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   “There are lots of demons in the sky above London. The problem is, this one came crashing down to earth.”
 
    
 
   Ten years ago, Alice Warner was attacked and disfigured by an attacker in her own home. She remembers nothing of the attack, and she has been in a psychiatric hospital ever since. When she's finally released, however, she starts working as a security guard at an abandoned shopping mall. And that's when she starts to realize that something is haunting her, keeping just one step out of sight at all times...
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, seventy years earlier, a little girl named Wendy is left orphaned after a World War 2 fighter plane crashes onto her house. Taken to a monastery, Wendy is quickly singled out by the nuns for special attention. They say she has been possessed by a demon, and that there's only one way to save her soul. Fortunately for Wendy, however, there's someone else who seems to know far more about the situation.
 
    
 
   What is the shocking connection between Alice and Wendy, reaching out across the years? Does a demon really lurk in the girl's soul? And who is Hannah, the mysterious figure who tries to help Wendy, and who seventy years later begins to make her influence felt in Alice's life too?
 
    
 
   Alice Isn't Well is the first book in the Death Herself series, about a dark figure who arrives in the night, promising to help deal with the forces of evil whenever they appear.
 
   


  
 

Alice Isn't Well
 
   (Death Herself book 1)
 
   


  
 

Prologue
 
    
 
   Ten years ago
 
    
 
   “Unit five to base, come in. I'm at the Warner house now.”
 
   Switching the engine off, Lt. Aspen opened the door and hauled his heavy frame out of the car. He winced a little at the pain in his back, and he had to take a pause as he looked at the dark house and saw that all the lights were off. Probably another hoax call, he told himself, slamming the car door shut and taking a moment for the pain to subside, before starting off along the garden path. His back was playing up like crazy, but he hadn't had time to see a doctor yet and he figured he could just push on through and it'd sort itself out. Either that, or eventually the whole damn thing would seize up and he'd be left in agony. After all, the pain was so bad now, he felt like 'the big one' was just around the corner. Still, deep down he was sure he'd be okay. He was always okay.
 
   “When you're done there,” Marion said suddenly over the radio, “can you swing by Nash Street? Carl Williams says there's some kids loitering outside and shouting at people as they go in and out of his store.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   “And then on Claremont, there a report of a shopping cart stuck up a tree. Someone reported it as a danger to the public, so can you go climb up and get it down?”
 
   He felt another twinge of pain at the mere mention of the idea.
 
   “Danny?” Marion continued. “You still there?”
 
   “I'm still here,” he replied with a sigh, keeping his eyes fixed on the windows of the house. “Sure, I'll go climb a tree. Might hurry my back along.” He paused for a moment. “You said the Warners are away on holiday this week, right?”
 
   “Their daughter Alice is looking after the place.”
 
   “Yeah, Alice,” he muttered. “Nice kid. The kinda girl who does her homework even when she doesn't have any.”
 
   “Sometimes I see her in town,” Marion replied. “Always alone. I guess if you're gonna let your teenaged daughter look after the house while you're away, it helps if she doesn't have any friends.”
 
   “Harsh,” he muttered with a faint smile. “True, but harsh.”
 
   “I heard she hasn't been well lately.”
 
   He paused. “Not well how, exactly?”
 
   “I dunno. I just heard she'd been off school. You see anything yet?”
 
   “Dark as dark can be,” he replied, reaching the front door and reaching out to press the bell. “Ain't no wild party going on, that's for sure.” Hearing nothing from inside, he figured the damn thing must be disconnected, so he knocked hard. “Police!” he called out. “If there's anyone in there, I need you to open up for me. Alice Warner, are you home? There's nothing to worry about, I just want to check you're okay.”
 
   Stepping back, he looked up at the bedroom windows.
 
   Darkness.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Did you watch EastEnders last night?” Marion asked suddenly.
 
   “Uh...” He paused, frowning. “I don't remember. What happened again?”
 
   “Ian was -”
 
   “Hold up,” he said suddenly, spotting one of the upstairs curtains fluttering slightly. With the windows seemingly all sealed shut, he figured there couldn't be a breeze inside, which meant there had to be someone in there. He waited to see if it happened again, and as the seconds ticked past he began to wonder whether someone was watching him from the other side of the window. He'd never had a gut feeling, and he'd always wondered what other people meant when they talked about them; right now, however, he was feeling one for the first time.
 
   There was definitely someone inside.
 
   Leaning down despite the pain in his back, he opened the letterbox and peered through. He squinted a little, and as his eyes adjusted he was able to see the dark hallway with a corridor leading back to the kitchen, and stairs on the left-hand side. The whole scene was as still as a photograph.
 
   “I'm gonna -”
 
   Before he could finish, he saw the faintest hint of movement at the top of the stairs. Not much, not enough to work out who or what, but just enough for it not to be a trick of the light. He waited, but whatever it was, it didn't seem to want to come back into view.
 
   “Police!” he called out, with the letterbox still open. The pain in his back was getting worse, and he was starting to feel a little irritated by the idea that this whole thing was caused by someone playing a joke. “Alice, can you answer the door, please? I'm here in response to a phone call we received from this address. If there's someone inside who needs help, you need to open the door. If you don't need help, I still need you to open the door. I'm not leaving until I've spoken to you, okay?”
 
   He waited.
 
   No response.
 
   “If you need help and you can't get to the door,” he added, “I need you to let me know you're in there. Otherwise I'll have to force entry. Do you understand?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Alice?”
 
   “You okay?” Marion asked over the radio. “Is something wrong?”
 
   “I'm not sure right now,” he replied, letting the letterbox swing shut as he took a step back. For a moment, his back tightened and he worried it was about to give out entirely, but the sensation passed after a moment, leaving the same dull ache as before. Pausing, he realized that something definitely felt a little 'off' about the house, and he still felt as if he was being watched. He wanted more than anything to go back to the car and get the weight of his feet, to maybe ease the pain in his back, but he figured he couldn't leave, not quite yet. Making his way past the living room windows, he opened the metal-frame gate and began to head along the side of the house.
 
   “Do you want back-up?” Marion asked.
 
   “Is there anyone in the area?” Taking a flashlight from his waist, he switched it on and shone the beam across the garden as he reached the back of the building. All he saw was the lawn and a greenhouse at the far end, plus some plastic white patio furniture a little closer.
 
   “I think Mike might be in the park area,” Marion told him.
 
   “Hold off for a bit,” he replied, turning to look at the back door, “it's probably just -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, he saw that the patio door was partially off its frame. He stepped closer, shining his flashlight at the glass, and finally he spotted a hand-print on the other side, glowing with a ghostly silver hue as the flashlight caught its detail. Peering past the edge of the broken frame, he looked through into the kitchen and saw that the table had been pushed askew, while the chairs had been knocked aside and one had fallen over. The place hadn't been trashed, exactly, but there had clearly been some kind of disturbance.
 
   “You still there?” Marion asked, keeping her voice lower now. “Danny?”
 
   “I'm still here,” he replied, trying to push the patio door aside before finding that it was wedged in the frame. Leaning down, he ducked under and clambered into the kitchen, but when he reached out and tried the switch on the wall he found that the power was off. “Yeah,” he continued, trying not to sound too worried, “go ahead and let Mike know to swing by this way, will you? Something just doesn't seem -”
 
   Suddenly he heard footsteps in the room above. Quick, brief footsteps, as if someone was scuttling into the far corner. Before he even had time to look up, they'd stopped.
 
   Silence fell once again.
 
   “Hello?” he called out. “This is Sergeant Daniel Aspen from Kellis Hill police station. Will everyone in this house please come downstairs and identify themselves at once? Alice Warner, if you're home, I just want to have a word, you're not in trouble, I just need to make sure you're okay!”
 
   He waited.
 
   “Alice?”
 
   Silence.
 
   Glancing at the shelves nearby, he saw a set of family photos. He stepped closer and saw that one of them showed Alice Warner's beaming face in a school shot, grinning from ear to ear as she sat in her uniform against a cloudy blue-and-gray background. She looked happy but also a little timid, as if she was only smiling because that's what she'd been told to do.
 
   “Alice?” he called out again, with a hint more concern in his voice this time. “This is Sergeant Aspen. Are you home?”
 
   He waited, but there was still no reply. He could already feel his heart racing, and it was at times like this that he wished police in Britain were allowed to carry guns on routine patrol. Heading to the door and looking through into the corridor, he saw that there was no sign of anyone, but when he looked at the stairs he felt certain that there was at least one person up there. For the first time in his life, he finally knew what a 'gut feeling' really felt like, and it was disconcerting to say the least.
 
   “Remind me what the emergency call was about again?” he whispered into his radio.
 
   “It was just silence,” Marion replied, her voice filled with tension now. “I figured maybe someone had maybe dialed the number by accident and didn't realize they were connected, and then it got shut off.” She paused. “I still told you not to go alone.”
 
   “It's not my fault Joe got stuck with the fish shop detail,” he replied, reaching the bottom of the stairs and looking up. “Police!” he called out. “I want you to come downstairs at once and identify yourself.” Again, he waited. “Alice, I'm going to have to come up there, do you understand? You're not in trouble, but I'm an officer of the law and I need you to make yourself known at once.”
 
   Again, he waited in vain.
 
   “Maybe you should wait for backup,” Marion told him.
 
   “Is Mike on his way?”
 
   “I haven't heard from him yet.”
 
   He sighed. “I'm just gonna take a look. She's probably scared, that's all. How old is she again?”
 
   “Fifteen, sixteen, something like that.”
 
   “Just a kid, then,” he muttered. “I think I can handle a kid.”
 
   Starting to make his way up the stairs, he kept his back to the wall and once again felt as if he'd be much happier with a gun. By the time he reached the landing, bathed in blue moonlight that shone through a window at the far end, he was starting to realize that he could hear a faint scratching sound coming from one of the rooms. He paused for a moment, as the scratching sound seemed to edge closer to the door, and then he noticed something dark smeared against one of the nearby walls. Stepping forward, he peered at the smudge, but in the low light it was hard to work out whether or not it was blood.
 
   “Get on to Mike,” he said after moment. “Tell him to get a move on.”
 
   Taking another step forward, he felt his right foot bump against something. He looked down and saw, to his surprise, a pair of wire-cutters on the carpet. Reaching down, he grabbed the cutters and took a look at them. Again, it was hard to tell for certain, but something dark seemed to be smeared around the tip and across the handles.
 
   “Anything?” Marion asked over the radio.
 
   “Wait up a moment,” he replied, hearing the scratching sound again.
 
   “You sound worried,” she whispered.
 
   “Quiet! Just get Mike here!””
 
   Setting the wire-cutters down, he made his way along the landing.
 
   “Alice?” he called out, shining his flashlight straight ahead. “Whoever's there, I want you to step out and make yourself known at once, do you understand?”
 
   The scratching sound continued, and then the door at the end of the corridor began to creak open.
 
   And then he saw her.
 
   Shuffling into view just a few feet away, a teenaged girl made her way slowly, painfully out of one of the bedrooms, her trembling, tear-stained face picked out in the flashlight's beam.
 
   “Oh, sweet Jesus,” Aspen whispered as he saw the thick black wire criss-crossing her mouth, poking in and out of holes in her lips as if someone had been determined to seal her shut and keep her from talking. There were wires over her eyes, too, crudely holding the lids closed but already starting to rip the flesh, and a moment later she turned her head slightly, revealing that her ears had also been sewn tight. Blood was caked in her hair and all around her jaw, and her brow was furrowed as if she was trying to cry. Despite all the cuts and incisions on her face, she was still recognizably the same girl from the photo in the kitchen.
 
   Still Alice.
 
   “Dan?” Marion asked over the radio. “What's going on there?”
 
   For a moment, Aspen stared in horror as Alice tried to open her mouth. The wire through her lips was too strong, however, so all that happened was that fresh blood ran down her chin, dribbling over older, dried blood, some of which had been there long enough to turn black. She limped forward, with more blood soaking through the legs of her jeans, and although she reached out and fumbled for something, running her hands against the walls, it was clear she had no idea which way to go. She let out a faint, muffled moan, as if she was trying to tear her mouth open, and when she tried to open her eyes, the lids on one side tore slightly, allowing a pupil to peek through and stare straight at him.
 
   As soon as she saw Aspen, she lunged at him, reaching out with trembling hands.
 
   “Jesus,” he said out loud, instinctively stepping back. “Marion, you need to get an ambulance here right now, tell them -”
 
   Before he could finish, Alice tried to say something, but she still couldn't tear the stitches that were holding her mouth closed. She reached up and began to pull at them with desperate, trembling fingers, and slowly she began to thread them out through the holes in her lips. Dropping to her knees suddenly, she fumbled for the wire-cutters and then raised them to her mouth. Her hands were shaking so much, she could barely hold them still, but after a moment she managed to cut one piece of wire, then another. Dropping the cutters again, she tried to thread the wire out through the holes in her lips.
 
   “Tell them it's an emergency,” Aspen continued, watching as Alice dropped the cutters. “Tell them -”
 
   Before he could finish, Alice gasped and tried to speak, but all that came from her mouth was a gush of fresh blood.
 
   “It's okay,” Aspen told her, his voice trembling with shock as he watched her trying once again to get the wire free from her lips. “Alice, help's on its way, we're going to -”
 
   “Help!” she managed to gurgle as soon as a couple of the stitches were open.
 
   “Alice -”
 
   “Help me!” she screamed. “Please, help me!”
 
   Feeling someone's breath on the back of his neck, Dan turned. His eyes widened with horror as soon as he saw the face of the figure bearing down on him. He reached for his radio again, just as Alice screamed and fell back.
 
   “Dan?” Marion called out as the radio dropped to the floor. “Dan, are you there? Dan, talk to me!”
 
   Alice was still screaming, and she kept screaming until a dark figure stepped over the fallen policeman and began to sew her mouth shut again, threading the black wire back through her lips.
 
   


  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “There's a gap on your CV,” Donald said with a frown, leaning back in his swivel chair, which creaked slightly under his weight. “Looks like between sixth form at school and about two months ago, you...” He paused, before looking over at her. “Well, frankly it looks like you didn't exist. Should never have a gap in your CV, didn't anyone ever tell you that?” He stared at her for a moment. “What did you do in that gap, then, eh?”
 
   “I...” Pausing, Alice tried to remember what she'd been told to say when someone inevitably asked. “I was in hospital a lot.”
 
   “Sick?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Do you mind...” He paused. “I mean, do you mind me asking what was wrong with you?”
 
   She swallowed hard. “A bit of this, a bit of that. I just... I wasn't very well.”
 
   “Huh.” He stared at her for a moment, and at the scar on her left cheek that was particularly noticeable now that they were in the porta-cabin with its electric green light. In fact, there seemed to be a lot of scars on her face, and he couldn't shake the feeling that she'd had some reconstructive work done, especially around the mouth and eyes. “And you're... better now?”
 
   She paused, before nodding.
 
   “Got a certificate to prove it, eh?” he asked with a grin.
 
   “I... Yeah, I think so, somewhere.”
 
   He frowned. “And as your supervisor here, is there anything I need to know about your... gap? Anything that might affect your duties?”
 
   Another pause, and then she shook her head.
 
   “Well...” He set the CV down and stared at it for a moment, as if he was trying to find another angle of attack. He was clearly itching to know all about her ten-year gap. “I know your social worker has spoken to my superior, and I know my superior's concerns have been fully addressed, so I suppose that means I have no right to pry. I'm not a nosy man, Alice. That's something you'll come to learn about me pretty quickly, I don't poke my nose into other people's business.” He stared at the CV for a moment, as if he was willing it to give up its secrets. Finally, leaning forward, he held a hand out toward her. “Welcome to the team at Galactic Ward Security, Ms. Warner. Still, glad to have you on-board.”
 
   She stared at his hand for a moment, before reaching out to shake it. She had a slight tremor, and although she was able to hide it most of the time, it still showed when she was nervous.
 
   She was nervous right now.
 
   “What've you got there?” he asked, looking at her other hand.
 
   “Oh.” She paused for a moment, before showing him the crumpled bus ticket. “Nothing, really.”
 
   “Well, we've got a bin right here,” he replied, kicking a metal trashcan toward her from under the desk. “For all your nothings.”
 
   She paused, staring at the ticket. “Actually, I think I'll keep it. To remind myself of my first shift.”
 
   “A souvenir, eh?”
 
   She smiled politely, before folding the ticket carefully and slipping it into her pocket. “Sorry,” she muttered. “I know it's dumb.”
 
   “Right, then,” he continued with a faint smile, as if he found her amusing, “whatever floats your boat. No skin off my nose, is it? So shall we step outside this little office so I can show you our kingdom? Trust me, you're gonna be impressed. You're okay with lots of walking, aren't you? Your...” He paused again, eying her with a hint of concern. “You don't have a condition that affects you physically, do you?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “So it's more... mental?”
 
   She opened her mouth to reply, but no word came out.
 
   “Never mind,” he continued, “none of my business, eh? You can tell me when you're ready.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Barton's Cross shopping mall,” Donald said with a hint of pride as he led Alice into the dark, unlit atrium of the huge building. Shining his flashlight up and around, he picked out the dark facades of abandoned shops. “One of the biggest shopping malls in the whole of the United Kingdom. Once, anyway. A mecca for consumers from five counties, an orgy of spending and commerce. All your high street brands were here, as well as some more exclusive chains that don't open up in just any old location, if you catch my drift. Barton's Cross was really something to be proud of, you know?”
 
   Alice looked around, stunned by the size of the place. Rising up seven storeys toward a huge glass ceiling, Barton's Cross had once been a gleaming cathedral of modern British shopping, but now it was just a boarded-up relic of a time gone by. Alice remembered girls at school talking excitedly about hanging out at the place, and some of them had even managed to get Saturday jobs in the stores. She'd never been, preferring the shops closer to home, but she'd still been shocked when she'd come out of hospital and learned that the place had closed down.
 
   “Shame about the recession,” Donald continued with a sniff, stepping forward until he reached the center of the large circular atrium. His voice was echoing slightly in the huge space, and after a moment he turned to Alice with a broad grin. “Did you ever come here when it was open?”
 
   “Um...” She paused. “No.”
 
   “That's right, I guess you were in hospital most of the time, eh?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Based on your CV,” he added, “I guess you must have gone into hospital not long after this place opened, and you came out just after it was shut down.”
 
   “I suppose,” she replied noncommittally, looking around and seeing an old birthday card store, and next to that an old phone shop.
 
   “That's quite a chunk of time spent outside society,” Donald pointed out.
 
   Turning back to him, she nodded again.
 
   “Must've been something pretty serious for you to be in hospital for so long.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   He paused, eying her with a hint of suspicion.
 
   “Well,” he added finally, “like I said, I'm not a nosy man.” He turned and shone his flashlight around again. “Barton's Cross was like all the brightest stars. It didn't last as long as other, duller venues. Nine years, in fact, from the grand opening to the day the doors were shut for the last time. Tragedy, really, if you think about it.” He paused for a moment, with a hint of sadness in his eyes. “Shame, really. I used to come here a lot, they had everything you could possibly want, all under one roof. And if there was something you wanted and they didn't have it, well, you soon forgot you wanted it and you just started wanting something else instead. That's how it works, yeah?” He paused again, as if he was lost in memories of the place. “Plus you could people-watch from one of the cafes. Used to like that, I did. Little did I ever dream that one day I'd have the keys to the place, eh?”
 
   As if to prove his point, he jangled the keys that hung from his belt.
 
   Making her way over to join him, Alice looked up at the domed glass ceiling high above. For a moment, she felt a little dizzy, but a second later she was distracted by a faint scrabbling sound in the distance. She turned and looked up at a balcony on the second floor.
 
   “Now that's something you've got to get used to if you're doing security here,” Donald continued, shining his flashlight up toward the balcony. “Let me tell you now, Ms. Warner, you will hear things. Little bumps, scratches, noises you can't really explain. In a building this size, it's inevitable.”
 
   “What causes it?” she asked, with her eyes still fixed on the balcony.
 
   “Any one of a hundred possible things,” he replied, “but the thing is, if you start trying to figure it all out in your head, do you know what'll happen?”
 
   She turned to him. “What?”
 
   “You'll go mad.”
 
   She paused. “Oh.”
 
   “Could be the wind,” he continued, looking back up at the balcony. “There's enough broken windows on the higher floors. We fix the ones lower down, so rough-sleepers can't get in, but higher up there's no point. Of course, then birds get in and other wildlife, but we don't really worry about that too much either. Watch out for badgers, though. Nasty little buggers and bloody aggressive.” He turned to her. “Have you ever been in a combat situation with a badger?”
 
   She thought about the question for a moment. “Um... No.”
 
   “Take my advice. Keep it that way.”
 
   “What about people?” she asked. “Do they ever get inside?”
 
   “About once or twice a year someone manages to slip through,” he replied with a sigh. “Just some bum looking for a place to doss down for the night, that kind of thing. They usually run if they're disturbed, but that's where the job actually becomes a little tricky, 'cause you do get the odd one or two who turn violent and try to stand their ground, either 'cause they're not right in the head or 'cause they're high on drugs. Fortunately, that's why we carry these babies.” He pulled a small plastic gun-like object from his waist. “We're not allowed proper guns, but we can tase the buggers as long as we want.”
 
   Staring at the taser, Alice seemed a little startled.
 
   “Give it a go,” he continued, flicking a switch on the side before handing it to her. “Don't worry, the safety catch is on, you can't fire it right now. I've got one for you back in the office, although you're not allowed to take it off the site. You keep it in your locker and use it when you have a shift, but remember... These things aren't toys.”
 
   Alice looked down at the weapon in her hand for a moment, before raising it and pointing it across the dark, deserted atrium.
 
   “Ever held anything like that before?” Donald asked.
 
   She paused, before flicking the switch on the side.
 
   “You probably won't even have to use it,” he continued, clearing his throat. “Like I said, you don't get many people breaking into the place. For the most part, our job here at Barton's Cross is pretty bloody boring, if you'll pardon my French. We sit in the porta-cabin and watch the monitors, and we do a quick patrol every two hours, and we hand off to the day-shift at six, just as the sun's coming up. To be honest, it doesn't really take two people to man the place overnight, but apparently there's some insurance rule that says they need two security guards on duty at all times.” He paused, waiting for her to reply. “So you're up for all this, yeah?”
 
   Staring at the weapon in her hand, Alice seemed lost in thought for a moment, before slowly turning to him.
 
   “It's probably a little overwhelming at first,” Donald continued. “I've been here for a while now, but don't worry, you get used to it eventually. There are definitely worse jobs in London, and I can tell you, I've done a fair few of 'em. Do you play cards? If you like, I can -”
 
   Before he could finish, Alice fired the taser, which sent a pair of charged electrodes shooting across the atrium until they landed on the dirty floor, flickering and sparking in the moonlight.
 
   “Careful with that,” Donald said, taking the weapon from her. “How'd you get the safety catch off?”
 
   “Sorry,” she replied calmly. “It was a mistake.”
 
   Switching the device off, he began to retract the electrodes. “I can see I'm gonna have to keep an eye on you, aren't I?” he said with a smile. “You're obviously a lively one. I tell you what, since this is your orientation shift, why don't we head back to the office and I'll fill you in on the history of this place, eh? I know that might sound boring for a young woman such as yourself, but you'll be surprised.” Setting the taser back on his buckle, he turned to her. “Barton's Cross might not be a very old building, but it's built on a sight of great historical interest.”
 
   “It is?” she asked.
 
   “I'll tell you the potted version,” he continued, turning and heading back to the main door. “Won't take long. Prepare to have your mind blown, though. How old are you, again?”
 
   “Twenty-six.”
 
   “Bet you're not much interested in local history, are you?”
 
   “I don't mind.”
 
   “I've got some books on the subject,” Donald continued. “I can lend you a few, if you like. I'll bring them in for you tomorrow night.”
 
   Stopping for a moment, Alice stared up again at the domed glass ceiling. She was hoping to see the stars above, but instead all she saw was a reflection of the atrium itself. It took a moment, but she was finally able to spot her own reflection up there, staring back down. A moment later, she heard another scratching sound nearby and turned to look up at one of the balconies. For a few seconds, she was filled with the overwhelming sense that she was being watched from the shadows. She waited for something, anything, to step into view, but finally the sensation passed. Whatever had been up there, it was gone now.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   “It's going to crash!” Wendy shouted, pointing up at the dark sky just as the spluttering, burning plane flew low over the houses. “Come on!”
 
   With Matthew just a few steps behind, Wendy raced along the dark street and then skipped over some rubble as she changed course and bolted down an alley, before emerging on the edge of a section of wasteland. She could hear the plane but couldn't see it, not until it suddenly swooped in low over the top of some nearby houses, with bright flames billowing from one of its stuttering engines.
 
   “It is going to crash,” she whispered, her voice filled with shock.
 
   “He's trying to find a safe place to land!” Matthew yelled.
 
   “Then why's he going that way?” Wendy asked, racing across the grass until she reached the far side, which opened out onto the street where she lived. All the light were off for the blackout, so she couldn't see anything around her as she stepped out into the road and looked up.
 
   “His engine's bust,” Matthew continued as he caught up. “You can hear it. He must've been in a dogfight with the Germans. Rotten luck to get hit like that, but I bet he took a hundred of them out first!”
 
   “Where is he?” Wendy asked, hearing the sound of the plane coming closer but still not seeing it over the roofs of the nearby houses.
 
   “Get down!” Matthew screamed. “It's going to hit!”
 
   Suddenly the plane flew straight over, so close that Wendy could feel the heat, and then she turned just in time to see the fuselage crash into the roof of a nearby house and then smash through with immense force. She barely even had time to register that her house was one of the ones that had been hit, before the plane exploded, filling the night sky with a fireball as part of the wreckage continued to tumble through the roofs, sending pieces of brick and metal raining down onto the cobbles. People – she hadn't even realized there were other people around in the darkness – began to scream and cry out.
 
   “Look at it!” Matthew shouted, nudging her arm. “Wendy, look, it's -” He paused for a moment, staring in horror. “Wendy, is that your house that got hit?”
 
   Wendy stared in open-mouthed horror as she saw the burning Spitfire slipping down from the damaged roof. A moment later, the plane tipped over and began to fall, before crashing down into the street in a shower of flames, while the roofs of several nearby houses were burning bright.
 
   “Someone get help!” a voice shouted nearby.
 
   “It's okay,” Wendy whispered. “Mum works nights anyway. She's at the hospital, there's no-one home.” She looked at one of the burning houses. “Not in our house, anyway.”
 
   “Good job you snuck out,” Matthew replied. “You'd have been toast.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Do you reckon the pilot's dead?” he continued, as they stared at the burning plane. “He must be, mustn't he? I bet he was brave, though. I bet he didn't even scream as he died. The Germans always scream, I saw it in a comic, but Brits are made of stronger stuff.”
 
   Wendy watched as flames roared around the cockpit, and she couldn't help imagining the poor pilot trapped in there, most likely burning to death at that very moment.
 
   “I don't see any bullet-holes on the side,” she said with a frown.
 
   “Watch out!” Matthew shouted suddenly.
 
   Hearing a loud rumbling sound, Wendy looked up just in time to see that the burning roof of one of the houses was starting to collapse. A fraction of a second later, the entire roof came crashing down, chimney and all, into the street, sending up a huge cloud of rubble that quickly filled the air with ash. More people were shouting in the distance, and silhouettes could be seen rushing past the flaming wreckage.
 
   “Cover your mouth!” Matthew said, holding his arm over the lower part of his face.
 
   Wendy did the same, while still staring at the burning plane as she felt the inferno's heat against her skin. The flames were bright, but there almost seemed to be another type of light in there, dancing at the heart of the fire.
 
   “Get 'em all out!” someone was shouting nearby, as people from down the road tried in vain to break into the damaged houses. “Bust 'em open if you have to!”
 
   “He must've been shot down by the Germans,” Matthew said after a moment. “That's the only reason a Spitfire would ever crash. He'd probably been on a bombing raid and got hit, and he was trying to get home. I bet he was on a secret mission to destroy one of Hitler's secret bases. He must've risked his life for the war effort, he's probably a hero!”
 
   Instead of replying, Wendy simply stared at the heart of the burning plane and listened to the sound of roaring flames. She shuddered slightly as she imagined the poor man in there, although she figured he was most likely dead by now. Still, she was certain it must have been an agonizing, painful death, unless he'd been killed during the impact. She knew Matthew was right, that the pilot was a hero, but she still didn't quite understand why a hero should have to die in such a horrible way.
 
   “I hope he got lots of them,” Matthew continued with a frown. “I hope he shot down a hundred of their planes before they hit him. I bet he did. That's what heroes do.”
 
   “I know,” Wendy replied, “but -”
 
   Before she could finish, she saw that something was moving inside the burning plane, a dark shape struggling in the heart of the flames. While everyone else was trying to get people out of the damaged houses, Wendy took a step forward, watching as a few sections of twisted metal fell from the plane's cockpit area. A moment later, she watched in horror as a human figure fell out and landed hard against the cobbles, with flames covering his entire body.
 
   “He's still alive!” she shouted.
 
   “What should we do?” Matthew asked. “Should we -”
 
   Without waiting for him to reply, Wendy ran across the cobbles until she was as close to the burning plane as she dared to get. She paused for a moment, before ducking down under the damaged wing and crawling even closer, while keeping her eyes fixed on the burning pilot.
 
   “Get help!” she shouted, looking back at Matthew for a moment. She couldn't hear her own voice over the sound of the inferno, and the heat made the air seem to shimmer all around. “Get a doctor!”
 
   She turned and saw that the pilot was trying to haul himself up, even as flames roared from his body. He was barely visible in the heart of the fire, except as a dark, vaguely human shape that tried again and again to drag itself away from the wreck. He seemed able to only pull himself along for a few seconds at a time, before stopping for a moment and then trying again.
 
   Reaching out, Wendy knew she had to help him, even if she got hurt in the process.
 
   “This way!” she shouted, trying to grab his hand before pulling back as she felt her palm burning. She tried again and again, but each time the pain was too great. Looking at the skin on the palm of her own hand, she saw it was already blistered.
 
   Nearby, Matthew was shouting something at her, but she couldn't hear him over the roar of the fire.
 
   Trying to crawl toward her, the pilot tilted his head. For a moment, the flames seemed to clear slightly and his melted face was briefly visible. Most of the skin on one side had been completely burned away, revealing fragments of muscle still clinging to his skull, while a few sections of hair were still visible. He stared straight at Wendy for a few seconds, and finally his mouth began to open, as if he was going to say something. For a moment, a faint orange flame seemed to burst from his face and rush toward her.
 
   She waited, unable to take her eyes off the horrific sight.
 
   “You're a hero,” she whispered. “You are!”
 
   Slowly, the pilot leaned down toward the ground, as if he was going to sleep. He rested his burning head on the elbow of his right arm, and then he shifted his position a little, almost as if he was trying to get comfortable. After that he didn't move again.
 
   “Come on!” Wendy said to him, trying to make herself heard over the roar of the flames. “You have to get away from the -”
 
   Before she could finish, she heard a loud creaking sound above. When she looked up, she realized that the burning plane was in danger of tipping over right on top of her. She turned back to the pilot and saw that his skull was bare now, and she watched for a moment as the flames ate away at his remaining skin and hair. Unable to stop staring at him, she barely even noticed the pain on her own face and hands, until suddenly she felt someone pulling her back.
 
   “Wendy!” Matthew shouted, wrapping his arms around her waist and dragging her away from the wreck. “What are you doing? Do you want to go up with it?”
 
   “He's dead,” she whispered, not even struggling anymore as she was pulled well clear of the flames. Only now did she really notice the pain in her own body, and when she looked down at her hands she realized that they were burned red raw. There was pain on her face, too, spreading from her cheeks up past her eyes and onto her forehead and scalp.
 
   “Get a doctor!” Matthew screamed, with a look of horror in his eyes as he stared at her. “Someone get a doctor!”
 
   “What's wrong?” Wendy asked, starting to panic. “Why are you staring at me like that?” She reached up to touch her face, but the pain was too strong as she felt tattered pieces of flesh hanging either from her cheeks or her hands. It was as if her entire face was starting to disintegrate. All around, silhouettes of adults were gathering, looking down at her as flames continued to roar from the burning plane. “Matthew, what's wrong? What's happening to me?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “So these monitors cover the whole site?” Alice asked, as she stared at the six old-fashioned TVs that were stacked at one end of the porta-cabin, showing flickery, grainy black-and-white images of various corridors and balconies surrounding the shopping center's atrium. Every few minutes, one of the images switched to another view.
 
   “More or less,” Donald replied as he stirred two cups of tea. “There are a few blind spots, but nothing significant. Insurance, again. Gotta keep the place covered while they wait to knock it down.”
 
   She turned to him. “They're going to knock it down?”
 
   “Haven't you been reading the local papers over the past year?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Tut tut,” he added with a grin. “That's not very civic-minded of you, is it?”
 
   “Why are they going to knock it down?” she asked.
 
   “Looks like it's finally gonna get turned into flats,” he continued, setting a cup in front of her before making his way around the desk and sitting in his swivel chair. He turned a little way in one direction, and then the other, as if he was checking to make sure the chair still worked. “What did the ad in the paper say? That's right, eighty-six luxury flats to be built within the next five years, right here on the site of Barton's Cross. Eight-six, eh? How do you cram eighty-six luxury anythings into a plot this size? And who needs luxury flats, anyway? It's normal, basic houses this area needs, for ordinary working folk. Damn shame, if you ask me. A place like this is a historic monument, it should be kept as a museum or something like that.”
 
   “A museum of what?” she asked.
 
   “Well...” He paused. “Shopping, I suppose. It's a site of historical interest, isn't it? One of Britain's most important shopping malls.”
 
   She paused, trying to work out exactly what he meant, before looking back at the flickering monitors. “I guess.”
 
   “So what were you really in hospital for?” he asked suddenly. “I know you don't have to tell me, but the thing is, my boss went a bit back and forth when it came to hiring you. I kind of got the impression that he wasn't sure about it. Don't get me wrong, I'm not a prejudiced man in any way, but as I was telling my wife Anne last night, I do like to know who I'm working with.” He paused. “You're here on a community placement scheme, aren't you? One of those ones where the health authority pays part of your salary?”
 
   She turned back to him.
 
   “It's alright,” he continued, “I get it, community placement schemes are for people who've been out of the community and need a bit of help getting back in. The thing is, they're not normally used for people who've been in hospital, they're more for people who've been in...” He paused, as if he was worried about finishing the sentence. “Well, people who've been in prison or some other kind of forced situation.”
 
   “I haven't been in prison,” she said quickly.
 
   “Okay,” he replied, holding his hands up, “that's fine. I believe you.”
 
   “I was in hospital.”
 
   He grabbed his cup and took a sip. “Obviously I'm not a nosy man and you've got no obligation to tell me, but if we're gonna be working together every night I figure I might as well get to know you a little better. That's how it goes, isn't it, as strangers start to become pals? You exchange stories, talk about your life, just generally chat about things.” Another pause, as if he was waiting for her to suddenly, miraculously open up and tell him her entire life story. “Like I said, I'm not nosy, but I can't help noticing you've got a few scars there.”
 
   “I..” She swallowed hard. “I had an accident.”
 
   “Just the one?” He paused. “Must have been quite big.”
 
   “It's complicated.”
 
   “Of course. You don't want to talk about it, I understand entirely. The last thing I want to do is press you on it.”
 
   “I was...” She paused. “I was told I wouldn't have to discuss it. I was told I was just going to start working, and that everything would get sorted out.”
 
   “Sure, sure,” he replied, keeping his eyes fixed on her. “Like I said, I'm not nosy, and you're totally entitled to keep that barrier between us if that's your wish.” He paused again. “I was in a car crash once,” he added finally. “Not a big one, but enough to give me a scare. Not nice, not nice at all. Was it a car crash you were in?”
 
   She stared at him for a moment, before shaking her head.
 
   “Did you get attacked?”
 
   She shook her head again.
 
   A faint smile crossed his lips. “If I guess right, will you tell me?”
 
   She watched him carefully. “I'd rather not talk about it.”
 
   “Well...” Sighing, he took a sip of tea. “That's your prerogative, of course. Creates a bit of a wall between us, but if that's how you want things, I most certainly don't intend to push you.” Another sip. “As long as you're not a danger or anything like that.” He waited for a reply. “Then again, they wouldn't put you in a position like this if you were a danger, would they?”
 
   She paused, before turning to look at the monitors again. “I suppose not. I'm not a danger.”
 
   “Which is a bit of a relief,” he continued. “I mean, I'm all for people getting second chances, but you need to balance that with the best interests of the community at large.” He paused, watching the side of her face and, after a moment, spotting another scar on her neck. He opened his mouth to ask another question, but he quickly thought better of it and took a sip of tea instead. “Like I said,” he added finally, “I'm not a nosy man -”
 
   “I saw something,” she said suddenly, pointing at the monitor on the top right shelf.
 
   “Like what?” he asked.
 
   “Just a flicker,” she replied, turning to him, “but I definitely saw something move. Like a shadow, maybe, going from right to left across the floor.”
 
   “A shadow of what?”
 
   “I don't know.”
 
   He paused. “Probably a leaf.”
 
   “It wasn't a leaf.”
 
   “Mouse, then.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “You need to be a bit more specific, love,” he continued, with a faint, condescending smile. “If you saw it, you should be able to describe it, otherwise you didn't really see it, did you?”
 
   She swallowed hard. “It was bigger than a badger.”
 
   “Probably just a trick of the light, then,” he replied. “You're jumpy, it's your first night -”
 
   “It wasn't a trick of the light.”
 
   He sighed. “I'm not doubting you, but -”
 
   “Should we go and check it out?”
 
   “The odds of someone breaking in on your very first night -”
 
   “Rewind it and you'll see.”
 
   He sighed again. “I can't rewind anything,” he told her. “The cameras aren't recording, they're just for our benefit, so we can see what's going on out there, in real time. No-one's willing to pay to let the damn things record all that footage, we have to press a button if we want to get it on tape. And yes, we still use tape, that's how wonderfully advanced the technology is around here.” Pausing, he watched her for a moment. “Alright, then,” he said finally. “You think you saw something? Go take a look.” Reaching into his desk drawer, he pulled out a flashlight and rolled it toward her. “I think we'll hold back on the taser for now, you need more training on that, but go see what you can find. That monitor you pointed at is on the third floor.”
 
   “Aren't you coming with me?”
 
   “Standard procedure is for one security operative to man the desk while the other goes to check out initial reports of a possible breach,” he replied, clearly quoting one of the training manuals word-for-word. “You've got a radio with you. If you need back-up, you can call in for it.” He paused again. “It'll be good for you. Go out there and get a feel for the place, and don't worry if you feel a little spooked on your first night, that's only natural. I've got to admit, even I sometimes find it a bit weird here. There's just something not right about a shopping center with all its lights off. If you ask me, it's a tragedy what they've done with this place. It's like walking around inside a dead whale.”
 
   Picking up the flashlight, she turned to look back at the monitor. “I know I saw something,” she muttered. “I didn't imagine it.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   “What happened to her?” a voice shouted nearby, as several brights lights flooded into Wendy's field of vision. “Was she in one of the houses?”
 
   “She was in the street,” another voice replied. Male this time, with a hint of authority. “Her name's Wendy, she's nine years old. Apparently she got too close to the crashed plane. Looks like she only suffered superficial burns to the face, neck and hands, but we still need to take care.” A pause, before the figure leaned closer, still too blurry for her to make out. “Wendy, can you hear me? Wendy, my name is Doctor Aldringham and I'm going to take care of you. You're going to be absolutely fine, do you understand? You just need to be a brave little girl for me.”
 
   Staring up at him, Wendy squinted as she tried to get the man's face in focus, but the light behind him was too bright.
 
   “That seems like some kind of response,” the doctor continued. “Get something on these wounds and make sure she's monitored carefully. The only real danger here is infection. I need to get to the people from the houses, some of them are injured far more seriously. I don't think too many of them are going to make it.”
 
   “The pilot,” Wendy whispered, as she felt a throbbing pain running across her face.
 
   “What was that, dear?” a female voice asked.
 
   “The pilot,” she whispered again. “What happened to the pilot?”
 
   “Never you mind about that now,” the female voice continued. “We're going to give you something for the pain, and it'll maybe knock you out a little too.” There was a pause, and Wendy heard the woman doing something on a table nearby. “Silly girl,” the woman added after a moment. “Whatever were you doing out so late? Your mother's going to be very cross when she finds out.”
 
