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For Jack and Kate Deam, soul travellers and Earth warriors both. Love you, my dear friends.
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PROLOGUE
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‘Chosen.’

I hear it, crystal clear from within the fog, only a few feet away. That unmistakable timbre. My heart leaps and Thor’s expression changes to fearful wonder.

‘Tanz . . . ? Did you . . . ?’

I touch his arm. ‘Shhhhh . . .’

We both sit in silence and wait. Surrounded by impenetrable mist in the crisp, cold air, it becomes apparent that all birdsong has stopped, everything has stopped. Perfect, unbroken stillness. Then the voice once more.

‘Come.’

I stand in answer and so does Thor. ‘Are you hearing him in Icelandic or English, Thor?’

He whispers back. ‘Icelandic. You?’

‘English.’

‘Fuck.’

I take Thor’s hand and lead him to the rowan tree. The plate has gone. So has the pendant.

I put my fingers to my lips and we stand in reverent silence together until he speaks again.

‘With thanks, Chosen and Thor. It is time. Follow.’

My heart leaps in my chest like a startled rabbit. Thor tightens his grip.

Despite the fog, we can see a shadow ahead. Both of us. We shouldn’t be able to see it but we do. It radiates light, but dark light, if that’s possible. It moves away from us and a shadowy arm indicates a direction.

‘Follow.’

Hand in hand, we do as we’re told and follow the shadow into the deepest fog.
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XIU

[image: ]
ALMOST A WEEK EARLIER

When Sheila and I arrive at the mansion flat in Hampstead, it’s already dark outside, even though it’s barely 5 p.m. The flat itself is flippin’ beautiful. Sheila lives in a fair-sized studio room in Crouch End that’s decorated like the inside of a particularly flamboyant gypsy caravan, a style she carries on into her own attire. I have my bigger, but still modest, rented flat up towards Alexandra Palace with a tiny back garden and a looming end-of-contract headache. But this? This is the Sistine Chapel of apartments, if the Sistine Chapel had lush cream carpets deeper than Saltwell Park Lake. Bo, who owns the place, is Chinese and I’d say around forty years old, though I can’t properly tell as there looks like more than a smattering of Botox going on there. He has close-cropped glossy hair and wears a cashmere roll-neck sweater and very expensive trousers. He smells like heaven in a spicy tobacco and Tuscan leather way and has a perfectly clipped English accent. He gets us both to take off our shoes and leads us through the vaulted hallway into the posh as hell living room, with its cream walls and crimson cushions. Nearby, three separate flames are dancing in a gorgeous wood-and-musk-scented candle that looks to be the size of a window cleaner’s bucket, and almost definitely cost as much as last week’s rent. My rent, I mean. I can’t imagine Bo ever having to pay rent; he’s a famous interior designer and has worked for people so rich they’ve never even seen a Vauxhall Corsa. He doesn’t rent things, he buys them.

Sheila, my favourite fifty-something psychic medium, is looking around the place in absolute awe. Bo motions us towards a massive sofa that looks too new to sit on and as we both park ourselves, he nods and settles into a cream leather reading chair. Sheila smiles at him and kicks off the conversation. I always let her start because she’s much more experienced in ghost-busting than I am.

‘So, what can we do for you, Bo? You said on the phone that some strange things have been happening?’

Bo looks nervous. I’ve seen him on TV and he doesn’t usually look anything but warm and unruffled. He clears his throat.

‘First of all, I just have to reiterate, this has to stay a private matter, is that okay? I don’t want any of my, erm, fans thinking I’ve gone mad.’

‘Of course, darlin’. We’re not blabbermouths, are we, Tanz?’

I smile reassuringly.

‘No, of course. We’re very discreet.’

I have to work hard not to blink as I say this. Drunk me is the least discreet person on planet earth but I resolve there and then that I’ll take this one to my grave.

