
   [image: Cover: The Cutting by Michael J. Malone]

   
      
         THANK YOU FOR DOWNLOADING

THIS ORENDA BOOKS EBOOK!

         Join our mailing list now, to get exclusive deals, special offers, subscriber-only content, recommended reads, updates on new releases, giveaways, and so much more!

         CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

         Thanks for reading!

         TEAM ORENDAi

         ii

         iii

         iv

      
   


   
      
         v

         
            The Cutting

            Michael J. Malone

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      
   


   
      
         vi
            Contents

         

         
            
               	Title Page

                  	Chapter 1 

                  	Chapter 2 

                  	Chapter 3 

                  	Chapter 4 

                  	Chapter 5 

                  	Chapter 6 

                  	Chapter 7 

                  	Chapter 8 

                  	Chapter 9 

                  	Chapter 10 

                  	Chapter 11 

                  	Chapter 12 

                  	Chapter 13 

                  	Chapter 14 

                  	Chapter 15 

                  	Chapter 16 

                  	Chapter 17 

                  	Chapter 18 

                  	Chapter 19 

                  	Chapter 20 

                  	Chapter 21 

                  	Chapter 22 

                  	Chapter 23 

                  	Chapter 24 

                  	Chapter 25 

                  	Chapter 26 

                  	Chapter 27 

                  	Chapter 28 

                  	Chapter 29 

                  	Chapter 30 

                  	Chapter 31 

                  	Chapter 32 

                  	Chapter 33 

                  	Chapter 34 

                  	Chapter 35 

                  	Chapter 36 

                  	Chapter 37 

                  	Chapter 38 

                  	Chapter 39 

                  	Chapter 40 

                  	Chapter 41 

                  	Chapter 42 

                  	Chapter 43 

                  	Chapter 44 

                  	Chapter 45 

                  	Chapter 46 

                  	Chapter 47 

                  	Chapter 48 

                  	Chapter 49 

                  	Chapter 50 

                  	Chapter 51 

                  	Chapter 52 

                  	Chapter 53 

                  	Chapter 54 

                  	Chapter 55 

                  	Chapter 56 

                  	Chapter 57 

                  	Chapter 58 

                  	Chapter 59 

                  	Chapter 60 

                  	Chapter 61 

                  	Chapter 62 

                  	Chapter 63 

                  	Chapter 64 

                  	Chapter 65 

                  	Chapter 66 

                  	Chapter 67 

                  	Chapter 68 

                  	Chapter 69 

                  	Chapter 70 

                  	Chapter 71 

                  	Chapter 72 

                  	Chapter 73 

                  	Chapter 74 

                  	Chapter 75 

                  	Chapter 76 

                  	Chapter 77 

                  	Chapter 78 

                  	Chapter 79 

                  	Chapter 80 

                  	Chapter 81 

                  	Chapter 82 

                  	Chapter 83 

                  	Chapter 84 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	About the Author 

                  	Other titles by Michael J. Malone available from Orenda Books 

                  	Copyright 

               


         

      
   


   
      
         1
            Chapter 1

            Evie – Then

         

         He was her music teacher. Tanned, with a blond sweep of hair. Had his own band that went on tour and everything. But not a typical guy. He listened, really listened, his blue eyes steady on her face when she talked.

         All the girls had the hots for him.

         And he picked her.

         Star pupil.

         She got to perform a medley of Beyoncé and Christina Aguilera hits on the piano at the school concert at All Saints High School in Dumfries. All the other kids on stage were older – fifteen, sixteen or seventeen, and she was only just thirteen. But a prodigy, he assured her. And wildly gifted. She liked being gifted, wildly or otherwise. She liked the attention because until then she’d been mostly invisible. No one bothered about her. Dad was killed in an accident at work – they blamed him, so there was no pay-off, meaning Mum worked two jobs around the clock. No siblings. All of her aunts and uncles lived in far-flung parts of the country, and her grandparents were dead. All the other girls despised her for her talent, whispering behind her back, and she was desperately lonely. But when Mr Campbell smiled at her none of that mattered.

         At first it was little pecks on the cheek after private lessons. Then a hand under her shirt while his breath was ragged in her ear. She knew enough not to let him take it any further. But still.

         Our little secret.

         Such a cliché, and not so little though, was it?

         She knew it was wrong. But it was also almost nice. Not the touching and stuff, that made her feel dirty, but the attention, and the presents after. And the long chats. His attention fully on her and no one else. She could have loved him. Would have married him, like, eventually, but he didn’t wait.

         2He found someone else.

         Another girl. She was even more talented than Evie, and she had the voice of an angel.

         Evie was crushed.

         Full of fury and hate and spite. It was only when he moved on to that other girl that she permitted herself to consider how wrong the whole thing had been. If it had been wrong, so very wrong, why had she gone along with it?

         What did that make her?

         It only happened to her because she was bad – bad through to the gristle and bone.

         She’d let him touch her for the sake of a smile and a load of presents she couldn’t even take with her. He stored them in his spare room at the back of his house, and she got to sit among them when she waited for her lessons.

         Very private lessons.

         She heard a cackle. And there was her great-grandmother, Barb Harper, in the corner of the room, sitting in a cloud of perfume – it’s L’Air du Temps, hen – she said as she heaved her great bosom, the usual mix of a sneer and a smile on her lined and rouged face.

         ‘Go away,’ Evie said, knowing that no matter how many times she said it the old shade wouldn’t leave her side.

