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Prologue

I was flagging by the time I got to the main
part of the village.

Man, I needed to work out more.

All thoughts of exercise were completely
wiped from my mind, however, as I turned the corner onto Main
Street.

I was hoping that what I’d seen from my
balcony would turn out to be something completely different –
something innocent – but it was exactly as I feared.

People were everywhere, pointing at the
building, screaming… a car had even stopped in the middle of the
street, the driver half-in and half-out of the door, his mouth
gaping open as he took in the horrific sight before him.

I bent over, suddenly winded.

“Are you alright, dear?”

I looked up to see Mr and Mrs Clawfoot
staring at me. Taking a deep breath, I tried to get a grip. Now was
not the time to wimp out. “Has anyone phoned 999?”

“Oh, I don’t know… I expect-”

I cut Mr Clawfoot off. “Do it. Now.” I
didn’t wait for an answer as I ran towards the building.

A man tried to stop me, holding his arms out
and blocking my way. I didn’t recognise him. “Hey, where do you
think you’re going, honey?”

“Don’t call me honey! And get out of my
way!” Despite his huge frame and apparent strength, he must have
heard something in my voice, because he stepped aside and let me
through.

I heard him yell, “You’re crazy!” as I ran
off, but I paid no attention.

No one was venturing this close to the
building, and I was completely on my own. I tried to open the doors
but the huge metal slabs of steel wouldn’t budge, and I was
horrified to feel how hot the handles were when I touched them.

I was considering ringing Will – I just
didn’t know what else to do – when I spotted a spectre lurking
around the side of the building.

It was Edward. “Beth! The back!”

I raced around to meet him, not giving a
single thought to the potential consequences as I ran over to the
now-open door.

Smoke immediately came billowing out, making
me cough and wheeze.

For the first time since entering Main
Street, the sound of screaming reached my ears.

Holding my breath, I went in.


Chapter One

The past eleven months or so hadn’t been the
easiest for me, what with finding out about my real family, nearly
dying, realising I could see dead people, nearly dying again, and
basically just having a pretty crap time. I’d been worried about
spiralling down into a deep depression, or – like my birth mother –
ending up in some kind of mental institution, but these days, I was
actually feeling kind of hopeful.

For the first time in a long time, I was
feeling positive, which made no sense whatsoever considering what
had happened recently, first with Dr Blackout’s Magnificent
Masquerade Carnival and then with the incident over the summer.

A disaster, the local papers called it. A
senseless tragedy that could have – and should have – been
avoided.

If only people knew the truth.

Still, despite this, and despite the long
hours I’ve spent in the middle of the night just staring into the
darkness, there is a weird kind of hope. Something has woken in me,
an intense need to do what needs to be done – at any cost.

So what is it that needs to be done? The
Former World. It changed in 1921 and now I’m going to be the one to
change it back. I don’t know how yet, or when, but it’s simply
something I have to do.

Perhaps it was the reason I was made a gazer
in the first place? It’s possible.

In the past, gazers have been ridiculed,
locked up, made to feel that there’s something wrong with them.
Most of them were alone, isolated, cut off from society. Well, it’s
the 21st century and I refuse to just give up. I have friends, I
have family (more than I ever thought possible), I have a whole
team behind me. Thanks to DS Paul Lawrence, I have important
connections, too. Knowledge. Power.

The thought that I could potentially be the
only one since the twenties to do this – to actually do this
– makes me feel a little giddy. It’s both exciting and completely
terrifying. If I could change the Former World back to what it was,
a lot of my problems would disappear. A lot of everyone’s
problems would disappear. If I could actually pull this off, I
might even – dare I think it – start to have a more normal
life.

Although, of course, it’s never that
straightforward, is it?

If there’s one thing I’ve learned this
summer, it’s that. After all, even the warmest, sunniest days must
come to end, and when darkness falls, you never know what’s going
to happen.

When you find yourself in the Gloaming, all
bets are off.

 


***

 


“Earth to Beth Powers!”

I looked up to see Veronica Summers staring
at me, smiling. Her eyebrows were raised and I could tell she was
about two seconds away from eye rolling territory.

Ah, there we go: make that one second.

She sighed. “I’m not a moron; I can tell
when you’re not listening to me.”

I feigned surprise. “Of course I was
listening to you!”

My sister’s eyebrows rose by another
millimetre. “So what was I saying?”

Hmm. What had she been saying? I knew
it had something to do with Chris Canyon, but… other than that…

I allowed my eyes – and my mind – to wander
to the right of Veronica.

“B!”

OK, focus. “Yes, I heard you the first
time!”

The corner of Veronica’s mouth turned up
again, lighting up her perfectly made-up face. Not that V needed
much make-up; she had a conventionally pretty look, with shiny
brown hair (which was currently slightly longer than her usual bob)
and delicate features. Her big, brown eyes often caught the
attention of a lot of people, and she knew it. “Oh really? Because
it seemed to me like you were completely ignoring me in favour of
perving on your boyfriend.”

