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    This one is for the group: Alan, Helen, Jacqui, John, Marie, Mark, Peter, Rachel, Sal, Stevie, Susie, Tess, Tracy, Yvonne; and, of course, Shirley and the rest of the staff.
 
 
Thank you to Maria D'Antonio-Reich and, always, Kay Gardner.
 
 
A special thank you to Getcovers for their striking cover design.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Author's Note
This story was initially serialised on my website Walking Shadow Tales. The short stories there are inspired by monthly prompts provided by my writing group. Due to the restricted length of our meetings, I try to keep my writing short (around 2,000 words).
But as any author will tell you, sometimes the story refuses to be constrained so. In those instances, I tend to spill one story over several months. The challenge is trying to keep the story coherent when not knowing what the next prompt will be.
This is why I have combined and refined the instalments into one volume. Some original sections have been omitted and others added. I hope you have as much fun reading it as I had writing it.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue: Billie
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The last moments of Billie’s life were filled with doubt and disbelief.

Her lungs ached and her legs burned as she pounded along the tow path. She flicked her head to look behind her. Nothing there. She stopped, bending over with her hands on her thighs as she struggled to catch her breath.

Where was Lita? she thought. They’d been inseparable for ten years. Why would she be absent just when Billie needed her?

A hissing noise came from behind her. She turned and spotted something flutter in the air. A swirl of dark mist, only a dozen feet from her.

Billie took off in the opposite direction, her heart thundering against her ribs. The canal to her left and the high wall to her right gave her only one way to run. A bridge crossed the waterway in another half mile. When she reached it she could gain access to the road and, with luck, other people. There was safety in numbers, wasn’t there?

A glance behind showed that the curling smoke was closer, gaining on her. She willed her legs to move faster, to stretch farther, but she was already exhausted. Only adrenaline kept her moving.

Pain flared across her back, too sudden for her to yell out. Her strength gave out and she crumbled to the muddy ground. The insistent hissing surrounded her, befuddling her sense of direction.

Determined to flee her aggressor, she fought to regain her footing. Another stab of agony pierced her shoulder and she staggered sideways. Her feet passed from the worn path to damp grass. The dancing smoke pressed closer, lunged at her. She jumped back, out of its reach, away from the path, away from the grass verge.

There was a second of disorientation as her feet found no ground, and then she was falling. Hitting the surface of the canal felt like striking concrete but the water soon accepted her, leaching from her all warmth and dragging her down. She gargled on the filthy liquid, spitting out what she could. Her sodden clothes were heavy, heavier than anything should be, and the rank water coated her hair. Her arms and legs thrashed as she tried to stop herself from sinking. Debris caught her ankle and held tight, denying her freedom.

Her head was above the surface but the cold was seeping into her bones, draining her strength and willpower. It would be so easy to let go, to sleep. To find peace.

No!

While there was breath in her body, she would fight to stay alive. She filled her lungs with the rancid air, closed her eyes and plunged under the water. Her hands fumbled down her leg, searching for what ensnared her. She was caught in a metal object, a forgotten pram or discarded shopping trolley. Something sharp opened a gash in her palm. She powered through, testing the trap for a means of escape.

Her chest burned. She needed air. She shot up, and drew in another deep breath. The hissing noise was louder still. She wiped water from her eyes. The eddying smoke floated around her, surrounding her. An unseen hand grabbed the back of her head, bunching her hair into a tight knot and forcing her under the surface.

She bucked and writhed as pain filled her head but the hold on her was unyielding. When the air in her lungs grew stale, she reflexively blew it out and took in the putrid canal water. Heaviness filled her chest, the back of her eyes. She could not tell up from down, left from right. Coherent thoughts abandoned her until there was nothing but pain and darkness.

And then...

From above the canal, Billie looked down at her floating body. The smoke had dissipated and her physical form was still, her expression serene.

So this is what it’s like to be a ghost.

There was no anger, no despair, just a cool acceptance of her fate. Lita had already taught her that death was not the end of existence – now she was free to explore the world on a different level of consciousness.

A hissing sound filled her ghostly ears as an ethereal smoke swirled in the air. The smoke folded onto itself, compacting until it became the solid form of a body carved from a nightmare. Horns sprouted from its head. The scarlet torso was muscular and scarred. Long legs ended in cloven feet.

The creature smiled with evil intent and reached out a taloned hand.

The last moments of Billie’s afterlife were filled with pain and terror.
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One: Wake
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With the rigid seat of the pew causing his rear to go numb, Ewan Holmwood listened as the priest delivered cold facts of his cousin’s life. There were a few anecdotes included, no doubt shared by Billie’s mum, but none that penetrated the essence of the person he had known.

On top of this, the vicar’s talk of God made him as uncomfortable as the wooden seating. His science-inclined mind valued provable theories and measurable data.

‘As a child,’ the priest droned, ‘Billie was wonderfully creative and was known to spend hours playing with imaginary playmates.’

In the row before him, Billie’s mother, Julia, issued a long sob. Ewan’s own mum, Beverley, placed an arm around her sister’s shoulder. Ewan was only two years older than his cousin and had never known Billie’s father. Her parentage was never discussed and Julia had been single for as long as he could remember.

‘Though she has left this world too soon,’ the sermon went on, ‘Billie will be remembered by her mother and family.’ He closed his book and Snow Patrol’s Chasing Cars was piped through the PA system.

And that was that. Twenty-six years wrapped up in less minutes. It seemed so unfair.

Steeped in melancholy, he followed the mourners as they shuffled from the room and spotted a woman he had never seen before standing by the entrance. Dark hair which fell to her shoulders, darker eyes and an expression of grief
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