         Evie couldn’t remember when she first became aware that her ever-present companion was actually long dead. She’d always seen her, and somehow knew not to tell anyone that she did. Barb confirmed this to her on her fifth birthday.

         ‘Tell no one,’ she warned. ‘They’ll cart ye off to that place where they take gifted women, fill ye full of medicine, and you’ll never declare a thought of your own for the rest o’ your life.’

         To be fair, Geegee Barb, as Evie came to think of her, did have her uses. She’d warned her not to go down that alley one time, and the next day’s newspaper headline was about a young girl who’d been murdered in that very spot. It was Barb who told her Mr Campbell had found someone else, and told her to hide around the 3corner from his house and watch until the new girl arrived, dropped off by her unsuspecting parents.

         And she had introduced her to other dead people, other spirits that were also stuck in the in-between.

         The worst that they made her feel was a little unsettled, and she never could quite get used to that, but they were all fairly benign.

         Until the one that wasn’t.

         A shade who had clawed his way out of the deepest pit in hell, with one purpose in mind it seemed: to make her suffer.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Annie – Now

         

         Somewhere in the near distance a phone was ringing, but Annie was frozen in sleep, in near terror. Her murmurs filled her mind with a discordant chorus of hate. Accusing, mocking, gleeful with insanity.

         Murmurs.

         A somewhat innocuous-sounding name which she’d given to the disturbing cacophony that came along with an age-old family curse that gave her premonitions of how someone would die.

         The phone continued its insistent interruption.

         You’re dreaming, she told herself. Wake up.

         Answer the phone.

         But it might as well have been ringing in another bedroom, in another house, in another town.

         Her heart sparking with fear, she was aware enough, even in the depths of sleep, to know that these were the same dreams, the same memories, that had been plaguing her for months. It was as if her curse knew she had finally found some peace and was determined to disrupt it while her defences were weaker, while she was deep in sleep.

         4And so, the dream continued to unfold in the same loathsome pattern; and felt so real it was as if she was back in those moments.

         She was just a girl, not yet thirteen, drowning, cold water shocking her heart, stealing the breath from her lungs. A hand manacled around her calf – no, it was a seatbelt – holding her in position. Desperately she kicked out; once, twice. Then she was moving, drifting, up, up, up, clawing at the water for air. When she finally – finally – breached the surface, she made herself look down and saw her mother locked in place in the driver’s seat, unmoving, sightless, given to the deeper waters of the loch, her dark hair flowing around her head like kelp. And she breathed in the dreadful knowledge that her mother had deliberately driven into the loch, just yards from the home where she had grown up, in an attempt to kill them both.

         Then.

         A man she was in love with. Laying out a picnic in the middle of the ruins of an old croft, just a few miles from the loch where she nearly drowned as a pre-teen, among the twisting roots of a leafless oak. No, those weren’t roots, they were bones. The man, a pastor no less, had his hands around her neck, choking the life from her.

         Her murmurs filled her ears with a mirthless cackle.

         Then.

         The chill dark of a cave, that once housed a legendary family of cannibals, lying on a stone table, a knife poised above her heart. Alarm so intense her limbs were frozen, and her screams choked off and silent, as if stones were stuck in her throat.

         That portion of the dream ended with the suddenness of a scream. A sack was over her head; her hands bound behind her. Sounds echoed against stone walls, stone floors. Not a cave. A church. A scream from Lewis and she knew she was in that moment when one of his fingers was severed.

         The phone rang again.

         She aimed for the sound, swimming up, up, up, through consciousness, through memory and smoke, dread trailing behind her like the long soiled train of a forced bride.

         5And she sat up in bed, aware that her hair and clothing were stuck to her with sweat.

         She had read that dreams were thought to be a way for the subconscious mind to process emotions, sort memories, and to allow the mind to practice safe responses to dangerous scenarios. But this nightly occurrence, she was certain, was another way for her curse to torment her. Heart clamouring, she located her phone on her bedside cabinet and reached for the device like it was a lifeline.

         ‘Annie,’ Sandra said before Annie could speak, and as her friend and boss stretched the two syllables of her name, Annie entered fully into morning, noting Sandra’s voice was whispered with grief. Her husband, Scott, had died of a heart attack and today was the first anniversary of his death.

         Annie had argued the day before that Sandra should take time off.

         ‘No,’ Sandra had asserted, her chin set in that way that meant she was fixed on a certain course of action. ‘The team …’ meaning the lifeboat crew, made up of local volunteers ‘… have their monthly practice. I’m always there to make their bacon rolls.’

         ‘Jesus, Sandra,’ Annie protested. ‘I can cope with a few bacon rolls.’ She wasn’t sure she could, if she was being truly honest. Not for these particular guys. But the woman had been so very good to her ever since she arrived in the area, taking a chance in employing her, and standing by her when the village turned against her when she didn’t warn young Lachlan – a recent volunteer to the lifeboat service – that she’d had a premonition about his imminent car crash.

         Not only did her family curse haunt her with near constant maddening, whispering murmurs from an army of dead women, but they also alerted her to an impending death if someone happened to be in her vicinity just before it happened.

         The popular lad – and she could still see the freshness of his skin and the shine in his eyes every time she closed her own – had died within an hour of Annie receiving the warning. Up until that point, Annie was blissfully unaware that the locals all knew exactly who 6she was: the young woman who’d almost become another victim in the ‘Bodies in the Glen’ case. The tabloids had gone to town with their lurid headlines and ‘catchy’ nomenclature when Annie had accidentally uncovered the fact that a serial killer had murdered a number of women over decades, hiding their remains among the ruins of a lost village in a remote valley.