   Closing her eyes, Wendy tried to focus on her own thoughts, even as she felt them drifting away. A moment later, a sharp pinprick of pain hit her right arm and she realized she was being injected with something. She tried to open her eyes, but although she could see light filling her eyelids with a red haze, she didn't have the strength to do anything except wince as she felt a second injection, and then a third. Taking a deep breath, she told herself she could open her eyes if she just took a moment to gather all her strength, and finally – as she heard more voices swimming all around her head – she decided to count to three and then try again.
 
   One.
 
   Two.
 
   She paused. Everything went black for a moment, and she felt her whole body become lighter.
 
   Three.
 
   Sitting up suddenly, she opened her eyes and found that she was now in a large, dark room, with a patch of moonlight falling through the nearby window, casting shadows on a brick wall opposite. Looking around, she saw to her surprise that she was on an old metal bed, and that there were other such beds nearby, as if she was in some kind of dormitory. As soon as she turned to look to one side, she felt a sharp, sore pain running across her chest and up to her face, and she realized she must have passed out at some point and been brought to the dormitory to recover.
 
   She waited.
 
   Silence.
 
   A moment later, over on the next bed, someone shifted under the covers.
 
   “Hello?” Wendy whispered. Her lips were dry and cracked, and she felt fresh skin tearing a little at the edges. In fact, as each second passed, the nerves in her body seemed to be waking more and more, bringing fresh appreciation of the pain she was feeling and of the injuries she'd suffered. She looked around, and as her eyes adjusted to the darkness she realized there were lots of other beds in the dormitory, each with someone under the sheets, and she began to make out the sound of lots of people breathing, some of them even snoring.
 
   She paused.
 
   In the distance, she could hear a faint engine noise. Planes, most likely, passing over the city either on their way to bomb the Germans or on their way back.
 
   Like the plane that crashed.
 
   For a moment, her mind's eye saw the burning plane again, its flames filling the night sky, and she remembered the dancing orange glow that had seemed to rush out of the inferno. The image quickly faded, however, and she found herself in the dark dormitory again.
 
   Slowly, and with a little pain, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and took a moment to catch her breath before getting to her feet. She felt stiff and sore, but she was determined to find out where she was and to get home as soon as possible, back to her mother, who she figured must be very worried about her by now. Limping heavily on her right leg, she made her way past the next bed and into the aisle that ran along the center of the room, and finally she began to slowly, carefully head toward the door at the far end, under which a sliver of light could be seen. As she got closer, she sped up a little, despite the pain.
 
   Suddenly she felt a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “And where do you think you're going?” a woman asked, her voice filled with a soft Irish lilt.
 
   Spinning round, Wendy looked up and saw a friendly face smiling at her, framed by a nun's habit.
 
   “You should be in bed,” the nun told her. “There's absolutely no reason for a lovely little lady such as yourself to be up and about at this hour. It's barely even three in the morning.”
 
   “Where's my mother?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Your -” The nun paused, with a hint of concern in her eyes. “It's Wendy, isn't it? Well, Wendy, you'll be seeing Mother Superior in the morning, and until then you have to stay in bed and get some rest.”
 
   “Where's my mother?” Wendy asked again. “She wasn't home when the plane hit, she was at the hospital, so where is she now? I want to see her!”
 
   “I...” The nun paused. “I can't tell you that, sweetheart. It's not my place.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I just can't. Mother Superior -”
 
   “Why can't you tell me now?” Wendy asked, trying not to panic. She'd never spent a night away from home, not ever in her whole life.
 
   “Sshh,” the nun replied, putting a finger to her lips, “if you don't keep your voice down, you'll wake all the other little girls, and you don't want to do that, do you?”
 
   “Where is she?” Wendy whispered, with tears in her eyes. The tears stung her sore skin, but she couldn't hold them back. “Why am I here?”
 
   “My name is Sister Julia,” the nun replied, reaching down and taking Wendy's hand in hers, “and I'm just the orderly for tonight. Mother Superior will talk to your properly in the morning. That's her job, you know, and she's very good at it. It's best that you hear -” She paused, as if she'd caught herself just in time. “Well, she'll explain everything. She's very good at explaining, and at making people feel better.”
 
   “I want to go home.”
 
   “Of course you do.”
 
   “Right now!”
 
   “Why don't you get back into bed and try to sleep?” Sister Julia asked, trying to lead her back along the aisle but not managing to get her to move at all. “I know you must have a lot of questions, Wendy, but I'm not in a position to answer any of them for you. Mother Superior will talk to you in the morning and -”
 
   “No!” Wendy hissed, pulling her hand free as she tried not to panic. “I want to go home right now!”
 
   In a nearby bed, a figure turned under the blankets and then sat up, woken by the sound. A moment later, the same happened in half a dozen beds along the aisle.
 
   “You're making a lot of noise,” Sister Julia whispered, her voice sounding a little more stern now. “Wendy, you mustn't misbehave or you'll get a reputation. Come to bed and wait until morning.”
 
   “Is that the girl whose house got hit by a plane?” asked a voice from one of the beds.
 
   “Quiet!” Sister Julia hissed, turning to the beds one-by-one. “I want all of you to go back to sleep immediately. This is nothing to do with any of you! Nosy little things!”
 
   Slowly, the figures in the beds began to settle again.
 
   “Please,” Sister Julia continued, reaching her hand out to Wendy again, “let's not have any more silliness. Just because times are hard, we mustn't allow ourselves to weaken. God is watching over us, and we have to trust that he has a plan for us all, Wendy, including you. It's just a few more hours until dawn, and then Mother Superior will talk to you properly, and you shall have to listen to her and be brave. There's nothing to worry about, you're quite safe.” She paused, before allowing a broad smile to cross her face. “We wouldn't let anything happen to you here, not at Barton's Cross monastery.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Base to Echo-1, are you receiving me? Over.”
 
   Raising the radio to her mouth as she made her way across the dark atrium, Alice clicked the button on the side. “I'm here, I -”
 
   “Respond with your call-sign, please.”
 
   She sighed. “Echo-1 here,” she continued, despite feeling a little ridiculous. “I'm in the atrium now. I'm just looking for a way up to the third floor.”
 
   “I can see you, Echo-1,” Donald replied. “There's an escalator to your right, about five yards away.”
 
   “You can see me?” she asked, looking around and finally spotting a camera high up on one of the walls, with a small green light just below the lens. She paused for a moment, imagining Donald watching her from the office. There was something desperately, almost pathetically keen about Donald, and she felt that she was being tested. Making her way around the corner, she saw a rusty old escalator leading to the first floor, so she began to make her way up.
 
   “Highly habituated visual input,” Donald said after a moment.
 
   “I'm sorry?”
 
   “That feeling you get when you're walking up a broken escalator,” he continued, sounding more than a little pleased with himself. “You're so used to the idea that it should be moving, you make little adjustments in your head, even when it's completely still.”
 
   “Okay,” she replied, already starting to feel as if Donald had a 'fascinating' fact about everything she encountered.
 
   “That's why you feel disorientated on a static moving transport conveyance staircase unit,” he added.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Reaching the top of the escalator, she stopped for a moment and shone her flashlight around, seeing the dark, empty corridors of the deserted shopping mall. Abandoned stores lined the walls, their rectangular black windows reflecting the light from the flashlight as she turned, and a few of them still had the ghosts of brand-names above their doors, like names on tombstones. Making her way over to one of the stores, she cupped her hands around her eyes and peered through the dark window, and she saw that the interior had been gutted, with just a few rails left on the wall and some packing boxes dumped by the stripped counter. As she looked through more windows, she realized that in most of the stores there were still a few old boxes of merchandise.
 
   “You alright there?” Donald asked over the radio suddenly.
 
   Almost jumping out of her skin, she stepped back and looked around, half expecting to find him nearby.
 
   “Sorry,” he continued, “didn't mean to scare you like that. Smile!”
 
   Spotting a camera on one of the nearby pillars, next to the old elevators, she paused for a moment before turning and heading to the next escalator. There was still no sign of anyone around, but she still shone her flashlight up to the next level for a moment, before making her way up. When she got to the second floor, she leaned over the railing and looked around the vast atrium, marveling at the idea that the place had once been a busy, vibrant shopping mall. Now it felt more like the empty husk of something that had outgrown the space and wriggled away. Shining the flashlight across the atrium, she trained the beam on a shop on an old clothes shop on the other side, and for a moment she tried to focus on the silence all around.
 
   “One more to go,” Donald said suddenly over the radio.
 
   Nodding, she headed to another broken escalator and made her way up to the third floor. The escalator's metal steps clanged as she got to the top. Walking past rows of dark, abandoned stores, she finally found the spot where she'd seen something on the monitor, or at least where she'd thought she'd seen something, since now she was starting to have doubts. Looking around, she spotted a camera high up on one of the nearby columns, but she preferred not to think about the fact that Donald was watching her so, instead, she made her way to the exact spot where she'd seen a shadow fall across the floor. Looking around now, the whole thing felt absurd, and she figured Donald was probably chuckling away at her from the comfort of his swivel chair. He probably thought she was jumpy, maybe even paranoid.
 
   Even worse, he was probably right.
 
   A moment later, a burst of static hissed from her radio. She could hear Donald's voice somewhere in the mix, but it was quickly lost in a howl of noise.
 
   “I don't know what you're saying,” she told him, although she immediately felt somehow 'wrong' breaking the silence with her voice. It was like talking in church while everyone else was praying.
 
   Another burst of static, and then the radio stuttered a couple of times before dying completely.
 
   “Are you still there?” she asked.
 
   No reply.
 
   “Echo-1 to base,” she added. “Come in. Over.”
 
   Sighing, she looked up at the camera and waved, before holding the radio up as if to show him what had gone wrong. She waited a moment longer, before realizing that there was no way she could get in touch with him. Suspicious that maybe he'd switched the system off on purpose in an attempt to freak her out, she slipped the radio back onto the clip around her waist and turned, shining the flashlight around one more time to make sure that there was no sign of anyone. She didn't even know what she was supposed to be looking for, not really, but there was nothing to indicate that an intruder had broken into the mall and -
 
   Suddenly the flashlight flickered a couple of times, before dying completely.
 
   She peered at the bulb and saw that it was fading fast. Tapping it didn't help.
 
   “Great,” she muttered. Again, talking out loud felt wrong in such a place.
 
   With no light now, she took a few steps forward in pitch darkness. The only light came from the domed glass ceiling several floors above, but moonlight streaming down into the central atrium only served to make the surrounding balconies seem darker. She made her way past several black windows, figuring that she should at least look like she was checking the place out. After all, she knew Donald was probably still watching her over the cameras, and the last thing she wanted was to get back to the office and have him ridicule her efforts. Barely able to see in the darkness, she held onto the railing as she made her way past the disused elevators, and finally she rounded the next corner and looked along a corridor lined with yet more abandoned shops.
 
   She let out a sigh of relief.
 
   The place was obviously empty.
 
   A moment later, she heard a faint scratching sound nearby.
 
   Turning, she looked back the way she'd just come, but there was no sign of anyone. She took a few steps back toward the main balcony, while looking around for some sign of a rat or another pest, anything that could have made the sound, but there was nothing. Glancing down at the floor, she half expected to see a rodent scurrying past, but again there was absolutely no hint of movement. She turned, looking all around, filled with the sudden sense that there was definitely something nearby, convinced that at any moment she was about to see someone, gripped by panic but determined not to show it in case Donald was still watching over the cameras. She stopped, forcing herself to stay calm, telling herself that she had to keep from letting her mind run away with the possibilities.
 
   Slowly, she began to feel something blowing gently on the back of her neck.
 
   She turned, but once again there was no sign of anyone. Just a camera high up on a nearby wall, with its little green light glowing in the dark, and the tingling sensation that someone had been standing behind her just a moment earlier.
 
   Silence.
 
   And then, suddenly, the rattling of hurried footsteps nearby, coming up the broken escalator until finally Donald appeared, shining his flashlight straight at her and causing her to immediately shield her eyes.
 
   “Where is she?” he called out, stepping over to her.
 
   “Who?” she asked, still not able to look straight at him.
 
   He lowered the torch and shone it all around. “Did you see which way she went?”
 
   “Who?” Alice asked again, turning to him.
 
   “Did she go up or down?” Leaning over the balcony, he shone his flashlight around for a moment, before turning to her and grabbing her radio from around her waist. “What's wrong with this thing?”
 
   “I don't know,” she replied, still startled. “I just -”
 
   Hitting a button on the side, Donald brought the device crackling back to life. “Why'd you turn it off?” he asked.
 
   “I didn't.”
 
   “This switch here,” he replied, holding it up for her to see. “You can toggle the radio on and off. You toggled it off.”
 
   She shook her head. “It just stopped working by itself.”
 
   “Rookie mistake,” he muttered, handing the radio back to her before heading over to the foot of the broken escalator and shining his flashlight up to the fourth floor. “Did you seriously not see which way she went?”
 
   “There was no-one here,” Alice told him, trying to stay calm. “I looked, but I didn't find anyone.”
 
   “Why'd you turn your flashlight off?”
 
   “I didn't,” she replied, holding it up and flicking the switch on the side, “it just seemed to -” Before she could finish, the flashlight came on, shining its beam up to the ceiling.
 
   “We have to find her,” Donald replied with a sigh, heading to another of the escalators and looking down toward the second floor. “Can't let someone run loose in the place, can we? How did she look close up? Drug addict? Rough-sleeper?”
 
   “Who are you talking about?” Alice asked.
 
   “The girl,” he replied, turning to her. “The one who was right here.”
 
   “There was no girl.”
 
   “Course there was.”
 
   “No,” she continued, shaking her head. “I'm sure of it. There was no girl here.”
 
   “Alice -” He stared at her for a moment. “Just before the camera cut away, I saw -”
 
   “There was no girl,” she said again, determined to stand her ground. She figured he was toying with her, trying to make her doubt herself. “Even with the flashlight off, I'd definitely have seen a girl if she was nearby.”
 
   “Seen her?” He paused, with a faint frown. “Alice, I was watching you on the camera. You didn't just see her. You were talking to her.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   “How did your family die?”
 
   Flat on her back in bed, staring up at the dark ceiling, Wendy ignored the question. She didn't know the name of the girl in the next bed, didn't know anything about her at all, and she certainly didn't want to get into a conversation. Besides, it was a dumb question. She knew her family wasn't dead. Not her mother, anyway. In fact, she was waiting for her mother to arrive and collect her. Looking over at the door at the far end of the dormitory, she willed it to open.
 
   “How did your family die?” the voice asked again.
 
   This time Wendy turned and saw the girl in the next bed, staring at her with eyes that were just about visible above the sheets.
 
   “It's alright,” the other girl continued. “Sister Julia left the room for her break. She won't be back for twenty minutes, we can talk without getting in trouble.” She paused. “So how did your family die?”
 
   Wendy stared at her for a moment, before looking back up at the ceiling.
 
   “It's okay,” the girl said. “We're all in the same boat. My family's dead too.”
 
   “My family's not dead,” Wendy whispered.
 
   “Mum was hit by a car,” the girl continued, “and Dad died a few months earlier in an ambush somewhere in France. We'd got the telegram a while back. My grandparents died a long time ago, and my aunt didn't reply to messages, so I suppose she didn't want to take me in. I can understand, really. Everyone's struggling with the war. Anyway, that's how I ended up here, I'm just lucky the monastery was able to take me. What about you?”
 
   Refusing to answer, Wendy continued to stare at the ceiling.
 
   “Her house got hit by a plane,” said another voice suddenly, from one of the other beds.
 
   Wendy turned and saw another girl watched from the other side of the aisle.
 
   “It did,” the second girl continued. “I heard about it.”
 
   “Was that you?” the first girl asked. “Is that why you've got those bandages?”
 
   “It is,” the second girl replied. “I heard Sister Julia and Sister Anna-Maria talking about it earlier. They said Wendy's house got completely flattened by a crashed plane and Wendy's mother was inside and the fuel from the plane made the house burn like -”
 
   “Stop!” Wendy shouted suddenly, sitting up and glaring at the girl. She immediately felt flashes of pain under her bandages, but she held her breath so she wouldn't start crying.
 
   “And Wendy got burned,” the girl continued, with a faint smile. “She was lucky. She wasn't in the house. Everyone who was in the house got killed, but Wendy just got burned in the street.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You can't go out there!” the first girl shouted. “It's the middle of the night, you're not -”
 
   Slamming the door shut and leaning back against it, Wendy took a deep breath and tried to ignore the creeping pain under her bandages. She closed her eyes, trying to drown out everything those two stupid girls had just said in the dormitory, but her mind was racing and she kept replaying their words over and over again.
 
   “Everyone who was in the house got killed.”
 
   “Wendy's mother was inside.”
 
   “Wendy just got burned.”
 
   “Fuel from the plane made the house burn.”
 
   “Wendy's an orphan now, like the rest of us.”
 
   “It's not true,” she whispered. “None of it's true.”
 
   Slowly, she opened her eyes. She had no doubt that the other girls were still talking about her in there, and that they'd probably enjoyed provoking her, but she knew she'd have made a bigger mistake if she'd stayed. She'd just about resisted the urge to jump onto the second girl's bed and start pulling her hair out, but it would have happened eventually and then she'd have been in real trouble. Looking both ways along the dark corridor, she realized that there was still no sign of Sister Julia or any of the other nuns.
 
   “Get a doctor!” she suddenly heard Matthew's voice screaming in the back of her mind. “Someone get a doctor!”
 
   She remembered the pain, flashing through her chest, and the orange glow bursting out from the flames.
 
   “What's wrong?” she remembered shouting. “Why are you staring at me like that?” She remembered touching her face and feeling it falling apart, and then after that...
 
   After that...
 
   There had been a hospital, and a doctor. Rolling up her right sleeve, she saw that in the gaps between the bandages there were several red marks from where she'd been injected.
 
   “Just rest,” she remembered a calm, friendly voice telling her at one point. “Everything's going to be okay.”
 
   And then...
 
   She waited, but the memories seemed stuck somewhere else in her mind, as if they couldn't reach the surface. She sighed, leaning back against the cold wall, trying to remember a little more.
 
   Suddenly, in the distance, she heard footsteps.
 
   Someone was coming.
 
   She only had a fraction of a second to decide what to do, and she chose to slip around the corner and hold her breath, listening as the footsteps got closer. A moment later, she heard the door being opened and closed, and she realized Sister Julia must have come back from her break. She tried to imagine what the other girls would do. Would they tell on her, or would they pretend to be asleep so that they didn't get into trouble too? She knew Sister Julia would notice soon enough that she was gone, and she knew there was no way she could sneak back in without being seen, so she was already in trouble. All she could do, she told herself, was try to find a way out before she was caught, and then she could run home and then she could tell her mother about all the horrible lies everyone had been telling, and then her mother would make everything okay.
 
   Those girls had been making things up about her mother.
 
   They were liars.
 
   As the minutes passed, she realized that Sister Julia would have come running out of the dormitory by now if the girls had told her what happened. Figuring that she had at least a little time to make good her escape, Wendy hurried along the corridor, ignoring the pain in her sore limbs and focusing instead on the need to get away. When she reached the end of the corridor, she hauled herself up on top of a radiator and looked out through a small window, and she saw to her frustration that she was several floors up. Outside, a large yard stretched away to a wall in the distance, but it was hard to see too much since all the lights were off due to the blackout.
 
   In the distance, someone coughed.
 
   Climbing down from the radiator, Wendy ran along another corridor, hoping against hope that she might find some stairs that would lead her down to the ground floor. All she found, however, were more doors, before finally she had to duck around another corner as she heard more footsteps approaching from the distance. She held her breath again as two nuns walked past discussing plans for the morning, and a moment later she heard then pushing open a door and then heading down a stairwell. After waiting a little while longer to make sure they were gone, she hurried in the same direction, pushed the door open, and looked down the stairs.
 
   Home. She was going home.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   As the sun came up and cast warm morning light across the cemetery, Alice made her way along the row. After her first night-shift at Barton's Cross had ended, she'd been so tired she'd barely been able to stay awake on the bus. All she wanted to do was go home and sleep, ready for her next shift, but she knew that wasn't a possibility until midday at least. First, she had a couple of things to do.
 
   Stopping at the end of the row, she looked down at the final grave and read the inscription:
 
    
 
   In loving memory
 
   Daniel George Aspen
 
   Beloved son
 
   Died in the line of duty
 
    
 
   For a moment, she found herself thinking back to that night, and to the look of wild terror Aspen's eyes first as he'd seen her, and then as he'd turned and seen the other face, and then...
 
   The rest was still gone. She knew the memories were locked away somewhere, but after ten years she still couldn't find a way to access them.
 
   Reaching down, she placed some flowers on the grave. It was all she could do for him now.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So it went well?” Doctor Carrington asked, making a note on his pad. “Overall, I mean?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “And your co-worker is someone you think you can get along with?”
 
   She paused, thinking back to Donald's more irritating tendencies. “Yeah,” she said finally. “He's fine.”
 
   “Did he ask any questions about what happened to you?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “And what did you say?”
 
   “I didn't tell him anything.”
 
   “Remember,” he continued, “you don't need to become best friends with everyone you meet. It doesn't work like that. Some people you encounter in your day-to-day life are going to be friends, some are just going to be colleagues, some are just going to be casual acquaintances. You might even make an enemy or two along the way. Don't put too much pressure on yourself in every social situation, or there's a danger that your anxiety might come back. That's how people get on with each other in the real world, Alice. It's not like in the hospital, where you were stuck with whoever happened to be on the ward with you.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Are you over-thinking things again?” he asked.
 
   “I...” She thought about the question for a moment. “I don't think so.”
 
   “Because that's another danger.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “In the hospital,” he continued, “you were constantly being analyzing, and constantly analyzing yourself. That's not a healthy way to live in the real world.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Sometimes it's okay to just react on an instinctive level, even if you think your instincts are out of alignment with most people. Do what makes you feel good. Within reason, obviously.”
 
   “I really think I'm doing okay,” she replied, suddenly remembering to sit up straight and correct her posture. She wanted to stay positive, to face the world and deal with it all. “If you'd asked me two weeks ago how I'd do once I got back into the outside world, I think I would have expected my progress to be much slower and more...”
 
   She paused, trying to think of the right word.
 
   “More excruciatingly painful?” he suggested.
 
   “I guess.”
 
   He made another note. “And how are the nightmares?”
 
   She swallowed hard.
 
   “Are you still having them?” he asked.
 
   “They're not as bad.”
 
   “But you do still have them?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Are you taking the pills I gave you?”
 
   “They make me nauseous. They give me this metallic taste when I wake up.”
 
   “You should still take them.” He made another note. “And are the nightmares the same as before?”
 
   “They always cut out at the same point.”
 
   “As if you're reliving that night up until the moment when your memory failed?”
 
   She nodded again.
 
   “I want to try to steer you away from those nightmares,” he continued. “I think there's limited value in having your mind relentlessly replay such a traumatic event, and there's a real danger that over time you'll get into the habit of experiencing negative emotions when you sleep. We have to train you back into healthy habits, Alice.” He made another note. “Do you wake up in the night very often?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “This new job should be very good for you,” he continued. “I actually felt from the beginning that it would be helpful for you to do something that gets you out of the house at night rather than during the day. That way, you don't have to face the trauma of being alone in your apartment when it's dark outside, which I understand might be a trigger. Sleeping in the day is very different to sleeping at night, you know.”
 
   “I know,” she replied.
 
   He stared at her for a moment. “You look exhausted.”
 
   She didn't know what to say to this. “Okay.”
 
   “It's a good thing. It's normal to be tired, Alice. You've done a long night's work. We should maybe alter the schedule for these sessions now that we have to work around your busy life.” He smiled, as if he was expecting her to smile too. “I take it you haven't made any friends yet?”
 
   “It'll take a while.”
 
   “That's a good approach to take. You missed the whole school and college experience, but there's time to get back on track, just don't rush it. Hopefully you'll have more to report in our next session on...” He checked his phone for a moment. “Monday? Does Monday work for you?”
 
   She watched as he made some more notes. “Is it normal for me to be hallucinating or losing memories?” she asked suddenly. “I mean... Should that still be happening?”
 
   He glanced at her. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “It's just...” She paused. “What if something happens, something quick, just for a few seconds, but I don't remember it? Is that a cause for concern?”
 
   “Give me an example.”
 
   “A conversation,” she continued cautiously. “What if someone said they saw me talking to someone, but I don't remember that at all?”
 
   “So you experienced a memory slip?”
 
   “It's more like...” She paused again, trying to work out how to put her concerns into words. “It's more like something happened, then I forgot about it and my mind papered over the gap. It's not that I don't remember something, it's more that I specifically remember something else in its place.”
 
   “I see.” He made another note. “And this thing you think you forgot... Are you sure it happened?”
 
   “I think so. I don't understand why he'd lie about it.”
 
   “Is this someone at your new job?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “We all forget things occasionally,” he continued, clearly a little concerned. “I forgot my wife's birthday once. Terrible, I know, but I know I won't do it again. Don't micro-analyze everything that happens. You have a shift tonight, don't you?”
 
   She nodded again.
 
   “So focus on that. You're out in the world again, Alice, after a long, long stay in hospital. It wasn't easy for us to arrange this job for you, but we all believe in you. Don't worry too much about the past or the future, just focus on today.” He checked his watch. “And make sure you get enough sleep, because as someone who once worked nights in a kitchen to get through university, I can promise you the transition to a nocturnal life is definitely not easy. We'll talk again next week, but you can call me before then if necessary. Maybe Monday's a little long to wait for your next session. Let's meet on Friday instead. Is ten okay?”
 
   “Is our session over?”
 
   “Don't look so panicked, Alice. Yes, it's over. You're doing great.”
 
   Getting to her feet, she grabbed her bag from next to the chair, but she seemed lost in thought for a moment. “I had another nightmare,” she told him finally. “One that wasn't about what happened that night.”
 
   “What was this one about?” he asked, clearly no longer quite so engaged now that their session was finished.
 
   “It was about a plane,” she continued, “crashing in the Second World War. Crashing onto a house at night.”
 
   “Huh.” He turned to her. “Well, it's a good sign if your subconscious mind is starting to turn to other matters. Maybe it wasn't even a nightmare, maybe it was just a normal dream. That would be a real improvement, Alice.”
 
   “There was a burning pilot, too,” she added, with a hint of uncertainty in her voice. “I saw his face in the flames.”
 
   “And it was just a dream,” he replied. “Remember that, Alice. Dreams can't hurt you.”
 
   “I know.” She swallowed hard, and although she wanted to ask him some more questions, she figured that her hour was up and he probably wanted to move on to his next patient. “You're right. It was just a dream.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   Exhausted, with blisters on her feet after walking for hours without shoes, Wendy finally reached her street around midday. There were people all around, hurrying nervously from door to door, but although a few of them glanced at her, none of them stopped to ask if she was okay. After all, a tired, weak-looking little girl was hardly an unusual sight in war-torn London.
 
   Even with bandages on her arms and neck.
 
   Stopping on the street-corner, she stared straight ahead, looking toward the house where she lived with her mother. Or rather, what was left of it. She'd been so desperate to get home, but now she was scared to go much closer because she could see, even from a few hundred feet away, that something was definitely wrong. The house, and the two next to it as well, seemed to have been completely destroyed, with just a few sections of brickwork and wood left in place. She kept telling herself that if she went closer, she'd see that everything was actually fine, but for now she was too scared to try.
 
   “Wendy?” a voice asked suddenly.
 
   Turning, she saw a familiar face watching her from a nearby doorway. It took a moment before she realized that it was Mrs. Carmichael, the friendly old woman who always used to complain about children playing too close to her garden. She'd been quite a dragon once, but she'd seemed to soften after her two sons were both killed in action a year earlier.
 
   “Are you okay?” Mrs. Carmichael continued, leaving her front door wide open as she stepped out. “I didn't think I'd be seeing you again, I thought they'd have sent you off somewhere for the duration.”
 
   After staring at her for a moment, Wendy turned to look along the street again. There was a sense of dread in the pit of her stomach now, and she was starting to wonder if the other girls at the monastery had maybe been telling the truth. At the same time, she knew it couldn't be true about her mother, it just couldn't.
 
   “Your feet are bleeding,” Mrs. Carmichael said suddenly.
 
   Looking down, Wendy saw that she was right. Having not had the chance to fetch her shoes before leaving the monastery, she'd been walking barefoot for hours and hours, and the pain from her soles had been unnoticeable against the pain from her bandaged arms and torso. All the pain just seemed to have merged together.
 
   “Oh, you poor little thing,” Mrs. Carmichael continued, stopping next to her and staring down with an expression of pure pity. “I don't think you're supposed to be here, are you? Where are you supposed to be? I heard you were taken to hospital, and then someone said the sisters of Barton's Cross had agreed to look after you. Maybe we should find a policeman and get him to help you out, eh? You can't be out here like this. You need to go back to the monastery, so that the sisters can take care of you.”
 
   Ignoring her, Wendy stepped forward, keeping her eyes fixed firmly on the far end of the terrace where her house had once stood. She felt a shiver pass through her body as she realized that it was gone now. Where once there had been the brown bricks of the facade, now there was a clear view of the gray sky.
 
   “You mustn't torture yourself,” Mrs. Carmichael told her. “It would have been very quick, you know.”
 
   “What would?” Wendy whispered, spotting dark patches on the cobbles, as if the very ground itself had been burned. Taking a few more steps forward, she realized she was standing in the exact spot where the bulk of the burning plane had landed after crashing through the houses.
 
   “Your mother loved you very much,” the old woman continued, with tears in her eyes, “and a mother's love never dies, you know. It's still with you, it's still in your heart, even if... Well, even if she's gone herself. As long as you remember, then that's all it takes for her love to live on in your soul forever. You understand that, sweetheart, don't you?”
 
   Ignoring every word that Mrs. Carmichael had just said, Wendy approached the ruins of the house. Most of the wreck had been removed, but there were still pieces of charred wood poking up from the foundations. She felt a shiver passing through her chest as she saw what was left of the kitchen wall, but there was little else she recognized. The inferno had clearly incinerated the house.
 
   “Such bad luck,” Mrs. Carmichael said after a moment, as she shuffled over to join Wendy. “Your poor mother was so unfortunate. Of all the nights to come home early from work, why did the fates decree that...” She paused for a moment, with tears in her eyes, before looking down at Wendy again and seeing the fresh cuts on the girl's feet. “Do the sisters of Barton's Cross know that you're here, sweetheart? I don't think they do, do they?”
 
   Wendy turned to her.
 
   “I'll fetch a policeman,” the old lady continued, turning and limping away. “You wait right here. Everything's going to be quite alright.”
 
   Left alone, Wendy made her way around the side of the burned house, unable to stop staring at the twisted wooden remains as she tried to work out which parts had been which walls. She had no idea which room her mother had been in when the plane crashed, but since people said she'd died quickly, she assumed she must have been upstairs. Then again, she knew adults sometimes lied to make things sound better, so she felt there was a chance her mother had suffered.
 
   Maybe like the burning pilot.
 
   Heading around to the rear of the wreckage, she found that – somewhat improbably – the garden gate had survived, still in perfect condition as part of the damaged brick wall. Opening the gate, she looked through into the garden and saw that although the lawn near the house was burned and covered in debris, the far end seemed almost untouched. She stepped toward that far end, and for a moment it was possible to imagine that the house was in one piece behind her, and that her mother might at any moment call her in for dinner.
 
   More than anything else, she wanted to hear her mother's voice again.
 
   “Wendy! Supper's ready!”
 
   She felt a shiver in her chest as she remembered those words. Taking a deep breath, she wondered whether she might be able to change what had happened. She knew the idea was ridiculous, but still, in the back of the mind she felt that maybe, just maybe, she of all people might actually be able to make the universe re-order itself. She focused as hard as possible on the idea that the house hadn't been destroyed, and on the possibility of her mother still being alive, and she pictured the scene as it had once been. At first she just imagined it all, but then she forced herself to really believe it, insisting that there was no way it could all be gone in the blink of an eye. Finally, with just a hint of hope in her heart, she turned and looked over her shoulder.
 
   At that moment, a faint breeze blew through the wreckage.
 
   She felt her heart drop an inch in her chest.
 
   “She's around here somewhere,” Mrs. Carmichael could suddenly be heard saying. “She can't have gone far.”
 
   “We'll get her back to Barton's Cross,” a male voice replied, obviously a policeman. “They'll know what to do with her. She can't be out alone.”
 
   Feeling a sudden sense of panic at the idea of going back to the nuns, Wendy looked around before spotting the gap behind the garden shed. Racing across the scorched lawn, she ducked down and wriggled into the gap, barely managing to squeeze through before stopping as she listened to the gate being opened again. She'd hidden in the exact same spot when she was younger, when she'd been playing with her father, but this time it wasn't a game.
 
   “Wendy!” Mrs. Carmichael called out. “Are you here, child?”
 
   Holding her breath, Wendy squeezed her eyes tight shut, praying for them not to find her.
 
   “Wendy!” a male voice shouted, obviously the policeman.
 
   Still, she held her breath.
 
   “Oh,” Mrs. Carmichael said after a moment, “I should have made her come with me. Lord alone knows where she is now.”
 
   “She can't have gone far,” the policeman replied. “If you see her again, let us know, but I'm sure she's a responsible young lady. She'll make her own way back to Barton's Cross.”
 
   Staying behind the shed, Wendy opened her eyes and began to breathe slowly as she heard the garden gate swing shut. She still didn't move, worried that perhaps they were trying to trick her and that they were still out there, waiting to see if she emerged from one hiding place or another. Sure enough, after a moment she realized she could hear soft footsteps on the grass, coming closer. She waited for a face to appear and look down at her, but nothing came and as the seconds ticked past, she began to have hope that she wouldn't be discovered.
 
   And then she heard the sniffs.
 
   Just around the corner, edging closer, something was sniffing frantically, almost as if it was trying to locate her by scent alone. As far as she knew, that wasn't something policemen could do, but she held her breath anyway and listened as the sniffs came ever closer, until there was a pause and she waited to be discovered. A moment later, however, she heard the gate again, followed by footsteps in the path that ran along the side of the house, and she realized she'd been right: someone had stayed behind to see if she'd emerge, but they hadn't found her. She waited a few minutes longer, before figuring that this time she was probably safe. Crawling out, she looked around and saw that there was no-one around.
 
   She had no idea where to go, but she knew one thing. She never wanted to go anywhere near Barton's Cross again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Come on,” one of the forum's users had written, “no-one seriously believes that. Alice Warner killed him, end of story. The only questions are how and why.”
 
   The comment had a 79% approval rating from 312 votes.
 
   Although she knew she shouldn't read any more, Alice clicked to see the rest of the thread. Her eyes were sore and tired, and the laptop's flickering screen was bright enough to burn, but she couldn't help herself.
 
   “That's what no-one else seems to get,” another forum user had added below the first comment. “Too many people trying to make excuses for that bitch when the truth is right there for everyone to see. She's a serious psycho and she should never have been let out. No-one's safe with someone like her around.”
 
   Approval rating: 81%. 298 votes.
 
   “She should've been sent to prison,” suggested another user a little further down, “not some cushy hospital.”
 
   Approval rating: 90%. 301 votes.
 
   “BRING BACK THE DEATH PENALTY,” an anonymous user had added in full caps lock. “PROBLEM SOLVED.”
 
   Approval rating: 59%. 650 votes.
 
   A faint flicker crossed Alice's face as she scrolled down and read more comments. A few people had come to her defense, but they'd quickly been shouted down and, besides, they didn't interest her too much. Messages of support just left her feeling cold, whereas the ones that vilified her, the really venomous comments that called for her to be locked up or executed or worse... Those, at least, sent a shiver through her body and made her feel alive. At least she knew those people were saying what they really believed, instead of trying to be polite.
 
   Further down the page, she found that someone had added an image. For a fraction of a second, she was unable to work out what she was seeing, other than some text at the top that read NEVER FORGET. After a moment, however, she tilted her head slightly and then felt a punch to the gut as she realized she was looking at a photo of Officer Aspen's body with the top of his head missing and his broken lower jaw protruding from the mangled flesh, with stained teeth partially dislodged from the gum. He was on an autopsy table, and a tape measure had been placed next to her shoulder. She stared, not even blinking, and finally she leaned closer to the screen, taking in as much detail as possible.
 
   Approval rating for this post: 75%. 1,190 votes.
 
   “Could I have done that to someone?” she whispered. The idea was shocking, but unless her memory of that night ever returned, she couldn't know for certain. When more police had arrived shortly after Officer Aspen's death, they'd found no sign of an intruder. The official investigation had been inconclusive, but she knew what everyone thought.
 
   They all thought she'd killed him.
 
   For several minutes, she sat and simply stared at the image, before finally she clicked to open a comment box.
 
   “No-one should be forgiven if they cause another human being to suffer and die,” she wrote. “The inability to remember is no excuse. It's obvious what Alice Warner did and she should pay for it.”
 
   She read the comment over a few times before hitting the 'submit' button. As soon as the comment was posted, it had a 100% approval rating, and she sat back, feeling the knot of fear starting to fade in her gut. Checking her watch, she saw that it was almost 5pm, which meant that she only had five hours before she was due back at Barton's Cross for her second night-shift. Her weary eyes wanted to close now, but she knew she'd never be able to sleep so, instead, she opened another browser window and brought up a search engine.
 
   “Plane crash World War 2,” she typed, “Barton's Cross Kellis Hill area London.”
 
   The dream had been plaguing her all morning, to the extent that she'd begun to wonder whether it was truly a dream at all.
 
   As soon as the results appeared, she began to scroll down. The second entry piqued her curiosity, so she clicked through and was immediately presented with an old image of something burning against a dark night sky. The picture was speckled and grainy, obviously scanned in from an old newspaper, and according to the caption it showed the aftermath of a Spitfire having crashed onto a row of houses. There was a long entry underneath, explaining the history of the incident, but even before she began to read the text, she already knew one thing.
 
   The scene in the photo was exactly the same as her nightmare from the day before. It was almost as if -
 
   Startled suddenly by a knock at the door, she looked across the room. No-one ever knocked on her door, not apart from Mrs. Cole, the landlady, and she wasn't due to pop by for at least another week. There was simply no-one else who could possibly come, not ever. She'd made sure of that. Nevertheless, a moment later there was another knock.
 
   “Hello?” Alice said tentatively.
 
   “You had a friend pop over last night while you were out,” Mrs. Cole replied. “I heard her hammering and calling your name, so I had to come up, didn't I? Told her you were out working. That was right, wasn't it?”
 
   Alice paused. “A... friend?” She said that last word as if it was completely alien.
 
   “I told her she can't come banging around in the middle of the night, but could you maybe say the same thing to her? I don't want complaints from my other tenants.”
 
   Another pause, before Alice got to her feet and headed to the door. After sliding the latch free, she pulled the door open a little and peered out at Mrs. Cole.
 
   “A friend?” she asked again.
 
   “She seemed nice enough. Dark hair, seemed a little... I dunno, serious.”
 
   Alice paused again. “I'm sorry, are you sure it was my door she was knocking on?”
 
   “She was calling your name, too. Why? Weren't you expecting anyone?”
 
   “I...” Yet again, all Alice could do was stare blankly for a moment. The blunt truth was that having spent the past decade in a psychiatric hospital, she didn't have a friend in the world, certainly not someone who should have been banging on her door. “I really think there must be a mistake. Did she tell you her name?”
 
   “Yeah, it was...” She paused, frowning as she tried to remember. “Hannah!”
 
   Alice paused. “I don't know anyone named Hannah.”
 
   “Well, she knows you.”
 
   “That's impossible.”
 
   “Look,” Mrs. Cole, continued with a sigh, “I don't mind people dropping by, you know I don't. Entertain to your heart's content, so long as there are no disturbances for the other residents. And I don't want anyone sleeping over, either. That's my big rule.” She flashed a smile. “Sorted?”
 
   “Did she leave a number?”
 
   She shook her head. “Black hair. A bit intense, if you ask me.” She turned to shuffle away, before glancing back at her. “What's wrong? Got so many mates, you can't keep track of them all?”
 
   Alice paused for a moment, before gently shutting the door and sliding the latch back across. She still had no idea who Mrs. Cole was talking about, and she was quite certain that there must have been some kind of mistake, perhaps a moment of confusion. One thing she knew for sure was that she had no friends, no acquaintances, no colleagues, no family members... There was no-one who should be knocking on her door. Still, she felt no need to make a fuss, and she figured that whoever had been knocking the night before, they'd realize their mistake and they wouldn't be coming back. She certainly didn't know anyone named Hannah.
 