‘So, like I said, things have been moving about. I’ve lived here two years and until a few months ago it was a peaceful haven. Now it feels . . . well . . . angry when I come through the door. And then I’ll be sitting watching TV and something will literally move. An ornament or a cup. Not far but enough to creep the hell out of me.’

The TV that Bo is referring to has a huge slimline screen that takes up most of the wall. It must be like being in a cinema when he switches it on. I’m getting serious life-envy right now. I want to live here and watch that telly with a giant glass of vino in my hand. Preferably white because I’d be shit scared of red wine staining the carpet. I wouldn’t care about the spooks; I’d ask them to join me but keep quiet. I decide to pipe up again before I swallow my jealous tongue.

‘Has anything changed in the past few months, Bo? If it only started recently, it may be that you’ve annoyed “someone”.’

His smooth little face suddenly registers alarm, as much as the Botox will allow.

‘Oh, erm . . . not that I can remember. I did put some clutter away when the carpet fitters came. That’s all I can think of.’

As he speaks, his clipped vowels almost as sharp as his precise haircut, something catches my attention on the windowsill to the left of Bo. I nudge Sheila, who looks towards the bud vase which is now slowly edging itself forwards. Bo catches my eye and glances behind him just as the crystal trinket launches itself past his head and into the deep-pile carpet at his feet. He yelps, mutters something in his native tongue, then after ten seconds of us all staring at the unharmed vase in wonder, he jumps up and runs towards the kitchen.

‘I need a drink!’

I am so impressed with this little display of ‘look at me, I’m here’ that I burst out laughing and Sheila joins me. I give a tiny round of applause.

‘I don’t know who you are but that was impressive! Bravo. And you didn’t even break anything.’

Sheila squints her eyes then turns to me. ‘You see anything?’

‘No, just a slight heat haze by the window. Whoever it is isn’t very tall. What are you seeing?’

Just then Bo returns with a tray, balancing three of the most beautiful champagne flutes in existence on it, along with a silver bucket containing a pretty fucking expensive bottle of plonk. I nod at him in admiration. This man definitely has the life I’m supposed to be living.

‘Bo, Tanz is right. It’s a lady, she’s not very tall, she looks a bit like you but she’s much older and she’s got a right face on her. You’ve pissed her off. She’s got . . . Oh, look, she’s got a lily in her hair.’

It’s all he can do to set the tray down without dropping it when he hears this. I’m primed and ready to lunge and catch the bottle, but luckily everything makes it onto the cream marble table safe and sound. He looks to Sheila in absolute wonder then goes to a Heal’s sideboard; I know it’s Heal’s because I saw the exact same one on his show and was scandalized at how much anyone could charge for something you’re probably going to store Sellotape, string and old batteries in. He looks through the bottom drawer and pulls out a framed photo. He hands it to Sheila.

‘Is this who you can see?’

It’s a black-and-white photo of a lady with an inscrutable face who does indeed look like Bo, with a lily pinned into her hair. I think her eyes are naughty. Sheila nods and gives an impressed whistle.

‘This is exactly her, though she’s definitely older now. Who is it?’

Bo begins to fill the flutes with fizzy nectar.

‘That’s my Aunt Xiu. My parents died when I was very young and she brought me up. She made sure I had the best education in Beijing. She was a no-nonsense woman, mostly kind but a bit harsh. I’d always wanted to come to London and so I left her when I was eighteen to go to the Royal College of Art.’

He hands us both a foaming flute.

‘She died when I was twenty. I used to write to her but hadn’t seen her for nearly two years. I felt so bad.’

I take a sip. It’s delicious. ‘So why do you think she’s pissed off now? It’s a long time since she died.’

He sits again.

‘I’m not sure but when I had the place revamped, I put her photo in the drawer, and put all the remnants of my childhood up into the loft. They didn’t go with the décor, you see. I got some new stuff imported.’ He points to an opulent-looking red-and-white mask on the wall. I know it’s a Jing mask, from the Chinese opera; we learned about them in drama school.