         Annie was sure some of the lifeboat team still held the death of their young crew member against her; that if she had cautioned him more strongly he might still be alive.

         ‘Nope. Besides, you have that lovely brother of yours and his new wife to entertain,’ Sandra had said yesterday. Lewis and Clare had married four months previously and this was to be the first time she’d seen them since they’d returned from their honeymoon. ‘It’s settled.’ Sandra had squared her shoulders as if bracing herself against a weighty thought. ‘I’m on shift.’

         And yet here she was on the phone, as shafts of morning sunlight filtered through the gap in Annie’s bedroom curtains, breaking her heart.

         ‘I know I said I’d work today, but, and I hate asking you …’

         ‘I don’t mind. Honestly,’ Annie said as she swung her feet out of the bed before Sandra could say any more. ‘I’m happy to help. You’ve done so much for me, Sandra, it’s nice to be able to do something back.’

         ‘I stupidly went to that psychic medium thing in Ardgour last night. I didn’t think I would be so upset, you know?’ Sandra explained. ‘And I haven’t slept a wink.’

         ‘I thought you were going to give it a miss?’ Annie wanted to reach through the phone line and give her friend a reassuring hug.

         ‘My friend Becky said it would be a laugh.’ Sandra’s laugh was bitter. ‘I thought the old bastard would have mellowed in death. How wrong was I?’

         ‘But …’ Annie began.

         ‘I know, I know,’ Sandra interrupted. ‘It’s all hocus-pocus; guesswork by people who are brilliant at reading other people. But 7this young woman; this medium? She knew things, specific things that only Scott would know and say.’

         As the word ‘medium’ rang in her ear Annie’s murmurs began a terrible chant, threaded through with laughter that was as far removed from humour as heaven was from hell.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Evie – Then

         

         Evie had been well schooled by her great-grandmother’s shade to keep everything she learned from the dead to herself, but after Mr Campbell jilted her, her self-loathing became too much.

         A loathing that couldn’t be contained to her own mind, and found focus everywhere and in everyone around her. Indeed, spite might well have been annotated to her birth certificate as a middle name, in between Evie and Cartwright. And it was pure spite when she reported to Mrs Colwell, their neighbour, that her dead husband said he’d resented her every day of their forty-three-year marriage. He complained that they had sex that one time, and she’d got pregnant, for crying out loud. And, by the way, his good set of teeth were under the bathroom sink, and not to bury him with his regular set, or he’d haunt her for ever more.

         Once widow Colwell got over the shock, she told everyone who would listen that her neighbour’s wean spoke to the dead. Word spread, her mother saw the chance to earn some easy cash, and soon after, every night after school before she was allowed to do her homework, there was a bunch of people in their living room all nervously waiting for her pearls of wisdom from beyond the grave.

         It was fun at first: she might as well do something with all of these shades who trailed into her awareness like smoke. Most of whom were harmless, lost souls trapped in the in-between, reluctant to leave their loved ones.

         8But then Evie began to resent how her ability became the main source of income in the household and as soon as she finished high school she got herself a place in a university in Perth to study sports science.

         What a storm that caused. How was her mother going to pay all her bills if Evie was in the north of the country?

         ‘All the way to Perth?’ her mother cried. ‘Couldn’t you find somewhere even further away? And why couldn’t you do medicine or become a vet or something useful, and do it locally?’

         A sudden gust of her great-grandmother’s perfume gave her the strength to say and do what came next. She stuck out her chin. ‘Perth is, like, two hours away, Mother. It’s not the bloody North Pole. Besides, you’ve used and abused me for long enough,’ she added, which earned her a slap.

         And that gave Evie the excuse to move out a little bit early.

         
             

         

         Her university digs weren’t ready, so she found a bed in a local youth hostel. But life in the new city quickly lost its lustre. On her first night, she went out for cocktails with some of girls she’d just met, and on the way home they came across a street fight.

         They’d been enjoying live music in the pub called the Twa Tams when one of the girls, who it was clear to Evie hadn’t drunk more than one glass of wine in her entire life, had vomited all over herself and the young man trying to chat her up.

         They decided that if one of them was going home, they all had to, and only a few streets away they came across a young man being set upon by four or five others. Evie tried to intercede but the other girls pulled her away.

         ‘Leave him alone,’ she screamed, part of her mind noting a flickering street light just behind the group of men. The light quivered, corrected itself, and something stepped into part focus. Evie could make out a greying scalp, a sharp nose and the outline of an ear.

         She’d seen many of the dead by this point in her life, and she immediately knew there was something badly wrong with this one. 9As this entity showed itself to her, Evie could sense its dark energy. The word malevolent popped into her head as one of the men stamped on the victim’s head. The man on the ground went terribly still, and beyond him the shadows grew and shimmered.

         After witnessing the fight, the young women rushed straight back to the hostel, arguing all the way whether or not they should go to the police.

         One of the girls, Mags, was local, and knew the lad who had been doling out the violence. ‘His family,’ she’d said, white-faced, ‘the Campbells, are all proper nutters. We really don’t want them on our backs.’

         Evie rounded on her. ‘He just killed that guy in front of our eyes.’

         ‘Do yourself a favour,’ Mags replied. ‘Forget you saw anything.’

         ‘I can’t,’ Evie argued. ‘First thing in the morning, I’m going to the cop shop.’

         ‘Stupid bitch, are you not listening?’ Mags said, and the near panic in her voice and expression suggested to Evie that Mags had first-hand knowledge of just how dangerous this family could be.