   Heading over to her bed, she spotted the small plastic box she kept on the table by the window. It wasn't much, but she used it to store the very few precious things that actually meant anything to her. She opened the lid and looked inside, seeing the only two things she'd added so far: her release papers from Adenguard Hospital, and the train ticket that had brought her to London. She allowed herself a faint smile, and then she reached into her pocket to take out the bus ticket from the previous night. She knew it was silly to save something so inconsequential, but at the same time she felt proud that after everything that had happened, she'd not only been able to get a job but she'd actually gone through her first night without making any major mistakes. She figured that one day she'd put all these items into a scrapbook, a kind of history of her new life.
 
   Pulling the piece of paper from her pocket, she began to straighten it out before, suddenly, a second piece fell down to the floor. Reaching for it, she frowned as she saw that it was another bus ticket. Holding them side by side, she realized that she actually had two tickets, both purchased at the same time for the same bus journey on the same night, as if she'd had someone with her when she went to work the night before. She hadn't, though; she'd been quite alone, and she remembered sitting quietly at the back seat of the bus, waiting for her stop. Reaching into her other pocket, she took out the return ticket from the morning, but there was a duplicate of that too.
 
   “One to Barton's Cross,” she remembered saying to the driver.
 
   One ticket.
 
   One seat.
 
   Yet now she had two tickets each way, apparently purchased at exactly the same time. Setting a copy of each into the box, she closed the lid and then tossed the duplicates into the bin by the door, and she told herself there must have been a simple mistake.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   The air raid sirens sounded early that night, howling across the city before the sun had set. People scurried along the streets, keen to get home, while the few remaining cars seemed to be going just that little bit faster. London was getting darker, too, with even the street-lamps having been switched off, and soon Wendy found herself walking through darkness, her limping footsteps sounding louder and more clipped on the cold, wet cobbles.
 
   After several hours, she still had no idea where to go. It was as if her moorings had been cut loose and she was just drifting from street to street, a lost child.
 
   Finally, as if out of nowhere, she saw a ripple of moonlight catching on the surface of the Thames. The Thames? She hadn't realized she was anywhere near the river, and yet after just a few more steps through the shadows, she reached a small patch of grassland that led down to a brick wall and then, beyond that, to the water. After checking around to make sure that there was no-one nearby, she hurried across the grass and then leaned over the wall, looking down into the oily blackness of the river. She could hear water lapping at the wall below, and for a moment she felt almost as if something was staring back up at her.
 
   “The river's not safe at night,” she remembered her mother telling her. “Only scoundrels go down there after dark. You must promise me, Wendy, that for as long as you live, you'll never go anywhere near the river at night.”
 
   “I promise,” she'd replied, and she said it now too, just because it made her feel better to pretend her mother could still hear her.
 
   Below, something seemed to rock the water a little more, causing nearby boats to tug slightly on their moorings.
 
   Suddenly, she heard voices shouting in the distance. She turned, but as she looked across the dark patch of land, she couldn't see another soul. She could still hear them, though: a man and a woman were shouting at one another, using words that Wendy knew no-one should use, not if they'd been brought up properly, words her mother had told her were bad and wrong.
 
   “Alright there?” a male voice suddenly asked, much closer, as a hand touched her shoulder.
 
   Almost leaping out of her skin, Wendy spun around and saw a dark figure looming over her, silhouetted against the starry night sky.
 
   “Don't worry about those two,” he continued. It sounded as if he was smiling. “They're always cursing at each other, it's something of a tradition in these parts. They start each night as long-lost lovers, but pretty soon they get to fighting. Some people are just like that. Still, you'd already know that if you were from around here.” He paused. “Are you from around here?”
 
   “I...” She paused, before turning to hurry away. She only managed a half pace before she felt the man's hand grabbing her arm with a firm, insistent grip.
 
   “Listen -”
 
   “I don't want to go back,” she shouted, trying to twist free. “You can't make me!”
 
   “No-one's trying to make you go anywhere,” the man told her, with a friendly tone. “I just wondered if you wanted to come and sit with a few of us. We've got food and shelter for the night, and if -” Suddenly he screamed as Wendy sank her teeth into his arm. He immediately let go, but she held on for a moment longer before tasting blood and letting go, at which point she stumbled back, tripped, and landed hard on the ground.
 
   Looking up at him, she realized that the man's silhouette didn't include any sign of a policeman's uniform or a nun's habit. A moment later, the man stepped slightly to one side, allowing the moonlight to pick out a kind, middle-aged face with big dark eyes and black hair. Still, her mother had told her not to trust faces, too, and now more than ever she wanted to live by her mother's advice. It made her feel as if she wasn't alone.
 
   “You're a tough one, huh?” he asked, clutching his wrist. “So that's the thanks I get for trying to help.”
 
   “You can't make me go back!” she shouted.
 
   “Back where?”
 
   “To the -” Catching herself just in time, she realized it might not be wise to give him too much information. “I want to go home.”
 
   “Where's home?”
 
   “I don't know,” she replied, with tears in her eyes. “It got burned and destroyed.”
 
   “I saw a Spitfire going down a few nights ago,” he told her. “There was a big fire too.”
 
   “My house is gone,” she said cautiously. “My mother's gone too.”
 
   “Gone? Do you mean...” He paused, and then he sighed. “And now you've got nowhere to go, huh?”
 
   “I want to go home,” she said again, but the words felt even more hopeless than before.
 
   “Maybe I can help you tomorrow,” the man replied, “but for now, if you promise not to bite me again, I'll take you somewhere safe for tonight. You can't be out wandering alone like this.”
 
   As if to prove the man's point, an air-raid siren began to sound in the distance, followed a moment later by another much closer.
 
   “We can't have a fire going,” the man continued, “not out in the open, but over there...” He pointed across the grassland, into the darkness. “A few of us have got something, just enough for warmth, but we keep it in the old tunnels so we don't give the Germans anything to aim at. Doing our bit for the war effort, you could say.” He looked up at the sky, as sirens continued to sound in the distance. “On a night like this, they might just come anyway. The moon's so bright, it's like a spotlight trained on the city, lighting us up for the Germans' pleasure.”
 
   “Have you really got food?” Wendy asked cautiously as she got to her feet. She was still scared, but the thought of even a single mouthful was enough to keep her from running, enough even to override her mother's warnings. She hadn't realized how hungry she was, not until a moment ago, but now she felt as if there was a bottomless pit in her belly.
 
   “Don't get too excited,” the man replied, turning and limping away. “It's not gourmet cooking or anything like that, but it's not a rat on a stick, either. You don't look old enough to be out here on your own, so unless you've got a nice warm home to get to, why don't you come and at least meet the others, eh? I promise we're all friendly. I'm not forcing you, though. It's your choice.”
 
   “Be careful around strangers,” she remembered her mother telling her. “Most people are okay, but there are some bad people around. Really bad, Wendy. Types of bad that you're too young to know about.”
 
   “Hear that?” the man asked, turning to look along the river. “Reckon I hear engines. Probably our lot heading over to bomb France, but it could be Gerry getting an early raid in.” He turned back to her. “It's not safe to be out tonight, kid. If you can't go home, you need somewhere to take shelter. My name's Harry, and I promise you, you'll be alright down in the tunnels with us. It's your choice, though, and -” He stopped and looked up, as the engines became louder in the sky above. “That's our lot,” he added, turning and limping away. “Off to give Gerry a taste of it.”
 
   Wendy waited as he limped away. Finally, just as he disappeared from view into the darkness all around, she realized she had to make a decision.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “How many people are down here?” Wendy asked a few minutes later as Harry led her down the steps, into the old ticket hall of a tube station that had long ago been abandoned. People were sitting all around, with their backs against the walls, but despite the cramped conditions and the sound of sirens in the distance, the overall atmosphere seemed strong, as if everyone was making do in difficult circumstances.
 
   “Dunno,” Harry replied, “but we usually fill the place up pretty quick when there's an air-raid in the offing. Most of it, anyway. Street-sleepers, people who've lost their houses... Whatever your reason for not having somewhere to go, we don't ask. It's none of our business. We just try to help people out.”
 
   She followed him across the ticket hall and along a tunnel that sloped gradually downward, leading further underground. Spotting a woman sitting nearby, warming her hands on a small fire in a tin can, Wendy realized the woman's eyes looked dead and hollow. Just as she was starting to think that the woman was dead, however, there was a hint of movement, just enough to show that she was alive.
 
   “This place used to be a pretty busy station,” Harry continued. “Got shut down just before the war, but there's no point letting it go to waste. There should be -”
 
   He stopped and turned as a distant boom rattled a nearby door, causing a rush of air that briefly agitated a few fires burning in nearby cans.
 
   “Why do they keep bombing us?” Wendy asked, feeling a catch of fear in her belly. “The war's in France, not here.”
 
   “The war's everywhere,” he replied, turning and continuing to make his way along the tunnel. “Don't worry, though, I'm sure our lads'll give 'em more than -”
 
   He stopped again as there was another boom, and this time the whole tunnel shook slightly, causing a drizzle of dust to fall from the ceiling.
 
   “We're perfectly safe under here,” Harry continued, although he sounded slightly less confident. “These tunnels were built to last. We'd have a chance even if there was a direct hit.”
 
   “You said people come here when they haven't got anywhere else to go,” Wendy replied, keeping close to him as they walked past another small, flickering fire on the floor. Although her whole body still hurt, she was determined not to show any weakness. “Does that mean my mother might be here?”
 
   “She might be, but -”
 
   “Can you ask?”
 
   “What's her name?”
 
   “Florence. Florence Hegatty.”
 
   “Well, I'll ask around,” he replied with a sigh, “but you mustn't get your hopes up, okay? This isn't a place where miracles happen, it's a place where people huddle together when the miracles have all run out. We help each other.” As they reached a spot where several people were sleeping on the floor, he had to carefully climb over the slumbering limbs, before reaching back to help Wendy over. “Sorry, kid, but space is at a premium down here. You just have to slot in where you can find a space, but there are plenty of other children around. Are you good at making friends?”
 
   “Okay, I suppose.”
 
   “Then you'll have to see if -”
 
   Another boom, closer this time, and the walls shook more than before. Looking back, Wendy saw that a few of the sleeping figures had begun to sit up, blinking in the low light cast by nearby fires. A few of them looked around with vacant expressions, before slowly settling back down one by one, some of them grumbling in the process. Some of them looked dead already, and Wendy couldn't help thinking about the catacombs she'd read about in school, where the dead lined the walls. She'd never been to such a place, of course, but she imagined it was much like this: cold, echoey and dark, with the promise of death around every corner. She felt guilty, but at the same time she couldn't help but feel a little afraid, especially when she noticed one old woman watching her through a half-closed eye that glistened in the light of a nearby fire.
 
   “You'll get used to it down here,” Harry told her. “I can promise you one thing, Wendy, and that's that no-one will hurt you, not if you stick close to the others. There's strength in numbers, you know.” He smiled as he heard her belly starting to rumble. “Hungry? Would you like some stew?”
 
   She paused for a moment, still watching the old woman, before turning to look up at him. Finally, she nodded, before spotting another corridor that led off from the one they'd been following. Unlike the others, however, this one was completely empty, and a lack of lights meant that all she could see at the other end was darkness.
 
   “What's along there?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing,” he replied, taking her hand. “Just remember what I told you. There's strength in numbers. Never, ever go wandering off alone down here.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “It's really nothing,” he added, “just don't allow anyone to trick you into going along one of the corridors that isn't being used. There isn't anything along there that you need to see. Sometimes there are just...” He paused, as if there was something else to say, but after a moment he forced an uneasy smile. “Just take my advice, kid. Stay with the crowd.”
 
   With that, he began to lead her away, although she couldn't help glancing over her shoulder. With so many people crammed into the main corridors, it made no sense for other areas of the station to be left empty, but she figured there had to be a good reason.
 
   Suddenly there was another boom above, and the ceiling shook again.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Balmedon Lane,” the automated voice announced. “Next stop, Balmedon Lane.”
 
   Opening her eyes suddenly, Alice realized she must have fallen asleep at the back of the bus. She looked up at the indicator and saw to her relief that she hadn't missed her stop, but as she looked out the window at the dark city streets, she realized she should have found a few hours to sleep during the day. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out one of the caffeine drinks she'd been saving for the night-shift and decided to drink it early.
 
   As she tore the foil off the top, she looked at the bus ticket in her hand. Just one. She glanced at the seat next to her, and then along toward the front of the bus. There was no-one else on-board, not at almost 10pm on a Tuesday night, and definitely not so far south of the river.
 
   “You can do this,” she whispered to herself. “Millions of people do this every day. There's nothing special about you. Just get on with it. You're not sick anymore.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Donald?”
 
   Pulling the porta-cabin's door shut, she was surprised to find that there was no sign of Donald anywhere. She hung her coat on the rack and then slipped her Tesco bag into one of the lockers, before heading over to the desk. There were a few manuals and training books strewn about, along with a small notepad with a rough sketch of a woman in a nun's habit. Looking around again, she saw the bank of monitors at the far end and made her way over to look for any sign of Donald in the main building. Although she was ten minutes early for her shift, she figured he might have headed off to do the first inspection alone.
 
   He seemed like that kind of guy.
 
   Watching the monitors for a moment, she waited for some sign of movement on one of the screens. Her gaze switched from monitor to monitor, but all she saw were grainy, static images of the corridors and balconies inside the shopping mall. Every few minutes, one of the images switched to the view from another camera, but there was still no sign of Donald. Finally, she had to remind herself that although she'd formed a very clear opinion of him during the previous night, she still knew next to nothing about the man, so it was probably a little early to worry about him acting out of character.
 
   Grabbing a radio from the counter, she flicked the switch on the side.
 
   “Donald, it's -” she began, before correcting herself. “Base to Echo-2, base to Echo-2, come in please, Echo-2. Are you receiving me? Over.”
 
   She waited, listening to the static for a moment.
 
   “I guess not,” she muttered, setting the radio down before heading back to the door and leaning out. The porta-cabin was on one side of the shopping mall's empty parking lot, with the main Barton's Cross building lit up by floodlights a good hundred meters or so further along. She squinted, looking for any hint of movement in the few scattered pools of light, but there was still no sign of Donald. Glancing back at the desk, she saw his scruffy old coat hanging off the back of the chair, and she knew that he must have shown up already since the day-shift team had left.
 
   Sighing, she pulled the door shut and stepped down to the parking lot, before stuffing her hands into her pockets and making her way across the cold space. As she reached the main building, she looked up and saw dark, dusty windows lining the wall, and for a moment she felt as if someone might be inside, staring out at her. Forcing herself to ignore such concerns, she reached the main door and pulled her keys from her pocket, using them to open the padlock so she could slip inside. Once she'd secured the door again, she switched on her flashlight and shone a beam of light across the foyer that led to the atrium, and she waited for some hint of movement in the distance.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Donald?”
 
   She waited again.
 
   “Great,” she muttered, making her way forward until she reached the edge of the atrium, at which point she shone her flashlight up and around, running the beam of light across the balconies. Still not finding any sign of Donald, she made her way along one of the corridors that ran away from the atrium, passing various boarded-up stores until she reached another, smaller open space with an old food court at one end. On a nearby wall, there was an old price-list that had been left in place, and she couldn't help but smile for a moment as she looked at the various hot-dogs, burgers and other items that had once been available.
 
   The menu certainly beat all the gruel and porridge she'd eaten at the hospital.
 
   Turning, she suddenly realized she could hear a noise in the distance. There was a faint, constant whispering coming from further along the corridor, and as she took a few steps forward she realized someone was talking, albeit with a very low, deliberately quiet voice. She opened her mouth to call out, but something about the tone and cadence of the voice reminded her of Donald, and she was fairly sure it must be him. It was almost as if he was hiding away, trying not to be overheard.
 
   Figuring that she wanted to find out what he was up to, she turned her flashlight off, leaving her standing in just a patch of moonlight, before making her way carefully through the darkness, heading toward the next corridor.
 
   “Listen, I don't have time for this,” she heard Donald hissing as she reached the next turn, “I have to get back to the office, she's probably there by now, but I want to register in no uncertain terms my absolute outrage that this decision was taken without me! I should be informed of these matters!”
 
   Frowning, Alice hung back for a moment to listen some more.
 
   “I know all that,” Donald continued, evidently talking to someone on his phone and clearly extremely annoyed, “but that's my point entirely. I should have been involved in the decision-making process right from the start, and I certainly should have been informed about the situation with this woman. You can't just drop me into something like this without letting me know I might be in serious danger!”
 
   Danger? She could feel her heart racing, and although she had a feeling in the back of the mind that she knew what was wrong, she hoped that it might yet turn out to be something else.
 
   “That's beside the point,” Donald hissed.
 
   A pause, as he listened to whoever was on the other end of the line.
 
   “Totally beside the point,” he continued, “and you know it. There's no way to predict how someone is going to react in that kind of situation. I'm sure Alice is a perfectly lovely young woman and in other circumstances, I'd have absolutely no problem working with her. You know me, I get along with everyone, it's just her background and -”
 
   He stopped suddenly.
 
   Alice waited.
 
   “Hello?” he called out. “Is anyone there?”
 
   Alice paused, before stepping back into the shadows, keen to make sure that she wasn't spotted.
 
   “Nothing,” he continued after a moment. “It's just not right that I'm expected to work in these conditions. How am I expected to turn my back on her? After what happened to her, she shouldn't be out in society like this, it's absurd! You can't use me as a baby-sitter for some psycho.”
 
   Feeling a shiver pass through her chest, she realized her worst fears were coming true.
 
   He knew.
 
   How much, she couldn't be sure, but he knew.
 
   Even a little was enough.
 
   “Then there's the rule-breaking she's already demonstrated,” Donald continued. “On her very first shift just last night, I saw her -”
 
   He stopped again.
 
   “Hang on,” he hissed, before his footsteps could be heard getting closer.
 
   Instinctively, Alice ducked behind the food court's counter and crouched down, waiting as she saw Donald's shadow crossing a patch of moonlight nearby.
 
   “This is insane,” he continued. “I have to get back to the office, but I'm not working with her. You need to do something about the mess you've caused, or I'll... I'll...” He paused again. “I don't know what I'll do, but I won't let this stand, Aaron, do you understand? I look forward to hearing how you plan to rectify your mistake.”
 
   With that, she heard the call being cut. She realized he must have been talking to Aaron Hawkins, the boss of the security firm, the man who'd agreed to hire her after lengthy consultations with Doctor Carrington and the hospital. Companies could get up to half an employee's wage bill covered by the health authority if they were willing to take on someone who had recently been released from one of the nearby psychiatric hospitals, and plenty of managers were willing to overlook their natural concerns if it meant cutting the payroll costs. She knew that was the only reason she'd been given the job.
 
   “Hello?” Donald called out. “Is anyone here? Alice, is that you?”
 
   She held her breath, waiting.
 
   A moment later, she heard his footsteps heading away, back toward the atrium. Rather than getting to her feet, however, she waited a moment longer, in case he was trying to trick her. After a few seconds, she heard a faint shuffling sound, and she realized she'd been right: he'd clearly made plenty of noise while leaving, and then he'd quietly doubled-back to see if she emerged from some hiding place. A moment later, she realized she could hear a kind of sniffing sound coming closer, and she felt certain for a fraction of a second that she'd been discovered. She opened her mouth to apologize, but suddenly the sniffing sound began to recede, and she realized that maybe she'd been granted a miraculous reprieve. She continued to hold her breath until she heard footsteps heading away again, and finally she exhaled.
 
   “I can't hide from the truth,” she remembered telling Doctor Carrington a few weeks earlier. “People will find out about me.”
 
   “You're going to be fine,” he'd replied. “Stop worrying so much, Alice. No-one's going to hold the past over your head. This job is a chance for you to turn your life around, and I promise you, no-one is going to go delving into your past.”
 
   “Sure,” she muttered, taking a deep breath as she finally got to her feet and looked across the dark space. “That didn't last long, did it?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   This time, she heard the whistle.
 
   It was coming closer, closer than the rest, falling through the night sky. She squeezed her eyes tight shut, bracing for impact. Still the whistle became louder, as if it was right overhead. She held her breath, like everyone around her and then, when it seemed like the whistle was so close it was almost inside her head, it stopped for a fraction of a second, as if maybe the bomb had magically not landed, and then the entire tunnel rumbled as a distant boom rippled through the ground. Brick-dust fell from the ceiling, enough to put out a couple of nearby fires, and when Wendy opened her eyes she saw that only one fire was still burning, all the way at the other end.
 
   The rumble continued for a few more seconds before finally subsiding.
 
   “Somebody's home probably just got flattened,” whispered a mournful voice nearby, from the darkness.
 
   “Our lads'll give 'em hell,” added someone else. “For every bomb that falls on London tonight, ten'll fall on Berlin.”
 
   “You really think that?” another voice asked, with obvious skepticism. “It's turning. I'm telling you, the tide's turning, we're losing momentum and -”
 
   Other voices quickly drowned him out with a series of boos and curse-words. Contrary opinions weren't popular, not with bombs falling all around.
 
   Pulling her knees up to her face, Wendy tried to make herself as small as possible. She looked around at the dark figures on either side of the tunnel, occasionally getting a glimpse of half a face here or a pair of eyes there, as someone else tried to get one of the fires started again. Since Harry had left to take care of some other matters, Wendy had remained quiet and had tried to avoid getting noticed, had tried to pretend she didn't even exist. There were plenty of people around her, but she'd still not seen one of them properly, not yet. Just shapes and flashes of their faces in the gloom.
 
   And the smell.
 
   Most of them stank of damp clothes and sweat, and things she didn't even want to think about.
 
   “Hey,” a voice said suddenly. “You. Over there. Hey.”
 
   Wendy stared at the floor, even though she was sure the person was talking to her. She hoped he'd give up and move on if she just ignored him.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   This time, she felt someone nudging her arm. Reluctantly, she turned and saw a dark figure crouching nearby, with just a sliver of flickering light picking out one side of his tired, old face. A fire in a tin can cast shadows over his features, filling his every wrinkle with dark lines.
 
   “Kid,” he continued, “let me ask you a question, eh? Are you smart? Can I ask you a question?”
 
   She swallowed hard.
 
   Suddenly the man leaned closer; much closer, close enough for her to smell the garlic and vinegar and tobacco on his breath.
 
   “How do you tell the difference,” he continued, “between the living and the dead?”
 
   “Leave her alone,” a tired woman said nearby.
 
   “I'm just asking her!” he hissed, keeping his bulging eyes fixed on Wendy. “It's not a trick question, kid. I ask everyone when they're new down here. So come on, then, how do you tell the difference?”
 
   She opened her mouth to answer. Her lips were dry and slightly stuck together after not speaking for hours. She wanted them to stay that way, but at the same time she could tell the man wasn't going to leave her alone unless she answered. “I... I don't know.”
 
   Turning, he pointed along the tunnel with a dirty, mitted hand.
 
   “It's not easy,” he explained. “The thing is, they mostly look the same down here, but I've worked out one surefire way. You've gotta look for their shadows, see? Living people have a shadow, you can see it when there's a fire going. Dead people, they don't got no shadow. It's the light, see? It helps you tell the difference.” He nudged her arm again. “I dare you.”
 
   She waited for him to continue. “You dare me to what?” she asked finally, even though she didn't really want to know.
 
   “Walk to the end of this corridor, and see if everyone's got a shadow.”
 
   She shook her head, while watching the dozen or so figures crouched nearby. There was still only one fire burning, flickering delicately as a woman tried to get it going properly, and the shadows of the various people were all merged together, shifting constantly against the tunnel's curved, cracked wall. Picking the people apart, let alone their shadows, seemed impossible.
 
   “Here,” the man continued, pulling something from his pocket and holding it out for her. “You can have this if you do it.”
 
   Looking down, she saw that there was a twisted, bent bottle top in the palm of his hand.
 
   “I don't want it,” she told him.
 
   “What's wrong? Not good enough for you?” He reached closer and put a hand on her waist, before fumbling with the top of her skirt. “Where's your pocket? I'll -”
 
   “No!” she shouted, pulling away and bumping into the opposite wall in her haste to get away from the man's creepy, wandering hands.
 
   “What's wrong with you?” he asked, sounding annoyed. “I was just trying to give you something! Thought you should keep it somewhere safe, that's all.”
 
   “Leave her alone, Stan,” said another voice from the darkness. “She's just a kid.”
 
   “That's what he likes,” another voice added. “I told you before, he's not right in the head. He doesn't understand the difference between children and adults.”
 
   “Best move along, kid,” said one of the other voices, nudging Wendy's ankle. “Find another place to sleep. Everyone down here knows to keep away from Stanley and his fiddling fingers. He likes putting them in places they shouldn't be.”
 
   “Don't listen to those liars,” Stanley hissed, leaning toward Wendy again. “Come and snuggle close, for warmth.”
 
   Stepping over his outstretched hand, Wendy began to make her way along the corridor. She looked down to either side, checking to make sure that each of the people she passed had a shadow. It was hard to tell sometimes, since the fire in a nearby tin-can was getting stronger and all the shadows were merging, dancing wildly across the wall. Most of the people were either sleeping or resting, and some of them looked dead, but they all seemed to have shadows, until Wendy reached the far end of the corridor and saw a woman kneeling on the floor, wrapped in various old and stained sheets, with her hands on her knees. Stopping, Wendy looked for the woman's shadow but saw nothing. She told herself she was wrong, that she was just missing something obvious, but as the fire continued to burn she realized there was definitely no sign of a shadow. Finally, slowly, the woman turned and looked up at Wendy with yellowing eyes that stared with unblinking, mournful intensity.
 
   “It's okay,” the woman said finally, her voice sounding harsh and gravelly. “It doesn't hurt, not that much.”
 
   Stepping past her, Wendy hurried into the next corridor, but she stopped for a moment when she saw that there were more people all around, waiting for the air-raid to be over. Making her way along, forcing herself to be brave, she consciously kept from looking for shadows this time, figuring that she really didn't want to know whether the dead were mixed up with the living, or if that was even possible. She wanted to find Harry, since he'd at least seemed kind, but she had no idea where to look first. There were so many people, however, that she struggled at times to pick a way past all the legs and arms sprawled across the floor. She had to scrunch her nose up to avoid the foul smells, too, since there was nowhere for people to go to the toilet and most were simply relieving themselves where they sat and then shifting a few feet from the mess. The tunnel shook again as a bomb fell nearby, and Wendy took the opportunity to skip over a few more legs until she reached a junction, at which point she looked to the right and saw an empty, dark corridor leading away with no-one on the floor. Compared to the other tunnels, it looked like paradise along there.
 
   “You going that way?” asked a woman.
 
   Turning, Wendy saw that a younger woman, about her mother's age, was watching from the nearby floor. Unable to help herself, she looked for the woman's shadow and was relieved when she saw one flickering against the wall.
 
   “Why isn't anyone using that tunnel?” Wendy asked cautiously.
 
   “Go and see,” the woman replied.
 
   “But why's it empty?”
 
   “Go and see,” the woman said again, before a faint smile crossed her lips. “And if you see her, say hello from all of us.”
 
   “Her?” Wendy paused. “Who are you talking about?”
 
   “Hey,” the woman continued, nudging an older woman next to her. “The kid doesn't know.”
 
   “Know what?” Wendy asked.
 
   The two women laughed at some shared joke.
 
   “Go and take a look,” the first woman continued, pointing along the dark tunnel. “It's alright, if anyone asks, we'll tell them which way you went.”
 
   “Don't be mean,” the other woman told her. “She's just a child.”
 
   “I'm not being mean. I just think the kid should go and look if she doesn't know. She'll soon come running back.”
 
   “What's down there?” Wendy asked. “Why is everyone crowded into these tunnels when there are others that are empty?”
 
   “You'll make a new friend if you go and look,” the first woman told her. “A special friend. Hell, some people say that when you make friends with her, she never lets you go. You'll be friends forever and ever. Or for rest of your life, anyway.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Sshh!” the woman added, before putting a finger to her mouth and miming drawing a jagged line across her lips. “From what I've heard, she doesn't like it if people talk too much about her. She gets real mad.”
 
   Turning, Wendy looked along the dark tunnel, and for a moment she felt as if she could somehow sense someone at the far end, waiting for her.
 
   “Hold up!” a voice called out suddenly. “Little girl, wait for me!”
 
   Looking back the way she'd come, Wendy realized that Stanley was coming after her.
 
   “Bloody hell,” the first woman muttered. “Good luck, kid. Looks like you've got Mr. Wandering Hands on your tail. I reckon you actually might be better off going to see Hannah.”
 
   “Hannah?”
 
   “Little girl!” Stanley shouted, shuffling into view with a grin. “I've got something for you!”
 
   “Go,” the woman told Wendy. “He won't follow you down there, that's for sure. He might be desperate, but he's not stupid. You can always come back in a bit. Maybe, anyway. If you're lucky.”
 
   Feeling a shiver at the thought of Stanley getting too close, Wendy turned and ran a few paces along the dark tunnel, before stopping and staring straight ahead. The last thing she wanted was to get lost or to meet anyone who lurked at the far end, but at the same time she definitely didn't want to hang around near Stanley. Slowly, and with a mounting sense of being watched, she began to make her way along the tunnel, even though there were no fires burning and she quickly found herself in darkness.
 
   “Hey!” she heard Stanley calling after her. “Come back this way! I won't hurt you!” She could hear the two women laughing, too.
 
   She kept limping, determined to get as far away from Stanley as possible. Her mother had warned her about men like Stanley, so she figured her mother would approve of anything that meant not being near him. Besides, she told herself she could turn back at any moment and return to the foul, overcrowded tunnels. For now, she wanted to be alone, and she wasn't even that scared, not scared enough to stop.
 
   “You'll make a new friend if you go and look,” she remembered the woman telling her. “A special friend. You'll be friends forever and ever.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Hi,” Alice said, stopping in the doorway and looking into the porta-cabin, where Donald was finishing some paperwork at the desk.
 
   He glanced at her, and the hint of concern in his eyes was unmissable.
 
   “I went looking for you,” she continued, taking a step forward. “I thought... Well, I wasn't sure what to do when I couldn't find you.”
 
   “I was...” He swallowed hard, as if he was scared. No, terrified. “I was just checking the site, you know? I was... Just checking. Nothing wrong with that.”
 
   She offered a smile. “Listen, I think maybe -”
 
   “You can go and do another tour,” he added, interrupting her. “No harm in checking again, is there?”
 
   “Sure,” she replied, stepping toward him, “but -”
 
   He suddenly pulled back in his chair, as if he didn't want her to get too close.
 
   “Donald -” she began.
 
   “I thought I saw someone,” he stammered, pointing at the monitors, “out the other side, near the back door. Maybe you should go out there and, I don't know, hang around for a bit. There's no point having two of us sitting in here, is there? Seems like a waste of resources.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “Please go,” he added, as if he was on the verge of a full breakdown, desperate for her to not get too close. “Please, just... Go.”
 
   Pausing, she realized he was almost shaking with fear. She looked down at the paperwork on his desk and saw that he'd printed out information about new jobs in the area. Apparently the thought of being around her was too much for him to deal with now that he knew who she was, and now that he knew about her past. She figured he must have read all about her past, probably including the lurid claims that people made about her on forums.
 
   “Is there...” She took a deep breath, feeling a sense of panic and dread in her chest. “Is there anything you want to ask me, Donald?”
 
   He shook his head keenly.
 
   “Are you sure?” She looked over at one of the chairs and thought about sitting down for a moment, but she wasn't sure whether or not that would be a good idea. The last thing she wanted was to freak him out further, and for him to go running out of the porta-cabin and disappear into the night. She'd asked one of the doctors back in the hospital what she should do in a situation like this, and he'd assured her that it wouldn't happen. She'd asked again and again, and the answer had been the same. Fat load of good that advice had turned out to be. “It's just...” She paused. “Donald, I feel like maybe you've worked out the reason for that gap on my CV.”
 
   “None of my business,” he snapped, his voice thick with tension.
 
   “No, but -”
 
   “I don't want to go poking about in your business,” he continued. “Not me. I'm not a nosy man.”
 
   “Sure, but -”
 
   “Please,” he hissed, his eyes filled with fear. “You don't have to explain yourself to me. In fact, I'd really prefer it if you didn't.”
 
   She paused again, on the verge of turning to leave but feeling as if she still needed to work things out with him. She didn't know what to say, but she felt certain that she had to say something, to maybe find a way to show him that she wasn't dangerous. Even though she barely knew him, and despite the fact that she didn't even like him that much, she still felt as if he was the closest thing she had to a friend, so she wanted to at least try to make him understand.
 
   “I could have changed my name,” she told him finally. “I thought about it, but I felt that'd be...” Another pause. “I didn't change it, because I didn't do anything wrong. At least, I don't think I did.”
 
   “I believe you,” he said quickly.
 
   “That man, that...” She tried to think of a more convincing way to explain what had happened. She knew that there were many myths and lies about her story, many crazy theories in the public domain, some of which had painted her out to be some kind of monster. “The version in the newspapers wasn't quite accurate. Neither is the Wikipedia story, I tried to edit it but someone keeps reversing all my changes. Someone thinks he knows better.” She took a deep breath. “I didn't kill the policeman who came to my house that night. I really didn't, it wasn't me. I used to think it was, but now I'm sure it wasn't. Someone else killed him. I don't know who, but...”
 
   She paused, hoping against hope that he'd tell her he understood.
 
   “I believe you,” he said again, as if he wanted to end the conversation as quickly as possible.
 
   “I just don't quite remember what...” She took another deep breath, trying to stay calm. “Well, I guess you know that part. To be honest, leaving the hospital wasn't even my idea, but the doctors thought I should get back into the real world. After ten years, they told me I was well again. As well as I can ever be, anyway, given that there's a hole in my mind. They arranged this job for me, they told me no-one would ever care about my past, but I knew that wasn't true. People like to root around in other people's lives, don't they? At least, I think they do. I'm not great judge of how the world works, really. I don't have much experience of being around other people.”
 
   Donald stared at her, clearly still desperate for her to leave.
 
   “The scars have mostly healed,” she added, smiling again. “I'm not... You don't have to be scared of me.”
 
   His face twitched slightly, as if he was struggling to keep from racing out the door. “Okay,” he said finally.
 
   She frowned. “Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay what?”
 
   He swallowed hard. “Just okay.”
 
   She paused for a moment. “You're just saying that to get me to leave, aren't you?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “It's fine, I understand, just...” She reached for her radio, before deciding to leave it on her belt. “I'd quit and leave you alone, but then I'd lose my assisted living grant, and I need that for a month or two while I settle in to my new life. I've only been out of the hospital for three weeks, if I quit now they'd cut me off and I don't know what I'd do. I'd probably lose my little one-bedroom apartment too, and... I just need another month, maybe two at most, to get myself on my feet so I can support myself. If I could quit this job tonight, I would, just to make you feel better, but I can't.”
 
   He opened his mouth to reply, but no words came.
 
   For a moment, silence fell between them. Donald stayed in his swivel chair and Alice stayed on the other side of the desk, and they kept their eyes on one another until, finally, Alice took an empty chair and sat down.
 
   “Please,” she continued, with a hint of desperation in her voice, “I need this job, I need it to work. After two weeks, your boss is going to ask you to fill out an employee evaluation form, and what you write on there is going to get passed on to the people working my case, and if I don't do well...” There were almost tears in her eyes as she waited for him to say something, for him to understand and to meet her halfway. “Please just judge me based on how I do while I'm working here, not on what you've read online or what the papers said about what happened to me ten years ago. I'm not that person anymore, I've moved past it, I'm completely well again. I didn't kill anyone. I genuinely don't remember what happened that night, but I'm not a murderer. They wouldn't have let me out if they thought there was a chance I might be dangerous.”
 
   He stared at her.
 
   “Let me prove myself,” she added finally. “That's all I ask. Give me a chance. Can you do that?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I thought I saw someone out the back,” he said finally, his voice still filled with reservation and doubt. “It was probably nothing, but I'd be grateful if you could go and take a look around.” He paused. “When you're done with that, come back and I can fill you in on a little more of the history of Barton's Cross. If you're interested in that sort of thing.”
 
   She nodded, feeling as if she was finally making a little progress. She wanted to hurry over to him and give him a hug, but she felt that would probably be an overreaction. “Thank you,” she said instead. “Thank you so much.”
 
   “Well, then... Off you go.”
 
   Getting to her feet, Alice felt as if they'd at least reached some kind of understanding. There was a part of her that wanted to press her case a little more, but she figured she shouldn't push too hard, too fast. Grabbing a flashlight from the table, she turned and headed to the door. When she glanced back at Donald, to thank him for giving her a chance, she saw that he'd already started filling in new job applications again. Still, she felt certain she could prove herself to him. He'd given her a chance, and now it was up to her to impress him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A cool breeze was blowing through the night air as she reached the rear of the building, where several temporary metal fences had been set up long ago with their bases in concrete stands. One of the fences looked to have been moved aside slightly, which in theory meant that someone could have gained access to the shopping mall's rear door, although when she shone her flashlight through Alice saw that the door was still shut. She slipped through and checked the padlock, finding that it was secure.
 
   Heading back past the fence, she was about to continue her tour around the perimeter of the building when she happened to glance out across the barren wasteland that stretched to the rear of Barton's Cross. Stepping over to the edge of the old gravel delivery road, she shone the beam of light out across the knee-high grass and saw that like the mall itself, the surrounding area had been abandoned, although a development company had erected a sign in the distance promising changes soon. Flicking the flashlight off, she waited for her eyes to adjust to the darkness and after a moment she was able to see the lights of Central London in the distance, glittering so bright against the night sky that they shut out all the stars and tinging the horizon with a faint orange glow. For a moment, the scene felt strangely peaceful, and Alice found herself watching her own shadow as it fell across the grass, lengthened by the low lights that ran around the base of the shopping mall behind her.
 
   “It's okay,” she remembered the police officer telling her all those years ago. “Alice, help's on its way, we're going to -”
 
   She remembered the pain of pulling the stitches from her mouth.
 
   She remembered shouting at him, begging him to run as tears streamed down her face.
 
   He'd used her name.
 
   “Run!” she'd screamed, but it had been too late.
 
   She remembered seeing a shape behind the officer, and then she remembered him turning and -
 
   He's screamed. Just briefly, before his throat was cut.
 
   There had been another voice too, echoing all around her.
 
   The wind picked up for a moment, rustling the grass.
 
   “Do you still not remember what happened that night?” she remembered Doctor Carmichael asking.
 
   “Bits of it,” she'd told him. “Sometimes...”
 
   “I need you closed now,” she remembered the echoing voice telling her, as a dark figure had stepped over the dead officer's corpse. “No more interference.”
 
   The memory – and she wasn't even sure it was a memory, she thought it was most likely the trace of some old nightmare – trailed off, and she watched as the dark, moonlit grass was blown by a cool wind, while her shadow lay on top of it all, shifting slightly at the edges. Her shadow always soothed her, as if it was a reminder that she was still alive. And then, slowly, she saw a second shadow appear, as if someone had begun to step out from behind her. She knew there was no way anyone could have been so close, that it was most likely a trick of the light, but she kept watching until the other shadow began to get further away, and then she turned and saw that – as expected – there was no-one around. Taking a few steps back toward the building, she flicked her flashlight on and shone the beam all around, but there was still no sign of anyone. Just as she was about to turn away, however, she spotted something dark on the shopping mall's rear wall, and when she shone the light up she realized that a word had been tagged across the wall in large, rough black letters.
 
   “Hannah,” she whispered.
 
   She paused.
 
   “Hannah?”
 
   Hannah. The same name as the girl who'd apparently knocked on her door the night before, while she was out. She tried desperately to work out where and how she'd encountered someone named Hannah before, but the information seemed blocked somewhere in her mind. Sometimes, she felt there were so many of those blocks, she'd never be able to push past them. She was certain that there had been no such graffiti on the wall just a few minutes earlier, but at the same time she knew there was no way anyone could have written it up there without her having spotted them. Turning, she looked toward the grass again, before starting to make her way back around the building, heading to the porta-cabin. She felt as if she was being watched, and no matter how much she kept telling herself it was all in her head, the feeling was getting stronger.
 
   “Get a grip,” she told herself, stopping next to the porta-cabin and taking a deep breath. “Don't fall apart now. You're fine, you're well, there's nothing wrong with you.”
 
   She waited.
 
   Silence.
 
   Another deep breath.
 
   “Hey,” she said as she pulled the door open, “do you know who -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, she saw that Donald was rewinding a video on one of the monitors.
 
   “Is everything okay?” she asked.
 
   “Do you remember what I told you about these?” he asked sternly, with a clipped, annoyed tone.
 
   “Sure, they don't record -”
 
   “Unless they're specifically set to do so,” he added, “which I decided to do when you went out just now. I wanted to make sure I'd have evidence if my suspicions about you turned out to be correct. I didn't want that to be the case, obviously, but I had to be prepared.”
 