‘I haven’t forgotten my past but I like to live in the now. And that might be why she’s upset.’

Sheila sips thoughtfully, then cocks her head. I can see a heat haze in the air close to her left ear. She shakes her head at Bo.

‘She’s saying something about your name, love. Keeps saying “name, name” and pointing at you.’

He exhales sharply and takes a gulp.

‘Oh God.’

‘She’s saying something, I can’t quite make it out. Starts with an H.’ I can see the shape of a small woman now, next to Sheila. Yes, she has a stern look on her face but she exudes something else. There’s another layer to her. It’s fascinating. Bo is open-mouthed and waffling, trying to justify himself to the dead Chinese aunt who is whispering purposefully to Sheila. I can tell from here that his perfectly manicured hand is shaking as he pours more champagne.

‘My name is really Haruto, but it’s such an old-fashioned name and I’ve always gone as Bo since I arrived in England. So a few months ago I officially changed it by deed poll to Bo. It just made sense . . . I didn’t mean to offend Xiu. I mean, she’d been dead a LONG time by then . . .’

‘Love, she says her brother named you after a long line of men in the family and her own father’s name was Haruto. She was very disappointed when you buried your past. She thinks you should be proud of it.’

Bo bows his head. ‘I’m sorry, Auntie.’

I’m actually quite shocked by all of this, as in his TV show he leans pretty heavily on his heritage, but it turns out at home he tries to hide it. Actually, though, that gives me an idea.

‘Bo, I know what’ll help this. Have you got anything to hand from your childhood? A little thing that ties in with Xiu bringing you up?’

He thinks for a moment then stands.

‘There are a few things upstairs. Just a minute.’

He exits and Sheila nods at me.

‘She’s very upset to be forgotten. Likes you, though.’

‘And I like her. Back in a tick.’ I scoop up the unbroken little crystal bud vase and pop into the kitchen. There’s a huge flower arrangement just by the living-room door so as I walk back with water in the vase, I pluck out a flower and take it over to that ludicrously expensive sideboard. It’s starkly empty on there anyway, so Sheila gets up to add the photo of Xiu right in the middle. I sit the vase beside it and slip in the white-and-yellow lily. There are plenty of luscious candles of varying sizes dotted around the place, so I take a small one in a clay pot that’s already lit from the mantelpiece and place it on the other side of the photo. It casts a lovely light across Xiu’s face. Just then Bo returns and hands Sheila a tiny piece of carved jade. It’s a dragon. Bo smiles.

‘My aunt gave it to me, said it was my mother’s. I didn’t put that away, it’s always by my bed.’

Sheila nods and places it in front of the photo.

‘There you go, love. A bit of a shrine to your aunt. The woman who brought you up and was so proud of you. A woman who deserves to be honoured and not hidden away. You can add whatever you like to it, as an offering. She was sad you wanted to forget her.’

Bo’s eyes fill with tears.

‘I’m sorry, Auntie. I felt so guilty not seeing you before you died. I think I tried to bury all thoughts of it. I shouldn’t have done that. Thank you for everything.’

He puts his hands together in supplication, says something in Chinese, then bows to the picture.

I see the shadow of a little Chinese woman clap her hands together in satisfaction then ruffle Bo’s hair, with no effect whatsoever. Sheila grins at me, then at Bo.

‘As long as you keep talking to her, I think she’ll be all right now.’

Bo sighs with relief. ‘Right, well, I for one need more champagne. Will you join me and we can toast my aunt? I need to say thank you.’

It’s becoming apparent that Bo rather likes his plonk. A man after my own heart. If I was as successful as he is, my kitchen would be piled up with very expensive alcohol. I’d also have a TV exactly like his.

As more drinks are poured, I see the heat haze move towards me, and suddenly there’s a voice in my head. I know she’s speaking Chinese but I also simultaneously translate what she’s saying in that tinkling yet wise voice.