         One of the other girls, Evie’s roommate Joan, stepped between them. ‘Let’s sleep on it and see how we feel in the morning?’

         ‘You go to the cops …’ Mags reached around Joan and stabbed her finger on Evie’s sternum, ‘you were there on your own. Don’t bring anyone else into it.’

         
             

         

         Unable to deal with the menace she’d felt or the violence she’d witnessed, Evie went to bed, shivering under her quilt.

         Eventually, worn out, she must have fallen asleep.

         And she woke to the sound of a cough, and a near suffocating weight on her chest. The temperature in the room was ice-cold.

         She lifted her head off her pillow to see him sitting there, cross-legged, peering into her face, his eyes like pinholes, the bones of him almost visible through a suggestion of paper-thin skin, the world immediately around him blurred as if he’d appeared through his very own black hole.

         10This was no ordinary shade.

         He leered. Said nothing. And she knew that being witness to the attack in the street had alerted this particular shade to her abilities.

         Vincent … the name suggested itself to her.

         Her skin was prickling, and she was sure every hair on her body was standing on end. GeeGee Barb, where are you? Help me.

         His weight shifted, and then she felt him on the bed beside her, his breath an arctic chill on her neck.

         She burrowed under the quilt.

         His hand on her left breast.

         A chill finger on the inside of her thigh.

         Evie shot out of bed, screaming. She’d met many variations of ghosts, but never one who could actually touch her like that.

         Electric light flooded the room, and her roommate, Joan, sat up. ‘What the hell, Evie? You having a bad dream or something?’

         ‘Sorry,’ Evie replied. She looked over at the girl she’d just met for the first time earlier that afternoon. Hand over her thumping heart as if the heat from her palm might settle it down a little, she asked, ‘Apart from me, you know screaming, were you aware of anything else in the room?’

         ‘Naw,’ Joan replied, with enough attitude to suggest this was the stupidest question she’d ever heard. Then she peered over at her. ‘You look like you’re ready to shit yourself.’

         ‘Yup. Bad dream,’ Evie replied, rubbing her head. Every nerve end was sparking with fear, her heart a loud hammer against her ribs. She looked around the space. There was nothing to see, apart from the two beds, a desk, two chests of drawers, and a heavy-eyed Joan.

         ‘Evie, I’ve got an interview in the morning. Don’t mean to be selfish, but is it okay if I turn this light out and get some sleep?’

         ‘Sure,’ Evie replied. ‘I’m fine. Totally fine.’

         She wasn’t. She wanted all the lights on. She wanted to be back home in her own bed. She wanted this ghost to go back to hell.

         The light went out, darkness was all, and she became doubly 11aware of his raw presence. Frosted breath on the skin of her neck, and the slash of fire that was so cold it burned.

         ‘What was that? Go away,’ she hissed, trembling, desperately trying not to cry. ‘Go away.’

         Pressure on her pillow as if he was leaning there, a chill gust on the right side of her face.

         A fighter.

         His tongue darted out and he licked the outer rim of her ear.

         I think I’ll keep you.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Sandra – The previous night

         

         The hall was packed, and hushed with expectation, the air heady with a mix of perfume and hope; rows of shiny, eager faces aimed at the small stage. Heavy drapes hung over the windows blocking out the light. From her vantage point near the middle of the hall, Sandra could see a poster had been tacked to a board and placed on an easel to the side of the stool. Evie, it said. The World-Famous Medium.

         And then, unannounced, a slim young woman, hands clasped awkwardly before her, walked out to a stool on the middle of the stage.

         Evie, for that was who it must have been, looked like she could be any age between her late twenties and late thirties. Her lean, sharp face was scrubbed of make-up and her auburn hair was tied in a braid that hung over one shoulder. She was wearing dark jeans and white trainers, and despite the warm weather, a washed-out navy fleece top, with a red bandana around her neck.

         As silence rang in the hall Evie took a seat as if she’d rather be somewhere else; anywhere else.

         Sandra’s friend, Becky squeezed her arm and whispered, ‘Our 12Billie’s going to come through tonight. I can just feel it.’ Her daughter, Billie, had died ten years ago, aged five, from complications of treatment for leukaemia, and Becky had been to see dozens of psychics in the intervening years.

         Sandra turned back to see the stage and watched as Evie closed her eyes. Her mouth moved as if she was talking – no, whispering – to someone at her side. Then she opened her eyes and looked out into the room.

         ‘Well, this is the arse end of nowhere, eh?’

         Everyone laughed, like an exhalation of group nerves.

         ‘Sorry. I get potty-mouthed with nerves.’ She looked over to the left, at the drapes, as if she could see nature beyond them. ‘It is pretty here. You get a lot of rain, I’m thinking.’ Pause. ‘Sorry. That’s a daft thing to say. It is Scotland after all.’

         A chorus of agreement.

         She shook out both hands. ‘Let’s get started. The dead are cramming around me to be heard,’ she added.

         On the way over in the car, Becky had told her that Evie had a big online following. ‘Insta, TikTok and whatnot,’ she said. ‘And she’s famous for taking her no bullshit approach and running with it to the point of rudeness.’

         That was already evident in her first few sentences.

         ‘I have a mother here. Older woman. She always answered the door with her hat on.’ Evie smiled as if just remembering she should play nice. ‘Then if she didn’t want a visit she could pretend she was on her way out.’

         The room rang with laughter.

         ‘Does that chime with anyone?’ Evie asked and she cocked her head to the side, as if listening keenly to the sounds only she could hear. A woman sitting a few rows in front of Sandra, hesitantly held up her hand.