Even though he was sitting quite a few feet
away, Will Wolseley looked up at the ‘B’ word and smiled at me,
causing my heart to nearly stop.

Yes, I’d become one of those
girls.

It had only been a few days since our first
(proper) kiss outside Willowton Common, and he was pretty much all
I could think about. He was looking particularly nice on this hot
summer’s day; his light blue jeans and white t-shirt fitted him
perfectly, and his dyed-black hair was a nice messy length. He
looked like he could be in a band or something.

God, I was so lame. But hey, what
could I say? It made a nice change from worrying about spectres and
cults and evil policemen and whatever other crazy things my life
usually consisted of.

Right now, however, I needed to concentrate.
V and I were sitting in the corner of the beer garden at the Little
Forest Inn, and she was clearly trying to tell me something.
Unfortunately, the rest of the LFI (Little Forest Investigations)
gang were sitting at the other end of the outdoor space, Will
included.

How was I supposed to focus when he kept
glancing over at me like that?

I forced myself to look away from Will and
the others – Connor Maguire, Rach Williams and Max Rivers – and
back to Veronica, who was still staring at me and looking utterly
exasperated. “I wasn’t ignoring you, V. You were talking about
your boyfriend.”

Veronica sighed, shaking her head. “But
that’s the problem, isn’t it? I don’t know that he is. I
mean, things haven’t been the same after he ran away screaming from
the circus.”

This wasn’t as weird as it sounded… OK,
maybe it was, but it was this whole big spectre thing that had been
a pretty huge deal. It was the day I’d gone up against the evil
Doctor Blackout (plus a few others) in order to save Will from a
horrible somnambulistic state in which he was ordered around like a
puppet and made to do truly awful things. Totally normal,
right?

I still had nightmares about that night –
about that whole time – and I’m betting Will did too, even if he
didn’t want to admit it to me.

I took a sip of my drink – a fruity cider
that was just perfect for this summery weather – and shrugged. “You
can’t just expect everyone to be OK with the whole Former World
thing. Just give him time; he’ll come around.”

Veronica sat back and sighed. “What if I
don’t want him to come around?”

OK, now I was dangerously close to
eye rolling territory. “If you don’t want him to, then why are we
even having this conversation? I mean, no offence, V, but by the
time you realise what you do want, we’re likely to be at
least middle-aged.”

“I’m going to ignore that.” Veronica threw
an evil mock-glare at me and nodded over in Will’s direction. “How
is he, anyway? How’s he doing after everything?”

I shrugged, taking another sip of my drink.
“He says he’s fine, but…”

“But you don’t believe it?”

Putting my bottle down, I glanced over at
the gang again. Will was talking with Connor and laughing as if he
didn’t have a care in the world. “No, I don’t believe it, not one
little bit. What he did to Max, even if he didn’t know he
was doing it… I can tell he’s giving himself a tough time over
it.”

Although Will (thankfully) hadn’t killed
anyone in his puppet-like state – unlike Blackout’s other victims –
he had come dangerously close; he’d put Max in a coma for a
few days, and while Max and Rach had forgiven him, he definitely
hadn’t forgiven himself.

V followed my gaze, shaking her head. “It’s
not gonna be easy.”

I sighed, glancing around the beer garden.
It was packed, and it wasn’t just because of the weather; the
tourists were out in force (people flocked to the village to get a
taste of authentic country living), and with every passing day
Little Forest seemed to become more and more claustrophobic. The
heat, the people… I mean, I loved summer, but sometimes it was all
just a little too much.

Still, due to the Great British Weather we
didn’t often get to use the small but cosy beer garden, so I
supposed I should stop complaining. The sun was shining, we had the
shade of a giant umbrella, and I was surrounded by my friends and
family.

But we were still just in Little Forest.

I had another sip of my drink. “I wish I had
enough money to go on holiday somewhere. Just get away for a while,
you know?”

Veronica laughed, winking at me in a scarily
similar way to Connor’s usual cheeky twinkle. “Oh yeah? Get away
with Will? A romantic break somewhere? A room for two in a nice
hotel?”

I resisted the urge to give V the finger. “I
told you, we’re taking things slowly! And anyway, the last time
Will went on holiday he came back – how shall we say – slightly
different…”

“Oh come on, what are the chances of that
happening again? As for the taking things slowly thing… it’s taken
you two years just to get to this point! If you were any slower,
you’d be going backwards.”

“Who’s goin’ backwards?”

I jumped at the sound of Connor’s voice –
smooth and Irish and completely mesmerising at times – as he sat
down in the only spare seat in the beer garden. I’d been
concentrating so hard on not punching Veronica that I hadn’t even
noticed him sneak up to us. “No one’s going backwards.”

Connor smiled at me, one eyebrow raised and
a slight look of confusion on his face. It was a perfectly plucked
eyebrow, and I wondered – not for the first time – if Connor went
somewhere to get regular man-makeovers. He just looked far too well
put together for it to be a coincidence, with his smooth skin, neat
hair, and not a spot or bit of stubble in sight…

He shook his head. “Right. Look, I’ve just
had a rather interestin’ email come through to the LFI inbox.”