‘Journey coming. Secrets. Things that are hidden.’

I hold out my glass to Bo.

Interesting.
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NANNA’S LIVING ROOM
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Bo was very, very happy with us and, bolstered by a second bottle of extremely nice champers, he handed us an envelope with more cash in it than we would ever dare charge. For good measure he put us in a cab to his favourite cocktail place, the Lady Caroline, which is only fifteen minutes’ walk away, but who was going to say no to a taxi?

I bloody love it in here. The wallpaper and carpets are exactly the same as photographs of my nanna’s flat in the early seventies, the armchairs are also vintage and a bit knackered, the retro music is brilliant and the cocktails are simply off the scale. Backed up by the envelope of cash, Sheila and I have ordered different pricey cocktails to compare. Sheila’s has steam coming off it and tastes like a cherry sour. Mine is creamy and reminds me of an eggnog with a shot of sex in it. I need another one. Well, after all that champagne, ‘need’ is probably pushing it, but flippin’ heck it’s delicious.

I lean back in my seat and smile at my friend. ‘That one was your win, Sheila. You could actually see her.’

‘Oh, darling, I may have seen her but she bloody loved you. She felt an affinity with you in some way.’

‘How exciting. I love that. And he was so sweet, wasn’t he? Though a bit of a bloody fraud on embracing his Chinese heritage all over the telly. It’s like he got rid of the real stuff from his past life and replaced it with the Amazon Prime version.’

‘Don’t underestimate the power of a buggered-up childhood.’

‘I know. But still . . . Nice champagne . . . He’s got my life, Sheils.’

She laughs, then appraises me from above the rim of her glass.

‘You’ve not said much about Neil recently.’

Neil, my serial-killer-loving policeman sort-of boyfriend from St Albans, is suddenly thrust rudely into my consciousness.

‘Oh, mate, not tonight. I’m feeling so happy, and these cocktails are hitting the spot right now.’

‘Okay, but until your play was on at the Old Red Lion you were really into him, weren’t you?’

‘MegalAdonis.’ A few months ago now, and I bloody loved it. I finally directed a play, my best friend’s show no less; and with three lovely actors from a previous terrible show that we thankfully aborted before it got in front of an audience and made idiots of us all. I made very little money from MegalAdonis, as bloody expected, but we had a ball. Unfortunately, there was something about Neil coming to see it on the last night and me having to ‘look after’ him, when all I wanted to do was flit and chat, that caused a clash in our worlds. He’d seen it on the first night and held my left hand, while Milo, the writer and my best mate, sat on the other side and held my right one, and it had been sweet. Those two had had nice chats and all was right with the world. But after that final night, when I felt a bit trapped, my ardour suddenly cooled. I’d fought to keep things going, as he’s such a lovely person and I thought maybe I was just a bit down after the mad time I’d had at the Cross Bones Graveyard, but I’ve only really seen him once a fortnight since, and last night I told him over the phone that I wanted to take a proper break to ‘reassess’. He sounded crestfallen and I felt really bloody guilty. Trust Sheila to pick up on it. I explain it all to her over another drink, while seventies bangers ring out from the jukebox.

‘What a shame, Tanz, I liked him. And I mean, many actors’ partners aren’t in the business. Maybe it’s a good balance.’

‘Yeah, maybe. But right now, I’m not sure. I feel very confused, and I don’t want to hurt him any more than I have to.’

She nods. ‘Well, as long as you know what you’re doing.’

‘As if I ever know what I’m doing.’

As I say this, her eyes rise to a spot behind me and I turn to see a very tall man with shoulder-length wavy hair. He has a double chin and a rather plump belly, is in the kind of flowing shirt you’d see Lord Byron sporting, and is about to put two drinks down on our table. They’re a repeat of the cocktails we’re already drinking and he’s smiling broadly.

‘Sorry, ladies, I was sitting over there with my friend and I couldn’t help noticing the incredible women with the beautiful auras. I had to bring you over another drink.’