         ‘My mother did that.’

         Oohs and aahs of appreciation from the audience.

         ‘Agnes? That’s her name?’ Evie said.

         13The woman nodded.

         ‘What’s yours?’

         ‘Melanie.’

         ‘Melanie, Agnes is sayin’ no’ to listen to that doctor of yours. Push for the pills.’

         Melanie nodded to a woman to the right of her, and Sandra could hear her say, ‘That sounds just like my mother.’

         ‘… she’s sayin’ the menopause is no joke, and you need the drugs.’

         ‘Oh my God,’ Melanie exclaimed. ‘How could you know that?’

         Easy guess, Sandra wanted to say, crossing her arms in disappointment. Half the women in this room were of an age where they would be experiencing the menopause, and most of them would be struggling for effective help from their doctors.

         ‘There’s a Donna here.’ Evie switched her attention to the front rows. ‘Whoever she’s related to, she was more of a mother figure than yer actual big sister. Can anyone take this?’

         A woman at the end of the front row thrust her hand up.

         ‘Your son just needs to do that thing for himself. Send him off wi’ your blessing. He’ll come back eventually, and thank you for it.’

         Evie shifted on her seat as if momentarily uncomfortable.

         ‘There’s a fella coming through now. Goodness, the spirit world is buzzin’ tonight. Everyone wants to chat. This guy was in the navy.’ Evie nodded. ‘Sorry, merchant navy. He’s very particular about that,’ Evie said.

         Sandra looked at Becky as her stomach gave a twist of recognition.

         ‘I’m seeing a Scottish flag. St Andrews. Was his name Andrew, is he proud of being a Scot?’ She paused. ‘No, his name is Scott. And sorry, whoever was married to Scott, he’s being quite insistent that I tell you this word for word. No sugar-coating.’ Evie looked over the heads of the audience members towards where Sandra and Becky were sitting.

         Becky nudged her, eyes large with excitement. ‘It’s you,’ she said unnecessarily.

         Sandra felt her face heat as she became aware, thanks to Becky’s 14delight, that lots of people around them were now looking avidly at her.

         ‘Sandy,’ Evie said. ‘Scott says you hated that name.’ She did. ‘So you’ll listen.’ Evie humphed. ‘Scott has forgiven you and he hopes you can forgive yourself.’

         It was all Sandra could do not to jump to her feet and run from the room. Becky’s nudges had alerted everyone. All of those faces on her, as if they were warmed through with the thought of gossip. She crossed her arms, wanting to shrink. She wanted to dismiss everything the medium was saying. Utter rot.

         But.

         The stuff she was saying was too accurate.

         Scott was proud of being Scottish.

         She did hate being called Sandy.

         He was never one for sugar-coating anything.

         And the fact this was so near the anniversary of his death was just too much of a coincidence.

         Evie aimed her vision along the row where Sandra was sitting. ‘And that girl you took on …’ Evie then hiccupped and held a hand over her lower chest, just like Scott used to do before he reached for the Gaviscon. ‘This girl? Bit of a shipwreck? You were good to support her during a difficult time but you need to get rid of her. Fast. She’s about to bring her troubles to your door.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

            Annie – Now

         

         Sandra’s voice was weak in Annie’s ear. ‘And this psychic woman, this bitch, said in a room full of people who might have known us, who might have been our good friends – in a small place that’s likely, isn’t it? She said, she said …’ Sandra took a beat, fighting to compose herself. ‘That Scott had forgiven me and I needed to forgive myself.’

         15There was a pause and Annie read that Sandra had been about to add something – something about Annie? – but had then edited herself. ‘Forgiven me? What the hell does that mean; forgiven me?’ Sandra gave in to a burst of pain and sorrow, sobbing quietly before her breathing eventually grew steadier.

         ‘You still there?’ Sandra asked.

         ‘Yes,’ Annie managed, feeling her throat swell in response to her friend’s emotion. ‘I’m listening.’

         ‘Thanks, Annie. I just feel …’ She started crying again. ‘It still feels so raw, you know?’ Pause. ‘The old bastard. I did everything for him. Everything.’ Annie knew that Scott had suffered a stroke two years before his heart finally gave out, possibly as a result of the toxic overload from decades of whisky and cigarettes. A stroke that meant Sandra had to care for him while she also looked after the café. Annie had always considered the woman superhuman for her ability to cope with all of that, and to still come in and do a full shift in the café, and be able and willing to smile and chat. ‘And he comes back from the dead to harangue me? How dare he? How fucking dare he?’

         She lapsed into silence.

         Annie had been in the throes of too many otherworldly experiences to discount what Sandra had reported from the medium, but nonetheless she felt the need to play devil’s advocate.

         ‘These psychics,’ Annie began. ‘They can be very skilled at reading the room, and picking up on what people want to hear.’

         ‘But who wants to hear that shit?’ Sandra argued. ‘I wish I hadn’t gone.’

         ‘It’s just the timing of it,’ Annie said, feeling the strength of her friend’s upset. ‘That’s why this got to you. So near the anniversary.’

         ‘And that’s another thing that’s been messing with my head. The timing. How can it not be true?’ Another pause. ‘Everyone will be talking about me. They’ll come in to the café with an apology in their eyes, and a question on their lips. What did he mean? Making up all kinds of nonsense to fit what they heard. I can’t face them … the sympathy … the silent questions.’

         16‘Well, don’t worry on that score. I’ll go in and work for you today.’