A few months ago, that would have got me
excited. Unfortunately, these days, we just got a lot of rambling
messages from crackpots or people taking the piss out of our little
‘paranormal’ group. “So?”

Connor turned and motioned to the others,
who picked up their drinks and scraped their chairs along the patio
to join us at the table.

Rach and Max, as usual, sat together,
looking like an extremely unlikely couple. What with Rach and her
long, flowing blonde locks, floaty, flowery dress and
innocent-looking face, and Max with his layers of black and his
definitely-not-innocent face hidden under all his straggly hair, I
still couldn’t really figure out why they were together. Still, it
seemed to work for them.

I tried not to smile too much as Will moved
his seat next to mine and kissed me lightly on the temple. Must
focus.

Connor threw me a wink – damn him! – and
leaned forwards so he could whisper to all of us. “It’s from a man
called Shane McCormick who just so happens to be my cousin,
although I haven’t seen him in years. He lives in Ballycave.”

I stared at him. “Where?”

“It’s near Dublin. Sort of. Anyway, from the
sounds o’ things, he’s havin’ a spot of trouble with a spectre. A
rogue spectre, to be exact…”

V grabbed Connor’s phone off him, ignoring
his shout of indignation. “Does he call it that? A spectre? A
rogue?”

Connor shook his head. “Nah, says he saw me
link to the LFI blog from all my social media profiles and figured
I had somethin’ to do with it. It doesn’t sound like he knows about
the Former World. But he knows enough… he knows it’s evil. He calls
it a poltergeist.”

Rach moved closer to her boyfriend at the
sound of the ‘p’ word. Sometimes I thought that, out of all of us,
she had a harder time accepting everything; she hadn’t liked horror
stories or the idea of ‘ghosts’ to begin with, and now… well,
pretty much every day was a horror story around here.

Veronica was still staring at Connor’s
phone. “Objects moving around… seeing things in the corner of his
eye… hearing whispers in the night… sounds like Shane could be a
semi-gazer.” She patted Will on the arm. “Looks like you’re not the
only weirdo around.”

I grabbed Will’s hand, lacing my fingers
through his. Will had seen a couple of spectres in his time, but –
not to sound cocky – he was nowhere near my level. I got them
pretty much all the time. Lucky me.

Will smiled at me and then kicked Veronica
under the table.

“Guys, can we focus?”

I looked up at Connor. Right. Focus. “So
what does Shane want with us?”

Connor took a sip of his beer. “Basically,
he wanted to know if we have any contacts in Ireland, if we know of
any similar groups to us, like… but I was thinkin’…”

V put Connor’s phone down, picking up her
glass at the same time with her other hand. “Uh oh, Irish is
thinking.”

Connor ignored her. “I’ve been thinkin’ of
goin’ back to Ireland for a visit anyway… maybe I could go to
Dublin and have a quick trip to Ballycave while I’m there. It’d be
nice to see some of the family, even though it’s been so long since
I’ve seen ‘em I can barely remember what they look like.” He paused
for a couple of seconds. “When he was alive, my dad kind of fell
out with them…” He put his beer down and smiled at me. “O’ course,
it won’t be much good without a gazer present.”

Veronica suddenly started bouncing up and
down on her seat like a little school kid. “Oh my God, we were
just talking about how we should all go on a holiday
together! The whole gang, right, B?”

I shook my head in exasperation. “I’m not
sure you were in the same conversation I was in; I said I couldn’t
afford it.”

Connor waved my sentence away with his hand.
“It’s dead cheap to get to Dublin, and anyway, you will be
able to afford it, you know, once you’ve got another lodger…”

I nearly choked on my cider. “What? You’re
choosing now to move into Cherry Tree House?” I glanced at
Will, trying to gauge his reaction. We always knew Connor was
planning on moving into the spare room in our house, and we were
all fine with it, but that was before I went on a not-so-successful
date with the charming Irishman a couple of weeks ago.

Nothing had happened – I’d been thinking
about Will the whole time – but I still wasn’t sure how my new
boyfriend would react to this news.

As it turned out, he didn’t react at all. He
just stared back at me, smiling. Hmm.

Connor either hadn’t noticed the awkwardness
currently occurring between Will and I, or he was pretending he
hadn’t. “Well, let’s just say me mam’s got a new man, and that
house is suddenly far too small for the three of us.”

Veronica was clearly trying not to laugh.
“Thin walls, huh?”

Connor ignored her. Again. “I didn’t move in
before because I wanted to save up a bit, but also because I didn’t
want to leave her all alone. Now she’s not, and I have the money…
so what do you say? All three of you fancy cheaper rent? I reckon
you’d save enough to afford a ticket to my homeland.” He glanced at
The Couple – Veronica’s nickname for Rach and Max, which had kind
of caught on. “And I’m sure Rach’s parents will pay for those two
to tag along.”