I glance to where he’s pointing and see a younger, shy-looking soul with a pint in front of him and perfectly shiny, straight, long dark hair. His skin looks like alabaster from here. He’s simply beautiful. They actually look like a pair of ill-disguised father/son vampires and I’m disgusted by my immediate attraction to them. The one standing next to me, who seems extraordinarily confident considering he’s the less beautifully maned, much older version of his friend, twinkles at me, and I notice the green tint in his eyes. He leans towards me and sniffs audibly.

‘You smell incredible.’

Fuck me, maybe he’s an actual vampire. I nod, attempting to seem unruffled, glad I wore my new perfume tonight.

‘Thank you. What’s your accent? I don’t recognize it.’

‘Oh, sorry, of course, introductions. My name is Einar and I’m Icelandic. My friend over there is Julio, he’s Spanish. And you?’

He has a way of looking at you like no one else exists. But more than that, the energy that comes from him is indescribable. Plus, he’s a fucking giant. It’s actually all so overpowering I’m finding it hard to breathe properly.

‘I’m Tanz, I’m a Geordie. And this is Sheila. We’ve just been working, so this is our wind-down.’

‘So what do you do, ladies?’

Sheila half smiles at him. ‘We’re a pair of witches, sweetheart, so best be careful.’

He throws his head back and emits a hearty guffaw. ‘My kind of women!’

He then crinkles his eyes at me and begins to move off.

‘Enjoy your evening, northern witch.’

For a fleeting second I wonder if he’s spiked the drinks. Then it occurs to me that he was rather too loud and expansive to have drugged our cocktails, as everyone in the bar would know he’d done it. Sheila and I both lift our drinks to him, and he and his friend do the same with their almost-empty glasses. Then we turn away, and Sheila shakes her head.

‘Watch him, love. Far too cocky for his own good.’

‘You reckon?’

‘Of course I reckon. He’s nowhere near your league but he thinks he’s six tiers above it. He’s also got a lot of charisma. Old-school charm. They’re the bloody worst.’

I start to giggle, then she joins in. I steal a glance at Einar and he’s watching us, also laughing, unaware that he’s the cause of our mirth.

‘I think he’s sexy. He’s so tall and frazzled round the edges. He looks like he’s lived.’

‘What, like a frayed rug that needs throwing out has lived?’

‘Wow, Sheila. Talk about brutal.’

She grins at me, the drink now fuzzying her face. ‘Just looking out for my mate.’

‘Aw, aren’t you sweet?’

Her eyes dart up again and suddenly there is Einar once more, teeth glinting at us. The silent, beautiful one is standing behind him, slipping a black leather jacket over his shoulders. Einar offers a small piece of folded, lined paper.

‘I have to go now. But your energy is astounding. I would love to talk to you about anything and everything before I leave the country, so here you are.’

He drops the paper in my hand, smiles at both of us, then exits with his friend, who gives a tiny shy smile as he closes the door behind him. I open up the paper. It’s a phone number and the words We were meant to meet.

I show Sheila and she shakes her head. ‘What a dickhead. I’d throw that bloody thing in the bin.’

I fold the paper twice more, into the tiniest square, then slip it into the back of my purse. I’m far too intrigued to throw it. What a strange, interesting man.
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I’m very restive when I get home and not as drunk as I thought I’d be, which is probably because of the sugar in tonight’s drinks, plus all of the evening’s shenanigans, ghostly and not so ghostly. So I elect to put on a film, cuddle my sleek, black, feline right-hand woman, Inka, and try to forget about the text I just received from Neil, expressing no wish to pressure me but saying he just wanted to let me know he still thinks I’m ‘amazing’.