   “Suspicions?” she asked, heading over to join him at the monitors. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Watching as he hit the playback button, she saw security camera footage of herself heading around to the back of the building just a few minutes ago. She looked so small against the vast white wall and the darkness of the night sky.
 
   “You told me to go out there,” she reminded him. “You were -”
 
   “And this?” he asked, fast-forwarding a little until the video showed her pushing one of the temporary fences aside. This time, there was someone with her, a second figure shuffling through the darkness. “Would you care to explain yourself? Who's your pal, Alice? And don't lie this time, I've got it on tape.”
 
   “I -” She watched with a mounting sense of horror as she saw the dark figure hurrying to the wall, where it began to spray letters using a small can. Meanwhile, she could see herself walking away, heading over to look out at the distant city skyline. “I didn't do that,” she whispered, feeling a cold chill pass through her chest. “That didn't happen, there was no-one out there with me.”
 
   “Hannah, eh?” Donald replied, turning to her. “You're supposed to be keeping this building safe, not helping your friends to go around defacing private property.”
 
   “I didn't!” she told him again, with mounting panic as she saw herself still looking out across the grass, while the dark figure at the wall finished writing the name Hannah in large, messy letters.
 
   “I'm sorry, Alice,” he replied, “but I'm afraid I'm going to have to report this, and I've got evidence so -”
 
   “No, please,” she said, taking a step back as she watched the dark figure hurrying away from the wall on the video, “none of that happened, I swear. I mean, part of it happened, but there was no-one else out there with me!”
 
   On the monitor, she saw herself turning to look back toward the building. She remembered that moment, it had been when she thought there was a second shadow, except now... She watched herself heading over to look at the graffiti.
 
   “You can tell it all to your supervisor,” Donald muttered, taking the taser from his pocket as if he was scared he might actually have to use it. “For now, Alice Warner, I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask for your company items, and then I need you to leave the site at once and not return. Failure to do so will result in the police being called and trespassing charges being pressed.”
 
   “I didn't do any of this,” she whispered, still watching the screen. “There was no-one else out there with me!”
 
   “Apart from your friend. The same friend you claim not to have seen last night.”
 
   “I don't have a friend!” she told him, even though she could still see the dark figure on the screen, shuffling away into the shadows. “I don't have a friend,” she said again, feeling as if her mind was at breaking point. “I don't know who that was! I don't know anyone named Hannah!”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Stopping for a moment in the pitch-black tunnel, Wendy realized she could see the faintest hint of light at the far end, as if a fire was burning around a distant corner. She'd been walking for a few minutes now, and she told herself she should turn around and head back to join the others, but at the same time she much preferred being away from all the smelly, loud people, and she definitely didn't want to run into Stanley again.
 
   As another boom shook the tunnel for a moment, she realized it couldn't hurt to take a few more steps. After all, she'd been telling herself that for several minutes now, and it had worked out okay so far.
 
   She could always run if something bad happened. Running was easy, even though her legs and feet were in pain.
 
   Stepping forward, she kept one hand against the wall, even though the light ahead was strong enough now for her to be able to see her way. Finally, she stopped again just a few feet from the corner, and she felt certain that there was someone just out of sight. It was as if a kind of presence was reaching through the air, teasing her and trying to draw her forward.
 
   “Hello?” she said again.
 
   Immediately, she heard a faint scrabbling sound, just enough for her to be certain that someone was there.
 
   “I don't want to disturb you,” she continued, “I just... Is your name Hannah? That's what the other women called you.”
 
   She waited.
 
   “You're a nice young lady,” a female voice whispered suddenly, barely loud enough to be heard. “Absolutely charming. Delightful.”
 
   Wendy opened her mouth to reply, but for a moment she paused.
 
   “Lovely,” the female voice added. “Really nice. Just so pleasant and friendly. I haven't seen one like you in a long time, not down here.”
 
   “Are you talking to me?” Wendy asked, before swallowing hard. She didn't want to interrupt, but at the same time she wanted to see what was around the corner. The person certainly sounded friendly, although she knew that wasn't always a good way to tell.
 
   “So polite,” the voice continued. “Not rude at all. Well-mannered. I like you already, I do. I like you a lot.”
 
   “You do?” Wendy replied, before frowning. “Are you talking to me?”
 
   “Humble. I love humility. So few young girls are taught that these days. A humble soul is a soul directed toward the light. The right light.”
 
   “Is it okay if I come closer?”
 
   She waited, but there was no reply. Slowly, she began to make her way forward, until she reached the corner and took a deep breath. Leaning around, she saw that there was a small fire burning in a metal drum, and a little further back there was a woman sitting cross-legged with her arms folded and her hands tucked away under her own armpits. There was something odd about the woman's hunched posture, and about the way she seemed to be squirming slightly, but her face was friendly and she was beaming with a broad smile as she stared back at Wendy from beneath a shawl that covered most of her head. However old she was – a little older than Wendy's mother, perhaps – she just seemed instantly kind and safe.
 
   “Oh, look at you,” the woman continued, biting her bottom lip for a moment as she continued to wriggle, as if she was struggling to get her hands free from under her armpits. “So beautiful. My word, I don't think I've ever seen such a beautiful young lady. Come closer and let me take a proper look at you.”
 
   “I'm not beautiful,” Wendy said cautiously. Glancing over her shoulder, she looked back along the dark tunnel.
 
   “And such a pretty dress,” the woman continued. “You wear it so well.”
 
   “My mother -” Turning back to the woman, Wendy paused for a moment. “My mother made it for me,” she explained finally. “She's good at using old fabric.”
 
   “Of course she is,” the woman replied. “You're a very lucky little girl, but I'm sure you knew that already. Very lucky indeed. Oh, so lucky.”
 
   “It used to be curtains.”
 
   “What did, my dear?”
 
   “This dress.” She paused. “It used to be curtains in my grandmother's house. My mother took out the lining and turned the curtains into this dress for me, and she had enough left over to make some pillows for the living room.”
 
   “What a lovely mother she sounds like,” the woman replied. “Lovely. Sweet. Caring.”
 
   “Why are you all by yourself down here?” Wendy asked.
 
   “What's that?” The woman was wriggling furiously now, still trying to get her hands out from under her thick, baggy clothes. “Alone, you say? Why am I -” She paused, seemingly distracted. “Why am I alone? Who says I am alone? No, wait -” She paused, as if she was worried she'd been asked a trick question. “Yes,” she added finally, cautiously, “I suppose I do look alone, don't I?”
 
   “Do you need help?” Wendy asked.
 
   “No, I -” The woman gasped as she pulled harder on her right arm, as if she was desperately trying to get it free from under her armpit. “I'm fine,” she added, still smiling despite the tension in her voice. “Don't you worry about me.”
 
   “Is your name Hannah?”
 
   “Hannah? Oh, it might be, yes, it definitely might be. That's the problem with names, you have to rely on other people to tell you what you're called. It's not like there's a label anywhere. We don't need to worry about that right now, though, we just -” She gasped again, as she began to wriggle more than ever. “We just...” Another gasp. “Damn it!”
 
   “What's wrong?” Wendy asked, taking a step closer. “Do you need the toilet?”
 
   The woman laughed. “Oh, sweetheart, just sit down and take a load off, why don't you? I'll be with you in just one moment.”
 
   “I can help you if you tell me what's wrong,” Wendy replied. “I can try, at least.”
 
   “You can help by keeping me company,” the woman told her, rocking from side to side now as she worked to get her right hand free from the fabric of her clothes. “That's what I want, so why don't you sit down and...” She gasped again, as if she was in pain but determined to appear relaxed. “Why don't you sit down and tell me a little about yourself? All the details. Don't leave anything out, now.”
 
   Wendy swallowed hard, still feeling as if something was wrong with the woman. She felt pretty sure that her mother would tell her to keep back.
 
   “Come on, come on,” the woman added, with an increasing sense of urgency in her voice. “There's absolutely no need to be shy, just sit yourself down and tell me -” She let out another gasp, with a hint of pain this time, as she rolled onto one side and wriggled desperately, still trying to get her hand free from under her armpit while grinning from ear to ear. “Don't mind me,” she continued. “Just sit down and tell me all about it.”
 
   “All about what?” Wendy asked. “Do you -”
 
   Suddenly the tunnel shuddered as another boom sounded in the distance. This time, however, there was an ominous cracking sound from above, as if the tunnel's roof was starting to get damaged.
 
   “Bombs, eh?” the woman replied, sitting up again as she continued to tug on her arms. “Nasty thing, this war. Why don't you come closer, so I can get a better look at you? My eyesight isn't quite as good as it once was, you see. I can tell you're pretty and that you've got a lovely dress, but I'd really like to get a little more detail. Come on, I'm perfectly friendly, there's no reason to hold back like that. What's wrong with you?”
 
   “Nothing,” Wendy replied, still not too keen on getting close to the woman. “I just... Are you sure you're alright?”
 
   “I'm fine,” the woman gasped, forcing a smile as she continued to try to pull her arms free, “just...” She grimaced slightly, as if the effort was too much. “Now stop it, you,” she whispered suddenly, as if she was talking to someone else. “This won't fly, do you understand? I refuse to allow it. Know when you're beat.”
 
   “Allow what?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Just give me a moment,” the woman hissed at her, before looking down at her arms, which were still crossed across her chest. “You're creating unnecessary trouble,” she added, lowering her voice again. “If you'd just stop fussing, we'd be in a much better state, I'm only borrowing, I'll let you have it back when I'm done. Sit still and behave!”
 
   Wendy took a step back.
 
   “No!” the woman called out to her, raising her voice again as her smile widened almost to breaking point. “Don't go! Come closer! Come sit by the fire with me and -” She gasped again, but despite her obvious discomfort she managed to maintain her smile, even if it seemed even more strained than before. “Rest awhile with me! Come on, you don't want to be antisocial, do you? Keep a lonesome old woman comfortable, we can -”
 
   Before she could finish, she tilted her head slightly and a faint, muffled groan emerged from her mouth.
 
   Wendy instinctively took another step back.
 
   “Come on,” the old woman continued, as sweat began to run down her face. “Why not -”
 
   Suddenly her right hand broke free from under her armpit and swung out in front of her, grasping frantically at the air.
 
   “Damn it!” she shouted.
 
   “What's wrong with you?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Nothing's wrong with me,” the woman hissed, even though her hand was swinging about wildly now, as if it was reaching for something. Ducking, the woman seemed to be trying to avoid her hand's continued attempts to take hold of her face, as if she was under attack from one of her own body parts. “Sit down and relax with me,” she added, as if nothing unusual was happening at all. “We can -”
 
   She ducked as her hand reached for her face again, this time clutching at her neck and scratching at the skin.
 
   Wendy took another step back.
 
   “No!” the old woman hissed, as her right hand inched up onto the side of her face. “Little girl, please, just sit down. I'll be right with you, we have so much to talk about. I just need to get this damn thing back under control.”
 
   Wendy watched in horror as the hand's fingers began to dig deep into the old woman's face, almost as if she was trying to claw at her own flesh. Blood began to run down onto the woman's wrist, which Wendy noticed wasn't nearly as wrinkled as her face looked. Leaning back slightly, the old woman let her shawl fall down to reveal a mop of jet-black hair, shoulder-length and scruffy but with not a hint of gray or white. Somehow, her face didn't seem to match the rest of her body at all.
 
   “Who are you?” Wendy whispered, with a growing sense of horror.
 
   The old woman merely let out a grunt of frustration as her right hand continued to dig into the flesh on the side of her face. Blood was dripping down onto the ground now, and her fingers began to slowly peel back the skin around her cheekbones, revealing not a skull beneath but, instead, what appeared to be another, younger face soaked in sweat and more blood. Finally, with one more howl of anguish, the old woman's face was ripped away entirely to reveal the younger, panic-stricken face beneath.
 
   “Run!” the new face screamed at Wendy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   High above London, buffeted for a moment by strong turbulence in the night sky, a German Heinkel He 177 bomber turned five degrees to the west. Voices could be heard shouting angrily inside, before the final bomb of the night was released from the main hold. The plane immediately veered east again, turning to begin the journey home.
 
   Plummeting through the air, the 1,000lb bomb flashed briefly through the clouds, then between a couple of spotlights as it fell toward a spot of land just south of the river, whistling ever downward until finally it hit, crashed through the roof of a tunnel, and detonated in the middle of a crowd of screaming people.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.”
 
   Sitting on the floor in her one-bedroom apartment, Alice stared at her phone on the edge of the table. Sure enough, a moment later it began to ring for the twentieth time that morning.
 
   “Go away,” she whispered, with tears in her eyes. “Please, just stop trying to call me!”
 
   She waited, feeling as if the ring-tone was burning into her soul, before finally it stopped. She'd considered setting the phone on silent, or even tossing it out the window, but at least if she allowed it to keep ringing, she'd know when her doctor and the various contact workers at the council eventually stopped trying to get in touch. That was all she wanted, to be left alone. Truth be told, it was all she'd really wanted for as long as she could remember.
 
   Taking a deep breath, she leaned back and rested her head against the wall.
 
   “I get it,” she told herself out loud, “I'm fired. I know.” Sighing, she let her head hang forward and closed her eyes as she tried to work out what she was going to do next. The support allowance she received from the health authority, the money that paid for the room, was conditional on her keeping the job. Since she was clearly going to be fired, she realized she'd soon be cut loose. With no family or friends to count on, and having only been out of hospital for a few weeks, she had no idea what to do next.
 
   A moment later, her phone started ringing again.
 
   “Please,” she whispered, as tears dripped down onto the bare floorboards. “I don't know what to do. I thought I was better now.”
 
   She sat in silence for a few seconds, before hearing a faint scratching sound. Opening her eyes and wiping away the tears, she looked over toward the door and saw what appeared to be an envelope poking through at the bottom. After staring blankly for a few seconds as she tried to work out what was happening, she sniffed back more tears and got to her feet. Heading over to the door, she reached down and picked up the envelope, which turned out to have her name scribbled in rough handwritten letters on the front.
 
   Opening the envelope, she found that it contained a piece of card, on which someone had written eleven words:
 
    
 
   Sorry.
 
    
 
   See you soon. Visit Matty before it's too late.
 
    
 
   Hannah.
 
    
 
   “Sorry?” Alice whispered, reading out loud. “See you soon?” She paused. “Matty?”
 
   She stared at the name Hannah for a moment, before realizing she needed to catch the person who'd left the envelope. Fumbling with the lock, she managed to get the door open, but when she stepped out into the corridor she found that there was no-one in sight. She made her way to the stairwell and looked down, hoping to hear footsteps, but again there was nothing.
 
   “Hello?” she called out.
 
   All she heard was the echo of her own voice.
 
   She paused for a moment, before making her way back to her door while looking at the piece of paper again.
 
   “Hannah,” she muttered as she headed inside and swung the door shut. “Who the hell is Hannah?”
 
   For the next few minutes, she scoured the paper and envelope for any hint of a clue. She held them up to a light, she felt for any kind of hidden indentation, she even tried to search online for some idea as to who had manufactured the envelope, but she came up with nothing useful. Taking a seat over by the window, she began to obsessively examine every minute detail of the handwriting, hoping against hope that there might be some kind of hidden code, something that would help her to work out what was happening, but still she came up blank.
 
   Finally, she forced herself to set the paper and envelope down, before realizing that she was in danger of disappearing down her own personal rabbit-hole of paranoia, which was something her doctors had specifically warned might be a possibility.
 
   “I need to get out of here,” she whispered to herself, before slipping the paper back into its envelope and reaching over to open the box in which she kept certain important items. Removing the lid, she was about to place the envelope inside when she saw that something unexpected was poking out from the top of the box, something she immediately knew hadn't been in there the last time she looked.
 
   Slowly, she reached inside and took hold of what appeared to be a piece of black wire, before pulling it out and finding that it was almost a foot long and twisted in several places. Turning it over in her hands, she realized it was old, with some of its coating having apparently begun to peel away. She'd never seen it before in her life, and she'd certainly never placed it in the box. At the same time, somewhere in the back of her mind, she felt a faint, nagging sense of familiarity, as if some distant memory was stirring and starting to rise toward the surface of her thoughts.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   The explosion was huge, blasting tons of concrete through the air as a fireball rose into the night sky. All around, the ground shook with immense force as shock-wave after shock-wave rippled out from the epicenter. The bomb's energy had to go somewhere, so it was shaking the area apart with such force that even the nearby river was rocked by high waves. Of all the bombs that had fallen on London that night, this one was larger and more destructive than all the others.
 
   Dropping to her knees on the grass, Wendy put her hands over her ears in a desperate attempt to drown out the sound. Unable to stay up as the ground shook beneath her, she rolled onto her side and squeezed her eyes tight shut, waiting as she felt the shock-waves rippling through her body. Pieces of debris rained down all around her, some of them more than large enough to crush her if they struck, but the most that actually hit her was a sprinkling of small chunks along with a fine layer of brick-dust.
 
   Eventually, just when it seemed as if the carnage would never end, she felt the ground starting to fall still again and she realized the loud boom had faded, replaced by a strong ringing sensation that filled her ears. Pulling her hands away, she opened her eyes and sat up, staring in horror at the flames that roared from the hole where the tunnel entrance had been. She could feel the heat on her face, while the ringing in her ears was getting stronger, bringing a flash of pain in its wake.
 
   Struggling to her feet, she found that her balance was off. She stumbled a few paces before dropping down again as the pain in her ears became worse. After taking a couple of deep breaths, she began to crawl forward, even as the ground beneath her hands and feet seemed to tilt and swivel all around. It was almost as if the explosion had been strong enough to send the whole world spinning, and after a moment she dropped down and began to dig her hands into the damp soil, terrified that if she didn't cling on she'd end up being thrown clear off the ground and sent spinning into the sky. She squeezed her eyes tight shut again, and then she opened them once the sense of dizziness had passed. To her surprise, she saw a pair of boots nearby, and when she looked up she saw a dark figure standing over her.
 
   Beyond the ringing in her ears, she could tell the figure was trying to talk to her, but none of the words were getting through.
 
   “Please,” she whispered, “I need... Can you help me?”
 
   The figure kept talking, and this time a second voice joined in, although Wendy couldn't see anyone else. Feeling something wet and warm on her forehead, she reached up and found that blood was running down from a cut just below her hairline. And then, slowly, the ringing sensation in her ears began to fade, until finally she could hear sirens in the distance and the waves of the nearby river.
 
   “I said,” a female voice told her suddenly, loud and clear as the dark figure leaned down to her, “you're welcome!”
 
   “What?” Wendy stammered. She sat up, relieved that the world no longer seemed to be spinning quite so much.
 
   “For saving your life,” the voice continued. “For getting you out of there just seconds before the direct hit. If I hadn't told you to run, you'd be down there now, dead already or burning or suffocating in dirt and brick-dust, or trapped with no hope of being dug out in time.” She turned to look back toward the tunnels, and now the flames cast a warm glow across her face, highlighting her dark stare. “Trust me, plenty of those people didn't die immediately. If you want to know the true meaning of the word horror, try imagining what its like for them down there right now. The ones who died in the explosion were lucky. The rest are most likely drowning in their own melted skin.”
 
   Taking a series of deep breaths, Wendy watched with shock as the figure turned back to her. Although her features were still mostly hidden in darkness, it was clear she was the same person who'd been in the tunnel just before the bomb had hit. She didn't look old at all, just a teen or maybe in her early twenties, but from the flickering sliver of light on the side of her face Wendy could already tell that she was the same girl whose face had been under the older face.
 
   “We can be friends,” said another voice suddenly, an older voice. “You're such a lovely young lady.”
 
   Panicking, Wendy looked around, but there was no sign of the old woman. Confused, she turned back to the figure, who held up what seemed to be a piece of cloth with eye-holes and a gap for a mouth. It looked like some kind of rubber mask, except that after a moment it began to twitch.
 
   “Come closer,” the old woman's voice continued, coming from the cloth-like mask. “Let me get a proper look at you.”
 
   “What is that?” Wendy stammered, crawling back a little.
 
   “Have you ever heard of the Witch of Oxenby?” the first, younger voice asked.
 
   Wendy shook her head.
 
   “Good,” she continued, before tearing the face into several little pieces and then tossing them to the ground. “That was the last of her, anyway. I'd almost finished disposing of her a few hours ago, but she crept up on me. You'd think she wouldn't be so dangerous once she was only a face, wouldn't you? Wrong. Very wrong.”
 
   Staring down at the pieces of flesh on the grass, Wendy felt as if she was losing her mind.
 
   “It's a good job you came along and distracted her,” the girl added, using the heel of her boot to grind the chunks of flesh down. “Gave me a chance to get my arms free and tear her away. She'd managed to creep her face onto mine while I was taking a nap, and she'd bound my arms.” She paused, before reaching out a hand. “Hannah. We've met before.”
 
   Wendy stared at the hand, but she was too scared to accept the girl's offer.
 
   “Hold this,” Hannah continued after a moment, tossing a piece of wire at her.
 
   Holding the wire up, Wendy saw that it was about a foot long, and it looked as if it had been bent and twisted several times.
 
   “That's what she used to stitch her face over mine,” Hannah continued. “I kind of want to study it later, so don't lose it. If you let it go, I'll find you and put it right back in your hands, do you understand?”
 
   Hearing the sound of engines in the distance, Wendy looked up just in time to see dark shapes passing in front of the moon.
 
   “Looks like the RAF,” Hannah muttered. “If we're lucky, that means the bombing is over for tonight. The Germans have headed home, and now the Brits are back. Probably won't work out like that, though. I wouldn't be surprised if there's a second round. There are several demons up there tonight, that's always a bad sign.”
 
   “Demons?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Yeah, demons. What's wrong with you, never heard of demons before?”
 
   Still feeling slightly dizzy, Wendy got to her feet, with the piece of wire in her hands.
 
   “How are your ears?” Hannah asked.
 
   “They hurt,” Wendy replied, before looking back toward the burning rubble. “What about the people down there?”
 
   “Forget about them, they're dead.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “All of them,” Hannah continued. “They were unlucky. Those tunnels would have withstood anything except a direct hit, but that's exactly what happened tonight. Bad luck. Either that, or it's possible a demon took hold of the bomb after it had been dropped, and steered it toward the tunnels. They do that kind of thing sometimes, purely for their own amusement.” She paused for a moment, before turning to Wendy, and finally a hint of moonlight caught her face, showing just the edge of her big, shadow-ringed eyes framed by scruffy black hair. She was young, maybe twenty-five or so, with a few scars and cuts on her skin.
 
   “Why did you have someone else's face on yours?” Wendy asked.
 
   “It wasn't by choice.”
 
   “But it was speaking to me.”
 
   “She refused to go quietly. I hacked up her entire body when I first caught her a while ago, because I knew she was dangerous, but I figured that taking her head off would make her pretty benign. Shows what I know, huh? She tried to hitch a ride on me.” Checking her watch, she seemed lost in thought for a moment. “Did I scare you earlier? In your garden, I mean.”
 
   Wendy frowned.
 
   “Come on, kid, keep up. Didn't you hear me sniffing after you?”
 
   “That was you?” Wendy asked, her eyes wide with shock.
 
   “I wanted to ask you something,” Hannah continued, “but... Well, the time wasn't right. The truth is, I made a mistake a while ago, and I figure you're the only one who can help me put it straight. On account of my mistake having landed almost right on top of you.”
 
   “What kind of mistake?”
 
   Turning, Hannah took a few steps toward the river, before stopping and looking back at her. “I let a soul get away.”
 
   Wendy frowned again. “A soul?”
 
   “I was supposed to scoop him up and take him to where he needed to go,” she continued, “but I got distracted by that goddamn witch, so the other soul slipped away into the night. Well, maybe slipped away isn't the right way to describe it. I don't think he did anything on purpose, he was probably just a little confused and disorientated. After all, he had just crashed his bomber onto some houses, and he'd burned to death quite slowly. Actually, that part still strikes me as being a little odd.”
 
   “Are you...” Wendy paused. “Are you talking about the pilot of the plane that crashed on my house?”
 
   “It'd be a shocking coincidence if I wasn't. Then again, I tend to collect coincidences. I can see them coming and manipulate them a little, like how I just bumped into you in that tunnel. Neat, huh?”
 
   Wendy paused again. “The plane killed my mother when it hit my house.”
 
   “I got to her in time,” Hannah replied. “I took her to the right place.”
 
   “Is she alive?” Feeling a sudden surge of hope, Wendy rushed forward. “Where is she?”
 
   “She was a good person. She's somewhere she can be happy.”
 
   “I want to see her!”
 
   “It's complicated, kid.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   Hannah stared at her for a moment. “You know she's dead, right?”
 
   “But you said -”
 
   “Poor choice of words.” She sighed. “My job is to pick up people after they've died, people who for one reason or another didn't go direct to the next place. It's supposed to happen automatically, but sometimes it goes wrong, especially if there are demons involved. The thing is...” She stared at Wendy for a moment. “You can see the dead, can't you?”
 
   Wendy shook her head.
 
   “Yes, you can. I can tell.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You were exposed in a violent manner. How close did you get when that plane crashed onto your house?”
 
   Wendy swallowed hard. “I got burned a bit.”
 
   “You got too close, then. It changed you.”
 
   “I saw the pilot burning,” Wendy replied, feeling a shiver as she thought back to that moment.
 
   “Exactly,” Hannah continued with a faint smile, “and that's why I need your help. Now he's dead, you'll be able to see him again, and you'll be able to help me find him.”
 
   “Didn't they take his body away?”
 
   “I imagine they swept up what was left, but I don't care about his body. I care about his soul, because that's the part that's lost and wondering the streets, and I need to get hold of him so I can put this right. Tell me something, did you see anyone else in the wreckage of the plane?”
 
   “I don't think so.”
 
   “You didn't see a demon?”
 
   “I don't know what a demon looks like.”
 
   “I think you'd know if you saw one,” Hannah replied. “I'm pretty sure the plane crashed because it had a run-in with a demon on its way back to base. There are plenty of demons in the air over London at the moment, they like watching all the carnage. They're pretty harmless most of the time, but occasionally one gets caught up in things. The plane probably flew right into it, it got wedged, and down the whole thing came.”
 
   “That...” Wendy thought about it for a moment, before looking up at the dark sky. “Are there really demons up there?”
 
   “Not usually, but they love watching human wars. There are a few over Europe right now.”
 
   “I didn't think demons were real.”
 
   “Maybe you can see them,” Hannah continued, “since you seem to be in tune with these things now. That happens sometimes, when someone gets exposed to a violent incident where a demon was already involved.”
 
   “All I see is stars.”
 
   “Look closer.”
 
   Wendy stared at the sky, and a moment later she saw, perhaps, the faintest hint of a red smudge flitting overhead.
 
   “Did you see that one?” Hannah asked.
 
   Wendy turned to her. “That was a demon?”
 
   “In one of its forms. Like I said, they enjoy watching the bombs falling. They get off on stuff like that.” She paused. “The pilot of that plane didn't deserve to crash and die, and he definitely doesn't deserve to be wandering the streets, lost and alone. That's why I have to find him.” She sighed. “Look, you seem like a decent kid, and the sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can go our separate ways. I don't want this to drag on all night, or all week, or... I don't know, a century or whatever.”
 
   “A century?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Sounds scary, right? So let's get moving.”
 
   “I want to go home,” Wendy replied, with tears in her eyes.
 
   “Me too,” Hannah muttered, before stepping over to her and reaching down to put a hand on her shoulder. “I should probably come out with some soul-stirring guff about how you can make your own home, or about how you'll see your mother eventually, something to keep your spirits up, but the truth is, if your home is gone, then it's gone. There's nothing you or I or anyone else can do about it, so you're just going to have to be tough and grow up a little.”
 
   Wendy shook her head.
 
   “It's how life works,” Hannah added. “When you're a kid, you're at home with your parents and if you're lucky it's all nice and safe, but you can't stay there forever. If you just sit at home for your whole life, you'll stagnate, the whole point of life is to start somewhere and move on to somewhere else. As far as I understand it, all that's left of your home is a pile of broken wood and some rubble. It'd be pretty sad if you just hung around the ruins, wouldn't it?” She smiled, before turning and starting to walk away again. “So come on, let's get moving. The sooner we can find this lost dead pilot, the better.”
 
   “But I want to go home,” Wendy whimpered.
 
   Sighing, Hannah stopped again. She paused, as if she was trying to think of something to say, before glancing back over her shoulder. “Are you going to force me to do this?” she asked.
 
   “Do what?” Wendy asked.
 
   Hannah sighed.
 
   “Do what?” Wendy asked again.
 
   “Home is where you make it,” Hannah said finally. “A house can be destroyed, but home is something you carry with you in your heart. It's the same with your mother. She's dead, but as long as you remember her, she's never really gone. Does that make sense?”
 
   Wendy paused, before slowly nodding.
 
   “Great,” Hannah added, turning and starting to make her way toward the river. “Then let's go, kid. And please, don't force me to come up with any more life-affirming statements about the meaning of home or a mother's love, not unless you've got a sick bucket I can borrow. Now come on, let's get moving. I don't know about you, but I'm busy and I don't have time to stand around feeling sorry for myself. We've got to find that pilot.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Number nine,” the woman at the counter called out. “Burger and chips.”
 
   Taking a look at the slip of paper in her hand, Alice saw that she was number eleven, which meant she still had a while to wait. She wasn't particularly hungry, though, and she'd only come to the cafe so she could get out of her flat for a little while. With light rain starting to fall against the window, she glanced outside and watched for a moment as passing pedestrians began to put up their umbrellas, although some simply quickened their pace and a few just walked normally, as if they'd accepted the rain and didn't much mind getting wet.
 
   Another rainy day in London.
 
   Suddenly, as if from nowhere, a rumble of thunder rolled across the gray sky.
 
   Checking her phone, Alice saw that there had been a few more missed calls that she hadn't noticed. Not that she would have answered anyway, but still, it was frustrating to see that Doctor Carrington was still trying to get in touch. She figured he just wanted to ask her about the incident at the shopping mall the previous night, and that he'd be angry and disappointed, and she didn't much feel like having that conversation right now. The worst part was that he'd inevitably ask about the video that showed helping someone add graffiti to the wall, and then she'd have to admit that she didn't remember that part, and then it'd become clear that she was losing her mind.
 
   Because she was.
 
   She'd accepted that now.
 
   “What if I have a relapse?” she remembered asking the doctor when she found out she was being released.
 
   “You won't,” he'd replied. “Alice, you're better now. You don't want to spend your whole life in hospital, do you?”
 
   She'd told him she didn't want that, even though it was a lie. Now she was more certain than ever that she just couldn't cope in the real world. It was fine being brave and confident, but she felt she just had to accept that she wasn't equipped to cope, not after everything that had happened to her that night, ten years ago. Most importantly, she felt as if she was a danger to other people.
 
   “Number ten,” the woman at the counter called out. “Cheeseburger and chips, times two.”
 
   A man and his son headed over to collect their food.
 
   “You should call your parents,” the doctor had told her before her release. “You need a support network.”
 
   She'd told him that, no, under no circumstances would she be calling her parents. She hadn't wanted any part of her old, pre-hospital life to come back, and that included people she used to know. It was as if she'd lived two entirely separate lives: there was the Alice before the incident, a hard-working girl who was on course for great things and who loved school; and then there was the Alice after the incident, the Alice she was now, who couldn't even hold down a job as a security guard for more than two nights. The earlier Alice had been admirable and smart, and the current Alice was weak and pathetic. She missed her parents, but the last thing she wanted was to put them through the ordeal of dealing with her.
 
   “I want to go back into hospital,” she imagined herself telling Doctor Carrington.
 
   That wouldn't go well.
 
   She looked back down at the piece of paper with her order number, before realizing that the person at the table in the far corner seemed to be watching her. She stared at the paper, hoping that she was wrong, but out of the corner of her eye she could tell that the person seemed to be just sitting and staring straight at her. Although she told herself she was probably imagining the whole thing, she finally forced herself to turn and look, and sure enough there was a woman sitting at the far table, with no food in front of her, just staring. There was something dark about the woman's eyes, and she seemed painfully thin, as if the skin was clinging desperately to her bones.
 
   Alice forced a faint smile, trying to be friendly, before turning to look out the window. A moment later, the man and his son walked past, carrying their food as they went to find a table. Alice told herself that the woman in the corner probably wasn't still staring at her, but she didn't dare turn and look, not yet. Finally, however, the pressure began to build until she couldn't help herself. She glanced over at the corner, and she saw to her surprise that not only was the woman still staring at her, but the man and his son had sat with her at the same table and were eating and talking normally, as if they hadn't even noticed the woman's presence.
 
   There was a smell, too, a smell of rotten meat. She'd noticed it earlier but now it seemed to be really filling the cafe. Still, looking around, Alice realized that no-one else seemed to have noticed the smell at all.
 
   “Number eleven,” the woman at the counter called out. “Burger to go.”
 
   Getting to her feet, Alice hurried over and muttered “Thank you” as she grabbed her burger. Without looking back at the woman in the corner, she headed to the door and then out into the rain, just as the bad weather intensified. Keeping close to the wall so as to get some shelter from the awnings of shops along the way, she hurried along the street until she reached the next corner, at which point she glanced back and saw to her relief that the woman hadn't followed her out of the cafe. Telling herself that she was in danger of becoming paranoid, she headed along the next street and unwrapped her burger, figuring that she could just eat on the way.
 
   Up ahead, there was a homeless girl sitting in a doorway, with her head bowed. As soon as she saw her, Alice felt a flash of fear at the thought that she might end up the same way. She hurried past, before stopping after a few paces and rooting around in her coat pocket. Finding some coins, she turned and held them out for the girl; after a few seconds, with the girl not responding at all, she leaned down and set the coins down on the pavement in front of her, before turning and hurrying along. She knew she couldn't afford to give money to people on the streets, but at the same time she hated passing by without doing something. Reaching the next corner, she stopped for a moment to take shelter in the doorway of a shuttered supermarket, and she took another bite of her burger as she watched the rain continue to fall.
 
   After a moment, she looked down at her half-eaten burger and realized she felt too nauseous to continue.
 
   “What are you going to do now?” she imagined Doctor Carrington asking. “We tried to help you, we set you up with a job, and you blew it.”
 
   “I didn't do anything wrong,” she could tell him. “I know what that video shows, but I didn't help with the graffiti. I don't know who that person was.”
 
   “The video clearly shows you interacting with her,” he'd point out. “You looked like friends.”
 
   “I don't remember,” she'd insist, and at that point the damage would be done. He'd know that she was cracking up, but...
 
   She paused, as the rain began to fall harder and harder.
 
   “I want to go back to hospital,” she imagined herself telling him. “I had friends there. I had things to do. Out here, I'm lost, and I'm just obsessing about my own mental state all the time. I might hurt someone, I might...” She paused, finally realizing the awful truth. “The more I'm out,” she imagined herself saying, “the more I start to think that maybe I did kill that policeman ten years ago. Maybe there was no-one else there after all? Maybe everything else was just in my head?”
 
   For a moment, she imagined how good it would feel to just go back into hospital and have everything done for her again, but finally she realized that she didn't want to surrender, not yet. She could find another job, without any help, and she could force herself to do things properly. It'd be too easy to slip into self-pity and failure, and she didn't want to be that kind of person.
 
   Not yet.
 
   Realizing that she couldn't finish the burger, she was about to drop it in a nearby bin when she glanced back along the street and saw the homeless girl still sitting on the pavement. Wrapping the burger back up, Alice stepped back out into the rain and hurried along, before stopping next to the girl and holding the burger out for her.
 
   “Sorry I've eaten half,” she said, “but you can have the rest if you want it. It's good.”
 
   She waited, but the girl didn't react at all. She was sitting with her head still slightly bowed, and with wet, straggly hair covering her features. Her hands were in her lap, but after a moment Alice realized that the girl's skin seemed extremely thin, even worn through in places to reveal the bone beneath.
 
   “I'll just leave this here,” she said, reaching down and setting the burger on the ground. She paused for a moment, able to see just the edge of the girl's chin, and she realized that something seemed wrong, as if the skin was peeling away slightly. “Are you...” She paused, feeling as if she couldn't just walk away without checking to see if she might be able to help. “Are you okay?” she asked finally, crouching next to the girl. “Do you need to see someone?”
 
   She waited, but the girl still offered no response.
 
   “I can help you see a doctor,” Alice continued. She looked down at the girl's arms and saw that, while there were no obvious signs of drug use, her skin seemed discolored, almost gray. There was a foul smell, too, like the smell in the cafe. “Why don't you come with me?” she asked, hoping to get some kind of reaction. The thought of helping someone filled her with a sense of purpose, and it felt good to worry about someone else for a change. “Let me help you.”
 
   Slowly, the girl began to raise her head. There was a faint creaking sound from her neck as she did so, and finally her face came into view, partially hidden still by matted strands of hair.
 
   Frozen with fear, Alice saw that while the left side of the girl's face was discolored and gray, the right side had been crushed, with fragments of bone poking through and one eye having been pushed up into her forehead, as if by some kind of heavy impact. There was no blood, though, and the injuries seemed old, as if the flesh around them had already died. The girl's lips had been partially torn away, too, revealing the teeth below.
 
   “I...” Alice stammered, finally pulling back as rain fell all around them. “No,” she whispered, unable to believe what she was saying, “please...”
 
   The girl continued to stare, her eyes filled with a hint of resentment and anger. When she finally opened her mouth, a thick sludge of dark blood began to leak out, dripping down her chin before dropping into her lap as she let out a faint groan.
 
   “No!” Alice shouted, struggling to her feet and stepping back until she tripped over the edge of the curb and fell into the street.
 
   “Hey!” a man called out, hurrying over to help her. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Do you see her?” she stammered, pointing toward the girl, who was still staring straight at her.
 
   “Who?” the man asked, looking toward the doorway.
 
   “Do you see her?” Alice shouted, with tears running down her face. “Please,” she added, grabbing the man's collar and holding onto him tight as he tried to help her up. “Tell me you see her!”
 
   He looked around, but it was clear that he had no idea what she meant.
 
   “Tell me you see her,” Alice whimpered again, unable to stop staring at the girl even as the passerby tried to help her to her feet. “Please, tell me you see her, you have to be able to see her. It can't just be me.”
 
   A small crowd had gathered now, but none of them had noticed the girl in the doorway. Instead, they were all watching Alice as she dropped sobbing back down to the ground, her whole body shaking with fear as she continued to stare in horror at the skeletal girl.
 
   And the skeletal girl, unseen by anyone else, stared right back at her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   Stopping at the end of yet another dark street, Hannah looked both ways before turning and waiting for Wendy to catch up.
 
   “Well?”
 
   Wendy stopped and stared at her for a moment. She was exhausted and her legs ached from all the walking, not to mention the sore skin under her many bandages. “Well what?”
 
   “Well are we there yet?”
 
   Wendy frowned. “Where?”
 
   Sighing, Hannah put her hands on her hips. “The pilot, remember? You're leading me to the dead pilot. That's the whole point of this. We're not out for a late-night stroll.”
 
   “I... No,” Wendy replied, “I'm not leading you to anyone. I don't know where he is. I was following you.”
 
   “Nope,” Hannah continued, “you were walking behind, but you were steering the way with your thoughts. You might not even realize it, but you're tuned in to the world of the dead now, and specifically that pilot. That's why I need you, and I guarantee you, he's somewhere around here, so now you just have to zero in on him.”
 
   “But he's dead,” Wendy pointed out, starting to feel a little frustrated. “They took his body away after the plane crashed.”
 
   “And his soul is still wandering the streets,” Hannah replied. “Most people can't see him. Me, I'm lucky, I get to see the dead all the time. You, you've only just made that connection, and the pilot's probably the only one you can see right now. You can sense him, too, even if you don't realize it. I reckon he's most likely close by right now, probably within half a mile or so. That might seem like another coincidence given the size of the city, but it's not.” She paused. “Go on, focus, try to work out where he is. Just to within a few meters or so, we can do the rest on foot.”
 
   “I don't know how to find him,” Wendy replied.
 
   “Try.”
 
   Sighing, Wendy looked around, but all she saw was darkness. She was certain that Hannah was wrong, but she had no idea how she could make her see that, so she figured she should just pretend to be listening for some hint of the pilot. After a moment, however, she realized she could sense a presence nearby. It seemed impossible at first, like something she was imagining, but after a few seconds it began to crawl through her soul and tug at her conscious mind. Turning, she looked over her shoulder, seeing nothing but a dark street stretching to the distance, but...
 
   Somewhere nearby...
 
   Something was being dragged along the ground.
 
   “I'm going to assume,” Hannah said finally, “that your continued silence, coupled with that gormless look on your face, means you've actually twigged that I'm right.” Stepping toward her, she looked along the street. “Is he along there? Is he coming this way?”
 