It was a well-known fact that Rach’s parents
were very well off, and while she looked slightly offended at the
suggestion, it was obvious she wanted to be included, so she just
smiled back.

Anyway, she worked with me at the cinema and
didn’t pay rent at home, so she must have had some sizeable savings
going on. Max didn’t work at all, but Rach didn’t seem to mind
paying for him most of the time.

V looked at me and Will. “What do you think,
roomies?”

Will shrugged. “Cheaper rent and a break to
Ireland sounds pretty damn good to me.”

“B?”

I didn’t respond straight away; I was too
busy trying to detect a hint of jealousy or annoyance under Will’s
calm words. There didn’t seem to be anything going on there, and if
he hadn’t currently been holding my hand and smiling, I’d start to
think there was some possession occurring again. “Sure, it’s not
like there’s not enough room… I think we could squeeze another one
in.”

Cherry Tree House was huge, but we’d got it
at a bargain rental price thanks to its tendency to attract a lot
of spectres. We’d mainly stopped that from happening now – once The
Exalted had closure on their deaths, they’d stopped getting pulled
back there – but we definitely weren’t going to tell the estate
agents that. Not that they’d really understand what we were talking
about, anyway.

“Great! That’s settled then. I’ll email your
man Shane back and see when he’s free. We could do a long weekend?
Once I’ve moved in, o’course.” Connor was beaming, and it was good
to see him looking so happy; I still felt really bad about
the non-date.

Connor, however, seemed to be taking
everything in his stride. Nothing ever really seemed to faze him –
mad homicidal farmers aside – and I often thought he’d make a
pretty good gazer. He was staring at his phone now, brow furrowed
as he typed out a response to ‘your man Shane’.

Will squeezed my hand. “A break would do us
both good, hey?”

I smiled at him, nodding. “It’d be good to
get out of the village. There’s only so much summer in Little
Forest I can take this year.”

I glanced around the beer garden and Will
followed my gaze. “Too many people?”

“Bingo.” The increase in tourists had also –
somehow – resulted in an increase in spectres, and when I was in a
crowd, it wasn’t so easy to tell the dead apart from the living.
Which pretty much sucked. Speaking to dead people was a little
inconvenient at times, but speaking to dead people when you didn’t
even know they were dead was just plain terrifying.

“So have you’se two seen Dan recently?”

I looked up at Connor, who was glancing
between me and V. We’d recently found out that the local primary
school head teacher, Daniel Fields, was our actual father, and it
was taking a while for everyone to get used to the idea. “We had a
slightly awkward cup of tea with him earlier.”

Veronica was nodding. “It was all just a bit
weird. Like he was trying way too hard to try and get us to like
him… like we haven’t already known him for years.”

Connor laughed. “Give the poor guy a break,
V! Finding out he has two daughters can’t be easy for the man.”

Veronica rolled her eyes again. “Yeah, and
finding out you’re adopted and your birth mother is in a
psychiatric clinic is a walk in the park. Not to mention the evil,
murdering grandfather or the history of violence in our family,
or…”

Connor held his hand up, cutting Veronica
off. “Don’t take this out on me again, Summers. And besides, you
don’t need to tell me about Norman – it was me and Beth he tried to
kill, not you!”

Groaning, I slammed my glass down on the
table, making everyone jump. “Can you guys give me a warning next
time you’re going to have a pointless argument so I can make plans
to be anywhere but here? Thanks.”

Will smiled at me again, squeezing my hand
as he took a sip of his drink. “Don’t worry, Beth. It’ll get easier
with Daniel, these things just take time. We’ll have a bit of a
break, get away from everything for a bit, and then when we come
back, we can have a fresh start.” He hesitated for a moment before
leaning in and kissing me – like, really kissing me – and I
had a good two seconds or so to enjoy it before Veronica and
Connor’s wolf whistles made their way to my ears and I pulled back,
blushing.

Will also looked embarrassed. Actually, on
second thoughts, he looked nervous. He’d seemed that way for the
last few days and I didn’t know if it was because of me, or because
of the whole circus mess. Either way, it was kind of cute.

I squeezed his hand, smiling. “A fresh
start.”

Right. A fresh start.

I should have known that nothing was ever
that simple in Little Forest.

 


***

 


One day later – one day later –
Connor was moving his stuff into Cherry Tree House. The boy moved
fast.

“Alright, Beth. This is the last box, I
promise on me mam’s life.”

I scowled as I took the cardboard box off
him and carried it into the open plan living room/kitchen/dining
area of the house. Conveniently, both Will and V were at work,
which left me and me alone to help Connor with all his stuff. Of
which he had a lot. “You said that three boxes ago.”

Connor just shrugged. “Shall we be takin’
these upstairs now?”

I plonked myself down on the sofa, picking
up my cup of (now lukewarm) tea from the coffee table. “Well,
you can take them upstairs if you want. I’m going to
sit here and relax for a bit.”