With the lamps and candles lit and a peppermint tea in front of me, I begin to slip comfortably out of consciousness in front of the TV, head lolling to the side, as Inka snuggles on my lap, purring like an idling combine harvester. Just as I’m winking out completely I could swear I hear Frank, my dead but definitely not departed Geordie mate, whisper something in my ear. It sounds like ‘Hoodoo Funk’. What the bloody hell is ‘Hoodoo Funk’, Frank, you weirdo? As expected, I hear nothing else. He’s hit and run as per. But next thing I know, I’m not in my living room any more.

Suddenly I’m standing near a cliff edge at night. The sky is amazingly clear but I have no idea where I am and it’s bloody freezing. There’s a man lurking right by the drop; he’s bearded, probably a little older than me, and wearing what looks like a massive fisherman’s jumper. He’s staring over the edge with a blank look on his face, not moving a muscle. I wonder what he’s feeling, but all at once get a strong sense that I really don’t want to go there; he has secrets and hidden depths that aren’t pleasant. I just hope he’s not about to kill himself. I’m aware that I’m in a dream, but dream or not, I don’t want to witness a suicide. Just then I catch a movement from the corner of my eye, and about twenty feet away a shadow emerges from behind some scrubby bushes. I can’t see a face on the shadow-person shape, just long hair and a tall build. This one’s interesting because I’m fucking frozen while wearing what feels like a big fat cardigan and boots, but they seem to just be wearing trousers and a long shirt of some kind. For reasons I also can’t fathom, I have no sense of the sex or intention of this figure; they’re made of shadow and mystery, which is partly scary and partly exciting. As I stand here, feeling my fingertips go numb, there’s a noise. A note from a horn – a giant horn made of bone is what I feel – which starts low and quiet, but quickly builds. It’s deep and melancholic and extremely magical. Goosebumps begin to spring up on my arms as the note continues to sound, then I gasp as the head of the shadowy figure moves, and suddenly I see eyes made of light that matches the stars above me, boring straight into my soul. And at that moment I’m so scared, I leg it.

In the real world, what that means is I wake up with a huge start that sees my legs kicking into the air and Inka letting out a frightened squeak as she launches herself out of the room, leaving a bunch of very impressive punctures in the skin above my knee. The scratches quickly produce blood and I hurry to the bathroom to get some raw TCP on a cotton ball; TCP is the cure-all in my universe and I welcome the sting. I don’t blame Inka for this, incidentally. She rarely exposes her claws so I must have really scared her. Once I’m done, I put a plaster over the cuts, then go to the kitchen to get a glass of wine for me and a cat treat for Inka. She’ll not hide under my bed for long, and will expect compensation for what happened on her return.

Back in the living room I put on some soothing music and shout out for Frank with my mind. He doesn’t answer, the bugger, so I’ll have to ask him later. I’m not oblivious to the fact that the shadowy man in my dream had long hair, just like those attractive vampires we met in the bar. Maybe what I just saw was connected to that, especially considering my rather extreme reaction to that Einar fella. I actually got breathless around him. Sheila was right, he was cocky, but he was also twinkly and unfathomable and had intriguing eyes. His weightiness, which made me think he must love his booze and his food, just added to the allure. I’ve never snogged such a big lad before and it’s very bad that I’m thinking about him like this, because it means I’m already moving on from Neil and he’s done absolutely nothing wrong. Maybe I’m just bloody nuts. Don’t narcissists go off people in the blink of an eye? Am I a fucking narcissist now?

I dig the square of paper from the deepest recesses of my purse and unfold it. It’s no big deal if I save the number in my phone, is it? I mean, it doesn’t mean I’ll message him. I type in his name and the digits and press ‘save’. I have absolutely no intention of saying anything to him, so am as surprised as anybody when I find myself typing the words . . .

Nice to meet you, Einar. Thank you for the drink.

The reply comes back scandalously quickly.

Thank you for smelling incredible and filling the whole room with light. Come to dinner tomorrow.