   “I don't -” Wendy began to say, before realizing that somehow, deep in her gut, she just knew that the dead pilot was in the shadows, heading toward them. She took a step back, filled with a sudden sense of fear, as if she could see a skeletal figure shuffling through the darkness. Waiting, she realized her heart was pounding in her chest, faster than she'd ever known before.
 
   “Be brave,” Hannah whispered to her. “It's not just a case of you knowing where to find him, it's also a case of him coming to find you. Since you were the last person who saw him as he died, there's a kind of subconscious link between the two of you, and that's only going to get stronger as he trawls the streets. It's only natural, really. He's lost, so he's trying to find something familiar, which for better or worse happens to be you.” She took a step forward, peering into the darkness ahead. “He's not supposed to be here.”
 
   “Then where is he supposed to be?” Wendy asked, fighting the urge to turn and run as she heard a shuffling sound getting closer the darkness.
 
   “Well, that depends on whether he was a good boy, doesn't it?”
 
   “But -”
 
   “There!” Hannah shouted suddenly, pointing ahead as the faintest of shapes came into view. Slowly, a huge smile spread across her face. “Wow,” she whispered, taking another step forward as tears filled her eyes, “he's beautiful. He's really, really beautiful.”
 
   As the dead pilot emerged from the darkness, Wendy didn't think he looked very beautiful at all. For one thing, there was nothing left of him but his bones, draped in the tattered remains of his RAF uniform, while he was dragging his torn and damaged parachute as he walked, trailing the silk canopy on a series of cords that were attached to his back. The effort seemed to be slowing him and causing him to hunch over as he struggled along, but he seemed determined not to stop. His skeletal face was looking down at the pavement, and he gave no indication that he knew he was being watched as he continued his slow, solitary trek the night.
 
   “Have you ever seen anything like it?” Hannah asked, keeping her eyes fixed on the dead man as he edged closer. “He's stunning.”
 
   Wendy stared in horror, still not quite able to believe that the sight was real.
 
   “Remember what I told you,” Hannah added, reaching out and putting a hand on Wendy's chest, as if she was feeling for her pulse. “Be brave!”
 
   “I'm trying,” Wendy whispered, as the dead man got to within a few feet of them.
 
   “He's magnificent,” Hannah continued, nudging Wendy out of the way for a moment so that the pilot could shuffle past without interruption. “Sometimes I think I'm the luckiest creature in all of existence. The things I get to see...”
 
   Slowly, the pilot stopped, and after a moment his lower jaw moved down a little as he let out a sigh. With a faint creaking sound, he turned his head until his hollow eyes were staring straight down at Wendy.
 
   “Brave heart,” Hannah whispered. “He won't hurt you. He's more afraid of you than you are of him.”
 
   “Like a spider?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Nothing like a spider,” Hannah replied. “Spiders aren't scared of you, don't be silly, spiders are biding their time and spying on humanity until they can take over, but this gentleman...” She paused, before reaching out and putting a hand on the dead pilot's shoulder. “Hello, Squadron Leader Richard Cathcart,” she said with a smile. “Or would you prefer it if I called you Dickie? That's what they called you back in the mess hall, isn't it? Dickie Cathcart? I've done my research, I always like to know who I'm dealing with in this kind situation.”
 
   The dead man turned to her, but he made no attempt to speak.
 
   “You're a long way from home, Dickie,” Hannah continued. “Sorry about that. Your plane got tangled with a demon in the sky above London and that's why you crashed, and I think the demon's presence in the burning wreckage interrupted your journey to the other side. Still, that's what I'm here to fix. There's no going back to how things used to be, but that's okay, there's still somewhere for you to go if you keep moving forward. I've got a very strong feeling that, all things considered, you've been a good man. In fact, I'd go so far as to say that you were a hero.”
 
   “Can he hear you?” Wendy asked, staring at the skull and mesmerized by the detail of its cracks and dents, and by the hair-width fractures running over the crown. She was scared, too, but the sight was too fascinating and she knew she couldn't possibly run.
 
   “Of course he can hear me,” Hannah replied. “He could talk if he wanted, but I think he's tired. Very, very tired, and probably scared too.” Reaching into her pocket, she took out a hunting knife and used it to cut the cords connecting the dead man's shoulders to his parachute. “There. You won't need that where you're going. For you, Squadron Leader Cathcart, the war is over, but you saved a lot of people out there, and...” Pausing, she leaned closer to him, until her lips were almost touching the side of his skull. “I really shouldn't tell you this,” she whispered, “but your side's going to win. 1945. Sorted. You don't have to worry about the people you're leaving behind.”
 
   “What did you say?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Hannah replied hurriedly, stepping back and then standing straight, before offering a salute to the dead man. After a moment, she nudged Wendy. “Show some respect, kid.”
 
   Cautiously, Wendy copied Hannah and gave a salute. She still didn't quite understand what was happening, but saluting a walking skeleton felt no more crazy than anything else at that moment.
 
   The dead man stared at them both for a moment, before raising his right arm and saluting with a skeletal hand.
 
   “Good luck, soldier,” Hannah continued. “Just one more step, and you're there.”
 
   “Where?” Wendy whispered.
 
   “Where do you think good people go when they die? Didn't you ever pay attention in school?”
 
   “But -”
 
   Before she could finish, Wendy saw that the dead man was taking another step forward, then another...
 
   And then suddenly, he was gone. There was no flash of light, no fading away, no sudden burst of shadows. Instead, the ghostly figure just seemed to stop existing right in front of Wendy's eyes, and after a moment she actually reached out and waved her hands through the air to check that he was truly gone. Just as she was about to turn to Hannah and accuse her of playing a trick, she saw that the parachute was still in place, tattered and torn on the ground.
 
   “Strictly speaking,” Hannah muttered, giving the parachute a gentle kick, “I should roll this up and get rid of it. People might get confused if they find it here in the morning, but...” She smiled. “Well, I like confusing people sometimes. Sod it, let them wonder, eh? They'll never guess, but if -”
 
   She stopped suddenly, turning to look at the darkness all around and, after a moment, sniffing the air.
 
   “Do you smell that?” she asked, turning to Wendy.
 
   “Smell what?” Wendy replied, still too shell-shocked by the whole experience to really understand what was happening.
 
   “It's like...” Hannah paused, before sighing. “He's not going to go peacefully, is he?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Hang on, kid,” she continued. “I think our Squadron Leader might be trying to claw his way back from the grave. No wonder he slipped away from me before, he's not ready to go. Still, I didn't think he'd put up quite so much of a -”
 
   Suddenly a burst of light flashed between them, as if the air itself was being ripped apart. Before she could react, Wendy felt a hand on her leg, and she looked down to see she was being held by a skeletal arm reaching out from a crack in the air. Panicking, she turned to run, but the arm pulled her back and she fell hard against the cobbles. When she turned to look, her eyes widened with horror as she saw the dead pilot trying to crawl out from the crack of light, his skeletal face screaming as the air all around sparked and roared. Crying out for help, Wendy tried to kick him away, only for him to grab her other leg and start pulling her closer, as if he was trying to climb up over her body and drag her through in the process.
 
   “Help!” Wendy screamed, as the dead pilot pulled her closer. Twisting away, she looked back toward Hannah. “What are you doing? Help me!”
 
   Sitting nearby, cross-legged on the pavement, Hannah was flicking through a small, tattered book, seemingly oblivious to everything else that was happening. Not helping, not doing anything. Just looking at the book.
 
   “Help!” Wendy shouted, reaching toward her but not quite managing to grab her leg. All around her, the air was hissing as energy spat and crackled through the crack.
 
   “Wait,” Hannah replied, turning to another page in the book. She sounded irritated rather than worried.
 
   Feeling sharp, bony fingers digging through her dress and scratching into her flesh, Wendy looked back in horror and saw that the dead pilot was almost completely through the crack of light now. His skull was just a few inches from her face, staring at her with hollow eyes, but he was still pulling on her legs, as if he wanted to push her through.
 
   “Help me!” Wendy screamed again.
 
   “I am,” Hannah said calmly.
 
   Still frantically trying to get free, Wendy turned to her. “You're reading a book!” she shouted, as the dead pilot let out a groan of pain.
 
   “I made some notes earlier,” Hannah replied, turning to another page. “I just need to find them...” Her voice trailed off and she seemed lost in thought for a moment, before turning back to the previous page and muttering something under her breath. “My handwriting,” she added finally, “is goddamn atrocious.”
 
   Turning back to the pilot, Wendy found his skeletal face almost pressed against her own. He tilted his head slightly, as if somehow, despite the lack of eyes, he could see her.
 
   “Millicent!” Hannah shouted suddenly, tossing her book aside and dropping to her hands and knees. Crawling toward them, she grabbed the pilot's skull and forced him to turn and look at her. “Millicent,” she said again. “The name was on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn't quite remember. It's Millicent, isn't it? That's why you're not ready to pass on to the next life yet, you still love Millicent and -”
 
   Before she could finish, the pilot let out a snarl, as if the name angered him.
 
   “She's going to be okay,” Hannah continued. “She'll grieve, but she'll be okay. Don't be one of those sad souls who hand around mourning their old lives. Millicent is going to live a long and happy life, she'll have children with another man, and you'll see her again one day in the next world, where normal earthly concerns don't matter anymore.”
 
   “Help me,” Wendy stammered, her voice trembling with shock. The pilot's sharp, skeletal fingers were still digging into her body but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn't manage to slip free.
 
   “Go in peace,” Hannah said, leaning closer to the dead pilot's face. “It's okay, I understand that you're scared, but you're done here in this world. You have to move on and explore the next life now. Millicent's going to be okay, so there's really no reason to dawdle. Just go in peace and you'll see that it's all been worthwhile. What's the alternative? You're in no state to go and see her, you'd only terrify her.”
 
   Opening his mouth, the pilot let out a loud, angry hiss.
 
   “Go in peace,” Hannah continued, gently starting to push him back toward the crack of light, while reaching down with her other hand and trying to force his fingers off Wendy's arms. “Seriously, you need to go in peace now. You're becoming quite irritating.”
 
   The pilot's hand began to slip away from Wendy for a moment, before he reached up and grabbed her by the shoulder. She screamed as he began to pull himself all the way out of the crack, but Hannah sat back, raised her right foot and slammed it against the skull, kicking him away.
 
   “Go in peace!” Hannah shouted, kicking him again and again. “Come on, what part of go in peace don't you understand?” She kicked his face again, before changing her angle of attack and this time kicking him in the chest with enough force to send him back a couple of feet, cracking some of his bones in the process. After pulling Wendy out of the way, she made her way closer to the pilot and took him by the shoulders, before leaning in and staring straight into his empty sockets. “When I tell you to go in peace,” she said firmly, her voice barely audible over the growing roar of the crack, “it's not a suggestion, it's an order. You're dead, which means that right now I'm in charge of you, so be told and go in goddamn peace!”
 
   With that, she kicked him one final time, hard in the chest, sending him slipping back into the crack of light until finally he disappeared from view. A moment later, the crack rippled and hissed before starting to close, and it was gone entirely by the time Hannah sighed, turned, and walked back over to pick up her notebook. Dusting the cover down, she slipped it into her pocket before glancing down at Wendy, who was shivering on the pavement and staring with wide-eyed shock at the spot where the crack had been just a moment before. The air around them was silent now, save for the sound of Wendy's chattering teeth.
 
   “What's up?” Hannah asked, before leaning down and snapping her fingers in front of Wendy's face. “Hey, kid, you look like you've seen a ghost. What's wrong?” She paused, before sighing. “Oh. Right. Yeah, you did see a ghost.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Why didn't you answer your phone?” Doctor Carrington asked as they sat in the hospital's interview room.
 
   Staring at her hands, Alice was aware of the question but still couldn't bring herself to answer. In her mind, she was reliving the dead girl's stare over and over, focusing on the way her skull had been so badly broken that one of her eyes had been been forced up to one side of her forehead. There had been something in the girl's expression, too, that hinted at a kind of resentment, as if she was angry about being dead.
 
   “Alice,” Doctor Carrington continued, “are you listening to me?”
 
   She turned to him, but she found that when she wasn't thinking about the girl, she had no thoughts at all. It was as if her mind had been completely taken over.
 
   “This is a set-back,” he added, making a note on the form he'd begun filling out a few minutes ago. “I'm sorry, but there are no two ways about it, this is the worst-case scenario in terms of your recovery. Alice, can you think of anything in particular that might have precipitated this public breakdown? I thought last time we spoke that you seemed fairly happy, fairly confident, but obviously I was wrong. Did something happen to knock you back?”
 
   She swallowed hard. “The mall.”
 
   “The mall?”
 
   “I...” She paused. “Did you speak to them?”
 
   He nodded, and it was clear from the look in his eyes that he knew all about the incident with the graffiti.
 
   “So I'm fired, right?” she asked.
 
   He paused, before nodding again. “It was decided that you shouldn't continue in that role. Obviously the pressure of going back out into the real world -”
 
   “I didn't see the person who was with me,” she replied, interrupting him.
 
   “The person in the video?”
 
   “I don't know who she is,” she continued, with tears in her eyes, “I've never met anyone named Hannah, I...” She paused, thinking back to the extra bus tickets and the piece of wire that had been placed in the box in her room, and then the note that had been slid under her door. “Is it possible,” she said finally, taking a deep breath, “that I could have a friend, someone I spent time with, but somehow I've completely blanked her out of all my memories?”
 
   “Have there been other instances where this has happened?”
 
   “Just little things. Hints that someone was there, even though I don't remember anyone.” She paused. “It's like I'm alone and not alone at the same time. I know what the video shows, but there was no-one there with me!”
 
   “The footage from Barton's Cross mall suggests otherwise, Alice.”
 
   “But if there was someone and I can't remember her, then...” She paused for a moment, as she realized that there was no other possible explanation. “I'm crazy,” she whispered finally. “It's not going away, it's not ever going to end. Whatever's wrong with me, it's permanent. You might as well put me back in a padded cell and throw the key away, because there's nothing you can do. I'm not well.”
 
   “Alice -”
 
   “I can't go back out there,” she continued, leaning toward him as she started speaking much faster, almost stumbling over her words. “I might be dangerous! This could get worse, I could -”
 
   “Alice, listen to me -”
 
   “I don't want to hurt anyone,” she stammered. “Not again.”
 
   “Again?” He stared at her for a moment.
 
   “What if I did kill that police officer?” she asked. “What if the lack of memory and the confusion is just my mind's way of keeping the truth from me? I read about that kind of thing, it happens sometimes.”
 
   “You don't really believe that.”
 
   “I don't know what to believe anymore, but I can't trust my myself. I'm seeing people who aren't there, and not seeing people who apparently are there, and I'm forgetting people I've talked to...”
 
   Her voice trailed off as she stared into space, as if she couldn't quite believe everything that had happened to her.
 
   “How do I even know that you're here?” she asked. “I could be talking to myself!”
 
   “Alice,” he replied calmly, “I think we need to revisit a decision we made a long time ago. I think we need to reconsider the use of hypnosis to see if we can recover memories from the night when all of this started.”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Alice -”
 
   “No,” she said firmly, her voice trembling with fear. “I already told you -”
 
   “And I listened,” he pointed out, “but I think the problems you're having now are rooted in the events of that night, and in your inability to recall exactly how you ended up with your mouth and eyes wired shut, and all the other things that happened to you. In the absence of those memories, your mind is going into overdrive and starting to fill in the gaps with wild speculation.” He paused. “I have experience in this field, I could conduct the therapy session myself, so you don't need to worry about having some stranger come in. I know continuity of care is important to you, but I hope you can trust me enough to let me try this.” He waited for her to reply. “It's the only option left that might help you.”
 
   “You need to find Hannah,” she told him.
 
   “All in due course.”
 
   “If she's real,” Alice continued, “then you need to find her and bring her here and get her to explain what's happening.”
 
   “What if she's just some ordinary girl you've befriended,” he replied, “and she has no idea that you've been blanking our your memories of her?”
 
   “She's not an ordinary girl,” Alice continued, “she's...” Pausing, she felt as if some hidden realization was tugging at the edge of her thoughts, although she couldn't quite bring it into the light, not yet. “I think she knows,” she added finally. “I don't know why I think that, it's just deep down, an instinctive feeling. If you find Hannah, she can explain everything.”
 
   He paused for a moment, staring at her. “Alice,” he said finally, with a sigh, “I agree with you that getting in touch with this Hannah woman would be extremely useful. However, it's clear that you have no contact details for her, so all I can do is leave a note on the door to your apartment asking her to contact me. I'm sure she'll get in touch eventually, but in the meantime I want you to think about the hypnosis angle.” He waited for her to reply. “You're scared, aren't you?”
 
   “Of course I'm scared,” she replied. “I'm terrified.”
 
   “You're scared of what you'll remember from that night,” he continued. “The night you were attacked, the night the police officer died. That's natural, healthy even, but you can't let fear hold you back.” He paused, waiting for a response. “It's held you back for ten years, Alice. You know I've always felt that you're subconsciously responsible for the barrier that's blocking out your memories. It's time to let go of that fear and let me help you remember.”
 
   “What if I killed him?” she asked, as tears welled in her eyes.
 
   “No-one believes that.”
 
   “I'm starting to.”
 
   “Then wouldn't you rather know? After ten years of not knowing, wouldn't you rather get to the bottom of it?”
 
   Swallowing hard, she shook her head.
 
   “So what's the alternative?” he asked. “Are you going to just be like this for the rest of your life, living in fear and running from the memories that are locked up somewhere in your mind?”
 
   “What else can I do?”
 
   “You can face them,” he told her. “Right now, we can find a quiet room and start the session immediately. You need to see if you can remember what happened to you on that night ten years ago, the night you were found in such a terrible state at your family's home. Maybe nothing will come of it, maybe the memories will be unreliable, but I think this is the only option that's available to us right now. Personally, I think it's the only option that might actually help you.”
 
   She paused, staring at him with fear in her eyes. “Okay,” she said finally, her voice trembling with tension. “Fine. You're right, I can't live like this anymore. Let's do it.”
 
   “Great. We -”
 
   “Before I change my mind,” she added, close to tears. “Please. I need to know what's happening to me.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   “I do love it when I get to wrap everything up with a nice, neat little bow,” Hannah continued, as she made a few more notes in her diary. “Sometimes life is so ragged and untidy, but sometimes it comes together perfectly. Don't you think so?”
 
   Sitting next to her, with her back against the wall, Wendy was staring at the night sky and shivering. Her eyes were still wide and if the sun had been up, the lack of color in her features would have been more apparent. All she could think about was the dead pilot, and the way he'd clawed at her while he was desperately trying to drag himself out of the crack. His bony fingers had dug into her flesh, ripping through her bandages and burns, but the pain seemed unimportant and distant right now. In her mind's eye, she could still see the skeletal face roaring at her.
 
   “Of course,” Hannah added, “I still don't quite understand why he was so desperate to stay in this world and why he was willing to hurt you. The man was a true hero when he was alive, something about that part doesn't seem to fit, but I suppose I shouldn't obsess. The job's done.”
 
   She held her right hand out and inspected it for a moment.
 
   “I broke a nail,” she muttered with a frown. “Damn it.”
 
   Turning her hand around, she examined it more closely.
 
   “I should reward myself somehow,” she said suddenly, closing her diary and leaning back with a smile on her face. “Do you know how long it's been since I had a day off? We're talking years, maybe... Do you know, I don't think I actually have had a day off, not ever! I've been working non-stop ever since... Well, ever since I can remember.” She frowned. “Maybe I'm not allowed a day off. Maybe the most I can give myself is a nice lunch. No, that can't be right. Still, there's a lot to be said for a nice lunch.” She turned and looked down at Wendy. “You're being awfully quiet.”
 
   Slowly, Wendy turned and looked up at her.
 
   “Do you always look like that?” Hannah asked. “Sort of doughy and terrified...”
 
   “I want to go home,” Wendy stammered.
 
   “So you keep saying.”
 
   “I want to find my mother.”
 
   “She's dead.”
 
   Wendy shook her head.
 
   “She is,” Hannah continued. “You can deny it all you like, but you can't change the truth. She's as dead as can be. I mean, she was in a house that got crushed when a burning plane landed on it, I really don't think it's possible to get any more dead than that. Do you want me to go into graphic detail about her injuries? I could, you know.” She waited for a reply. “Don't worry, though, there's a lot more to life than just running home to Mummy when things get tough. In a way, the universe has done you a favor. Now you're an orphan, you're not going to be dragged down by family commitments. No birthdays to worry about, no big Christmas parties, no-one to visit when they end up in a nursing home.” She nudged Wendy's arm. “You're free! Isn't that great?”
 
   “I want to go home,” Wendy said again.
 
   “Well, you can't.”
 
   Sniffing back tears, Wendy took a deep breath as she tried to stay at least somewhat calm.
 
   “I suppose it's not all fun, though,” Hannah added. “I imagine there's just a little bit of you that's scared now you're an orphan, huh?”
 
   “I don't know where to go.”
 
   “How old are you, again?”
 
   “Nine.”
 
   “That's not very old.”
 
   “I don't want to go back to the nuns.”
 
   “Nuns?” Hannah frowned. “Well, no, I don't suppose you do, that doesn't sound good at all. You really are stuck, aren't you?”
 
   Wendy nodded.
 
   “Well...” Pausing for a moment, Hannah finally tucked her diary and pen away before getting to her feet. “Well, I'm sure you'll figure something out. You seem very resourceful.”
 
   “Are you leaving?”
 
   “I've got things to do, kid. I deal with dead people, not live ones, so my work here is done. Thanks for the help on this one, it would have taken me slightly longer to track down that pilot without you.” She reached down to shake Wendy's hand. “I usually work alone, but you were far less annoying than most people, so I didn't mind having you along this time. Not too much, anyway.”
 
   Cautiously, Wendy reached out and shook Hannah's hand.
 
   “I think it's going to rain soon,” Hannah told her. “Best get undercover before then. There are some arches under one of the train bridges down by the river, just half a mile away or so, and the hobos in that part of town seem less murderous than average. If I were you, I'd head down there and take few hours to come up with a plan. You seem smart and tough, I'm sure you'll be fine.” She paused for a moment, as if she was waiting for Wendy to say something. “Well, good luck,” she added finally, and with that she turned and began to walk away.
 
   “Wait!” Wendy called after her, scrambling to her feet.
 
   Hannah turned.
 
   “I...” Wendy swallowed hard. “Can I come with you?”
 
   “Where to?”
 
   “Wherever you're going.”
 
   “You don't know where I'm going.”
 
   “But you're going somewhere,” Wendy pointed out, as the first spots of rain began to fall. “That's better than...” Her voice trailed off for a moment. “It's better than nowhere.”
 
   “I told you,” Hannah replied, “I work alone.”
 
   “I know, but -”
 
   “And I travel alone, and I try not to pick up strays along the way. Trust me, my way of life wouldn't suit you, you wouldn't be able to keep up.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You just wouldn't, kid. Trust me.”
 
   “But what do you do?” Wendy asked. “Where do you live?”
 
   “You've seen what I do. Part of it, anyway. And I live... wherever. I'm very good at blagging my way into people's homes when I need a nice bed for the night, but mostly I just walk. I don't need much sleep.”
 
   Wendy frowned. “Are you an orphan too?”
 
   At this, Hannah paused. “It's complicated.”
 
   “But can't I come and stay with you? At least for a little while?”
 
   Sighing, Hannah crouched in front of her, looking deep into her eyes. “You're a tough nut,” she continued. “You're obviously smarter than the average bear, and that's good, but we're talking night and day differences here. What you saw just now, with Squadron Leader Dickie Cathcart, was just the tip of the iceberg. It was a breeze, compared to the kind of thing I do most days. It was literally the easiest assignment I've had in years.” She paused. “Have you ever seen a real old London cemetery?”
 
   Wendy nodded.
 
   “And have you ever noticed how the gravestones aren't neat in a line? How they're all higgeldy-piggledy and crooked, with bits knocked out of them?”
 
   Wendy nodded again.
 
   “And have you seen how the ground itself is usually all dented and uneven?”
 
   Another nod.
 
   “Well that's not how they're supposed to be,” Hannah continued. “It's just that sometimes, people like me, we have to get tough with certain ghosts and demons, and we end up causing a lot of damage. That's why London cemeteries often look like a battle has taken place in them.” A faint smile crossed her lips. “Because often, a battle has taken place in them, just out of sight of anyone who might notice.”
 
   “But -”
 
   “I could wipe your memory,” she added. “I'd rather not. I like you, and I like the idea of you being out there, remembering me, but... If it's going to be too difficult, I can wipe your memory of the past few hours. You won't remember hanging out with me at all. Would you like me to do that?”
 
   Wendy thought about it for a moment, before shaking her head.
 
   “Are you sure?” Hannah asked. “It might be easier for you. Wouldn't want you cracking up, would we?”
 
   “I don't want to forget,” Wendy replied.
 
   “Well you'd better not tell anyone about me,” Hannah said, getting to her feet and patting the top of the little girl's head, “because that's grounds for having your memory wiped too. I could come back, you know, and get you while you're sleeping.”
 
   “But if I came with you -”
 
   “Not going to happen,” Hannah replied, taking a step back. “Good luck, kid. You're going to need it, but I also think you'll be fine. You're tougher than you look, which is good 'cause you don't look tough at all. Take care.”
 
   Wendy watched as Hannah walked away, disappearing into the shadows.
 
   “Wait!” she called out finally, running to catch up but finding that Hannah was already gone. Looking all around, she waited for some hint of movement, but there was nothing. It was as if Hannah had vanished into thin air, leaving Wendy all alone on the dark street, with rain falling more steadily now and several hours still to go before dawn.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Tell me what you see,” Doctor Carrington said calmly, as he sat next to Alice in the darkened room, with just a sliver of light showing from under the blinds. “Describe where you are.”
 
   “I'm at home,” she replied, sitting on a nearby chair with her head tilted back and her eyes closed. Her whole body was limp now that she was under hypnosis, although her hands were in her lap and her fingers were moving slightly, running nervously against one another.
 
   “And where is home?”
 
   “Where I live.”
 
   “With your parents?”
 
   She paused, as if she was struggling with the memories. “They've gone away for a few days. They've left me in charge. It's the first time they've done that.”
 
   “And how do you feel about that?”
 
   “I don't mind.”
 
   “Are you going to have a party while they're away?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don't...” She paused. “I just don't do that kind of thing. I don't have enough friends for a party.”
 
   “How old are you, Alice?”
 
   Another pause. “I'm sixteen.”
 
   “And would you describe yourself as quite a solitary person?”
 
   “I don't mind my own company.”
 
   “Have you always felt a little separate from other people?”
 
   She paused again. “Maybe. Like... I can't describe it, I just feel like even when I'm by myself, I'm not alone. There's always this... presence.”
 
   He made a note on one of the forms. “That's good. So why don't you start by telling me what you're doing all by yourself at home?”
 
   “It's late,” she replied, her voice dipping a little, become quieter. “I was doing some extra reading for school. I feel like I need to study more if I'm going to have any chance of getting into law school.”
 
   “Law school? Is that what you want to do with your life?”
 
   “It's all I've ever wanted to do. Mr. Wilson at school says I should get in easily, but I don't want to leave anything to chance. I just want to do something with my life. I'm scared of becoming one of those people who just drifts along.”
 
   “Huh,” he muttered, making some more notes.
 
   “I'm going to bed soon,” Alice continued, “but I want to double-check all the doors first. I thought I heard something earlier.”
 
   “What did you hear?”
 
   “It's probably nothing.”
 
   “Tell me, Alice.”
 
   She paused for a moment. “I thought I heard someone on the stairs, that's all. Does that sound crazy?”
 
   “You heard footsteps?”
 
   “There shouldn't be anyone here,” she continued. “I was really careful, I locked all the doors and windows before it got dark but now I need to check them again. I've never looked after the house by myself before, I'm probably just letting my imagination run away with it all, but I'm worried that -”
 
   She stopped suddenly.
 
   “What are you worried about?” he asked.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Stay with me, Alice,” he continued. “Tell me what's happening.”
 
   “There's definitely someone here,” she said after a few seconds, with fear in her voice. “Oh God, there's someone out there on the landing! I'm not imagining it, he's really there!”
 
   “Have you seen his face?” He waited, but she seemed too scared to answer. “Alice, this is important, have you seen the intruder's face?”
 
   “He's right outside the door,” she continued. “It's like he knows which room I'm in! I don't have anything I can use to defend myself with, I don't even have my phone, it's downstairs.” She paused again. “I can hear him breathing. He knows I'm in here, he -”
 
   She stopped.
 
   Doctor Carrington waited for a moment. “What's happening now, Alice?” he asked finally.
 
   She opened her mouth, but no words came out, just a faint clicking sound from the back of her throat.
 
   “Alice,” he continued firmly, “focus on my voice. Tell me what's happening to you now.”
 
   “He's got me,” she whimpered. “Why's he doing this to me? Why does he want to hurt me? He's acting like he hates me!”
 
   “What's he doing to you?” He waited for an answer. “Alice, can you see the person who broke into your house? Can you describe him to me?”
 
   “He's a...” She paused. “He's... There's an echo.”
 
   “An echo?”
 
   “His voice echoes,” she continued. “His face is kind of blank and pale, but his voice echoes, and his whole body... His whole body echoes too, like there are two of him in one space. It doesn't make sense, it looks...” Her voice trailed off for a moment. “He says he's missed me, and that he needs to hide from -”
 
   Suddenly she screamed, lurching forward in her chair and doubling over as if in pain.
 
   “Alice!”
 
   Before he could get to her, the door swung open and two security guards stepped through, having watched proceedings so far from the corridor.
 
   “Stay back,” Doctor Carrington told them as he approached Alice, who was still bent double, sobbing now and trembling with increasing force, as if her whole body was being rocked by some hidden force. “Alice, I need you to focus. Can you hear me?”
 
   She replied with a whisper so low that it couldn't be heard.
 
   “Tell me about the man with the echo” he continued. “Alice, listen to me. I want you to focus on the man you were telling me about a moment ago. Who is he? What's he doing to you?”
 
   “He says it's the only way for him to survive,” she whispered, with her head still bowed. “He says she'll find him if he's outside for too long and she'll send him back. He says he's not done with me yet, he says...” She paused. “The wire. He's sewing me shut from the inside. Please don't hurt me...”
 
   “Do you want us to call someone?” one of the security guards asked.
 
   “Don't disturb her,” Doctor Carrington replied, keeping his eyes fixed on Alice. “She needs to experience this again.”
 
   “He says our souls are twisted together,” Alice continued, as her breathing became increasingly heavy and strained. “He says he's been hiding in me since before.”
 
   “Since before what?”
 
   “He says he wants to go on hiding in me forever.”
 
   “Listen to me,” Doctor Carrington said firmly. “Alice, can you hear me?”
 
   He waited.
 
   “Alice, I need you to let me know that you can still hear me.”
 
   Slowly, he reached out and put a hand on her shoulder, hoping that it would be enough to rouse her. Instead, he simply felt her body trembling, while her clothes were starting to become damp with sweat. After a moment, leaning closer, he realized she was sobbing quietly, as if she was reliving her ordeal.
 
   “We need to get help for her,” one of the guards said.
 
   “Not yet,” the doctor said firmly.
 
   “She looks like -”
 
   “Not yet,” he said again. “I know what I'm doing.” He paused for a moment. “Alice, tell me what the man with the echoing voice is doing to you.”
 
   “Run,” Alice whispered finally.
 
   “Run?” Doctor Carrington paused. “Are you trying to run, Alice? Is that what happened? You tried to run, but he wouldn't let you?”
 
   Slowly, she lifted her face to look at him. Her eyes were closed, and her whole body was trembling so much that she seemed in danger of falling off the chair.
 
   “Alice -”
 
   “Run,” she said again. “He killed the policeman last time he was out. He'll kill you next.”
 
   “The man with the echoing voice? Alice -”
 
   “Run!” she shouted, her voice ringing out with a strong echo as she lunged at him, wrapping her hands around his throat.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Tea,” Doctor Carrington said a short while later, as he set a steaming polystyrene cup next to her in the waiting room. “Always useful in an emergency, I find. Calms the soul.”
 
   “Are you okay?” Alice asked, her voice still sounding a little frail but with the echo having already passed. “Are you sure I didn't hurt you?”
 
   “Not even a scratch,” he replied, sitting next to her. “Believe it or not, I've had worse. Lucky those guards were around, though. They had to drag you kicking and screaming away from me. There was a five or ten second period back there when you just seemed to have completely lost control.” He took a sip from his own cup. “Do you still not remember any of the things you said to me during the session?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “So the man with the echoing voice...”
 
   “I have no idea,” she told him. “It sounds like... maybe someone who's ill? I think I've had dreams about someone like that, but maybe that's all they were, and I'm getting them confused with reality. I mean, a man's voice can't actually echo like that, can it?” She paused. “Did my voice really echo for a moment?”
 
   “I thought so at the time,” he replied, “but to be honest, it was very brief. The power of suggestion maybe...” He paused again. “We need to focus on more realistic points here, such as the fact that you were making real progress. The things you were saying during the session were like nothing else I've heard from you before. You were obviously terrified by the man who attacked you, you said he was sewing you shut from the inside.”
 
   She paused as a shiver ran through her body. “The first thing I remember from that night,” she said finally, “is when I ran from the house. I'd managed to get some of the wire out of my mouth and eyes. At the hospital later, they removed more. Whoever that man was, he literally tried to seal my body shut, including...” She took a deep breath. “People always ask if he even sealed certain intimate places shut. He did.”
 
   “I've seen the medical reports.”
 
   “He caused a lot of damage. Things that won't heal.”
 
   “You can move past that.”
 
   “It was like he wanted to lock me in my own body,” she continued. “What kind of a monster would break into a house and do that to someone? They never even worked out how he broke in, either. It was like he was suddenly just inside, and then he killed the police officer... Why did he let me live?”
 
   “Maybe that wasn't his plan. Maybe you just managed to get away.”
 
   “Or maybe he needed me to be alive,” she pointed out.
 
   “Another thing you said was that he wanted to hide in you.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “I have no idea. It's something for us to consider in future sessions, though. We know more now than we did an hour ago.”
 
   “None of it makes sense,” she replied. “I feel like there's some kind of twisted logic at play, I feel like the whole thing made sense to the person who did this to me, but I can't quite get all the pieces to fit together. For the past ten years, I've felt like I'm constantly on the verge of some great moment of realization, but it just won't come. Why would my own mind be hiding all these things from me? It's like I'm sabotaging myself.”
 
   He paused for a moment. “Would you consider more hypnosis sessions?”
 
   “So I can attack you again?”
 
   “I'm sure it wouldn't be like that.” He took another sip of tea. “Plus, we can take certain precautions now we understand how you'll be affected. I think you're right, Alice. I think all the pieces are in your head somewhere, we just need to tease them out and then work out how to slot them together, and I think that very soon now we're going to get to the bottom of it all. This whole confusing mess will make sense, we just need to -”
 
   He stopped as he heard her phone ringing.
 
   “Sorry,” she muttered, fumbling through her pockets, “I don't know who it could be.” Seeing an unrecognized number on the screen, she tapped to answer. “Hello? Alice Warner speaking.”
 
   With a faint smile, Doctor Carrington took another sip of tea.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Alice continued with a frown, “where?” She paused, listening to the person on the other end of the line. “I did?” Another pause. “No, I don't, not at all. Where did you say you're calling from again?” She listened for a moment longer, clearly not understanding much of what the other person was saying. “Okay, sure, I don't really know what you mean, but I can be there. I'll get a bus. Do you have visiting hours or can I come any time?” Another pause. “Okay, I'll do that. Thank you.” Cutting the call, she stared down at her phone for a moment, as if she had no idea what was happening.
 
   “Problem?” Doctor Carrington asked.
 
   “That was someone from Harledon Wood Retirement Home,” she replied, turning to him. “She said I'd given them my number and asked to be notified when one of their patients was close to death.”
 
   “Do you not remember doing that?”
 
   She shook her head. “I've never heard of the place.”
 
   “Okay,” he continued, clearly a little surprised. “So who is it? Who's dying at Harledon Wood?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   1941
 
    
 
   By the time dawn came, most of the fires had been put out.
 
   A light rain was still falling as Wendy stepped back, and she watched as a fire truck raced past with several men hanging onto the sides. Voices were shouting in the distance, while the air was thick with the smell of burned wood and smoke, drifting through the streets after the fires that had burned during the night. Reaching the end of the street, she saw that around the next corner a row of terraced houses had been destroyed, while bodies were being loaded into waiting ambulances. Nearby, teary-eyed residents were watching in horror, too wrapped up in their own sense of shock to notice as Wendy slipped past them.
 
   Eventually, after passing several more sites of destruction, she found herself on familiar territory, just a few streets from the house where she'd lived with her mother. Although she'd kept telling herself that there was no point going home, that she'd just end up staring at burned and broken timbers again, she'd nevertheless gravitated that way almost on auto-pilot. Her feet were sore and bloodied from walking for so long and she was hungry enough to cry, but she forced herself to hold back the tears as she finally got to the end of her street. For a moment, she allowed herself to hope against hope that somehow, magically, the house would have been rebuilt.
 
   It hadn't been, of course.
 
   She stood and stared at the ruins.
 
   “Be good tonight,” she remembered her mother saying a few nights earlier, as she'd prepared to head off to work at the hospital. “I'm sorry to leave you alone, Wendy, but you'll have to be brave. You've had a lot of practice at that lately, haven't you? They need me. I'll be back around seven in the morning.”
 
   Back around seven. If only her mother had kept to her word, she would still have been at work when the plane hit. Instead, for some reason that Wendy figured she'd never learn, her mother had returned in the middle of the night, after Wendy had gone out with Matthew to explore the dark city, and now... Making her way across the cobbled street, she realized that she had no idea where her mother's body had been taken. She stopped next to the spot where the front door had once been, and she looked at the dark, burned timbers that poked up toward the gray, rainy sky. It was almost as if the ribs of the house were still standing, twisted and damaged, after the meat had been burned away.
 
   “Wendy?”
 
   Turning, she saw to her surprise that Matthew was standing nearby, frowning at her.
 
   “What happened to you?” he asked, taking a step closer. “Your face looks weird.”
 
   She paused, before realizing what he meant. Reaching up, she felt a few rough scars around her chin and some more on her forehead. She'd forgotten about the burns, but she figured they wouldn't completely fade for a while, if at all.
 
   “Do you know where they took her?” she asked.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Mum.”
 
   “Yours?” He paused. “She's dead, Wendy.”
 
   “I know, but -” She took a deep breath, determined to hold back the tears. She'd never cried in front of Matthew, not even when she'd cut her knee open a few months earlier while playing on another old bomb site. “Have they buried her yet?”
 
   “I don't think so,” he replied cautiously. “Mum said there wasn't anything much left of your mother after the firemen went through the rubble.” He paused. “There was enough to be sure it was her, though.”
 
   “Wendy?” another voice called out suddenly.
 
   Looking across the road, Wendy saw that Matthew's mother, Mrs. Cooper, was standing in the doorway of their house, watching with concern.
 
   “Come inside,” Mrs. Cooper continued, stepping out of the doorway and making her way over to Wendy. “Oh, you poor little thing, you look like you're in a complete state. Is that blood on your feet? Come on, we need to clean you up and get you something to eat. It's okay, Wendy. Everything's going to be alright.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What kind of woman?” Matthew asked a few minutes later as he and Wendy sat at the kitchen table, waiting for Mrs. Cooper to finish frying some eggs.
 
   “She was weird,” Wendy replied, trying to work out how best to describe Hannah. She'd told Matthew the bare bones of the story, but she'd left out the parts about ghostly pilots and false faces being torn away. After all, she felt he'd just make fun of her and tell her she was imagining the whole thing, and she was worried that if people didn't believe her, she might end up being put in a mental asylum for crazy people. So she'd tried to make the whole thing sound more believable, even though that had meant leaving out a great deal. “She didn't seem to belong.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Like she didn't have that...” She paused for a moment, thinking back to the way Hannah had talked. “Like she wasn't scared. You know how everyone else is scared, because of the war and the bombs? Even the people who say they aren't scared, and the ones who go on with their lives as if everything's normal... Even those people are scared, you can see it in their eyes, but Hannah wasn't like that, she seemed more like she was okay with everything.”
 
   “Do you know where she lives?”
 
   “I don't even know her last name.”
 
   “She sounds weird,” Matthew replied, scrunching his nose up. “Maybe she's mad. Sometimes people do go mad, you know. The war makes it happen. My uncle Charlie ended up -”
 
   “Matthew!” his mother hissed, turning to them. “Don't talk about your uncle Charlie.” She glanced at Wendy and smiled. “Are you feeling better, love?”
 