         ‘I can’t ask that of you,’ Sandra said. ‘What with your brother and his wife …’

         ‘Lewis is taking Clare over to Mull today. I’ve been a hundred times,’ she lied – it had actually been her suggestion as she’d been wanting to go for months. ‘It will be good to have the excuse not to go.’ While she attempted to reassure Sandra, she shrank from the idea that the lifeboat crew might walk straight back out again when they saw her there on her own. The day after young Lachlan died, red paint and an animal corpse had been thrown at her remote cottage door. It could have been any one of them.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

            Lewis – One month earlier

         

         Lewis had a headache. Seemed like he always had a line of pain that ran from the clench of muscles in his jaw to his temples, and from there to wrap around his skull.

         He was on an armchair, while Clare was stretched out on the sofa, eyes aimed at the TV, cradling an almost empty glass of wine, with a drained bottle on the floor beside her.

         Noise and light from the screen blared into the living room, but Clare’s eyes were fixed in a sightless gaze, the shine of a line of tears gleaming on the pale of her cheeks.

         Grief for the loss of their baby would come on her, both of them, suddenly without warning. Sometimes they would share their thoughts and feelings. Often times they would keep it to themselves, not able to deal with the other’s upset as well as their own. This was one of the latter.

         Sorry, he sent silently.

         He wanted nothing more than to take away the pain, ease it from 17her mind and take her back to the woman she was before it all happened.

         He was always sorry. Sorry that he couldn’t protect her and their baby better. Sorry that his work had put the woman he loved in terrible danger.

         He and Annie had, foolishly some might argue, agreed to help an old foe, Sylvia Lowry-Law, track down her long-lost son. Her promise was that in return she would find a way to end Annie’s curse.

         They had found the lost offspring, now a man in his early fifties, and at the same time uncovered the depraved sins of one of Scotland’s elite; the scion of the Lyons family.

         Gavin Lyons was a man entirely without conscience who would do anything to protect his wealth and his position in the world. Indeed, Annie and Lewis had found a report that suggested Gavin had murdered his two elder brothers in order to take over the family’s extensive assets.

         Lyons’ henchman, one Matthew Pierce, had attacked Clare on a quiet Edinburgh street and left her for dead. Tragically, Clare was in the early stages of pregnancy at the time. She was lucky to survive the attack, but the violence she suffered killed their unborn child. In further actions that were meant to demonstrate how Lyons would and could do anything to keep his secrets from being uncovered, he had Annie and Lewis kidnapped. And while under his control he had Pierce hold Lewis down while he severed one of his fingers.

         Lewis looked from Clare to the TV to remind himself what they were watching. A comedy thriller.

         Neither of them were laughing.

         He felt so hopeless in the face of her reaction to her loss – their loss. He wanted to help: say the right thing, do the right thing … but it felt like that required a language neither of them could grasp. And then there was the guilt. If he hadn’t been poking his nose where it didn’t belong, she wouldn’t have got hurt and their baby would be alive.

         18Eyes on the screen, Lewis’s mind was back in his office, his imagination fixed on his computer screen. Since that attack, Lewis had been trying to run Pierce down, but getting nowhere.

         A recent line of enquiry had dried up. Months of running facial recognition software – a use that was not strictly legal – put Pierce in the far south of England. Lewis managed to track down a cash withdrawal from a backstreet corner store in Dover, but images from the CCTV had been inconclusive. The man on the screen was wearing a baseball cap low on his head, with a large pair of dark sunglasses – strange enough in late evening – so all that was on show was part of a nose and a sharp chin. It certainly looked like Pierce, and Lewis wanted it to be Pierce, but the evidence was not strong enough to pass the information on to the police.

         Unable to contain, or even name his feelings properly, Lewis jumped to his feet and made his way to the hall where he plucked a jacket from a peg on the wall.

         ‘Where are you going?’ Clare called through to him. ‘It’s almost midnight.’

         ‘Just going to the 24-hour Tesco,’ Lewis answered with a hastily made-up lie. ‘We need eggs for the morning.’

         A pause.

         ‘You can talk to me, you know?’ Her tone softened with sympathy. ‘Is it your hand?’

         He nodded, not trusting himself to speak, knowing his tone would betray the lie. Clare could read him like a book.

         His hand did hurt. Like a bastard. His missing finger and the pain he still felt there had become like some sort of verbal and mental shorthand; a safe word he felt able to use, but one that went nowhere near articulating the tumult in his mind and body.

         And that really wasn’t why he needed to move.

         The headache.

         A headache that never left him.

         A headache that was there because he was always so fucking angry, and if he stayed in, sat beside Clare to watch her stupid 19movie, watching her reach for a second bottle of wine, he’d only end up snapping at her, then they’d fall out, and he’d feel even more shitty.

         
             

         

         Outside, he looked up at the street light positioned just in front of their door, at the light rain that haloed the LED bulb, and decided not to put his jacket on. The rain might soak through and help cool him down.

         He walked, uncaring of his direction, eyes on the ground and every other sense tuned out. His mind was focused on one thing, and one thing only: rage.

         Fury was simmering in his soul, souring his gut and spoiling every thought and emotion that entered his mind.

         Nothing he could do would shift it. He’d spoken to Annie. And Clare. And the therapist that Victim Support had found for him, but none of them helped. Nothing helped.

         Their child was dead. Had never even been given the chance to live. And the man responsible was still out there.