Of course I’m not going to dinner with him tomorrow. That would be madness.
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I am absolutely bricking it. I shouldn’t be here. I mean, I haven’t ‘technically’ completely broken up with Neil, have I? I’m just getting some ‘space’. It’s a gorgeous old pub called The Holly Bush, all wood and leather and expensive matt paint. My heart’s pounding and my hands are clammy as I stand at the bar, and the way my knees are shaking it becomes evident that if I don’t sit down in a minute, I may faint. Just then Einar comes through the door and his smile makes all the wall lamps brighter. The place is pretty full, but he seems to have swung what is, in my opinion, the prime spot. It’s a small round table with two seats opposite each other, right in front of the pub’s open fire, which has a fire guard in front of it – probably a good idea while I’m feeling so faint.

He pulls out my seat for me, then perches on the other, everything in this world obviously too small for him. Hanging his jacket over the back of his chair, he reveals a fitted black shirt and black jeans, with a large silver ankh around his neck. I can see a little of his chest and it’s mostly hairless and smooth. I try not to stare but he notices.

‘The ankh. Egyptian sign for life. I am a devotee of living life to its fullest. How about you?’

‘Well, I’m here, aren’t I, so I’m not dead yet.’

‘That’s not what I meant. What would you like to drink? You like champagne?’

I laugh, trying to sound earthy and not shrill. ‘Of course.’

He waves to a barman, who comes over with menus and winks at Einar, who must have been here before.

‘What can I do for you, my Viking friend?’

‘Bottle of the Perrier-Jouët, please, while we look at the menus.’

I love Perrier-Jouët. I smile at him as he hands me the menu.

‘I do love life, Einar. But it’s not easy to feel carefree all the time. There’s always something to worry about.’

He nods. ‘Worries are always hanging about, Tanz, but we can live like kings anyway. Be free!’

There is something about this man. He’s huge and full of enthusiasm and his accent is so interesting. Also, the timbre of his voice is deeply lyrical. It seems to resonate in the centre of my soul. That said, he’s also a bit full of himself and if I don’t bear that in mind, I will surely regret it. I know this is lust for me, and I’m a bloody nightmare when I really fancy someone. He does have a delectable mouth, though, and it’s making my senses prickle. I stare at the menu to try to stop myself from watching his lips. He has a cupid’s bow, which is very pink and young-looking, contrasting with the thinning shoulder-length hair and the drinker’s nose, which is a strong shape but definitely has the thread veins of a man who likes a lot of booze. As a shallow actress this would usually put me off, but with him, no, not at all. He’s a true character. And now I’m beginning to wonder how his skin smells. Shit.

I spot Padrón peppers on the menu. I know I won’t be able to eat a proper meal in front of this one-off man, so I suggest a bowl of those to share and put my menu down. He calls the waiter again and orders my peppers, plus a bunch of other tapas-type dishes we can pick at. Nothing too heavy. The champagne arrives almost immediately and Einar fills our flutes to the top, eyes glinting as the froth doesn’t quite overbrim. This man tips the glasses. He ‘knows’.

‘Salute.’

‘Salute to you. Good champagne choice.’

He narrows his eyes at me, like he’s wondering what I think of him.

‘I hope that wasn’t presumptuous; I feel like I know you. A witch and a wizard in the same room. We’re lucky all the electricity doesn’t blow.’

‘You’re a silver-tongued sod, aren’t you?’

‘Many good things have been said about my tongue. Silver or not.’

My cheeks grow hot. He truly couldn’t give a fuck what he says and yes, he rather fancies himself and his intensity should be a red flag the size of a W7 bus, but frankly, I don’t care in the slightest.

‘So how come you think you’re a wizard then?’

‘Magic. There’s magic everywhere in Iceland. I feel it, and I hone it. I make things happen for myself, and for others, and the energy from it helps me live my life to the absolute maximum. There is no point being timid about who you are and what you want. We’re here for the blink of an eye. And as for magic, who fucking cares if some people don’t believe in it. They miss out and we benefit.’

‘I don’t think of magic as a way to power, you bloody heathen. It’s there to help others.’