   Wendy nodded. “Thank you, Mrs. Cooper.”
 
   “How are your feet?”
 
   “Sore.”
 
   “And your burns?”
 
   “They're sore too.”
 
   “I'm just going to make a quick telephone call,” the woman replied, heading to the doorway. “You two be good.”
 
   “My uncle Charlie went mad,” Matthew whispered, once his mother had left the room. “I heard Mum and Dad talking once, they said Charlie saw such horrid things when he was fighting, his mind couldn't handle it. Apparently, one time, he saw a tank burning, and his friends were trapped inside and they got cooked alive. He could hear them screaming and banging on the insides and eventually, when they got the top open, they found they'd all -”
 
   “Stop it,” Wendy said firmly, not wanting to hear any more. “I don't want to know.”
 
   “Not hearing about it doesn't mean it didn't happen.”
 
   “I still don't want to talk about it,” she replied, thinking about all the people in the tunnels who'd been killed when the bomb fell during the previous night. For a moment, she imagined what it must have been like for them down there, screaming and burning and scrambling to get free. Hannah had said that none of them survived, and although she wanted to believe otherwise, Wendy felt that Hannah was the kind of person who was probably right about that sort of thing.
 
   “He's in a hospital now,” Matthew added finally. “He screams all night. I liked him, though, he was alright. He gave me this.” Holding up his hand, he showed Wendy the black blob on his skin, just at the base of his right thumb.
 
   “That's not a tattoo,” Wendy replied.
 
   “It is! He gave it to me himself, before he went to war the last time. He used one of Mum's needles, he heated it up first, and he used ink from Mr. Roper's shop.”
 
   “Tattoos are pictures of things,” she pointed out. “That's just a smudge.”
 
   “It used to be a plane,” he replied, seeming a little sad as he looked at the blob. “It doesn't look as good now.”
 
   Turning,Wendy saw that Mrs. Cooper was coming back from the front room.
 
   “I hope you two are talking about something nicer now,” she said as she went back to check on the eggs. “Wendy, everything is going to be alright, you mustn't worry about a thing. I don't know where you've been for the past few days, but you won't have to struggle on your own anymore. It's not right. Even with a war on, there are basic standards we need to stick to, and one of those is looking after the children.”
 
   “Thank you,” Wendy replied. “I was with Hannah.”
 
   “And who's Hannah when she's at home?”
 
   “My friend.” She paused, realizing she wasn't sure whether that was true. “I think.”
 
   “Well she obviously didn't do a very good job of looking after you,” Mrs. Cooper replied. “The state of you earlier, I mean, it was enough to make me want to weep. You'll need your bandages changing soon, too.”
 
   “I need to get it done again,” Matthew muttered, examining his tattoo more closely. “I wish uncle Charlie was sane so he could come and do it for me, but Dad says he's not coming back on account of his madness being incurable. He says some people can't be cured, that they just end up mad forever, and that he'd be better off dead.”
 
   “Matthew!” Mrs. Cooper hissed. “I won't ask you again! Stop talking about such horrid things!”
 
   As Matthew went back to talking about his desire to get his tattoo fixed, Wendy began to feel increasingly uncomfortable. Mrs. Cooper served eggs and bread, but there was a growing sense of concern in Wendy's belly, as if she could feel something getting closer. More than once, she glanced at the window, half expecting to spot someone watching her, but all she saw was more rain coming down, battering the bushes outside. Still, the sense of fear grew, as if a pair of hands was slowly reaching up from the pit of her belly, spreading its fingers through her chest and finally brushing its fingertips against the bottom of her heart. She swallowed hard, trying to keep from panicking even though she felt an overwhelming desire to run. She'd never realized that someone could feel so scared, especially when there wasn't anything scary around.
 
   Finally, she couldn't hold back a moment longer.
 
   “I have to -” she began to say, before she heard someone knocking on the front door.
 
   “You two stay in the kitchen,” Mrs. Cooper said quickly, hurrying to the hallway as if she'd been expecting the interruption. “Finish your breakfast like good children. Don't waste rations.”
 
   Wendy waited, listening as Mrs. Cooper opened the door and began to speak to someone. The sense of unease was still building, but she was also starting to feel as if whatever was out there, it trailed a sense of sickening familiarity. She heard Mrs. Cooper taking someone into the front room, and finally she climbed off the chair and made her way over to the doorway.
 
   “Wendy,” Matthew hissed, “what are you doing?”
 
   Ignoring him, she headed out into the hall.
 
   “She's in a terrible state,” she heard Mrs. Cooper saying. “God alone knows where she's been for the past few days, but her feet are all cut up from walking. She obviously hadn't eaten or had much to drink, and she was dirty all over. She has bandages on her burns, too. They need changing, but I don't have anything that'll help.”
 
   “This world is no place for a child to be wandering alone,” replied a softly-spoken female voice. “She has already been through so very much.”
 
   “Wendy,” Matthew whispered, “my mother said to stay in the kitchen!”
 
   Still ignoring him, she edged along the hallway until she reached the door to the front room. She paused for a moment, before leaning around the corner.
 
   “There she is,” Mrs. Cooper said, spotting her immediately.
 
   Wendy let out a gasp of shock as soon as she saw the elderly woman on the other side of the room, wearing a nun's habit.
 
   “Wendy,” Mrs. Cooper continued, reaching a hand out to her, “come and meet Sister Agnieska, the Mother Superior of Barton's Cross -”
 
   “No!” Wendy shouted, turning and racing to the front door, only to pull it open and crash straight into a figure who was waiting outside.
 
   “Calm down,” Sister Julia said, grabbing Wendy by the shoulders. “It's okay, it's only me.”
 
   “Leave me alone!” Wendy shouted, struggling to get free before a police officer stepped closer and grabbed her arms. “I'm not going back!”
 
   “Of course you are,” Sister Julia said with a smile, as Sister Agnieska and Mrs. Cooper came to join them. “Wendy, you have nowhere else to go. The law states that you're now a ward of Barton's Cross, and I can assure you that the monastery is the very best place for you to be right now.” She smiled, as if she was happy and expected Wendy to feel the same way. “Don't worry, we won't be letting you slip away from us again.”
 
   Further back, by the kitchen door, Matthew watched as Wendy was dragged away sobbing.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “He's in here,” the nurse said as she opened the door to one of the retirement home's private rooms. “I'll just check if he's up for visitors.” Leaning through, she smiled. “Matty? Alice Warner is here to see you. Is it okay if I let her in?” After a moment, she turned back to Alice with a smile. “He's all yours. Just try not to tire him out too much.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Stepping into the room, Alice saw a frail old man in a bed by the window, with various wires and tubes connecting him to a set of machines. A heart monitor was beeping steadily, while a nearby table was filled with flowers that had evidently been brought by well-wishers.
 
   “Matthew Cooper?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “I...” he began to reply, his voice frail and thin. Clearly weak, he reached out a shaking hand and pointed at a plastic chair next to the bed. “Go on,” he stammered, “park yourself.”
 
   “I'm sorry to disturb you,” she told him, moving the chair closer before sitting. “I just need to ask you a few questions.”
 
   “Again?” he asked, staring at her with old, milky-white eyes. “How interesting can one old man really be, eh?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Haven't I...” He paused, struggling for breath. “Haven't I already answered enough questions for you?”
 
   She stared at him for a moment. “I've been here before, haven't I?”
 
   He frowned. “Of course you have.”
 
   “How many times?”
 
   “Three before today.”
 
   Staring at him, she felt certain that she'd never seen the old man before. At the same time, she had no choice but to accept that she had some hidden extra life, filled with things she didn't remember doing.
 
   “You and the other young lady,” he continued, “have been so kind to me. I have no family left, but...” He turned to look over at the flowers. “I think perhaps she went overboard with those. I tried to tell her I don't need so many, but she just kept on bringing them.”
 
   “Who?” Alice asked, before realizing she could feel a slow, creeping sense of realization crawling through her belly. “Do you mean Hannah?” Reaching over, she took a look at the card attached to one of the vases, and sure enough she saw the name Hannah scribbled in black ink. She took a look at the other cards and found that the same name was written on many of them, and then she came across one with her own name as well.
 
   “To Matty,” she whispered, reading out loud from the card, “all the best, Hannah and Alice.” She stared at her name for a moment. “That's my handwriting.”
 
   “You mustn't get so angry with her,” Matthew replied. “I know she grates sometimes, I can see your sense of frustration, but she means well even if she doesn't quite know how to express her feelings properly. If she -” Before he could finish, he started coughing heavily, and Alice grabbed a glass of water for him from the bedside table. As Matthew drank, some of the water spilled down his chin, and finally he pushed the glass away again.
 
   “When I came to see you before,” Alice continued, “what happened, exactly? What did we talk about?”
 
   “Don't you remember?”
 
   “I don't remember much these days.”
 
   “She said that might be the case,” he replied. “She said it would be difficult for her to localize the effect.” Pausing for a moment, he finally turned and pointed down at the cupboard below his bedside table. “Can you open that for me and take out the small album you find? I think maybe it's time for you to see them. She said this day would come.”
 
   “What day? What do you -”
 
   “Just get the album for me, will you?” he continued. “It's okay, lass. She told me what to do.”
 
   Reaching down, Alice opened the cupboard and took out the leather-bound photo album, before passing it carefully to the old man. She watched as he opened the front, and she couldn't shake the feeling that maybe, finally, she was about to get some answers.
 
   “My mother,” Matthew said after a moment, holding the album up so she could see a faded picture of a smiling woman standing in the back garden of a red-brick house. “Dorothy Cooper. She was such a proud woman. I still miss her so much, she died just after the war, you know. Lived through all the horrors and then dropped dead one afternoon in 1950. Heart attack, while she was hoovering. Still, no-one ever promised that life would be fair, did they?” He turned to another page in the album. “My father,” he whispered, flicking past a picture of a man in uniform, before coming to another image, this time showing a different man sitting in an old-fashioned wheelchair. “My uncle Charlie. He spent most of his life in hospital, he never recovered after the war. Nowadays you'd call it post-traumatic stress disorder, but back then he was just seen as a broken man. He died in a place not too far from here. They say he was screaming by the end.”
 
   “I'm sorry,” Alice replied.
 
   “She's in here somewhere,” he continued, turning the pages with his trembling hands before finally stopping and staring at one photo in particular. Tears had already reached his eyes, and he took a deep breath before turning the album to show her a picture of a little girl, around nine or ten, and a little boy the same age, standing next to a garden fence. “That's me,” he explained, with a hint of joy in his voice, “with my friend Wendy.”
 
   “She -” Staring at the photo, Alice couldn't shake the feeling that she'd seen it before. “Wendy,” she whispered, as a shiver passed through her chest. The name seemed familiar, somehow.
 
   “We went everywhere together,” he continued. “For a while, at least. We were always out playing in the street and exploring the neighborhood. You could do that back then, as kids, 'cause things were safer. It feels like it was all a lifetime ago, but honestly, those were the best days of my life. Sad, eh? And then, when her mother died, she was taken in by the nuns at Barton's Cross, and I didn't see her after that.”
 
   “Not even after the war?” Alice asked.
 
   “She was dead by then,” he replied. “My best friend, she was, and she died not long after this photo was taken. She ran away from the monastery once, but my mother helped them find her and she was taken back. The second time, she never left again, she died shortly after she was put back in there. There was a terrible fire, brought the whole place crashing down. So many kids died, it was an awful tragedy.” He paused. “I never stopped thinking about her. I'd give anything to...” He paused again, before turning to Alice. “Well, you understand, I'm sure. She meant the world to me, did Wendy.”
 
   “I'm sorry,” Alice said again.
 
   “Just before Wendy died,” he continued, “she ran away from the monastery and came back to the street where we lived. That was the last time I saw her. She was talking a lot about someone she'd met, someone named Hannah. Going on and on about her, she was, like she really didn't know what to make of the whole thing. I'd never quite seen her so agitated. She had these burns, see, after the night the Spitfire crashed. She looked like she was in a right state.”
 
   “But if that photo was taken during the war,” Alice replied, “it must be more than seventy years old.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Hannah can't be more than seventy,” she continued. “I mean... Can she?”
 
   “Not to look at,” he replied, turning to the next page in the album and then holding it up, revealing another photo of Wendy, this time playing in the street. “Last time Hannah was here, just this morning, she told me that I needed to show you the photos the next time you came. She told me it was important, that it's the right moment for you to find out all about the things that happened back then.”
 
   “What things?” Alice asked. “What has all of this got to do with a little girl who died during the Second World War?”
 
   “Everything,” he replied, “and nothing.” He stared at her for a moment, before reaching out and taking one of her hands in his. There was a small tattoo on his hand, just below the base of the thumb, although it was nothing more than a dark smudge now. “You still don't see it, do you?”
 
   “See what?”
 
   “Yourself.”
 
   “My...” She paused, trying to work out what he meant. “Myself?”
 
   “In the photos,” he continued. “Look closer.”
 
   Taking the album, she flicked back to the first picture of Wendy. She wanted to tell him that he was wrong, but at the same time she felt an inkling deep in the back of her mind that maybe he was trying to remind her of something, something she'd forgotten a long time ago. She sniffed a couple of times, but still the moment of truth remained just out of reach.
 
   “You can't deny it,” Matthew told her. “I can see it in your eyes.”
 
   “See what?” she asked.
 
   “Wendy,” he whispered, as tears rolled down his cheeks. “My Wendy. Born, 1932. Died, 1941.” He paused, keeping his eyes fixed on her. “Born again, 1989.”
 
   “Born again?”
 
   “The same soul, in a new body,” he continued. “It happens quite often, I'm told. I was never much one to believe in that sort of thing, but Hannah explained it to me and, well, at my age that sort of thing starts to become a little more possible. You have the same eyes, it's a real giveaway. Don't you see? You might not remember your old life, but I'm sure you've been drawn to it in certain ways.” He paused. “Don't you recognize me? Don't you remember?”
 
   Shaking her head, she handed the album back to him.
 
   “You can't deny it,” he added. “Even if you wanted to pretend it wasn't true, you don't have that choice. Hannah told me -”
 
   “Where is she?” Alice asked.
 
   “I don't -”
 
   “Where's this Hannah woman?” she continued, pulling her hand away and getting to her feet. There was a hint of fear in her belly now, growing by the second, and with it there came a flash of anger. “She seems to like playing tricks on me, but she sure as hell isn't keen on showing her face, is she? I don't know how she managed to get you to join in, but it's pathetic the way you -”
 
   Before she could finish, she saw a sudden, striking image in her mind's eye: a badly-damaged fighter plane shooting overhead, dropping through the night sky as air-raid sirens sounded in the distance. A moment later, she heard a boom, and for a moment she actually felt as if the whole room was shaking.
 
   “You remember, don't you?” Matthew asked. “You know it's true.”
 
   “No,” she replied, taking a step back. “This is sick. You're trying to push me into some kind of breakdown. Do you actually think you're being funny?” She turned and looked around the room. “Where is she? Are you recording it all? Are you getting off on the sight of me falling apart?”
 
   “Please,” he continued. “Sit down and -”
 
   “Is she in here?” Storming over to the wardrobe, she pulled it open and looked inside, searching first for someone hiding and then for any sign of a camera or microphone. Her hands were trembling and she could feel cold panic rising through her chest, but at the same time she was also angry at the idea that she was being tricked. It was as if someone already knew about her problems in the past and was now trying to push her completely over the edge. “I know you're -”
 
   Suddenly another image filled her mind: she saw a burning man reaching toward her, his face consumed by flames. She could feel the heat, too, crackling across her skin, but only for a fraction of a second. There was something else in the inferno too, a kind of orange glow.
 
   “Please,” Matthew said again, “you have to listen to me.”
 
   Sniffing again, she turned to him.
 
   “No,” she stammered, “I -”
 
   Feeling something wet on her upper lip, she wiped the liquid away and saw to her horror that she was bleeding. Hurrying to the mirror by the door, she realized blood was starting to pour freely from her nose, and a moment later she saw that the same thing was happening to her ears. As a wave of nausea and dizziness struck, she turned to Matthew, but after a moment she had to grab hold of the edge of the wardrobe in order to keep from collapsing.
 
   “The tunnels,” she whispered, remembering the last time the world had seemed to spin around her.
 
   “Listen to me,” Matthew continued. “Please, Wendy -”
 
   “No,” she stammered, blinking a couple of times as she realized she couldn't see properly. She took a couple of steps forward before dropping to her knees as she felt more blood running from her nose.
 
   “You can't deny it,” Matthew hissed. “You have to let the memories back into your mind!”
 
   She opened her mouth to reply, but instead another image entered her thoughts:
 
   She was in a large hallway with a high, vaulted ceiling. All around, there were statues in alcoves, staring down at her as if they pitied her every step. There was a nun on either side, and they each had a hand on her shoulder as they led her into the monastery.
 
   “You're going to be okay here,” a voice told her, with a faint Irish accent. “We'll look after you, I promise.”
 
   Feeling a sharp pain in the back of her head, she let out a faint cry and dropped onto her side. She could hear raised voices nearby but she was powerless to respond. Instead, she simply rolled onto her back as her whole body began to shake violently, and as blood flowed from her mouth and nose.
 
   And then, finally, she remembered everything.
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   She was in a large hallway with a high, vaulted ceiling. All around, there were statues in alcoves, staring down at her as if they pitied her every step. There was a nun on either side, and they each had a hand on her shoulder as they led her into the monastery.
 
   “You're going to be okay here,” Sister Julia told her. “We'll look after you, I promise.”
 
   Stopping, Wendy looked over her shoulder just in time to see one of the other nuns closing the main doors and sliding a bolt across. She felt as if she was being sealed inside.
 
   “We're going to have to take a few extra precautions with you,” Sister Julia continued, “on account of your recent adventures. Don't worry, though, I'm sure you'll find a way to fit in with life here at Barton's Cross. We offer rigorous training and education, and a thorough introduction into a calmer and more productive life.” She smiled. “Does that sound good, Wendy? Do you think you can approach your time here with a positive attitude?”
 
   “I want to go home,” Wendy said firmly, still fighting back tears.
 
   “You are home.”
 
   “No!” she shouted, pulling away. “I want to go home! I want to go back to my home!” Hurrying to the main door, she struggled to pull the bolt back, but Sister Julia and another nun hurried after her and gently pulled her away. “Let me go!” she shouted, struggling but failing this time to get free.
 
   “Mother Superior won't like it if she hears you shouting,” Sister Julia told her. “Please...” Grabbing Wendy by the collar, she pulled her back, but Wendy twisted around and tried to reach for the door again. This time, when Sister Julia yanked her around, she caught the girl's feet and knocked them from under her, sending her crashing down onto the marble floor with a cry.
 
   “My arm!” Wendy whimpered, trying to get up.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Sister Julia said firmly, “but you only have yourself to blame. Now come along, Mother Superior has something very important to tell you. We also have to start your treatment. It's clear that you're getting worse.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You've had a very traumatic time of late,” Mother Superior said calmly, offering Wendy a faint smile from behind the desk in her study. “First the death of your mother, and then your time spent living on the streets after you absconded from our care.”
 
   “I want to go home,” Wendy replied, holding back tears.
 
   “And where is home?”
 
   Wendy opened her mouth to reply, but she had no answer.
 
   “A burned-out husk of a house?” Mother Superior continued, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Your mother's graveside? If you truly have a home to which you can go, Wendy, please tell us where it is, and we would be more than glad to deliver you there. No-one likes to see a young lady become an orphan.”
 
   Her bottom lip trembling slightly, Wendy looked down at the floor.
 
   “The truth,” Mother Superior added, “is that you have no home to go to. It's a terrible state of affairs, Wendy, really it is, but... You are an orphan, and as such you have been placed in our care, and it is now up to us to determine the best course for you. While you are here at Barton's Cross, you will be assessed by a team of specialists who will try to understand your spiritual needs, and then most likely you will be sent to live someone else in the country, at least for the duration of this wretched conflict. Do you understand?”
 
   Wendy sat in silence.
 
   “Do you understand, child?” Mother Superior asked, her tone tightening slightly.
 
   “Answer Mother Superior,” Sister Julia whispered, nudging Wendy from behind.
 
   “Yes,” Wendy said darkly, still staring at the floor.
 
   “Then look me in the eye,” Mother Superior replied. “I know you're upset, but that's no excuse for rudeness.”
 
   Slowly, Wendy raised her gaze and did as she was told. “I understand,” she said, her voice trembling now with the effort of holding back tears that had already begin to moisten her eyes.
 
   “And then,” Mother Superior continued, “there is the other matter, the one that must be dealt with as soon as possible. Your treatment. Wendy, are you aware that you have suffered a most delicate misfortune? One that threatens the fiber of your soul?”
 
   Wendy frowned.
 
   “It has not been discussed,” Sister Julia interjected. “There was not time.”
 
   “And she has given no indication that she is aware?” Mother Superior asked, as she made a note in one of the journals on her desk.
 
   “None,” Sister Julia replied.
 
   Sighing, Mother Superior made some more notes, before turning to Wendy again. “Child, I can't sugarcoat this for you, so you must simply be brave. You have become the unfortunate carrier of a malevolent entity that seeks to use you as its vessel. Do not be alarmed, there are ways to help you and to drive the demon from your body, but the longer we wait, the more difficult the task will become. Do you understand?”
 
   Wendy stared at her.
 
   “Do you understand?” Mother Superior asked again.
 
   “Answer Mother Superior,” Sister Julia whispered.
 
   “I...” Wendy paused. “No.”
 
   “No,” Mother Superior replied with a faint sigh, before getting to her feet and making her way slowly around the desk, “of course you don't. It's a lot to take in, child.” Stopping in front of Wendy, she got down onto her knees and looked closely into the girl's eyes. “You have become possessed by a creature that means you wicked harm, and more harm again to the world around you. This might be a shock, but to all of us here, the truth is readily apparent. Even now, unbeknownst to you of course, that demon is staring out through your eyes and cursing me. I can sense its presence, everyone in this monastery can sense it, but you yourself are quite oblivious. That is how these things often go with children. The demon will only stir along with your passions, as you get older. If it is given the chance, anyway.”
 
   “What demon?” Wendy asked, trying not to show that she was scared.
 
   “I don't know its name,” Mother Superior replied, “not yet, nor do I know where it came from. I only know that it must be driven out.” She placed a hand on Wendy's knee. “I know there is a tendency in the modern age to coddle children and protect them from harsh realities, but I do not agree with such an approach. Wendy, my dear, we are going to have to get to work at once, forcing the demon from your body and ensuring that it can never again trouble your soul. The process is harsh and unpleasant for all concerned, and yes, there will be a degree of pain, but we would never do anything that wasn't in your best interests. A life lived in avoidance of pain is really no life at all, you know.” She paused, as if she was waiting for Wendy to say something. “Do you understand?”
 
   “Why are you talking about a demon?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Because it is in you, child,” she continued, prodding Wendy's chest with a finger, just above the heart. “Because it is hitching a ride in your soul.”
 
   Wendy shook her head.
 
   “I have studied these matters extensively,” Mother Superior continued, “and I have prayed for guidance. If we leave the demon where it dwells at present, you will suffer great agonies as you get older. The only solution is to cast it out at once, which means we must start today. Of course, if you hadn't absconded when you did, we could have rid you of the foul creature before now, but you chose to run. For that you must be punished, just as Sister Julia was punished for allowing you to leave. We must all be punished when we do something wrong, Wendy. It's the only way for us to learn from our mistakes.”
 
   “I want to go home,” Wendy whispered.
 
   “This is your home now. You have nowhere else, no mother, no family. You are quite alone in the world, except for the Lord, who watches over you and who has brought you here to Barton's Cross so you can be freed from the demon that plagues your soul. And that -” With a faint wheeze, she got to her feet. “And that is what we are going to do, once you have been punished for your prior act of disobedience.” Making her way to a cabinet in the corner, she used a small key to open the front, and finally she took out a section of knotted rope.
 
   “Be strong,” Sister Julia whispered, leaning closer to Wendy from behind. “Let the Lord guide you in your repentance and in your journey from the shadow of sin.”
 
   “Stand, Wendy,” Mother Superior said, heading back over toward her, with the knotted rope in her right hand. “Your punishment must be delivered. Five strikes, and be thankful that I am showing such lenience.”
 
   Wendy shook her head.
 
   “Six strikes, then.”
 
   “No -”
 
   “Seven.”
 
   “No!” Wendy got to her feet, staring in horror at the rope. “I want to go home!”
 
   “Eight strikes.” Mother Superior stared down at her, waiting for her to acquiesce. “Nine.” She paused, still waiting. “Ten.”
 
   “Wendy,” Sister Julia said, hurrying around and putting her hands on the girl's shoulder, “just be strong. You'll thank us later.”
 
   “Eleven,” Mother Superior continued. “Twelve.”
 
   “It doesn't hurt that much,” Sister Julia continued. “This is really one of the less trying punishments. Mother Superior is showing you great mercy.”
 
   “Thirteen strikes,” Mother Superior said darkly, “and three for you, Sister Julia, since you clearly find the whole thing to be less trying than it could be.”
 
   Sister Julia opened her mouth to reply, but she seemed struck by fear.
 
   “We shall start with you,” Mother Superior continued, “so that Wendy can see there is no reason to be fearful.”
 
   “I -” Sister Julia paused, before turning her back to Mother Superior and then loosening her habit. Her fingers trembled as she untied the lace around her neck, and finally she pulled her dress down a little to reveal her bare back, which was criss-crossed with red lines, some of which seemed fresh and some of which were clearly older. “I accept my punishment with grace and humility,” she said quickly, as if she was reciting something she'd learned a long time ago, “and I pray the Lord to touch my soul, that he might -”
 
   Before she could finish, Mother Superior struck her with the knotted rope, sending her stumbling forward a few paces.
 
   Wendy jumped up from her chair.
 
   “It's okay,” Sister Julia told her, with tears in her eyes as she stepped back, ready for the second strike. “This is how it should be. I was insolent and I spoke out of turn.”
 
   “And?” Mother Superior said firmly.
 
   “And... I allowed you to abscond the other day, when I should have known better. It's my fault, Wendy, that you -”
 
   She let out a cry of pain as the knotted rope struck her back again, this time leaving a thicker red mark.
 
   “And,” Sister Julia continued, her voice trembling with pain, “I allowed doubt into my mind, and weakness. I pray that the Lord -”
 
   She cried out again, as the rope struck her back. Stumbling forward, she froze for a moment, before starting to rearrange her habit now that the punishment was over. Wincing as she pulled the fabric over her fresh wounds, she finally turned to Wendy and offered a forced smile, before turning to Mother Superior.
 
   “Thank you, Mother Superior,” she said, smiling despite the tears in her eyes. “Once again, you have helped keep me on the right path.”
 
   “And now you, Wendy,” Mother Superior said firmly, staring down at the little girl. “You must learn to take your punishment, so that you might rise above your wretchedness and become a stronger, more worthy person. Only then can we start to deal with the demon in your soul.” She paused, clearly waiting for Wendy to assume the position for her punishment. “Well?” she added after a moment. “Are you going to submit to thirteen strikes, or must you be forced to take thirty?”
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   Screaming and kicking, Wendy was dragged back from the bath by two nuns who set her down on the bed and covered her immediately with towels. Even as she kicked at them some more, they pressed her down against the hard mattress, ignoring her cries for help and instead trying to mop as much water as possible from her flesh.
 
   “It's okay,” Sister Julia said, reaching down and moving strands of wet, matted hair from the girl's face. “You're safe, Wendy. You're safe. Just try to breathe.”
 
   Opening her mouth and taking in a big gulp of air, Wendy immediately felt a searing pain in her chest. She cried out, tilting her head back, as she felt water bursting up from her lungs until finally it ran like warm slime from the side of her mouth, down past her ear and onto the bed. At the same time, the sense of nausea in her belly reared up again, bumping against the inside of her ribs and then turning as if to seek some other way out of her body. She felt hands on her arms and legs, still holding her down, but at least the pain was subsiding now, even as her panic threatened to build again.
 
   “It's over,” Sister Julia continued, leaning over her with a smile. “Wendy, look at me, it's over. For now, at least. You have endured.” She put a hand on the side of Wendy's face. “You have endured, my dear.”
 
   Staring up with wide, terrified eyes, Wendy let out a gasp of pain.
 
   “The first stage was a success,” Sister Julia added, taking a towel and dabbing at Wendy's forehead. “Mother Superior said we had to make your body an uncomfortable place for the demon to hide, and we succeeded. Demons are not creatures of great bravery, Wendy. We've made him see that he's not welcome in you, and now he's undoubtedly preparing to leave. We just need to give him one final push. You'll be very grateful later.”
 
   Rolling onto her side, Wendy began to cough up more water, before the nuns forced her onto her back again.
 
   “Mother Superior also tricked him into revealing his name,” Sister Julia told her. “That was the most important thing, because now she knows the identity of this particular demon, she can lure him out further. He's called Drexial, and Mother Superior says he's one of the fire demons that haunt this city from time to time. She's taking a moment to read some of the old texts, she'll be back soon to begin the second part of the exorcism, but for now...” Reaching down, she placed a small crucifix in Wendy's hands, forcing the girl's fingers to hold it tight. “You mustn't let go of this, Wendy, not for any reason. It'll protect you until Mother Superior is ready.”
 
   Staring up at her, Wendy was still trying to get her breath back as the other nuns released their hold on her arms and legs.
 
   “It's going to be fine,” Sister Julia continued, as the others left them alone in the room. Reaching down, she straightened Wendy's hair again. “Do you know how this demon got into you in the first place, Wendy? Did you invite it?”
 
   Wendy paused, before shaking her head.
 
   “Do you have any idea when it might have happened?”
 
   For a moment, Wendy thought back to the burning plane, and then to the skeletal pilot that had clawed its way over her body. There had been an orange glow, something that had been like the fire but also separate, and she remembered it reaching out to her just before she'd been pulled to safety.
 
   “Never mind,” Sister Julia continued, “just rest for a moment until Mother Superior is ready to resume. I'll be back in a moment, but whatever you do, don't let the crucifix out of your hands, okay? It's keeping the demon from tormenting you.” She turned to walk away, but Wendy instinctively reached out and grabbed her arm, dropping the crucifix in the process. “No,” the sister said, taking the crucifix and placing it firmly back in her hands again, “you must be careful, Wendy.” She leaned down and kissed the girl's forehead gently. “We didn't lie to you. We told you this would hurt, but when you're in the grip of pain, try to focus on the fact that it will be over soon. As long as you don't look into his eyes, you'll be fine. We heard his voice just now, you know. Have you heard it?”
 
   Wendy stared at her.
 
   “Such a horrible, evil voice,” Sister Julia added. “It came from your mouth, Wendy, filled with a dark echo. That's the mark of a demon, you know.”
 
   With that, she turned and hurried away, slipping out through a door that she then pulled shut, leaving Wendy completely alone.
 
   Still a little breathless, Wendy stayed completely still on the bed in the center of the darkened room, her hands linked together on her chest with the crucifix tucked between her fingers. Her belly felt full and she knew she'd swallowed a lot of water, but the past hour came to her only in fits and starts. She remembered her head being pushed under the surface and held there, and she remembered struggling for her life, convinced she was going to be drowned. She remembered Mother Superior reading verses of Latin from a tattered prayer book, and she remembered the soreness of her back as she'd been pushed down again by the other nuns. Her bandages had been removed, leaving her unhealed burns exposed to the air. After a moment, however, she remembered her mother, and the songs that would help her drift to sleep when she was a child, and -
 
   Suddenly she felt something moving in her hands. Looking down, she saw to her horror that the crucifix seemed to be moving of its own accord, as if some invisible force was trying to tease it from between her fingers. She clamped it tighter, but she could still feel it wriggling slightly against her palms.
 
   Turning, she looked across the dark room and realized she was being watched. She couldn't see anyone, not even as she looked all around, but her whole body was tingling as someone or something crept closer. Finally, with the wet towels clinging to her body, she sat up, convinced that at any moment she'd see a face looming out of the darkness. Just as she'd sensed the dead pilot during the previous night, now she sensed something else, something stronger.
 
   In the palm of her hands, the crucifix was still trembling, as if some unseen force was trying to pull it free.
 
   “Hello?” Wendy called out, and she was immediately surprised by how rough and gravelly her own voice sounded after swallowing and then bringing up so much water. There was a slight echo, too, just enough for her to notice.
 
   A strand of wet hair dropped down across her face as she turned and looked toward the far end of the room, but there was still no sign of anyone.
 
   In the distance, there were footsteps, but they weren't coming any closer. She looked at the door, hoping against hope that Sister Julia would return, but after a moment the footsteps faded into the distance and she was left alone, shivering and cold with only the towels for warmth, and still with the sense of being watched. It was as if the darkness had eyes, and after a few seconds she looked up, almost expecting to find that she was sitting in the center of a huge iris. Above, the low stone ceiling could just about be made out in the gloom, and the sight was strangely comforting, as if she felt that above and below were the two directions from which nothing could possibly be watching.
 
   Suddenly she felt a sharp pain in the palm of her hand, as the crucifix shifted again and cut her skin with its sharp edge. She gasped but held it tight, squeezing her hands tighter shut. Whatever was making the crucifix move, it seemed increasingly frantic now, pulling the small metal cross first one way and then another, desperately trying to pull it free and, in the process, digging it deeper and deeper into her flesh. She winced at the pain, while squeezing her hands even tighter together, determined to keep the crucifix from finding a way out. At the same time, she felt something brushing against the back of her neck, and she turned to look at the darkness all around, convinced that at any moment she'd see a face staring at her.
 
   She held her breath.
 
   Waiting.
 
   As the pain in the palm of her hand became stronger, she realized she could feel the crucifix starting to dig through the flesh. She looked down and saw to her horror that there was a large bruise starting to form just below her knuckles, spreading as a discolored patch until finally the crucifix began to tear itself through, slipping between the bones of her hand and wriggling free. She opened her mouth to cry out, but it was too late: the crucifix burst through, tearing a hole in her hand and then flying across the room until it hit the far wall and then fell to the floor. As blood ran down to her wrist, Wendy clambered off the table and dropped down onto her hands and knees, desperately trying to spot a glint from the crucifix in the low light. She crawled forward, running her hands across the dusty stones, trying not to panic as she remembered Sister Julia's warning to never let the crucifix go, not even if -
 
   Stopping suddenly, she realized she could see something in the darkness ahead. There was a pair of bare feet standing next to the door, facing toward her. She could immediately tell that it wasn't one of the nuns. She froze, not daring to look up, remembering that just as she was never supposed to let go of the crucifix, she was also never supposed to look the demon in the eye, even though she knew he was staring down at her.
 
   Crawling forward, she began to frantically search for the crucifix. Her hands ran across the dusty floor, checking the cracks between the stones, and then she turned to make her way toward the door, only to see that the figure was now standing in her way, as if to block her exit. Turning again, she crawled past the bed and over to the other wall, with tears in he eyes as she continued to look for the crucifix. She knew she was being watched now, and when she turned to check the next wall she realized that the figure had moved again, edging closer. She ducked away, terrified of being touched as she scrambled across the floor, looking around for any hint of metal glinting in the low light. The crucifix had to be somewhere, she knew that, but she felt as if she'd already checked every inch of the floor.
 
   Frantically, she turned again, only to find that the bare feet and legs were now right in front of her.
 
   She paused, fighting the urge to look up and see the demon's face.
 
   And then, as if from nowhere, she spotted a glimmer of something resting on the floor over by the far wall. She lunged forward, almost falling flat on her face as she reached out and finally found the crucifix again. Clasping her hands closed tight, she pulled her fist to her chest and held it tight, before looking over her shoulder and seeing that the figure was gone. She looked up, but whatever had been in the room with her a moment earlier, there was no sign of it now. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest, as blood ran down from her hand to her wrist.
 
   A moment later, the door opened and Sister Julia stepped into the room, stopping and staring in shock as she saw Wendy cowering on the floor.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Mother Superior has read the texts,” Sister Julia explained a short while later, as she reached into the barrel of mud, “and she has learned that there's one thing the demon Drexial hates more than anything else.” She smeared more mud over Wendy's shoulders and up onto the side of her neck. “He hates being unclean.”
 
   “But you're not making him unclean,” Wendy pointed out, wrinkling her nose at the foul stench. “You're making me unclean.”
 
   “While he's in your body,” Sister Julia replied, “it's the same thing. This mixture was taken directly from the farm at the back of the monastery, from right next to the pig pen. Mother Superior says the demon must be as uncomfortable as possible when the next part of the exorcism begins. You're protected, you know.”
 
   Looking down at the palm of her mud-smeared hand, Wendy saw the crucifix. Ever since Sister Julia had returned to the room, the crucifix had remained still, but the fresh bandage around the wound on her palm was already covered in dirt and Wendy felt certain that if Sister Julia left for even a moment, the demon would try once again to wrench the crucifix from her grip.
 
   “This will all be worth it in the end,” Sister Julia continued. “You know that, Wendy, don't you? Mother Superior is a very wise woman and she knows exactly what to do. You're very lucky that you ended up here at Barton's Cross. I doubt there's anyone else in London who's in such a strong position to help you.”
 
   “Will it be over this time?” Wendy asked, as she felt more mud being wiped across her back, starting to soak through her dress. “Will it stop tonight?”
 
   “Mother Superior very much hopes so.”
 
   “But she doesn't know?”
 
   “Some demons are harder than others to dislodge. Drexial is said to be among the most persistent. According to the texts that Mother Superior consulted, Drexial is drawn to scenes of human conflict. He likes nothing more than watching the suffering of innocents.”
 
   “He was in the sky,” Wendy whispered, remembering what Hannah had told her. “He was watching the bombs fall.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Sister Julia asked, adding more mud to the girl's shoulders.
 
   “He was watching the bombs,” Wendy continued, turning to her. “That's what the demon was doing the other night. He was watching the bombs, and then he got caught up in a plane, and it came crashing down and then -”
 
   She paused as she remembered the flames, and the burning pilot, and the injuries she'd suffered.
 
   “That's when he got into me,” she whispered. “It's all because I got too close to the wreckage. Hannah was right.”
 
   “And who might Hannah be?”
 
   “She's -” Another pause, as Wendy realized she didn't really know how to explain. She felt certain that none of the nuns would understand Hannah. “She was just a friend I made. She's gone now.”
 
   “I'm sure she doesn't know anything about demons,” Sister Julia continued. “Not as much as Mother Superior, anyway. Mother Superior studies these things. She has helped many young girls deal with dark forces in the past, and many of have gone on to live productive lives.”
 
   Wendy nodded. She knew Sister Julia was probably right, even though she felt deep down that no amount of mud was going to drive a demon from her body. Then again, Sister Julia and the other nuns were adults, and adults always knew best.
 
   “I think you're ready now,” Sister Julia said finally, stepping back to admire all the mud that she'd caked over Wendy's body and face. “You must be brave, Wendy, do you understand? This is going to be the hardest part, but if you're brave and strong, Mother Superior might be able to drive Drexial from your body tonight. Can you be brave and strong?”
 
   Wendy nodded.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   Sister Julia leaned closer, as if she was searching for proof in Wendy's eyes. “I hope so,” she whispered finally. “For your sake.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Screaming again, Wendy tried to pull away, only for the leather straps around her neck and waist to hold her in place. She lashed out, trying to scratch at the nuns with her fingernails, but they quickly grabbed her arms and legs and slammed them against the bed.
 
   Leaning over her, with the white-hot iron in her hands, Mother Superior stared down at Wendy as the little girl continued to shout and moan.
 
   “The demon is strong in her,” Sister Julia said, struggling to keep Wendy's arms flat against the bed. “Whatever shall we do?”
 
   “We shall drive it out,” Mother Superior replied, lowering the iron toward Wendy's face. “We shall do whatever it takes. The girl would be better off dead, than alive with this wretched beast in her soul. The Lord does not want such foulness to pollute his kingdom.”
 
   With that, she pressed the iron against Wendy's cheek, causing the skin to sizzle and burn as the little girl screamed again.
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   “You seem troubled, my child,” Mother Superior said a few days later, as she walked with Sister Julia across the courtyard at the rear of the monastery. “Tell me what is on your mind, so that I might ease your burden.”
 
   “It's just...” Sister Julia paused, clearly reluctant to speak her mind.
 
   “Is it the child? Is it Wendy?”
 
   “It has been a week now since she was brought back to us,” Sister Julia replied, “and she seems no better. If anything, the demon seems to have tightened its grip on her soul. After everything you have tried, her suffering just gets worse and worse, and I almost feel as if...”
 
   Her voice trailed off, as Mother Superior stopped and turned to her.
 
   “You think the child has passed the point where she might recover?” the older woman asked finally.
 