         The cash withdrawal had Lewis thinking that Pierce was getting sloppy, and led to him contacting a run-down hotel in Dover. But the member of staff he had spoken to on the phone was next to useless, hiding behind confidentiality issues, refusing to confirm any of the details Lewis had uncovered.

         Next time, Lewis thought, maybe he could be more persuasive if he showed up in person.

         The red glow of a traffic light pierced through his thoughts, brought him back to the present. How long had he been walking for? Water ran down the side of his face and he realised his hair was soaked and plastered to his head.

         He looked around and despite the weak light, recognised the street where he stood. There was a bar, a bakery, a sunbed salon offering a golden year-round tan, and a café with its floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around the corner of the block; each business shuttered, lifeless in the dark of the night, like his heart.

         20Lewis crossed the road, drawn by the lights and noise of a bar on the opposite side of the street. The Red Lion. He’d walked past it a thousand times and never thought to go in. It had small windows set high in the walls, like a cell, and a solid door which always suggested to Lewis that it didn’t want casual passers-by to try them out. And without any knowledge of the place and its customers he’d always assumed it was a place for hard drinkers and hard men and women. A place where people sat silently, drinking and staring at their glasses as if the answers to all of their problems lived there.

         To disprove his assumptions, the door opened and sounds of laughter and chatter and music filtered out. A man exited, looked up at the sky, stood to the side of the door and lit up a cigarette.

         He spotted Lewis.

         ‘Manky night, mate,’ he offered before he put the cigarette to his mouth. His face was puffy and lined, his eyes managing to be all-seeing and weary at the same time. He sucked on the cigarette, and the tip flared to life.

         Anger surged, inexplicably, and as the pain in his head and reattached finger pulsed, Lewis imagined running up to this guy, and punching him on the nose.

         The gratification that replaced his anger almost had him sagging to his knees.

         ‘Hey?’ the man said, his eyes narrow against the smoke. ‘You’re soaked, by the way. You forget how to use your jaiket, pal? You’re supposed to wear, no’ carry a coat. That way you don’t get wet, ken?’

         ‘Fuck off,’ Lewis said as anger surged once more.

         The man laughed, swayed a little, and pointed at Lewis with his cigarette. Whatever he was about to say didn’t make it from his mouth. Instead, he shook his head. The small movement suggested he’d seen it all before. Angry men with nowhere to focus that anger other than at other people. He flicked his barely smoked cigarette in Lewis’s direction. Swayed some more. ‘The answer’s no’ at the business end of your fist.’ He sniffed dismissively as if satisfied he’d 21put Lewis in his place. ‘Do us aww a favour, son, away hame. Get some help.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

            Evie – Then

         

         Evie barely slept for what remained of that first night in the hostel, and when she did, exhausted, her dreams were full of wailing, shadows and threat. She saw the street fight over and over again, the man on the ground, mouth open as if screams for help were lodged in his throat, his face smeared in black blood; then the other man lifting his knee high, and stamping on his head.

         In the background, a flickering street light and – just visible – the shade who’d later appeared on her bed.

         Then.

         Beside him, shimmering into view, was the young man who had just been the victim of the extreme violence she’d witnessed, a look of confusion etched onto his face.

         Over the years Evie had encountered many of the dead, most of whom portrayed the same loss and confusion she saw on the face of that victim, but she’d never encountered the sense of malice she felt from the other being.

         Vincent.

         Hate pulsed from him like dark electricity.

         Evie couldn’t help but feel that the older shade had been responsible; that without his malevolent presence the whole episode would have ended long before the fatal blow had been struck.

         Light filtered into the bedroom and her roommate turning under her covers stirred her further into wakefulness. She lay for a long moment, reluctant to move, her eyes heavy, her limbs aching and leaden, and the sense of fear that inhabited her sleep pressed her down onto her mattress.

         22And there was something else: an emptiness where her great-grandmother had always been.

         Geegee Barb, she sent out into the room, her mind bright with alarm. She couldn’t remember a time when her dead relative hadn’t been there. Where are you?

         Joan left the room, returning minutes later wrapped in towels.

         ‘You okay?’ she asked, peering down at Evie; a question about her roommate’s welfare that sounded grudging. ‘Did you get any sleep?’

         Evie heard the fatigue in the other woman’s voice and sensed her frustration at her own tiredness. And judging by her tone, Evie was getting the blame.

         ‘God,’ Evie exclaimed, and pushed herself up onto her elbows. ‘I get these dreams …’

         Joan studied her for a long moment. ‘You were proper screaming,’ she said. ‘It was disturbing.’ Pause. ‘Are you sure you’re okay? Should you be seeing a doctor or someone?’

         ‘Give me a break,’ Evie snapped. ‘What? You think I’m mental or something?’

         ‘No, I’m …’ Joan’s face pinked.

         Evie forced herself to calm down, but struggled to keep the irritation from her voice. ‘Look. I had a bad dream. That’s it. Happens to everyone.’

         ‘Right,’ Joan said as she deflected her own irritation into drying her hair with a towel. Very briskly. ‘We all get nightmares. But another night like that and you need to find another roommate. Or take a pill or something.’ She reached under her bed and pulled out a hairdryer. ‘Jeez,’ she added as if determined to get the last word.

         Then she paused, screwed her face up. ‘Sorry, I get cranky when I don’t sleep … What are we going to do about the cops?’ she asked, and judging by her uncertain tone and the way she crossed her arms as she spoke, she wanted nothing to do with the authorities.

         ‘We can’t just let that guy get away with murder,’ Evie said, aware that her own tone was just as uncertain as Joan’s. She’d had enough 23trauma of her own during the night, she wasn’t sure she could face speaking to police about the attack.