Connor smiled and sat down next to me.
“Alright, alright. I’ll wait until Will gets home or somethin’.
Speakin’ of which…” his smile widened. “How are things goin’ with
you two?”

OK, major cringe time. “Do you really want
to know?”

Connor smiled again and took my cup of tea
off me, taking a sip before passing it back.

If this was a glimpse of what it would be
like to be Connor’s housemate, it wasn’t very encouraging. I didn’t
like sharing, and I definitely didn’t like sharing my tea.

“Sure. Look, Beth, I just want you to be
happy. Plus, things better be goin’ well; I don’t want to be movin’
into a place with any awkward ‘ex’ situations goin’ on.”

I laughed, wrapping my hands around my mug
and pulling it close to my chest. “We’re fine, thanks. To be
honest, I’m more worried about living with you and V.”

Connor pretended to look shocked. “And
what’s that supposed to mean?”

I shook my head. “If you could just keep the
arguing down to a minimum, that’d be great.”

He was about to respond when a muffled
buzzing noise came from his jeans. Pulling his phone out, he stared
at the screen before unlocking it and going completely silent.
After a few seconds, a smile slowly crept onto his face.

“Like to share?”

Connor pulled his gaze away from his phone
screen. “Shane replied. He’s gettin’ desperate. He wants us to go
this weekend.”

I nearly choked on my tea. “This
weekend? But that’s impossible!”

He laughed. “Nothin’ is impossible, Beth;
you taught me that. We can get cheap last minute flights, and by
the looks o’ things, this cousin of mine can get us into a hotel
pretty cheap. A friend-of-a-friend owns it or somethin’.”

I raised my eyebrows. “OK… assuming this
hotel is actually real and isn’t infested or anything, there’s
still the little problem of work. I mean, Hannah might let me take
the time off with short notice, but she won’t let me and
Rach take it off; we work most shifts together!”

Hannah Green was my Boss from Hell, but to
be fair she’d mellowed out a bit recently after some cult-related
issues. I think that, on some level, she knew the LFI group were
partly responsible for freeing her from The New Exalted, and she
cut me more slack now than she used to, but still… she wouldn’t be
happy about two of her staff running off on holiday together.

Connor shrugged. “So call in sick. She knows
you two hang out together; it’s not so hard to believe you’d both
be ill at the same time. I can get Gary at work to cover my shift,
I’m sure the grocers can do without Will, and the Diner without V,
and what with Max bein’ the eternal slacker… we’ll be grand.”

He started typing out a response to Shane
and I placed my hand on his, stopping him. “Connor, wait. I’m just
not so sure about this whole thing.”

“Why not? I thought you wanted to get out of
Covershire for a few days.”

“I do…” Man, I really did. “But what
is this Shane guy expecting, exactly? It’s not like I can just go
over there and tell this spectre to stop bothering him. And even if
I could, why would the rogue listen to me?”

“That’s exactly what he needs from you,
Beth: communication! If this rogue has unfinished business in the
Modern World, you can find out what it is, we can sort it, and he
can stop hauntin’ this poor guy.”

“And what if he doesn’t? I don’t know if
you’ve noticed but I don’t exactly have the best track record with
evil spectres… I mean, I generally need a whole host of people to
help me deal with them.”

Connor shifted over to me slightly on the
sofa and put his arm around my shoulders. It was a friendly enough
gesture, but it seemed kind of wrong under the circumstances.
“Which is why we’re all taggin’ along! Seriously, just chill. It’ll
all work out fine.”

“Right. Fine.”

Over the past year or so, I’d learned to
trust my gut. And my gut didn’t believe a single word of it.

 


***

 


Still, three days later I found myself
sitting on a plane with the gang. We’d spent an entire evening
planning the trip round at Cherry Tree House, with all of the LFI
members wanting to do a different thing, stay in a different place,
or go on a different date.

I’d eventually pulled away from the group
and gone and sat next to Mary – mine and V’s gazer grandmother –
who had come round to visit and was seemingly regretting that
decision completely. Still, it was nice to sit and talk with her
for a while; she was a wealth of spectre knowledge (both through
her own experiences and through those of her daughter, Samantha)
and I felt I could learn a lot from her. If I had the time, that
was.

Everyone had managed to get out of work one
way or another, and I sincerely hoped that Hannah never found out
that Rach and I had lied to her about being ill. Rach was finding
this particularly difficult as she hated lying and anything else
that was thought of as wrong or immoral (V, on the other hand,
found this side of Rach particularly hilarious. Of course).

We’d got last minute tickets on a famous
cheap airline, but this meant that we were all sitting apart from
each other. Well, everyone but me and Will – we’d checked in first
and nabbed the only two seats left together on the entire plane.
What with Connor moving in and everything, it had been the first
time we’d been properly alone for days.

“Thanks for coming with me, Will.”

He smiled, tucking a stray hair behind my
ears. “Hey, I wasn’t going to miss out on a chance to get away with
you…” he turned around in his seat, locating Veronica at the back
of the plane. Everyone else was in front of us. “And the others…”
He shrugged. “Plus, I wanted to see if I could see this rogue
spectre, too.”