   “I worry about the pain we're inflicting upon her,” Sister Julia replied, with tears in her eyes. “Every night, she cries and screams. Every day is the same. I don't doubt your work or your scholarship, Mother Superior, but I worry that the demon is so strong, it won't leave Wendy's body without ripping the poor child to shreds first. What if the cure...” She paused. “What if the cure is so horrific, it would be better to let the child pass into God's embrace?”
 
   “I must confess,” Mother Superior replied, “that I too have contemplated these things. That is why I asked the Lord last night to give me guidance, and this morning I understood what we must do.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “We must persevere,” Mother Superior said firmly. “When Wendy screams, it is not really the child who cries out at all, it is the demon, using her mouth. No matter how pained she seems, we must keep working, because this blessed soul must not be allowed to slip away. Be strong, my dear, and trust that the Lord would not allow an innocent child to be lost so easily to a demon.”
 
   “Of course,” Sister Julia replied, turning and looking up at the window to Wendy's room. “I know you're right. You're always right.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “And Mother Superior has been reading more texts,” Sister Julia said a short while later, as she dipped a sponge into the bucket of water, squeezed it, and then wiped more sweat from the less-burned side of Wendy's face. “She thinks she knows how to drive the demon away now. It just takes time, that's all.”
 
   Slowly, Wendy opened her mouth. Dried skin crumbled at the edges, flaking away onto her neck, as she tried to whisper something. The room was lit by just a single candle, which cast a flickering light across Wendy's damaged body.
 
   “What is it, my child?” Sister Julia asked, leaning closer. “Is there something I can fetch for you?”
 
   “I want...” Wendy whispered.
 
   “What do you want? Water?”
 
   “I want...” Wendy paused, with her eyes barely open, as if she had almost no strength left at all. “I want to go home.”
 
   “You can't go home,” Sister Julia told her, using the sponge to clean dried skin from the side of the girl's face, while taking care to avoid the areas with the deepest burns. “Your home is gone, remember? Try to remain sensible, Wendy. Don't let your fear cloud your judgment in your darkest hour.”
 
   “I just...” Turning her head slightly, Wendy looked over toward the window, and at the bright sky beyond. There were tears in her eyes now. “I want to go home.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I always like to welcome new sisters to the monastery myself,” Mother Superior explained as she led the new arrival, Sister Henrietta, across the courtyard. “I want everyone here at Barton's Cross to feel very much at home. Which monastery did you say you were at before, my child?”
 
   “Saint Barnaby's,” Sister Henrietta replied, keeping her head bowed meekly. “I studied under Sister Natasha Ilmanov, and I would be there still were it not for her desire that I venture out into the world a little.”
 
   “Sister Ilmanov is a very wise woman,” Mother Superior said with a smile. “I do hope she is keeping well. She tends to take on such heavy burdens, with no thought whatsoever regarding her own health.”
 
   “She has a good soul,” Sister Henrietta agreed. “She -”
 
   Before she could finish, an anguished cry rang out from one of the rooms overlooking the courtyard.
 
   “Do not be alarmed,” Mother Superior said calmly, turning to her. “I'm afraid we are currently dealing with a particularly distressing case in which a demon has attached itself to a young girl and absolutely refuses to leave her alone.”
 
   “May the Lord have mercy on her soul,” Sister Henrietta replied, making the sign of the cross against her chest.
 
   “The case is most testing indeed,” Mother Superior continued, “but I am convinced that we will be able to rescue the child, provided we continue to work according to the Lord's guidance. I do not know why, at least not yet, but he has chosen to test us all with the suffering of this poor girl. I can only assume that he has some other purpose in mind for her, one that has not yet become clear to us.”
 
   “Can I be of any help?” Sister Henrietta asked. “A few years ago, I helped Sister Ilmanov rid a young boy of a demon.”
 
   “And was the boy saved?”
 
   “He was.”
 
   “Then perhaps you would like to join us tonight for our next session with the girl? I don't mind admitting, there are times when -”
 
   She winced a little as another scream rang out from above.
 
   “There are times when I fear the worst,” Mother Superior continued, with sorrow in her eyes as she looked up at one of the windows. “Wendy is still just a child, and I worry that by the time we drive the demon out, there will be nothing left of her to save.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   She squeezed her hand tighter still, even though the crucifix was digging deep beneath her flesh.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You will gain nothing from this child,” Mother Superior said calmly, as she stood at the head of Wendy's bed and looked down at the girl's burned and broken body. Holding a hand over Wendy's face, she sprinkled a mixture of dried herbs, which landed in the pools of blood that filled the cracks in the girl's skin. “Can't you see the damage that you've caused? Leave her now, so that we can try to save what's left of her.”
 
   She waited.
 
   All around the bed, the other nuns waited too. The room was silent, and everyone was engaged in silent prayer that the demon would finally be drawn from the child's body. Keeping their eyes fixed on Wendy's face, they waited for some sign that their work was having an effect, but as Mother Superior sprinkled more herbs on the girl's face, it became increasingly apparent that the demon wasn't stirring at all. Wendy's belly rose and fell slowly, and her breathing – which had become erratic in recent days – now seemed a little calmer.
 
   “Leave her,” Mother Superior continued, leaning closer with a hint of desperation in her voice. “What value does the child hold for you now? What can she possibly give you?”
 
   Again, she waited.
 
   No response.
 
   “Would you really torture a child just to amuse yourself? Would you not rather be out in the world, witnessing its destruction as this war continues to rage? I have read about you, Drexial, and I know that you are not one for dwelling too long in one place, so why stay in this child's body? What does she offer you that -”
 
   Suddenly Wendy's eyes flicked open, staring up at the old woman's face.
 
   “Do you hear me now?” Mother Superior asked. “Speak to me, demon. Tell me what you want.”
 
   Wendy continued to stare, before slowly a smile began to creep across her damaged face.
 
   “For what dark purpose do you linger in this place?” Mother Superior continued. “Speak now, demon, or leave forever. You are not welcome here, Drexial, and I will not allow an innocent child to be possessed by your foulness.”
 
   She waited for a reply.
 
   “You have a voice, do you not?” Mother Superior asked. “Then us it, coward!”
 
   “Old woman,” Wendy whispered finally, still smiling as her voice echoed slightly, “you are wrong. My name is not Drexial. Drexial is but a lesser demon, a creature of the margins. Your words do not harm me, your methods do not work. They might have worked on Drexial, but wherever he is, he is not in this girl's body. You have made a terrible mistake.”
 
   “Then what is your name?” Mother Superior asked. She sprinkled more dried herbs across Wendy's face; some of the herbs fell into the girl's eyes, but she didn't blink them away.
 
   “Why should I tell you?” Wendy's echoing voice whispered. “So you can go and look it up? So you can maybe find some weakness of mine? I think not. For as long as my name remains hidden to you, there is nothing you can do to drive me out of here. I can stay as long as I wish, and I can do whatever I want.” As the words left Wendy's lips, her remaining skin began to blister and turn a pale shade of yellow, even as her smile widened.
 
   “Be gone,” Mother Superior replied. “Be -”
 
   Before she could finish, she began to gasp, as if she was having trouble breathing.
 
   “I was just minding my own business,” Wendy continued, her voice starting to sound harsher now, “high above this miserable city, watching the fires burn. I didn't ask for some fool to fly his plane right into me and bring us both crashing down, but then once I was on the ground I saw this little girl and...” He sniffed. “At first I thought to rise again, back up above the city, but the girl seemed like such a perfect fit, I had to take her. It's not my fault if temptation drops right into my lap. Or rather, if I drop into its lap.”
 
   “Be gone,” Mother Superior spluttered, as some of the other nuns hurried to help keep her on her feet. She was clutching at her throat now and losing color from her face. “Be...”
 
   “Miserable bitch,” Wendy sneered, as the blisters all across her face became larger, spreading beneath her skin. “I'm going to enjoy burning each of you one by one.”
 
   “No,” Mother Superior gasped. “I will not let you!”
 
   “Let me?” Wendy began to laugh. “You have no idea what you're dealing with. You can't stop me.”
 
   “Get her out of the way,” Sister Henrietta said firmly, pushing the others away before looking down into Wendy's eyes. “Recognize me?” she continued, pulling her habit away to reveal a familiar mop of black hair. As Hannah now, she leaned even closer. “Don't worry about the nuns. Nuns are easy to deal with. What about me? Are you -”
 
   Before she could finish, Wendy let out a loud hiss and reached up, grabbing Hannah by the neck and pulling her closer. Twisting away, Hannah dragged the girl off the bed and threw her to the floor, as startled nuns scattered and Mother Superior took deep, gulping breaths.
 
   “This thing is really itchy,” Hannah continued, pulling the rest of her habit away to reveal her regular clothes. Stepping toward Wendy, who was down on all fours and staring up with an expression of pure fury, she allowed herself a faint smile. “Drexial, huh? It's almost funny that they thought you were Drexial. I know your real name, though. Would you like me to say it out loud, or are you going to scurry away like a good little demon?”
 
   “You don't know what kind of enemy you're making here,” Wendy sneered.
 
   “And you think you do?” Hannah asked, stepping closer. “Wendy's just a girl. Leave her body now or face the consequences.”
 
   “I really don't think you want me to do that,” Wendy replied, her voice echoing more than ever. She added something else, in a tongue that no-one in the room could understand.
 
   “Don't push me,” Hannah said firmly.
 
   “If you know my name,” Wendy replied, “then surely you know my natural form.”
 
   “Why don't you go back to floating harmlessly above London?” Hannah asked. “Sure, it was morbid the way you enjoyed watching the bombs fall, but at least you weren't getting actively involved.”
 
   “You don't think I steered some of the bombs now and again?” the demon asked, its echoing voice still speaking through Wendy. “You don't think I nudged a few, pushing them so that instead of falling on empty commons they ended up on houses and orphanages?” She began to laugh. “This body is useful, but if you really want to get me out and into my natural form, I don't suppose I can argue. Don't say I didn't warn you, though.”
 
   “Wait -”
 
   “You know my name,” Wendy sneered. “You know my form.”
 
   Before Hannah could say another word, Wendy leaned back and opened her mouth, allowing a vast burst of light to rush out and crash against the ceiling. Ducking down, Hannah hit the floor and put her hands over her head for a moment as flames roared through the room. Nearby, the nuns had all dropped down and were covering their faces as they tried to crawl away, but Hannah looked in the other direction, desperately trying to spot Wendy. Finally, spotting a familiar figure slumped on the stones, she crawled over and grabbed Wendy by the hand before starting to pull her toward the door, while the inferno burned just inches above them both, filling the room.
 
   “She's mine,” a voice whispered from the heart of the flames. “Leave her to me.”
 
   “She's not yours,” Hannah grunted, hauling Wendy to the door and finally getting her out into the next corridor. Turning, she looked back into the room and saw that the flames were already starting to expand beyond the room's walls.
 
   “May the Lord have mercy!” Sister Julia shouted, holding up a Bible and a crucifix as she stepped toward the raging fire. “Be gone, foul -”
 
   Suddenly the flames leaped out at her, causing her clothes to ignite and sending her staggering back, screaming as she desperately tried to get away from the heat. She bumped against two of the other nuns and the flames raced across them all, bringing more screams.
 
   “Oh, that's not fair,” Hannah muttered, dragging Wendy along the corridor as flames darted after them. Pulling the girl into a nearby room, she turned and watched as flames licked the frame.
 
   In the distance, from other parts of the building, more screams could be heard.
 
   “He's a fire demon,” Hannah hissed, as she checked Wendy's neck for some sign of a pulse. “I shouldn't have picked a fight with a fire demon, not on the top floor of a goddamn wooden building.” Finding a pulse, she gently tapped the side of Wendy's face. “Hey, wake up,” she said firmly. She waited for a moment, before rolling her eyes and then slapping the girl as hard as she could manage. “Wake up!” she shouted.
 
   Letting out a gasp of shock, Wendy opened her eyes.
 
   “I'm getting you out of here,” Hannah continued. “This is all my fault. I did some checking into the background of that pilot we dealt with the other day, and it turns out he was one of the bravest, most decorated war heroes in British military history. So I got to wondering why he was suddenly clawing at you and trying to drag you down. That's when I realized, that's not what he was doing at all. He'd seen the demon enter your soul after the crash, and he was trying to save you.”
 
   “My throat hurts,” Wendy whispered, reaching up and touching the side of her face, running her fingers across the thick blisters, some of which had burst and some of which were still filled with fluid. “What's happening to me?”
 
   “You're being rescued by an idiot,” Hannah replied, turning and peering around the corner of the door. The corridor was still filled with flames and there were several burning corpses nearby, and as she felt intense heat on her face she pulled back and turned to Wendy again. “I came back for you,” she continued, trying to help the girl up. “It took me a while, but I came back. See? I'm not such a bad person. I can just be incredibly -”
 
   Hearing a loud rumbling sound above, she looked up and saw that the wooden ceiling was starting to buckle.
 
   “This is going to hurt,” she continued, turning back to Wendy and seeing that the girl still seemed shell-shocked. “Not for you, though, don't worry. Me. It's going to hurt me a lot for me.” Crawling over to her, she arched her back and tried to cover Wendy's trembling body as much as possible, wrapping her in a tight embrace. “He's going to want to get back inside you once this is all done,” she added. “I don't know why, but he seems really determined to hitch a ride with you. It's almost as if he thinks you're going somewhere interesting and -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, she seemed lost in thought for a moment.
 
   “Of course,” she said finally. “If he's mixed in with your soul when you die, that means he can tag along when you -”
 
   Before she could finish, there was a loud creaking sound and she looked up just in time to see the entire ceiling crashing down. Leaning over Wendy, she covered the girl as best she could and braced herself, and a moment later huge timbers fell hard against her back, causing her to let out an agonized cry. More sections of the ceiling fell, some of them already burning, and then finally part of the stone wall collapsed, raining down on Hannah's shoulders and almost knocking her to the ground. Bracing herself, she stayed on top of Wendy, shielding the girl from all the falling debris, until she felt the floor starting to give way.
 
   “No!” she shouted. “That's even less fair! You can't -”
 
   The entire wooden floor suddenly collapsed beneath them. Wrapping her arms even more tightly around Wendy's shivering, damaged body, Hannah could do nothing to keep them both from falling down into the flames below, which had spread throughout the entire monastery.
 
   “I've got you!” Hannah shouted, pulling Wendy tighter, trying as much as possible to envelop the girl in her arms and keep her safe.
 
   Seconds later, they both crashed into the top of one of the lower walls. Hannah felt her back shudder as the impact sent them both toppling over the edge and through a wall of flames that had filled the old dining room. Landing hard against the stone floor, Hannah was still able to soften Wendy's landing somewhat, before immediately rolling to one side as more flaming debris crashed down next to them.
 
   “I've got you,” she whispered again, getting to her feet despite the pain in her back and stumbling through the thick smoke, with Wendy in her arms. All around them, flames burned and masonry tumbled down, but she quickly managed to carry Wendy through a door at the far end of the devastated building and out into the courtyard. Screaming children had run outside and were being comforted by the few surviving nuns, but Hannah ignored them all and instead carried Wendy further away until they reached the far end of the old playground, at which point she finally dropped to her knees and paused for a moment. She was still holding Wendy tight, but she was too scared to look and see the extent of the damage to the girl's body.
 
   She took a series of deep breaths, before realizing that she couldn't delay the moment any longer.
 
   “Please,” she whispered, slowly loosening her hold and immediately feeling Wendy's limp form shift slightly, along with the sound of broken bones scraping against one another inside the girl's body.
 
   Freezing for a moment, Hannah took another deep breath.
 
   “Please,” she said again. “Please, don't do this.”
 
   She leaned forward and began to set Wendy down, wincing every time she heard another broken bone beneath the girl's skin, or every time she saw more burned and ravaged flesh. She could smell the damage, and after a moment she saw that most of the Wendy's face had been burned raw, leaving nothing but scraps of blistered skin that were still burning in places. Holding Wendy's head up off the ground for a moment, she realized that there was no sign of life coming from the girl at all.
 
   “Wendy?” she whispered, as the inferno continued to roar nearby. In the distance, fire engine sirens could be heard screaming closer, but Hannah paid no attention. Instead, she leaned closer to the little girl and allowed her damaged head to rest on the grass. “Wendy, it's me. Wendy, wake up.”
 
   She waited.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Wendy, this isn't right, okay? You can't die now, not like this.”
 
   She waited again, and this time Wendy's eyes flickered slightly, revealing just a hint of her pupils.
 
   “It's me,” Hannah continued, with tears in her eyes despite the broad smile she'd managed to force to her lips. “I came all this way to rescue you, so you'd better not die on me now. It'd be extremely rude. I came back for you. I never come back for people, it's kind of my thing to not come back, but I came back for you, okay?”
 
   Wendy's lips moved a little, but no words came out.
 
   “What's that?” Hannah asked, turning her head and moving her ear closer to the girl's mouth.
 
   Wendy tried again, but her whisper was still too low.
 
   “Thank you?” Hannah continued. “Is that what you're trying to say? Well, you're welcome, but there's really no need. Just doing my job.” She paused. “I just wish I'd got to you before the nuns set to work trying to help you. They really cut you up, huh?”
 
   “It hurts,” Wendy whispered.
 
   Hannah paused again, feeling as if her blood was running cold. “What hurts?” she asked finally.
 
   “Everything.”
 
   “Well, we'll fix you. Yeah, we'll fix you. I know some people.”
 
   “I want to go home.”
 
   “You keep saying that, but you don't have a home!”
 
   “I want to go home.”
 
   Sighing, Hannah looked over at the burning monastery and watched as the entire roof collapsed, sending a huge plume of smoke and flames up into the evening sky. “It's my fault,” she said finally. “I should have come and helped you sooner, but I was busy with other things. It never occurred to me that you might end up like this.” She turned to look back down at Wendy's face. “I'm not really a people person. There, I said it. I know that's a startling admission for someone whose job is basically...” She paused. “Well... Death. But that's not what's going to happen to you today, because I'm not going to let it, okay? You are not going to die.”
 
   She waited for an answer.
 
   “Wendy? Okay?”
 
   The little girl's lips twitched slightly.
 
   “Stay with me,” Hannah said firmly. “You're not allowed to go, I forbid it! I'm Death herself and I order you to keep breathing!” She checked again for a pulse. “He might be back inside you,” she continued, before turning to look back at the burning monastery, where the inferno had mostly died down. “He's certainly not there anymore, and I don't think he'd give you up so easily.” She looked down at Wendy again. Reaching out, she put a hand on the side of the girl's face, only for part of Wendy's remaining skin to slough off, revealing the burned meat beneath. “Kid,” Hannah continued, “I need you to say something. I need you to let me know you're okay, that you're gonna fight this. You can't die yet, not if the demon's back in your body.”
 
   Reaching down, she felt once again for a pulse.
 
   “Please,” she whispered. “Please, not yet.”
 
   She paused.
 
   As the monastery continued to burn nearby, Hannah sat with Wendy, cradling the dead girl in her arms.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   “Hold on,” Doctor Carrington said with a frown as he stared down at his notes, “back up a moment. You remember...” He scanned the page quickly. “You remember her carrying you out of the monastery -”
 
   “I remember all of that,” Alice replied, leaning forward in her chair until the handcuffs ran tight and held her back. “You have to try to keep up! She carried me out of the burning monastery and she set me down on the lawn, and that's when...” She paused, fully aware of how crazy the story sounded. “That's when I died,” she added finally, with tears in her eyes. “I can't describe it any other way.”
 
   “And you remember that moment?”
 
   “Almost. I mean, I know it happened.”
 
   “And you were a nine-year-old girl at that point?” He stared at her. “You were a nine-year-old girl named... Wendy?”
 
   “You think I'm crazy.”
 
   “I think you have a highly active imagination,” he replied. “Alice, when you collapsed at Harledon Wood retirement home, something seemed to change in terms of your thought processes. It's been two weeks now, and ever since that afternoon, you've been creating this increasingly elaborate fantasy about -”
 
   “It's not a fantasy,” she said firmly, interrupting him, “and I'm not creating it, I'm remembering it. When Matthew Cooper showed me the photo of Wendy, it was like a dam broke in my mind and all these memories came flooding through. It's overwhelming and I'm struggling to put the pieces together, but I know it's all true. I really was that little girl, and all the things I've been remembering about the plane crash and Hannah and the monastery, they really happened.”
 
   “Alice -”
 
   “Did you check?”
 
   He sighed.
 
   “Last time we spoke,” she continued, “you promised you'd look it up and find out if there was a fire back in 1941, at a monastery on the site of the Barton's Cross shopping mall. So was there?”
 
   “That doesn't prove anything,” he replied. “You could have looked that up and, consciously or subconsciously, based this entire fantasy around what you read.”
 
   “How many people died?”
 
   He paused.
 
   “How many?” she asked again, with more urgency this time.
 
   “Eight members of staff, including the Mother Superior.” He paused again. “And twenty-seven children.”
 
   “Oh God,” she whispered, feeling a shiver passing through her chest. “Did you manage to get a list of the victims?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “And was there a girl named Wendy?”
 
   “There was, but -”
 
   “That was me!”
 
   He sighed again. “Alice -”
 
   “It was me,” she said firmly. “I remember everything! What was the official explanation for the fire?”
 
   “It was never determined,” he told her. “Whatever it was, it spread fast and it pretty much brought the entire building down.” He paused. “I suppose you're going to tell me that the fire was caused by a demon?”
 
   “That's what happened.”
 
   “Seriously?” he replied, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “A demon?”
 
   “That's what they said. It's what Hannah said.”
 
   “Ah, yes,” he continued, glancing at his notes for a moment, “the elusive Hannah. No surname still, I take it?”
 
   “She never told me.”
 
   “How convenient. And apart from a physical description that really doesn't narrow it down much, you've got nothing else that could help me track her down? Either the Hannah from 1941, or the Hannah from today?”
 
   “They're the same person.”
 
   “Which would make her, what, about ninety now?”
 
   “Matthew told me she hasn't aged at all.” She leaned forward again, still restrained by the handcuffs. “Have you spoken to him? Even if you don't believe me, you can talk to him and he'll corroborate everything.”
 
   “Alice -”
 
   “Talk to him!”
 
   “I can't. He's dead.”
 
   She opened her mouth to reply, but the news struck her hard. “Dead?”
 
   “He died last week, just a few days after you collapsed in his room. He passed peacefully, in his sleep. I'm sorry, maybe I should have told you sooner, but I was worried about upsetting you. Unfortunately, I didn't get a chance to speak to him properly, but even if he'd backed up everything you're telling me, that still wouldn't be cast-iron proof. In fact, your entire story is completely beyond the realm of rationality. Reincarnation isn't a real thing, Alice. No matter why and how strongly you identify with this Wendy girl, there's absolutely no way there can be any kind of...” He paused again, as if he was struggling to find the right words. “I hope you realize, Alice, that for as long as you continue to come out with this stuff, and for as long as I believe you pose a risk to yourself and to those around you, there's absolutely no way that I can sanction your release from this facility.”
 
   “So I'm a prisoner here?”
 
   “You're a patient on a non-voluntary basis.”
 
   “So I'm back in hospital,” she continued,with tears in her eyes. “Do you remember when I was released, not much more than a month ago? I told you I wasn't ready to go out into the real world, and you told me I'd be fine.”
 
   “Alice -”
 
   “So now do you think I killed that police officer?”
 
   He paused.
 
   “At least answer me,” she added, on the verge of breaking down. “You owe me that. Do you think I killed him on that night ten years ago? You used to say I couldn't have done it, but have you changed your mind now?”
 
   “You're being restrained,” he said cautiously, “because you've physically resisted care efforts on multiple occasions -”
 
   “Answer the question.”
 
   Another pause. “I think we have to consider all the possibilities.”
 
   “Oh God,” she replied, lowering her head for a moment, as tears started running down her cheeks. “You do think I killed him.”
 
   “I didn't say that.”
 
   They sat in silence for a moment.
 
   “I didn't say that in so many words,” he added.
 
   “Maybe you're right,” she continued finally, with her head still bowed. “Maybe the reason I don't remember that night is that my subconscious mind is trying to protect me from the horror of it all. Maybe I should stop resisting the idea.” Her bottom lip was trembling as she looked at him again. “Maybe this is what I am. A monster, a killer. Maybe you're right and all this stuff about Wendy and the war is just some kind of sick fantasy that I'm using to block out the truth.”
 
   “I'm not saying that at all,” he replied, “I just... I think the only thing we can rule out here is the idea that you're somehow the reincarnation of a little girl who died seventy years ago. Do you understand why that idea is just too ludicrous to take seriously?”
 
   She stared at him for a moment. “I know you're right,” she told him, swallowing hard, “but I can't deny what I feel. I remember what happened to Wendy, because it was me. I remember Hannah rescuing me, and I remember her holding onto me as we fell through the burning monastery, and I remember...” She paused. “I remember dying in her arms. I remember what it felt like. I remember all the weight leaving my body, and all the pain, and I remember feeling this sudden sense of peace. But there was something wrong, too, something...”
 
   He waited for her to continue, and after a moment he made another note.
 
   “There was something else in my mind,” she added finally, staring into space. “Something was folding itself into the dark with me, a kind of presence. Hannah mentioned it, she said it was hitching a life with me.” Looking down, she held out her hands for a moment. “Something that followed me, maybe. Something that stayed with me from that life to this.” Turning to Doctor Carrington, she saw the expression of incredulity on his face. “And then darkness. Nothingness. And now here I am, living another life.”
 
   “These memories seem very real to you, don't they?”
 
   “I'm not making any of it up.”
 
   “I know that. I can tell you believe every word.”
 
   “I believe it because I know it's true.”
 
   He made some more notes. “This is a new and quite disturbing aspect to your condition, Alice. It's a big shift.”
 
   “I'm not dangerous,” she replied, tugging on the handcuffs.
 
   “I'm sure you're not.”
 
   “Then at least let me be free.”
 
   “In time.”
 
   “Now.”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “Because you don't trust me?” she asked.
 
   “You tried to hit an orderly.”
 
   “He was bringing me here.”
 
   “On my orders.”
 
   “Fine. Next time, I'll try to hit you.”
 
   “Threats of violence won't help your case,” he told her firmly. “I think, Alice, that we need to give this process a little more time, and then, if these bizarre fantasies haven't faded by this time next week, we'll have to think about trying something more drastic.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   He stared at her.
 
   “Like what?” she asked again.
 
   “Something I was hoping we'd never have to consider.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “No!” she screamed a couple of weeks later, as she was strapped into the chair. “Stop!”
 
   “Calm her down,” one of the nurses said firmly.
 
   She tried to twist free, but a moment later she felt a needle sliding into her arm.
 
   “It's for the best,” the nurse continued, smiling at her as she took some cotton wool, wet it slightly, and then began to dab at Alice's temples. “Electro-convulsive therapy has been shown to really help in cases like yours.”
 
   “No!” Alice shouted, and despite the sedative she'd just been given, she continued to struggle for several more minutes, straining at the leather restraints that were holding her down. She was still conscious when they attached the electrodes, and when they threw the switch to fry her brain.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   
“We just don't get why you've been freezing us out,” her mother said a few weeks later, sitting next to the bed in Alice's small, overly beige room. “We're your parents, for God's sake. We want to help you.”
 
   “It's fine,” Alice whispered, staring at the clock, hoping they'd head off to catch the next bus in twenty minutes, rather than waiting yet another hour for the one after. “I just need some time alone.”
 
   “Fat lot of good that did you,” her mother replied, putting a hand on her knee. “No, I think you'll have to come home to us for a while, darling. There's no harm in that. Doctor Carrington says you might be a little forgetful for a few months. He wants to give you four more ECT sessions before he decides what to do next, but he says there's no reason why you should be locked up in here indefinitely, not once you're a little more stable.”
 
   “I'm fine,” she whispered.
 
   “You're not fine,” her mother said, turning to Alice's father, who was standing at the window and looking out at the lawn. “She's not fine, Harold, is she?”
 
   “Doesn't seem like it,” he muttered, squinting slightly as he watched someone in the distance. “Wouldn't be here if she was fine, would she?”
 
   “I just need to figure things out,” Alice replied. “It's not...” Her voice trailed off for a moment as she remembered the sight of the burning plane crashing down off the roof of the house and smashing onto the cobbles below. “I'll be fine.”
 
   “You'll be fine when you're home,” her mother said firmly.
 
   “There are some bloody weird people in this place,” her father added, still looking out the window. “No offense, love, but I really don't think you're as crazy as some of the others.”
 
   “Don't use words like crazy or weird,” her mother said firmly. “It upsets them.”
 
   “Them?” Alice asked with a frown. “You mean me?”
 
   “You don't belong here,” she continued, squeezing her daughter's knee. “You're not like the other people in this place. You're not...” Her voice trailed off for a moment.
 
   “Mad?” Alice asked.
 
   “Well, you're not!”
 
   “Bloody hell,” her father muttered, still looking out the window. “You've really got some nutters in this place, haven't you? Makes you wonder whether it wouldn't be easier to just... Well, you know.”
 
   “Take us out back,” Alice replied, turning to him, “and put us all out of our misery?”
 
   “Only the ones who are totally gone,” he said with a sigh. “The ones who've got no hope.”
 
   “And you've got lots of hope,” her mother continued, leaning closer and kissing Alice's cheek. “I'll speak to that nice Doctor Carrington later and see about the paperwork for having you come home with us. Maybe just for a weekend at first, to see how it goes. You can have your own room, you won't be dependent on us at all, it'll just be better if you've got a support network. You tried to do too much too soon after you were released last time, and look where you wound up. Right back in hospital.”
 
   “There should be more control,” her father said, frowning. “That one out there, for example. Climbing through an open window, wearing a nun's habit... It's not right.”
 
   “What?” Looking over at him, Alice paused for a moment before getting to her feet and hurrying to the window. Looking out, she saw no sign of anyone, but finally she noticed a small window that had been left propped open at the other end of the lawn. “What nun's habit?”
 
   “There was some girl wearing a nun's habit,” he continued, raising both eyebrows at the same time. “Clambering through that window like a complete fool. If she was clambering out, I'd go and tell one of the orderlies, but I suppose it's just one of your lot being weird.” He turned to her. “If you ask me, a lot of the people in this place are just attention-seekers. Not you, love, obviously, but a lot of the others.”
 
   Staring out the window, Alice couldn't help feeling a faint stirring sensation deep in her belly.
 
   “Doctor Carrington told us about some of the things you've been saying,” her mother said after a moment, with a hint of sadness in her voice. “All that stuff about some little girl called Wendy. I mean... You don't seriously think it's true, do you?”
 
   Alice paused, before turning to her. “I don't know,” she whispered. “I don't know what I believe anymore.”
 
   “Alice?” a voice asked, followed by a knock at the door.
 
   She turned.
 
   “Hi, Alice,” said one of the orderlies, as another brought a wheelchair into the room. “It's time for today's session.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I'm so glad you're more cooperative,” the nurse said as she tightened the last strap around Alice's wrist. “It all gets noted on your forms, you know. Cooperation is a very good sign.”
 
   A faint smile crossed Alice's lips, but she didn't feel much like talking. All she wanted was to get the whole thing over with. Her mother had said there were four sessions left, minimum, which meant the treatment program was going to be reviewed at the end of the following week. As she opened her mouth to let the nurse slip a mouth-guard into place, she told herself that the ECT treatment was actually working pretty well, since both her short-term and long-term memories were starting to become fuddled and vague, as if a kind of mist was developing around her brain. Having spent the past ten years desperately struggling to remember the truth about her past, she'd finally lost her sense of hope. If ECT would blast it all away and make her stop worrying, that was fine with her.
 
   “So you know the routine,” the nurse continued, adjusting a dial on the machine. “I'll see you when you wake up in about an hour, and -”
 
   Before she could finish, the door opened and a nun stepped into the room.
 
   Alice's eyes widened with shock as soon as she saw Hannah's face smiling at her from the habit.
 
   “Excuse me,” the nurse said to Hannah, clearly a little shocked, “are you... lost?”
 
   “No,” Hannah replied, keeping her voice hushed and respectful. “Please, carry on.”
 
   The nurse stared at her.
 
   “Just carry on,” Hannah continued, gesturing for her to turn back to Alice. “Honestly, it's fine.”
 
   “You...” The nurse paused, clearly not sure what to make of the sudden arrival. “I'm sorry, who are you, exactly?”
 
   “Sister Henrietta,” Hannah replied with a curtsy. “I'm from St. Barnaby's, I studied under Sister Natasha Ilmanov.”
 
   The nurse stared at her. “And?”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And what are you doing here?”
 
   “Well,” Hannah continued, taking a step closer before reaching out and putting a hand on the nurse's shoulder, “the thing is...” She paused. “Go to sleep.”
 
   As soon as those words left her lips, the nurse slumped forward and slithered off her chair, landing in a crumpled heap on the floor.
 
   “Surprise,” Hannah said, beaming at Alice.
 
   Alice tried to reply, but the mouth-guard was securely in place, reducing everything she said to a muffled mumble.
 
   “Pleased to see me?” Hannah continued. “Sorry it took so long, I had to pick the perfect moment. That, and I've been busy lately.” Stepping over to her, she fiddled with the mouth-guard before finally pulling it loose. “Your brain's a fried mess,” she added with a frown. “Seriously, is this the best your doctor could think of? Turning you off and on again?”
 
   “Why are you wearing a nun's habit?” Alice asked.
 
   “It's my disguise. It worked fine last time, remember?”
 
   “In a monastery,” Alice pointed out, trembling with shock. “It worked last time because you were in a monastery.”
 
   “Oh, was that it?” Hannah asked as she worked to unfasten the leather straps. “Huh. Yeah, now you mention it, that kind of makes sense. I was wondering why this get-up hadn't been so effective all the other times I tried it.” Pulling the last strap away, she turned toward the door.
 
   “Wait,” Alice hissed, reaching out and grabbing her by the wrist. “Are you...”
 
   Hannah turned to look back at her.
 
   “Are you real?” Alice asked.
 
   “Don't I look real?”
 
   “I don't...” She paused. “No,” she whispered finally, “you're not real. This is all in my head.”
 
   “Seriously? You think you could imagine me?”
 
   “This can't be happening,” Alice continued, staring at Hannah with wide-eyed horror. “It can't be.”
 
   “Don't make me do this,” Hannah said with a sigh.
 
   “You're not real,” Alice said firmly, as if she was trying to convince herself.
 
   “Don't be rude.”
 
   “You're not real,” Alice said again, gripping the armrests. “You're not real. You're not -”
 
   Before she could finish, Hannah slapped her hard. “Real enough for you?” she asked.
 
   Reaching up, Alice felt the sore spot on her cheek.
 
   “You remember this time, don't you?” Hannah continued, with a hint of sadness in her voice. “The other times I saw you recently, I had to keep out of your conscious mind, so I just interacted with you on the subconscious level, which meant you forgot each time but now... I was waiting for you to remember what happened before, back during the war.” She smiled. “Hello, Wendy.”
 
   “My name is Alice.”
 
   “Sure, now it is.”
 
   “But...” Alice took a deep breath. “Is it true?” she asked, as if she could barely believe what she was seeing. “Did all of that really happen?”
 
   “Yep,” Hannah replied, pulling the door open and leaning out for a moment, looking both ways along the corridor before turning back to her. “Sorry about getting you killed, and sorry about letting the demon hitch a ride with your soul through the reincarnation process, that was a big mistake on my part. Fortunately, I'm here to fix that.”
 
   Getting to her feet, Alice headed over to join her at the door.
 
   “I thought I was losing my mind,” she explained. “I kept seeing hints that you existed, but I couldn't remember you.”
 
   “I had to nudge you along,” Hannah replied, leading her out into the corridor and then toward the exit. “I couldn't just leap out from a cake and surprise you, although I did consider that option. The truth is, I'd probably have blown your mind, literally, and then you'd just be a vegetable and I'd have had to have waited until your next reincarnation before dealing with this demon. Which, by the way, would have been a very bad move, because I'm starting to realize that he's extremely dangerous. This isn't just about you.”
 
   “My next reincarnation?”
 
   “Sure. Everyone does it. You're just very lucky, or very unlucky. You had a demon hitching a ride with you this time, which made the connection stronger between lifetimes, and now here we are.”
 
   “Excuse me,” said the guy at the reception desk, clearly alarmed by the sight of a nun leading Alice to the door, “are you -”
 
   “Go to sleep,” Hannah told him, not even bothering to look back as the guy slumped down in his chair. Stopping at the control panel on the door, she typed in a code, but the door refused to open. “Do you know the code for getting out of the ward?” she asked, turning to Alice.
 
   “For some reason, they don't give it to the patients.”
 
   “Huh.” Hannah tried again, but still the door wouldn't open. “Well, this is annoying. Add these keypads to the list of things that really bug me. It's getting to be quite a long list.” Taking hold of the keypad's edges, she twisted it hard until it came away from the wall, trailing a series of wires.
 
   “What are you doing?” Alice hissed.
 
   “What does it look like I'm doing?”
 
   “It looks like you're breaking it.”
 
   “Bingo,” Hannah muttered, examining the wires for a moment before turning to the door and trying the handle. “This is so annoying!” she continued. “What's wrong with the people who run this place? It's like they're trying to run a prison!”
 
   “Excuse me,” one of the nurses said with a frown, heading over to join them, “can I help you?”
 
   “Open the door,” Hannah replied, stepping aside.
 
   “I need to see some ID first,” the nurse replied, taking a key from his pocket and using it to unlock the door. “I can't let you out until I know how you got in.” He turned to Alice. “Do you have permission to leave?”
 
   “She does indeed,” Hannah replied, grabbing Alice's hand and leading her out the door. “She has permission from me.”
 
   “Oh.” The nurse paused, clearly confused. “Okay, then.”
 
   “Quick,” Hannah whispered as she led Alice out to the stairwell, “we need to get going before he realizes what I did.”
 
   “What did you do?” Alice asked.
 
   “I flooded his mind with thoughts of his last girlfriend. Distraction strategy.”
 
   “How did you do that?”
 
   “Long story.” Taking the stairs two at a time, she hurried ahead and opened the main door, before leading Alice out into the parking lot and turning back to face her. “Welcome back to the great outdoors. Don't worry, it'll go a lot better than your last release.”
 
   “Wait...” Alice paused, feeling a sudden sense of panic as she looked around. Evening shadows were starting to fall across the tarmac, and she suddenly felt exposed, as if she shouldn't really be outside at all. Instinctively, she took a step back.
 
   “You can't run away from this,” Hannah told her. “You even died last time, and it still followed you.”
 
   “What followed me?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “The demon. It folded itself into your soul and it followed you through the reincarnation process like some kind of parasite.”
 
   Alice shook her head.
 
   “It was inside you until recently,” Hannah continued. “It used to be happy hanging in the air above London, enjoying the war, but something's changed. It's more ambitious now and we have to make sure it goes back where it came from. A loose demon is never a good thing. They tend to be very single-minded usually, they pick something and they keep at it, but this one has started to let his mind wander. He's looking for a new hobby and that's when they're really dangerous.”
 
   “Wait,” Alice replied, “hold up a moment. Demons? Reincarnation? None of this is possible.”
 
   “Don't you remember the good old days?” Hannah asked. “Well, they weren't exactly good, but you know what I mean. The miserable, painful days.” She paused. “Do you remember the plane that hit your house and killed your mother? Your previous mother, anyway.”
 
   Alice nodded.
 
   “And do you remember the dead pilot we found and sent on to the next world?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “And do you remember the monastery? And the flames? And all the things those nuns did to you while they were trying to exorcise the demon the first time?”
 
   Alice paused, before nodding again.
 
   “All those things really happened,” Hannah continued. “They happened to a little girl named Wendy who I tried and failed to save, and that little girl eventually came back as a girl named Alice, who grew up with a demon still curled up inside her. I know what happened to you ten years ago, when the police officer died. That was when the demon first stirred in your current body. Sewing you shut was a crude attempt to keep himself hidden, but no-one ever said demons were particularly smart. The thing is, he's not going to leave you alone.”
 
   “And he's inside me right now?”
 
   “No, he's not inside you right now. He left your body ten years ago, but he'll be back. We have to go and find him, and we have to stop him. Properly, this time. Fortunately, I've had several decades to think about how to do it, and I've got a solution. We just need to go to him.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   Hannah paused. “Where do you think?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   
“I liked it better when it was a monastery,” Hannah muttered a couple of hours later, as they finally reached the old Barton's Cross shopping mall. “Then again, I tend to be something of a traditionalist.”
 
   Night had fallen and the huge, abandoned building was shrouded in darkness. Even the spotlights, which usually kept the perimeter illuminated to deter intruders, had been left off, and as Alice followed Hannah past the main gate, she couldn't help noticing that the porta-cabin's lights were off too.
 