         Joan’s features relaxed, as if she’d read Evie’s uncertainty. ‘There were other people there. Let them come forward?’ She paused and cocked her head in question as something about Evie had caught her attention. ‘What the hell is that?’ she asked, her eyes drawn, as far as Evie could tell, to the area between her chin and chest. ‘Looks like …’ She leaned closer. ‘Did you cut yourself?’

         Evie patted her chest, and only then felt a stinging line across her throat.

         ‘What is it?’ She jumped out of bed with a sense of alarm.

         ‘There’s, like, a line, a cut on your neck.’ Joan nodded to the door, to a mirror there. ‘Have a look.’

         Evie stepped off her bed, moving towards the door, hesitant, made fearful by the tone of fright and wonder in Joan’s voice. As she went, she pulled the neck of her T-shirt down and in the weak light saw a weeping cut, blood beading from one side of her neck to the other.

         Her mouth dropped open in horror. Fear sparked in her gut, her heart, and her mind.

         ‘Oh my God …’

         The cut throbbed in time with her now rapid pulse.

         What on earth was that?

         With trembling fingers she traced the length of it, quite unable to allow her fingers to actually touch any part of the wound, as if it might burn her fingertips.

         Geegee Barb, she sent out, trembling, what is this? How could something like this happen? None of you have ever been able to touch me before. What is this? Panic surged through the chambers of her heart.

         Nothing. Barb was silent.

         During the night, when the shade first visited her, he had kissed her face, run his tongue across her neck … did that cause this wound to appear? Dear God, what else could he do to her?

         Barb, where are you? I need you.

         24A faint trail of perfume that faded like smoke.

         Bird, she finally heard. Look for a—

         The familiar voice and scent were cut off as suddenly as if she’d lost the use of smell and hearing. The room grew colder and Evie heard a frighteningly familiar voice from her left.

         The old bitch is gone. 

         Forever.

         I’ve marked you, Vincent said. You’re mine.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8

            Vincent – October 1687

         

         Vincent was a scrap of a boy when they came for his mother and sister. Short limbs attached by threads of muscles, topped by a mind that was unsure of itself, aware of how different he was from other people but always watching, copying, learning how he might fit in.

         Dawn was a suggestion over the distant hills when a heavy fist banged at the door to their tiny home, a sound that pulled Vincent and his thirteen-year-old sister Kirsten from sleep and into a waking nightmare.

         They clung together on their pallet on the floor, blinking up at a group of men who stood staring down at them as if they carried some sort of dreaded disease – all of whom were neighbours, all of whom until recently their little family had counted as friends. All of whom carried weapons – long knives or cudgels.

         Their home consisted of one room, with barely any space for the four of them, and suddenly it was crammed with people. Vincent recognised the man at the front for he was the local laird, William McDowell.

         Kirsten screamed.

         Her mother and father jumped from their bedding, and his mother ran to Kirsten and held her close.

         25‘What’s the meaning of this?’ Vincent’s father, Robert, demanded, and Vincent heard the weakness in his voice, the powerlessness in his tone, and despised him for it. There might have been more of them, and they all looked able and willing to use the weaponry in their grip, but he wished his father could have put up more of a fight.

         ‘She’s best freens wi’ the Devil,’ someone shouted.

         ‘She talks to the dead,’ another voice added.

         And all of them turned to look at Kirsten.

         And Vincent feared it was a truth that would lead to Kirsten’s death. Just a week earlier she reported to Vincent that she’d been talking to the widow McLaren the day before, while she fed the old woman’s chickens. White-faced she recounted how their old neighbour told her she and her mother would die before Halloween. The warning of her imminent death was bad enough, but the woman in question had herself died three months earlier.

         Unfortunately, she did this within the hearing of the minister, who then felt duty bound to report it to the authorities.

         ‘The women. They’re both under suspicion. Take them outside,’ McDowell ordered. ‘There’s nae room in here.’

         Kirsten and their mother were wrenched from the house in their nightwear. Vincent and his father followed, pushing their way through the throng to join them. And on the patch of bare earth outside their home Vincent saw a larger group waiting, holding lit brands. The combination of flames, smoke and hateful shouts was terrifying.

         The crowd was an angry beast of many voices, made up of men and woman; neighbours and strangers. One man coolly observed events from atop his horse. Even in the growing light, Vincent could see he was a young man of clear and determined gaze, wearing cloth of a weave far better than the sacking his and the other families were wearing.

         ‘That’s thon Cruel Lag,’ Vincent heard his father whisper, and his heart froze. The area had been full of gossip about Grierson of Lag these past years. He was vicious and cruel and had set about persecuting the Covenanters with a zeal that demonstrated he was a young man with a poisoned mind and heart.

         
             

         

         26Only two years previously he had overseen the capital punishment of a couple of women who had refused to bow down to the English form of prayer and prayer book as set by the English king, Charles I, preferring the Presbyterian method of worship. Grierson pronounced sentence and had them tied to a stake and drowned in the Solway, just down by Wigtown.

         Many whispered that his performance of piety was to disguise the fact he was himself in league with Satan, but because of his station in life no one was brave enough to publicly accuse him. An accusation that arose not simply from his vicious acts, but because when he frowned his brows came together in a horseshoe shape – a devil’s mark, to be sure.

         Then there was his faithful friend, a monkey called Major Weir: a name taken, it was said, from an infamous warlock who had been burned to death in Edinburgh. Why would anyone keep such a beast and name him
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