I started to groan and then stopped myself.
I didn’t like the idea of Will becoming a fully-fledged gazer like
myself, but his powers did seem to be growing, and if it was
what he wanted… “I know. Just don’t be disappointed if you don’t
see it. You’re still getting over everything that happened with
Blackout and Parker; I don’t want you to take on too much.”

A brief glimmer of annoyance flashed over
his face as I mentioned the two ‘doctors’, and I didn’t know if the
look was due to the thought of them manipulating him, or of me
bringing it up as a reason to avoid anything vaguely dangerous.
“I’m not as pathetic as you seem to think I am, Beth.”

OK, so it was the latter.

“Will, I don’t think you’re pathetic! Me, on
the other hand…” I trailed off.

Granted, I’d been through a lot, but I still
felt like I could have handled it all a hell of a lot better. I
wanted more than anything to be strong and independent – rather
than being terrified of everything and relying on other people all
the time – but I thought I was better than I used to be.

Will sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m not mad at
you…”

I nodded slowly. “You’re mad at Doctor
Blackout. Parker. George Fairblood. Tom Durden.” I whispered the
last two words; Tom was my – now, very dead – ex-boyfriend, and not
a subject I voluntarily liked to bring up with Will.

I expected him to agree or nod or something,
but he just sat there, staring out the window of the plane despite
the vague grey view that greeted him. “Well, yeah. But it’s more
that I’m mad at myself.”

I put my hand on his arm, gently. “None of
that was your fault.”

He shook his head. “That day in Spain… the
minute I saw that circus, I knew something was wrong. I just
had this, like, gut feeling. I nearly didn’t go.” He looked up at
me and smiled briefly. He’d never told me any of this. “You know
the crazy thing? That morning I’d been out for a walk along the
beach on my own. I was trying to get everything straight in my
head. The Exalted. Harold Knight. Ruth. Ruth in hospital. Ruth
breaking up with me.”

I only slightly cringed at Ruth’s name. She
wasn’t a very nice person, but she’d made Will happy. For a while,
at least. “Go on.”

“I just wanted to clear out all the clutter
of the past couple of months and see what I was left with.” He
glanced at me shyly. “Well, what I was left with was you. I mean,
it always was you, I just… I was angry at myself for chasing
after Ruth for so long when she wasn’t what I wanted.” He paused,
and I didn’t dare speak. I wanted to see what else he had to say.
“I know things hadn’t exactly worked out in the past…” he trailed
off, obviously remembering that night at Chillingsley Hall in the
maze, the way I’d rejected him… “But things seemed different. And I
knew that if I didn’t try at least one more time, I’d never forgive
myself.”

I smiled at him, encouraging him to carry
on.

“Well, I was going to go back to the hotel
to call you – to, er… tell you how I felt – but my parents headed
me off in the car park and dragged me along to that Masquerade
Carnival. I knew there was something dodgy about Blackout the
moment I saw him, but I just kept thinking… the sooner I get
through the circus, the sooner I could leave and phone you. But, of
course, I never got the chance…” he shrugged as he trailed off.

There was a fluttering feeling growing in my
stomach, and it was nice to know that it was down to Will and not
fear over a spectre, like it usually was. “Will, I had no idea… I
was going to say something before you left for Spain, but you’d
only just broken up with Ruth; I didn’t exactly think it would be a
good time to do it.”

He laughed. “So we’ve both got really
good timing.”

I smiled back.

“Anyway, I just wanted to say… I really
don’t want to screw this up.”

He looked so nervous again I couldn’t help
but laugh – but in a nice way, of course. “Me neither. I think if
at least one of us can stay away from life-threatening danger,
we’ll be OK.”

Will’s smile faded slightly. “Easier said
than done. I’m not going to leave you to face things alone, though,
Beth. I mean it.”

I leaned towards him and gave him a quick
kiss on the lips. “Thank you. And I know you do.”

As the plane soared towards Dublin, I
settled into my seat, with my head on Will’s shoulder, and closed
my eyes.

For all I knew, it would be the only sleep
I’d get for the next few days.

 


***

 


I was floating. For a second, it was a nice
feeling – like I was free, with not a worry in the world. It was
how I felt every time I got into a swimming pool and just relaxed
my entire body, becoming weightless.

But this was no swimming pool.

I opened my eyes, frantically glancing
around me, trying to find my bearings in the darkness. My clothes
were heavy with the freezing cold water that was surrounding me
from every side, my hair a tangled mess, whirling around my
head.

I’d never been a huge fan of the dark –
especially since my experience in a pitch-black Edinburgh mausoleum
and definitely not since my gazer powers had grown – and I was just
starting to freak out when a light appeared in the gloom. It was a
harsh, fluorescent glow and it was far away, as if down some long
corridor, but it was something, at least.

Before I could think any more about the
light source, my other senses came into play, and a gnarly scream
reached my ears just as something bumped into my side. Something
solid. Something big.

