twenty down on the bar and smiled at
the old bartender. I really should have learnt his name by now, but
he didn’t seem to mind. He probably referred to me as Redhead and
Connor as Irish for all I knew.

Will helped me take the tray over to the
table and I slid in next to Veronica. We distributed the drinks and
V leaned over to me, whispering so no one else could hear.

“Beth, I’m sorry about before. I didn’t
think.”

“That’s OK.”

“So, what were you and Will talking about at
the bar? It looked kind of… intense.”

I shrugged. “Just talking about Tom.”

“That’s why he hugged you?”

I took a sip of cider, glancing over at
Will. He was deep in conversation with Connor. Max and Rach were
whispering to each other. “I guess.”

“You looked like you were enjoying that
hug.”

I took another sip. “It’s Will, everyone
knows he gives the best hugs.”

Veronica smiled, sitting back and taking her
cider from the tray. “Uh huh.” She looked over at Will before
turning her attention back to me. “So, what are your plans for the
rest of the night?”

I took another quick look at Will. “I think
I’m going to get very drunk.”

 


***

 


A few hours later, I was dragging my sorry
self up the stairs, trying to be as quiet as possible. Connor and I
had been the last ones at the pub, and I’d somehow been pulled into
a drinking competition with him.

Note to self: don’t go up against an Irish
man when alcohol is involved.

I got to the top of the stairs and headed
towards my bedroom. I’d just had time to check under Will’s door to
see that his light was off, when V came out of her room and dragged
me into it.

She shut the door. “How drunk are you?”

I flopped down on her bed. “Pretty drunk.
Blame Connor.”

She bounced onto the quilt beside me, making
me feel vaguely sick. “Good. Because I want you to tell me the
truth.”

I groaned loudly. “The truth?”

“The truth about Will.”

“Oh, this should be fun.”

I sat up slowly, trying to ignore the
ringing in my ears. I was ninety percent sure that I hadn’t been
the one to say those last few words. I looked around Veronica’s
bedroom: mirror, dressing table, door, television, window,
spectre.

“Beatrice.”

Beatrice was one of The Exalted spectres,
the one who had a thing for Jeremy Pincer.

She smiled and waved at me. “You seem
different. Too much liquor?”

“It was Connor’s fault.”

“Ooh, Connor. You know, Connor’s way hotter
than Will. You should go after him.”

I tried to clear my head. “Way hotter? Did
you really used to speak like that when you were alive?”

Beatrice laughed, a little sadly. “Hell no.
It’s been a long time since I’ve been alive, sugar. If I’m not
speaking proper English, it’s your fault.”

I looked at her in disbelief. “How is it
my fault?”

“You’re a bad influence.”

“I’m a bad influence? What about V?”
I turned to look at Veronica, and she was staring at me like I’d
gone mad. Unsurprisingly, I got that a lot. “Oh crap. Sorry, V. I
kind of forgot you were there.”

Her face was pale and covered in a thin
layer of perspiration. She appeared to be shaking. “It’s my
room, how could you forget I was here?”

“Sorry.”

She took a deep breath and glanced over at
the window, as if she’d be able to see Beatrice if she really
tried. “I think I’d prefer it if I didn’t know there was a spectre
in here. How am I supposed to sleep now?”

I looked over at Beatrice. “She’s really not
that bad. I mean, she likes making jokes and being sarcastic, but I
doubt she’s going to loom over your bed while you’re catching
Z’s.”

I turned back to Veronica, who was now
staring at me in a kind of blind panic.

“Oops.”

“Beth?”

“Yeah?”

“Can I sleep in your room tonight?”

I exhaled slowly as I stood up and took V’s
hand. “Sure.”

Leading her out of the room, I turned to
wave at Beatrice. She gave me a wink as I turned Veronica’s bedroom
lights off, plunging her into darkness.

 


***

 


A few minutes later, Veronica was all tucked
into my bed, and she was back to her normal self. This meant that
she was talking and laughing at a pace resembling the speed of
light; anything to block out the thought of having a spectre who
had pretty much taken over her room.

“I don’t know how you deal with it, B. I
really don’t. How do you sleep?”

I was taking my jewellery off, placing my
earrings and rings on my desk. “Well, as you can probably tell, I
don’t. Not much, anyway. My mum says the bags under my eyes will
put off prospective boyfriends.”

Veronica snorted from her warm, cosy place
in my bed. “You’re kidding. She actually said that?”

“Oh yes.”

We both laughed, loudly and uninhibited. It
reminded me of the way we used to laugh
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