‘Of course it is, but you are a person too. You also have to help yourself.’

I’m pretty sure Fagin sings a song about that in Oliver. I actually find Einar’s honesty refreshing. If he was some cockney estate agent, maybe not, but his accent and veneer of glamour make me giddy.

As I sip more, he tells me about his life in Iceland (he’s here on business with his computer firm) and I get the strongest feeling I’ve known him for ever. Of course, I sound like a wanker saying this, but it’s true, it’s not just him feeling that connection; his energy is contagious. Within a very short time I’m laughing my head off. We nibble at the small plates of food but mostly we drink and we chat. I’ve never met anyone from Iceland before; his voice lulls me, and when he laughs he looks like a naughty schoolboy. He says he loves his job and the travel that goes with it. People in England never really admit to loving anything. They ‘like’ things, they sort-of enjoy things. They never seem to devour life like it’s a giant, greasy goose leg, as he does. After food we graduate to a leather banquette. Suddenly I’m sitting close to him, and his cheeky smile actually makes me feel rather feral. I can smell him now. Warmth radiates from him, amplifying his clean hair.

‘Are you wearing aftershave?’

He winks. ‘Aha. Yes, it’s a unisex scent that you can only get from Reykjavík. Subtle but effective. You like?’

I’m fighting the urge to bite his neck, he smells so good.

‘Yes, it’s quite . . . effective . . .’

He laughs, leans forward, then leans back again.

‘Oops. I nearly kissed you then,’ he says.

Please don’t judge me, I’m feeling rather squiffy now and I beam at him.

‘Oh dear. Maybe I should kiss you first, then you won’t feel so bad.’

He looks surprised and not displeased as I lean forward and touch my lips to that irresistible cupid’s bow. His kiss is as soft as any I’ve ever experienced, but it feels like there’s something behind it. Something huge and unquantifiable. The rush I feel as I taste his tongue is, to put it mildly, ‘unladylike’. We break off for a few seconds, then I kiss him again and, worried that I might actually lose control here in front of everyone, I lean away and take a sip from my drink. When I look back at him, he stares searchingly into my eyes, and his serious face makes me laugh. Then he gets up and goes to the bar, returning moments later and handing me my coat.

‘Come.’

I leave the rest of my drink and stand. He’s obviously paid. I slip on my jacket like a good little girl and as we leave the bar, he takes my hand and leads me along the road.

‘Let me show you where I’m staying. When you virtually run the company, they treat you right. Plus, I have wine. Good wine!’

He suddenly stops, leans forward and this time he kisses me. My arms don’t even stretch the whole way round him as I hold him and the kiss goes on far longer than is decent in public. The rest of the walk is a short blur before we’re entering a flat, the whole first floor of a house that’s down a pretty, quiet side street. Inside it’s all dark blue, black and gold. Opulent but also comfy. Not as gobsmackingly big as Bo’s place, but certainly lovely, and I’d probably give a couple of my less important toes to live here.

As soon as we’re in the living room, he lights lamps and candles. There’s one particular lamp which is a crow holding a lightbulb that I covet and make a note of as something I’m determined to own. Then I sit back on the large black velvet couch as Einar places two glasses on the low table before us and pours from a very cold bottle of Sancerre. He then presses a button that fills the room with music, the kind of old blues that makes you want to drink bourbon and smoke a cigar, though of course I’d vomit if I actually did that. Instead, I raise my glass to Einar, who has now sat himself closer than he has to on such a big sofa. Two sips in and he takes my glass from me and puts that cupid’s bow against my lips once more. The electric shock is something else. I have this strange buzzing in the middle of my brain, sexy bees or maybe horny wasps, and my stomach has melted. The kiss gets deeper and then he moves back and pulls his shirt over his head. His chest is wide and smooth with a tiny smattering of hairs and of course the ankh, and his face is a mask of impishness. He has everything but my underwear off
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