I looked down, but in the semi-darkness I
could only just make out a vague black shape beneath the water.
Taking a deep breath, I reached out towards it, my freezing cold
hands only just managing to grip a part of it as another
blood-curdling scream echoed around me.

“Beth!”

I snapped my head in the direction of the
voice but it was no good; I couldn’t see the person who was
desperately shouting at me.

“Hello?” My voice was raspy, my throat dry.
It felt like it was on fire.

Another bump into my side made me look down
into the water again, and my stomach lurched as several strands of
blonde hair tangled themselves around my hand.

Before I could wrap my head around that
terrifying piece of information, more screams reached my ears, and
I was just pulling my hand away from the awful blonde hair when I
was pushed backwards into the murky water.

The disgusting liquid filled my lungs as I
slowly realised what was happening: I was being held down,
underneath the water, where I couldn’t breathe and where I
certainly couldn’t even begin to think about helping all of those
screaming people.

I began frantically kicking and clawing at
whatever was on top of me, but it was no use; I simply couldn’t
overpower it.

As the realisation that I was about to drown
washed over me, the bloated face of the blonde woman swam into my
view.

I parted my lips to scream, but the water
rushed into my mouth before I could make a sound.

 


***

 


“Beth!”

That voice again, this time nearer. Much
nearer.

“Beth, you’re having a nightmare!”

I snapped my eyes open, the bright lights of
the plane cabin filling my vision in an instant.

“Are you alright? You were… er…
gasping…”

I focused on Will’s face while I tried to
mentally escape my dream. I was breathing heavily, and I was
vaguely aware that some nearby passengers were staring at me in
amusement. “I… I’m sorry, Will, it was…”

I was quickly pulled into a hug, and I
allowed myself a sigh of relief as I wrapped my arms around Will’s
body. It was just a dream. Just a dream.

He pulled back and studied my face, his
hands resting on my shoulders. “Beth, you look terrified. What was
it?”

The question stumped me. What was it? I had
no idea. Unfortunately, Will seemed to be waiting for some sort of
coherent answer from me. “I was drowning.”

His eyes widened. “Crap.”

I let out a small laugh. “Yeah, pretty
much.”

“Was it… do you think it was like… you know,
one of your real dreams?”

I thought back to the floating dead woman
with the long, blonde hair and shuddered. “I really hope not.”

You see, as my surname suggested, I had
powers. Seeing dead people was one of them. Magic – with a lot of
practice – was apparently another one. I was still unsure about the
dreaming, but it seemed a possibility that I shared my great-great
grandmother’s prophecy dream gift. Or curse. I’d dreamed of the
past a couple of times, visions that had been right on the money.
When I’d asked Anne about her own dream powers, she told me that
she’d only ever dreamed of the future once. She’d dreamed of her
own death. So, you know, nice and comforting.

Of course, I also had plenty of completely
random dreams that didn’t mean anything. It was annoying – couldn’t
my dreams start with some kind of warning or disclaimer or
something? So I knew if I should be paying attention or not? If
only.

“What happened?” Will’s voice brought me
back to the present. He was staring at me intently, obviously
freaked out but trying not to freak me out.

I cleared my throat, lowering my voice so
the nosy passengers wouldn’t hear my words as I told him what
happened.

I shrugged, trying to look nonchalant but
knowing I wasn’t fooling Will, not one little bit.

“It’s probably just a random dream. You
know, not…”

“Not me foreseeing my own death? Got
it.”

The man sitting across the aisle from us
glanced over, his eyebrows raised, but I ignored him.

Will kissed my temple and I leaned against
his shoulder again. “Didn’t you tell me you dreamed that I grew a
handlebar moustache and would only respond to the name ‘Mr
Handles’?”

I laughed, snorting into his shoulder –
highly attractive. “Yes.”

He laughed too. “I think you’re fine,
then.”

I pulled back, hoping I looked less scared
than I felt. “Hey, there’s still time.”

We both laughed together then, and I tried
to push away the image of the floating woman, the blonde hair, the
screams…

If only it were that easy.

 


***

 


We got off the plane and were immediately
greeted by copious amounts of wind and rain. Connor reassured me
that this was perfectly normal – even in summer – and we all
hurried inside the airport to wait for our luggage.

Well, Veronica, Rach and I were waiting for
our luggage; the guys had only packed one small cabin bag each.

In response to Connor’s question about why
we needed a large suitcase for just three days, Veronica had
clapped him on the back and told him there was a lot he needed to
learn about women. I had opened my mouth at this point to tell
Veronica to stop being so stereotypical, but soon closed it when I
realised I’d packed more clothes than she had.

What can I say? I had no idea what I should
be wearing on a spectre-related mission; what if the visit included
a trip to a cocktail bar? For all we knew, this rogue could be a
posh, high-flying spectre. Hence my several different outfits and
numerous pairs of shoes.

After twenty minutes of waiting, I was just
starting to curse the several different outfits and numerous pairs
of shoes when my large purple suitcase came trundling along the
conveyor belt, closely followed by V’s black one and Rach’s red
holdall.

Twenty minutes after that, we were in a taxi
(one of those large family ones that just about managed to fit in
all six of us plus our bags), heading for our hotel.

On Connor’s recommendation, we’d decided to
have one day and night in Dublin before catching the bus to
Ballycave the next morning, and I was excited. I didn’t get to go
on holiday much and I’d always fancied coming to Dublin and heading
to the cobbled streets of Temple Bar for a few hearty drinks. I
also had visions of leprechauns and pots of gold dotted around the
place but figured that probably wasn’t the reality of Dublin life
(although Connor had told me there was a leprechaun museum, so I
wasn’t far off, really).

“So you’re sure we all have rooms in this
hotel?” I knew Connor had booked us into the Ballycave place which
Shane’s friend-of-a-friend ran but I wasn’t entirely convinced he’d
sorted the Dublin one out on such short notice.

Connor looked at me and winked. “I’m sure,
Beth. The Couple have a double, you and V have a twin, and me and
Will here have a twin as well. Unless you want to swap with
me?”

I cringed inwardly and tried not to look at
Will; the four of us had had a really awkward conversation about
rooms – after all, Will and I were taking things slowly – and I’d
eventually been saved by V who’d stated that she “Wouldn’t stay in
a room with Irish if you paid me.” I had a sneaking suspicion she
wouldn’t really care about sharing a room with Connor but I was
immensely grateful that I hadn’t had to voice my own opinions about
the room situation.

“I’m still not sharing with you, Connor.
I’ve heard you at home through your door; you talk in your
sleep.”

I exchanged an amused look with Will before
turning to V. “And why were you standing outside his door at
night?”

Veronica rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t. I was
just… passing by it.”

Connor smiled and winked at V, which just
seemed to make her even more exasperated.

Ignoring them both, I leaned against Will’s
shoulder and stared out the window at the city passing by outside.
I was looking forward to roaming around Dublin and maybe having a
few drinks with the gang, but I was trying to forget about what
would happen tomorrow, trying to forget about our entire reason for
being here. Not to mention that horrible dream on the plane.

Voluntarily going to see a rogue spectre –
actually paying for the privilege to travel here to do it –
suddenly seemed like a very dumb idea.

If Shane hadn’t been waiting for us,
counting on me to help him out, I would have told the taxi to turn
back right there and then.

If only I had.

 


***

 


The hotel was nice, and I mean
nice.

Connor’s thoughts were that as we were
saving money on the Ballycave hotel (Shane’s friend had given us
almost 50% off the normal price of the rooms, and they were pretty
cheap to begin with), we could afford to splash out a bit in
Dublin. Normally I would have been annoyed that he didn’t run it
past us first, but this time I didn’t really care; it wasn’t every
day that I got to spend a night in a luxurious hotel with great
views of Dublin and a huge en suite bathroom, not to mention room
service and a fully stocked mini bar.

“You realise each bottle in there probably
costs like twenty euros.”

I glanced up at V from my position in front
of the fridge. “It’s not like you to talk me out of a drink… and
anyway, I was just looking for later.”

Veronica held her hand out to me, pulling me
up and dragging me over to one of the beds, where her suitcase was
lying open. She removed a couple of dresses out of the case to
reveal several bottles nestled between some shoes and various other
items. “No need when I’m always so prepared.”

Of course she’d be prepared; she always was
when alcohol was concerned. “I underestimated you. I honestly
thought your case was full of clothes and shoes like mine.”

V sat down on her bed, smiling. “See, this
is why I’m the smart one out of the two of us. I use up space
bringing alcohol over here. We drink the alcohol and don’t have to
take it back with us. I then fill the empty space up with clothes
that I’ve bought in Dublin.”

I sat down next to her, laughing. “Good
thinking. And I’m going to ignore that comment about you being ‘the
smart one’.”

Veronica’s smile dropped slightly and before
I knew it, she was bringing me in for a hug.

I hugged her back for a few moments and then
pulled away. “What was that for?”

She shrugged. “I know you’re worried about
this whole spectre thing, and you probably feel like you have to do
it on your own, but I’m here for you. We all are. You’re not alone,
ever.”

I could feel a lump forming in my throat;
while V and I were close, we generally didn’t have these kinds of
conversations. Not often, anyway. I was touched. “Thank you,
V.”

She smiled again before leaping to her feet.
“Anyway, let’s not waste any more time! We have shopping to
do.”

I laughed to myself. Spectres and shopping…
this was going to be one weird trip.

 


***

 


Five hours later, we were back in our hotel
room, and we had company: approximately a million bags from various
shops all over Dublin. Clothes were strewn everywhere, as if a
massive fashion bomb had hit our room. Veronica was pawing through
her purchases, trying to decide what to wear, while Rach and I
mixed drinks at the mini bar – using V’s alcohol, of course.

I’d decided to wear a
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