   “Coincidences wrapped in other coincidences,” Hannah continued, looking up at the building. “Or were they? Do you think it was a coincidence, Alice, that after being released from hospital, you ended up being placed here at Barton's Cross, the site where you died in your previous life?”
 
   “Did you arrange it?”
 
   “I might have helped arrange certain aspects of those coincidences,” Hannah replied with a faint smile. “It's one of my special skills. I had to steer you slowly to where I needed you to be so I could sort out this mess. Then again, coincidence is just a word that humans use to describe forces they don't understand.”
 
   “I need to find Donald,” Alice continued, heading over to the porta-cabin. “He knows all about the history of this place, I should have listened to him right from the start.” Pulling the door open, she hurried inside. “Donald, are you -”
 
   Stopping suddenly, she saw that he was sitting at his desk, with his head tilted back and a thick, bloody cut running across his throat. Blood had run down onto his uniform, and more had sprayed across the nearby wall. Unable to stop staring for a moment, Alice stepped closer, her eyes wide with shock as she looked down at his pale, dead face. Finally she turned away, just as Hannah reached the door and saw the scene.
 
   “The demon's definitely here, then,” Hannah said darkly. “Braxatel. That's his name, if you were wondering. Those nuns got it wrong. I'm sure they tried their best, but there's an art to identifying a demon, they very rarely announce themselves. Trust me, knowing a demon's true name is a real help. It's one of their few weaknesses.”
 
   Putting her hands over her face, Alice felt her whole body starting to shake.
 
   “I take it,” Hannah continued, staring at Donald for a moment, “that this guy was a friend of yours?”
 
   “Why would someone do this?” Alice asked, trying to stay calm. “He was completely harmless, he was just... Donald!”
 
   “Demons don't need a reason to kill,” Hannah said, making her way over and looking down at Donald for a moment, before gently closing his dead eyes. “They need a reason not to kill. Plus, this one probably wanted to get a little practice in. If it's any consolation, your friend Donald seems to have passed on successfully to the next life. I can look him up later if you like, and tell you how he's doing, but I don't see any scorch marks so I'm pretty sure there were no complications.” She turned and saw that Alice was still looking away. “Braxatel is a fire demon and he's drawn to war,” she explained. “Wherever he goes, conflict and suffering follow. If he's decided to hang around in London for a while, he'll bring misery trailing in his wake. Coincidences, again. He'll arrange lots of little coincidences that'll slowly deliver war right here to this city.”
 
   “It's insane,” Alice replied. “All of this insane, but you talk about it as if it's real.”
 
   “It is real.”
 
   “So what are you?” Alice asked, turning to her. “You know all this stuff about demons, you don't seem to age, you talk about things that don't even seem possible, and at the same time you act like a complete idiot sometimes. None of this stuff seems to phase you, you act like it's nothing out of the ordinary!” She paused, with tears in her eyes. “Hannah, what are you?”
 
   “I've been around for a while,” Hannah said cautiously.
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “Meaning... Death is usually pretty stable. People die, they go to where they're supposed to go, but every so often there's a kink in the system, something goes wrong, and so someone has to drop by and put it right.”
 
   Alice stared at her. “And that's you?”
 
   Hannah nodded.
 
   “Which makes you... what, some kind of...” She swallowed hard. “I can't believe I'm even saying this, but are you some kind of angel?”
 
   A smile crossed Hannah's lips. “No, I'm not some kind of angel. I just have a role to play in the way things happen. Sometimes the wheels of the universe need a quick kick to make sure they turn properly, and that's what I am. I'm a kicker.” She looked back down at Donald for a moment, before turning and heading to the door. “An angel? Seriously? In what universe could someone like me be an angel? If you're going to try coming up with ideas, at least try to stay within the realms of plausibility.” She stopped and looked out, staring at the shopping mall nearby. “He's in there. We have to go and find him.”
 
   “Is it safe?” Alice asked.
 
   “No, it's not safe.” She glanced over her shoulder. “He's a demon from the fifth, maybe even sixth circle of Hell. He's mad and he's missing the carnage he usually enjoys, but this time, instead of traveling the world to observe wars where they happen to break out, he's going to bring a big one crashing into the heart of London. I mean, wars pop up everywhere from time to time without demonic intervention, but this guy is going to incite one that's a thousand times worse. Plus, last time we faced him he burned down an entire orphanage, so no, it's not safe. I can't even tell you it's going to be okay, because I said that last time and then you ended up dying. Still, I need you, because through a series of coincidences – there's that word again – this demon is linked to you, and I can use that fact to my advantage.” She paused. “This isn't the time to get scared, Alice. This is the time to be braver than you ever thought possible.”
 
   Alice shook her head.
 
   “Follow me,” Hannah continued, turning and stepping out of the porta-cabin. Keeping her eyes fixed on the dark shopping mall, she headed toward the main door, finally stopping when she was only a few feet away. She paused for a moment, before turning and seeing that Alice was just a few paces behind.
 
   “What choice do I have?” Alice asked, sniffing back tears. “Whether this is really happening or not... I can't hide, can I?”
 
   “No,” Hannah replied, stepping forward and pulling the main door open, finding to her surprise that the padlock had already been broken, “you can't hide.” Slipping into the darkness, she made her way across the dirty floor before finally reaching the huge, dark atrium, lit only by moonlight streaming through a domed ceiling several levels up. Stopping in the middle, she turned and looked around at the vastness of the place, turning a little more until finally she felt slightly dizzy and had to stop.
 
   “So this was built right on top of the old monastery?” Alice asked as she caught up.
 
   “Symbolic, huh?” Hannah asked with a faint smile, before cupping her hands around her mouth and looking up again. “Echo!” she shouted, and sure enough her voice echoed all around. “Echo!”
 
   “Hey!” Alice hissed, nudging her shoulder. “Shouldn't we be quiet? If you shout like that, he's going to know we're here.”
 
   “He already knows,” Hannah replied, taking a few more steps forward and looking at the bare balconies above. “He's most likely watching us from one of the many, many shadows. He's a demon and he's new to all of this, but he's not dumb. He knows to be careful around me.”
 
   “How would he know that?”
 
   “I guess my reputation precedes me. At least among demons, anyway.”
 
   “Why would -”
 
   “Hello!” Hannah shouted, her voice echoing once again. “Why don't we make this easy? Let's talk about things sensibly and see if we can come to some kind of understanding. You can't keep on like this, you know you can't. I won't allow it.”
 
   “You won't allow it?” Alice whispered.
 
   “I won't.”
 
   “But are you sure he's still here? Maybe he's already left again.”
 
   “What's wrong? Scared?”
 
   Alice turned to her. “Well... Yes.”
 
   “I guess that's only natural,” Hannah continued, heading over to one of the broken escalators and starting to make her way up. She looked around, seeing an abandoned birthday store and then an abandoned clothes shop, both with boxes of old merchandise that had been left behind. “The first time you met him, he killed you, which is pretty definitive. The second time, he killed a load of nuns and orphans, which is textbook villainy, it could only have been worse if there'd been a box of puppies in the room at the same time.” Stopping at the top of the escalator, she started jumping up and down, causing the escalator's metal steps to clang loudly and echo throughout the abandoned mall. “Braxatel!” she shouted. “Come on! Why are you hiding away like some kind of goddamn pussy!”
 
   “Do you really think you should say things like that to him?” Alice hissed, hurrying up the escalators after her. “You might make him angry.”
 
   “Damn straight, I'll make him angry,” Hannah muttered, walking to a nearby balcony and leaning over, looking first down at the atrium below and then up at the glass domed ceiling high above. “Are you a de-man or a de-mouse?” she called out, before turning to Alice. “That didn't quite work, did it? I thought it'd be funnier but -”
 
   Before she could finish, they both turned to look at the next set of escalators as they heard a faint banging sound from the next level up. The sound was gone in an instant, but it had sounded like someone bumping into a wall.
 
   “Was that him?” Alice whispered.
 
   “Only one way to find out,” Hannah replied, making her way over to the next escalator and hurrying up, taking two steps at a time until she reached the next level. “Hey, Alice,” she called out, “stay down there for a moment, will you?”
 
   “Why?” Alice asked, panicking a little at the idea of being alone, even for a moment.
 
   “Humor me.”
 
   “But why?” Looking around, she realized she could barely see anything in the darkness, other than the edge of the balconies picked out by patches of moonlight.
 
   “Humor me,” Hannah said again. “And trust me. Have I ever let you down? Apart from the time I got you killed, obviously.”
 
   Stepping over to the balcony, Alice looked out across the vast atrium. Back when she'd started working as a security guard, she'd immediately felt as if something was 'off' with the mall, but now she was staring to wonder whether the things she was experiencing were really happening. Was it possible, she wondered, that she was still strapped into a chair at the hospital, ready for her next round of ECT? Or had the fantasy started earlier? Had she ever actually been released from hospital in the first place, or had her mind deteriorated until she lived only in dreams and shadows? Looking around at the nearby balconies, she realized she had no idea how to tell what was real.
 
   And then she saw him.
 
   Her heart froze for a moment as she realized there was a figure standing in the shadows behind the opposite balcony, watching her. As she squinted, she realized that although she couldn't make out his face beyond a vague shape and two dark eyes, she could tell that his whole body seemed to be blurry, almost as if, like his voice, his body was trapped in an eternal echo. Instantly, she knew it was the same figure she'd encountered ten years ago in her parents' house.
 
   “Hannah!” she shouted, taking a step back while keeping her eyes fixed on the figure, too scared to look away. “I see him!”
 
   She waited.
 
   No reply.
 
   Turning, she looked toward the escalator.
 
   “Hannah!” she called out, before turning back to see that the figure had disappeared from the other balcony. Looking at the darkness all around, she realized he could be anywhere and that unless he crossed a patch of moonlight, she wouldn't be able to see him until he was close.
 
   She took another step back.
 
   “Hannah!” she shouted. “He's here!”
 
   Bumping against the wall, she spun around, half expecting to find the echoey figure right behind her. Turning again, she looked around and saw no-one, but she knew he must be watching her. Finally, she hurried back to the escalator and bounded up until she reached the next level.
 
   “Hannah!” she shouted, looking all around. “Where are you?”
 
   She waited again.
 
   Silence.
 
   Her heart was racing as she made her way to the balcony and leaned over. She frantically looked at the other balconies for some hint of Hannah's presence, or the figure again, before glancing down at the empty atrium and then back over her shoulder, just to make certain that no-one could sneak up on her. Swallowing hard, she took a step forward, before spotting movement in the shadows nearby. She froze, watching as a figure lingered in the darkness.
 
   “Hannah?” she asked, hoping against hope that she wouldn't have to face the figure alone. “If that's you, this isn't funny. You need to -”
 
   Before she could finish, the figure stepped forward, shimmering slightly in the moonlight. With a pale, echoing face and two dark, deep eyes, he stared straight at her.
 
   “What do you want from me?” she whispered, desperate to run but too scared to turn her back even for a second. “What do you want?” she shouted, backing against the edge of the balcony. “Why can't you just -”
 
   Before she could finish, she felt a flash of memory burst into her thoughts: she remembered being back at her parents' house ten years ago, with her mouth and eyes sewn shut, fumbling through the darkness. There had been an echoing voice, too, whispering into her ear:
 
   “You're going to be open when I need you to be open,” he'd told her, “and closed when I need you to be closed.”
 
   With that, he'd pulled the wire tighter through her lips, sealing them shut even as she tried again to scream. And then a few hours later – or had it been days? – she'd heard the police officer calling out from downstairs, and she'd desperately tried to get to him in time, to warn him not to come upstairs. She remembered pulling the wires free from her mouth and eyes, and seeing the officer's horrified face as he was approached from behind. And then...
 
   “You killed him,” she whispered now as she watched the figure stepping toward her, edging closer to the shopping mall's balcony. Reaching into a pocket, the figure pulled out a dark length of wire.
 
   “Right now,” his echoing voice hissed, “I need you to be closed again. So that you're ready the next time I need to enter you. We can ride between lives together.”
 
   Frozen with fear, Alice watched as he stepped closer. She wanted to run, but at the same time she was too scared to move an inch, even as the figure reached out to her. Now that he was closer, she could see that it wasn't just his voice that echoed constantly: his entire body seemed to be constantly shifting fractions of an inch in every direction, as if two of him were fighting for one space. His face was bare and pale, save for two dark eyes that stared at her and a torn mouth with scraps of damaged skin trailing down.
 
   “Outtatheway!” Hannah shouted suddenly, bundling into Alice at the last moment and knocking her against the wall, before grabbing her hand and pulling her toward the escalator. “What the hell's wrong with you? Lost the use of your legs?”
 
   Stumbling, Alice turned back just as the figure turned to look at her, and she saw a flicker of anger in his eyes.
 
   “When a demon is trying to grab your face,” Hannah continued, pulling Alice around the next corner and then stopping, “you don't just stand there and let him!”
 
   “I couldn't help it,” Alice stammered. “I just... I couldn't move.”
 
   “Yeah, well...” Peering around the corner, Hannah looked for some sign of the demon. “Come on, big boy, where are you?”
 
   “What's your plan?” Alice asked.
 
   “Plan?”
 
   “You've got a plan, right?”
 
   “I've got a concept!”
 
   “A concept?”
 
   Hannah turned to her. “The demon was more or less harmless floating above the city seventy years ago, right?”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “He was happy just watching human conflict and soaking up the bad vibes,” she continued. “He's only become a pain since he got brought down here and started hatching other plans. He's getting ambitious, and it doesn't suit him.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So what comes down, must go up.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “We put him back up there,” Hannah explained, hurrying past her and looking around the next corner, still without spotting any sign of the dark figure. “Like I told you, demons are very single-minded and focused. Most of them, including this guy, aren't so hot when it comes to complex plans. If we get him back up there high above the city, he'll just be happy to slip back into his old ways and watch the carnage again. It's while he's down here that he's dangerous, because now he doesn't know what to do, so he's trying to come up with something.” She turned back to Alice. “He's a like a -”
 
   She stopped suddenly, wide-eyed with shock as she stared at something directly over Alice's shoulder.
 
   “What is it?” Alice asked, feeling a jolt of fear running through her spine. “He's right behind me, isn't he?”
 
   “Not quite.”
 
   Alice turned, just in time to see a vast fireball bursting through the air. Ducking down around the next corner, she felt the entire floor shudder with the force of the explosion.
 
   “He's panicking,” Hannah muttered, dropping down next to her as debris rained down all around them. “This is what demons do when they panic, they resort to their base urges, and this guy's a fire demon so... Not very imaginative, huh?” She peered around the corner and saw that a large section of the building was already burning. “We're high up, yeah?” she continued, turning back to Alice. “Third or fourth floor?”
 
   Alice nodded.
 
   “You know,” Hannah continued with a frown, “I think maybe I could have anticipated -”
 
   Before she could finish, there was another loud explosion nearby. The floor shook again as a larger fireball burst along the next corridor and then blossomed out into the atrium, filling the air with debris.
 
   “So he's just going to burn everything down?” Alice asked, her heart pounding in her chest.
 
   “He's new to this,” Hannah replied, staring wide-eyed straight ahead as she tried to turn her concept into a fully-formed plan. “When in doubt, rip stuff up. It's the demon way. He's experimenting, he's not used to having a body. Hell, he's not very used to having a mind. He's the kind of demon who usually floats along following his instincts. I doubt he's had to think much at all. If he did, he might realize that he doesn't actually need you, Alice. He's just a little slow on the uptake, in the -”
 
   The whole building shook as another explosion rocked the floor, and this time there was a distant, ominous grinding sound, as if the structure was starting to collapse.
 
   “So what's the plan?” Alice asked. “Please tell me you know how to stop a demon.”
 
   “There are two main options,” Hannah replied, peering around the corner again and watching as the figure edged closer, trailing fire in his wake. “One is to travel to a far-off castle named Abscotchia and fight three troll sisters for possession of the Arridian sword. We'd have to get there by boat, but I'm sure we could bribe some salty pirates to take us at least half of the way, maybe even to the edge of the haunted forest. After that, we'd have to face a tribe of Grodlings, creatures that take your deepest fears and bring them to life. It's all very Freudian.” She frowned. “Of course, that would take months.”
 
   “So what's the other option?”
 
   “The other option?” Hannah sighed, before getting to her feet. Grabbing hold of her belt, she adjusted her trousers. “The other option is that I go and beat the living daylights out of this creep. After all, he's not very used to having a fleshy body, so he can't be that hard to bring down. In theory.” She looked around the corner again, and although most of the balconies were on fire, she could see the figure still making its way closer. “I guess this is it then,” she muttered, turning back to Alice. “Get out of here, okay? I can take care of myself, but I can't take care of you too, we've already proved that. So get out of here.”
 
   “I'm not leaving you,” Alice stammered.
 
   “Oh, give it a rest,” Hannah replied, stepping out into full view of the demon. “This isn't the time to prove that you're brave, just go. Your job was to get his attention, and you've done that. I'll catch up with you. If you stick around, you'll just give him an opportunity to jump back into your body.” With that, she stepped forward, keeping her eyes fixed firmly on the demon. “You don't belong down here,” she told him firmly. “You're not the kind of demon who strides the world and gets up to shenanigans. That's not your strength. You're the kind of demon who drifts around, feeding off the misery and pain that gets stirred up down here. You're a parasite. That's fine, it's your life-cycle, it works for you. Go back to it, instead of trying to walk around and do stuff on your own.”
 
   The demon stared at her for a moment, before slowly tilting his head to one side and offering a broad smile filled with rows of stained, sharp teeth.
 
   “You're really not going to be smart and take my advice, are you?” Hannah continued with a sigh, before glancing back toward the nearest corner. “Alice! You're not still there, are you?”
 
   She waited.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Good,” she muttered, turning back to the demon. “At least this time, I don't have to worry about -”
 
   Before she could finish, the demon lunged at her, slamming her hard into the wall and knocking chunks of plaster down as they both tumbled to the edge of the balcony. Gasping for air, Hannah tried to twist free, before her hair was tugged back and then her face was slammed into the railing. She dropped down for a moment before hauling herself up and spinning around, just as the demon reached out to grab her throat. Ducking out of the way, she threw her weight into his chest and knocked him back toward the nearby flames, finally forcing him down and letting out a gasp of frustration as she climbed onto his chest.
 
   “Do you even know who you're dealing with here?” she snarled, staring down at him. “Do you?” she shouted, leaning closer. “Do you know what kind of a mess you're in right now?”
 
   Roaring with anger, he reached up and grabbed her neck.
 
   “Oh, you're really smart,” Hannah continued. “You really know how to pick your fights, don't you? Not only are you starting to really irritate me, but you hurt a friend of mine in her previous life and now you're trying to use her again in this life. I don't have many friends, but a few -” She gasped as she felt his grip tightening around her throat. “Really?” she spluttered. “Are you this stupid? Can't you -”
 
   Suddenly he rose up and threw her back, sending her tumbling through the air until she slammed into a column and then slumped to the ground. Winded, she began to pick herself up as he stepped closer.
 
   “I like it down here,” the demon said firmly, his voice echoing against the roar of the advancing flames. “Watching the carnage was fun, but now I wish to add to it myself. I wish to be in its fiery heart.”
 
   “By burning everything down?” she asked, struggling to her feet.
 
   “There are worse ways to announce my presence.”
 
   In the distance, sirens could be heard approaching.
 
   “Hear that?” she asked. “Human emergency teams, coming here to put out the fire. What are you gonna do when they get here? Burn them too?”
 
   “If it pleases me to do so,” he replied with a smile, “then yes.”
 
   “And then what? Burn more and more? Just keep on burning your way around the world until there's nothing left?”
 
   “Maybe the wise ones will bow down before me,” he told her. “If they do, I might let them live if they turn out to be sufficiently entertaining. I have time to come up with a full plan. For now, I'm just enjoying myself.” Holding his arms out, he smiled as more flames burst through the air, crashing into an old elevator shaft.
 
   “You can't wipe them all out,” Alice replied, still trying to get her breath back. “If there are no more humans, who's going to fight for your entertainment?”
 
   “The gods, perhaps?” He smiled again. “And then the angels. And then the other demons. And then...” His smile broadened as he stepped closer. “Even Death herself.”
 
   “Fat chance,” she said firmly, as the floor beneath her feet began to creak and shift.
 
   “I've heard about you,” the demon continued. “I know what you are.”
 
   “Then you should know I have dominion over all creatures,” she pointed out, “dead or alive. Even the ugly pyromaniacs. In fact -” Checking her watch, she paused for a moment. “Okay, that gave Alice more than enough time to get out of the building,” she continued, limping toward the demon. “Now it's time to get this over with, even if -”
 
   She stepped aside as the demon suddenly lunged at her. Grabbing his shoulders, she pushed him against the balcony and then slammed all her weight against his back.
 
   “Go on,” she hissed, “let's see your light show. It was so entertaining before, but this time I don't have to protect anyone, so I don't need to hold back.”
 
   Before she could react, the demon's body began to burn. Fighting the urge to let go, she held on tighter than ever, grimacing as the flames built until finally she couldn't see anything beyond the brilliant white light filling her eyes. Turning, she looked back and realized she was at the heart of a huge inferno that was roaring from the demon's body, and a moment later she heard glass shattering above. Looking up, she saw that the shopping mall's domed roof had broken, showering the atrium with glass, but she had no time to take cover. A vast explosion burst up from below, sending Hannah crashing through the ceiling and onto the next floor as the entire mall began to collapse. She twisted in mid-air, trying to grab hold of something, but instead she began to fall, tumbling down into the flames as the building's broken walls fell all around her.
 
   Finally, she landed hard against the ground and then hauled herself up as the shopping mall continued to collapse. Staring straight ahead, she saw the source of the flames and took a few steps forward, until she found herself standing over the damaged, burned body that the demon had left behind.
 
   “You all done?” Hannah asked. “Finished your petulant little tantrum, have you?” Looking around, she saw that at least half of the building had been completely destroyed, leaving the other half standing but burning, with flames spreading from one abandoned old shop to the next. Sirens were still getting closer, and flashing blue lights could be seen in the distance.
 
   “You...” the demon whispered, struggling to raise his tattered body off the ground. “You have no fear...”
 
   “I have lots of fear,” Hannah said, stepping closer until she was towering over him. “Why else do you think I get out of bed in the morning?”
 
   Kneeling next to him, she reached out and placed her right hand over his face, digging her fingers into his eyes as he let out a pained gasp.
 
   “Like I said,” she continued, watching as a faint orange glow began to rise from the demon's face, “you don't belong down here, so we'll just have to find a way to put you out of harm's way.”
 
   “Hannah!”
 
   “Alice?”
 
   She turned, but it was too late to shout a warning. Having risen from the demon's face, an orange glow rushed past her and slammed into Alice, knocking her back down into the rubble.
 
   “Alice!” Hannah shouted, getting to her feet and leaving the demon's crumpled body behind as she raced over and saw that Alice was already trying to get up. “What the hell are you doing here? I told you to leave!”
 
   “I had to come back for you,” Alice replied, wincing slightly as she felt a sharp pain in her head. “I had... I couldn't just abandon you.”
 
   “Yes, you could!” Hannah said firmly, crouching in front of her and staring into her eyes, seeing a faint orange glow behind Alice's pupils. “I had him down! He had no other body to go to, he would have just drifted away and gone back to how he was!”
 
   “I couldn't leave you,” Alice stammered, as the pain grew. Her voice was echoing slightly and finally she let out a gasp.
 
   “He's back inside you,” Hannah continued, unable to hide her irritation. “Why won't you just obey instructions?”
 
   “I -” Alice began, before her whole body began to convulse.
 
   Grabbing her, Hannah held her in her arms for a moment, staring in horror as Alice's eyes rolled to the back of her head and her mouth opened in a silent scream.
 
   “Not again,” Hannah whispered. “I won't let you die on me again, not like this. I insist that you get old and gray first!”
 
   Hearing voices in the distance, she turned and saw flashing blue lights over by the main fire. Glancing around, she realized that there wasn't much left of the shopping mall, with just a dozen or so old shops still standing. After a moment, her eyes settled on one shop in particular.
 
   “Birthdays,” she whispered.
 
   She paused, before a moment of realization struck her when she saw a bunch of old cardboard boxes stacked next to the store's main window.
 
   “Birthdays,” she continued, looking down at Alice with a faint smile. “Okay, I don't know if you can hear me, and I know we're not that close, but I can't think of another option right now, so here goes.” She took a deep breath, before leaning down and clamping her mouth against Alice's, as if to kiss her. She held position for a few seconds, their open mouths touching, before finally she pulled back slightly as she drew the orange glow out of Alice's body and into her own. Finally, once the last of the glow had been transferred, she closed her mouth, despite the vast quantity of air she was holding.
 
   Mumbling something unintelligible, something that sounded a little like “Wait here,” Hannah got to her feet and raced across the rubble, dodging burning pieces of concrete that continued to fall all around. When she reached the abandoned card shop, she used her shoulder to smash the glass of the window and then she climbed through, making straight for the cardboard boxes in the corner.
 
   Still holding the orange cloud in her mouth, she tore the boxes open, pulling out cards and envelopes and party hats and assorted other items before, finally, she found a packet of multi-colored balloons. Tearing the packet open, she pulled out a yellow balloon and held it against her lips, at which point she began to blow the orange cloud into the balloon. After a few seconds, she pinched the end and took a deep breath, before tying the balloon tightly and holding it out to admire for a moment.
 
   “How do you like your new home?” she muttered, tapping the side of the balloon before hurrying back out of the store and into what was left of the atrium. Letting go of the balloon, she watched as it rose up, passing the burning balconies until it reached the shattered glass dome and began to float ever upward, heading up high above the city.
 
   Finally, she let out a sigh of relief, before turning and seeing that Alice was slowly hauling herself up off the ground.
 
   “Happy now?” Hannah asked.
 
   “What happened?” Alice replied, wincing as she limped closer.
 
   “Nothing much. I just sucked the rest of the demon out of your mouth, blew him into a balloon, and sent him on his way.”
 
   Alice looked up at the night sky and watched as the yellow balloon disappeared from view. “A balloon can't hold a demon,” she muttered, before turning to Hannah. “Can it?”
 
   “Not for long, but by the time he gets out he'll be high enough that he'll remember his old life and he'll go back to it. I told you, demons are kind of simple-minded. He came from up there, and he'll be happy enough up there again once he forgets about wanting to be down here. He'll go back to his old ways and just drift with the clouds, watching over war-zones and absorbing all the human misery he can find.”
 
   “So he won't come down again?”
 
   “Not unless he has another accident with a plane, but that was a million-to-one shot. And even if it happens again, his link to you should have been broken.” She turned to Alice. “You're welcome, Wendy. Or Alice. Which do you prefer?”
 
   “I...” She paused. “I guess I'm Alice now. Alice Warner.”
 
   “You look like an Alice.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   Hannah nodded, before turning as she heard voices getting closer. “I think there are some emergency teams arriving. Come on, you don't want to have to start explaining this to people.”
 
   Guiding Alice away from the ruins of the burning building, she led her out across the wasteland until they reached the edge of the river. Below, the Thames rippled as a cool breeze blew through the night air.
 
   “Why did you hang around?” Hannah asked, holding back a little. “I told you to go and you didn't.”
 
   “I couldn't leave a friend behind to face a demon,” Alice replied, turning to look out across the river.
 
   “What friend?” As soon as the words had left her lips, Hannah understood and a hint of sadness entered her eyes. “Oh.”
 
   “So I guess you can tell me now,” Alice continued, turning to her. “What exactly are you?”
 
   She looked around.
 
   “Hannah?”
 
   Stepping forward, she looked in every direction, but there was no sign of anyone nearby.
 
   “Hannah?” she shouted, but she already knew, deep down, that it was too late.
 
   In the distance, more and more flashing blue lights were arriving at the burning shopping center. Flames were still billowing into the night sky, sending up vasts plumes of smoke. Somewhere up there, too far now to be seen by anyone on the ground, the yellow balloon was rising higher and higher.
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   
Eighty years later
 
    
 
   “Hey, Mum, come on, sit up.”
 
   Helping Alice up from the bed for a moment, the girl grabbed a couple more pillows and slipped them into place, before easing the old woman back down.
 
   “Better?”
 
   “Better,” Alice replied with a smile. She was old now, well into her eleventh decade, and her once-dark hair had become light gray, while her face was wrinkled and tired. “You should...” She paused, struggling a little for breath. “You should go down to the others. You don't want to be... wasting your time up here with an old woman.”
 
   “I like being with you,” the girl replied. “The others are going to come up in a few minutes, too. I hope you weren't counting on some peace and quiet this afternoon, 'cause David and John want to play Monopoly and we figured we'd put the board on your lap. Are you going to join in?”
 
   “I'll...” Alice paused, as she saw light shining a little more strongly through the window. “I'll watch.”
 
   “Back in a minute, then,” the girl replied, heading to the door. “Do you want anything from downstairs, Mum?”
 
   “Just water.”
 
   As soon as the girl had left the room, Alice turned and watched the light as it continued to stream through, casting a bright patch on the carpet. The light seemed to flicker slightly, as if it had briefly changed at some base level. After a moment, Alice became aware of movement nearby, and she slowly turned to see a familiar figure sitting in the chair next to her bed.
 
   “Hey,” Hannah said with a smile. “Long time, no see.”
 
   With tears in her eyes, Alice stared in shock.
 
   “Sorry I took off last time,” Hannah continued, shifting awkwardly in her seat. “I've never been very good at goodbyes, but I did promise myself that I'd come back and check on you. Thanks for not telling anyone about what happened, by the way. If you had, I'd have come back sooner and wiped your memory. You're lucky I didn't do that anyway. I broke a lot of rules for you.”
 
   Sitting up, Alice continued to stare, as if she could barely believe what she was seeing.
 
   “I knew you'd come back,” she said finally, her voice sounding tired and frail. “I don't know how, but I just knew it.”
 
   “I don't usually come back and check on people,” Hannah continued. “I usually only attend a death with it's going off the rails. I let nature take its course and I only interfere when it's strictly necessary.”
 
   “I'm an old woman now,” Alice replied.
 
   “No kidding. I can see that.”
 
   “I have...” Alice paused. “I have four children.” Her eyes opened wide as if she could barely believe what she was saying. “I'm one hundred and seven years old!” she added. “Isn't that amazing? One hundred and seven! Even with all these medical advances, that's still...” She paused. “I was a mess last time we spoke.”
 
   “And now look at you.” Hannah smiled. “I've kept track of your life. I know you've done well. Husband, kids, a successful career. You might have had a rough start, but once that demon was gone, you really shot up, huh?”
 
   “I did my best,” Alice replied, “but... I always hoped you'd come sooner.”
 
   “It wasn't the right time.”
 
   “And today is?”
 
   “Yeah,” Hannah replied, with a hint of sadness. “Today's the right time.”
 
   “But -” Alice paused, before realizing what she meant. “When?” she asked finally. “I mean, do I have time to say goodbye?”
 
   Hannah shook her head.
 
   “When is it going to happen?”
 
   “About two minutes ago.”
 
   Alice opened her mouth to ask what she meant, but somehow, deep down, she could already feel that it was true. Holding her hand up, she realized she cast no shadow on the nearby wall.
 
   “When your daughter comes back up in a few minutes' time,” Hannah continued, “she's going to find that you passed peacefully in your sleep. Like I said, I usually only show up for a death when things are getting complicated. It's been a long time since I came for one that was going down normally. To be honest, it's a nice change of pace.”
 
   “I suppose I should be flattered,” Alice replied, clearly shocked.
 
   “You bet,” Hannah continued, getting to her feet. “So are you ready? I figured you'd like one final walk through the garden before the light takes you.”
 
   “Yes,” Alice said, slowly easing herself to the edge of the bed, “that would be nice.” She paused for a moment, looking down at her frail old feet as they hovered above her slippers. “I don't feel scared,” she said finally.
 
   “That's good,” Hannah replied.
 
   “Why don't I feel scared?”
 
   “Maybe because you know a little more about how it works,” Hannah pointed out. “Not many people ever get to remember a past life.”
 
   “And will I remember this one?” Alice asked. “When I get to my next life, I mean. Will I remember any of this?”
 
   Hannah shook her head.
 
   “Couldn't you make it so that I do?” Alice continued.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “So I'll be reincarnated at some point, and all of this... It'll be gone?”
 
   “You won't remember any of it,” Hannah replied, “although you might have some pretty funky dreams from time to time.” She paused, before allowing herself a faint smile. “You'll get to remember in the periods between lives. And I'll remember it, so there's that.”
 
   “I wrote you a letter,” Alice said, wincing with pain as she opened the drawer of her bedside table and took out a white envelope with Hannah's name written on the front. With trembling hands, she held it out to her. “I thought that if you didn't come to see me in time, at least I could leave something behind for you.”
 
   Taking the letter, Hannah looked down at it for a moment.
 
   “Don't read it now,” Alice told her, slipping her feet into her slippers and then taking Hannah's offer to lean on her arm. “Save it for later.” She smiled. “You don't look a day older. It's amazing, but you look exactly the way I remember you. This isn't all some kind of fantasy, is it? I'm not losing my marbles again, am I?”
 
   “No,” Hannah said with a smile as they reached the door. “It's real. Your marbles are remarkably intact for someone your age.”
 
   Turning, Alice looked back at the bed and saw, to her shock, that her own body was flat on its back, with its eyes closed and its mouth hanging slightly open.
 
   “So that's how my family will find me, is it?” she asked.
 
   “It's not too bad,” Hannah pointed out. “Trust me, I've seen a lot worse. Not everyone gets to die peacefully in bed. And not everyone gets a personal visit from Death herself.”
 
   “Is that who you are?” Alice asked. “I had my suspicions, but...”
 
   “Come on,” Hannah replied, leading her out onto the landing. “I don't have all day for this. I've got things to do. Show me this garden that matters so goddamn much to you.”
 
   Once they'd left the room, Alice's dead body lay in place on the bed, undisturbed. Her eyes were closed, and when her daughter returned a few minutes later with a glass of water, she initially thought that her mother had simply fallen asleep. It was only when she tried several times to nudge her awake that she realized something was wrong, and once she'd checked for a pulse she hurried to the door and called for her brothers to hurry up. A few minutes after that, Alice's four children sat around the bed in silence, none of them knowing what to say now that their mother was gone.
 
   Light continued to stream through the window. Outside, unseen by anyone else, two figures walked away from the house before disappearing into a patch of light that had fallen across the lawn.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A short while later, alone in a dark house, Hannah took a key from her pocket and used it to unlock a door. She paused, before make her way into the room with Alice's unopened letter in her right hand.
 
   Stopping, she looked around at the thousands of other unopened envelopes that covered the floor, all of them with the name Hannah written on the front in a range of different handwriting styles. Some of the envelopes seemed fairly new, while others looked positively ancient. She turned Alice's letter over and, for just a moment, she considered opening it and reading the message inside. Finally, however, she leaned down and gently set the letter with all the others, before turning and heading out of the room.
 
   Once the door was closed and locked, the letters lay all together in darkness. One day, perhaps, they would be opened, but for now they simply waited, each one containing a message of thanks.
 
   


  
 

COMING SOON
 
    
 
   The Last Ghost of Blanchard Hall
 
   (Death Herself book 2)
 
    
 
   Everyone knows that Blanchard Hall is haunted. That's not the problem. The problem is that the latest ghost seems a little different to the others.
 
    
 
   Ever since Lady Margaret Blanchard passed away, events at the house have taken a darker, more vicious turn. Whereas once there were spooky bumps in the night and occasional whispers on the stairs, now blood is leaking from the walls and people are waking in the middle of the night with cuts on their faces.
 
    
 
   And then a strange girl named Hannah shows up at the door to the servants' section, asking about a job. She quickly makes friends with the others, but she also arouses suspicions as it becomes clear that Hannah didn't just happen to show up at Blanchard Hall. In fact, she seems to know a lot more than she's letting on...
 
   


  
 

OTHER BOOKS
 
   BY AMY CROSS INCLUDE
 
    
 
   Horror
 
    
 
   3AM
 
   The Farm
 
   The Scream
 
   Tenderling
 
   The Haunting of Emily Stone
 
   The Girl Clay
 
   The Prison
 
   Asylum
 
   American Coven
 
   The Night Girl
 
   Devil's Briar
 
   Ward Z
 
   Ward Z: Revelation
 
   The Last Priest
 
   The Devil's Photographer
 
    
 
   Fantasy / Horror
 
    
 
   Dark Season series 1, 2 & 3
 
   The Hollow Church (Abby Hart 1)
 
   Vampire Asylum (Abby Hart 2)
 
   Dead Souls volumes 1, 2 & 3
 
   Lupine Howl series 1 to 4
 
   Grave Girl
 
   Graver Girl (Grave Girl 2)
 
   Ghosts
 
   The Library
 
   Journey to the Library (The Library Saga 2)
 
   The Ghosts of London
 
   The Werewolf's Curse
 
    
 
   Thriller
 
    
 
   Ophelia
 
   The Dead City (Ophelia 2)
 
   Fallen Heroes (Ophelia 3)
 
   The Girl Who Never Came Back
 
   The Dead and the Dying (Joanna Mason 1)
 
   The House of Broken Backs (Joanna Mason 2)
 
   The Pornographer's Wife
 
    
 
   Dystopia / Science Fiction
 
    
 
   The Shades
 
   Mass Extinction Event series 1 to 4
 
   


  
 

Also by Amy Cross
 
    
 
   THE GIRL CLAY
 
    
 
   Ten years ago, a scared little girl was supposed to lead a doomsday cult to a new level of spiritual awakening. Today, that same little girl is on the run, desperately trying to stay one step ahead of a vengeful minor deity. 

Rebecca 'Clay' Layton knows that one day the past will catch up to her. Ever since her mother took her to live with the Cult of Attaroth, something has been different about Clay: not only does she have a striking ability to communicate with the dead, but she has also drawn the attention of a dangerous, unstable entity that wants to use her as his instrument. 

Attaroth is both a god and a demon, all rolled into one. He has Clay in his sights, and he's determined to draw her back into his game. When he forces her to travel to the remote town of Silverglade, however, it becomes clear that Attaroth's plans are far darker than anyone could ever have expected. After ten years, a horrific prophecy is about to be put to the test, and Clay's blood is required. 

The Girl Clay is the story of a little girl who was pushed too far, and a woman who finally has to stop running and face the demon from her childhood.
 
   


  
 

Also by Amy Cross
 
    
 
   ASYLUM
 
    
 
   After killing her younger brother, Annie Radford is sent to Lakehurst Psychiatric Hospital. But Lakehurst hides some dark secrets. Patients are regularly subjected to 'special treatment' in the basement, while the cruel Nurse Winter rules the hospital with an iron fist.
 
    
 
   As Annie struggles to retain her sense of identity, she finds herself being drawn deeper and deeper into the mysteries of Lakehurst. Suffering under the horrific conditions imposed on her at Lakehurst, Annie starts to doubt her own sanity, especially when she once again starts to hear the voices that plagued her when she was younger.
 
    
 
   Who is the strange old man in the attic? What does Jerry keep in a jar in the basement, and why is he so keen to continue with his macabre and vicious experiments? Where did the husks come from? And how is this all linked to mysterious radio signals being monitored in a forest hundreds of miles away?
 
   


  
 

Also by Amy Cross
 
    
 
   THE PRISON
 
    
 
   One hundred years ago, a horrific mass murder resulted in the permanent closure of Hardstone Women's Prison. Now the prison is being re-opened, but as a new generation of prisoners arrive to fill the cells, something evil is waiting in the shadows. 

Amanda Weir doesn't remember killing her children. All she knows is that she woke up with their bloody bodies in her arms. Sentenced to life in prison, she arrives at Hardstone and tries to adjust to her new life. All she wants is to forget her old self, and to find some way to live with what she did. After all, there's no way she could be innocent... 

There's something else at Hardstone, however. Something lost and alone, something angry. The ghost of a little girl has been spotted several times, and the prisoners have learned a valuable lesson: whenever the ghost is seen, anyone who looks into its eyes will be dead within a matter of days. But what does the ghost want, and exactly how far has its influence spread in the lives of the prisoners?
 
   


  
 

Also by Amy Cross
 
    
 
   THE NIGHT GIRL
 
    
 
   When she starts her new job as a night shift assistant, Juliet Collier has no idea that she's about to meet a mysterious entity that lurks in an abandoned part of the building.
 
    
 
   Soon, Juliet finds herself granted a gift that means she can kill indiscriminately, and apparently without consequences. Meanwhile, eleven years earlier, a young Juliet makes a terrible mistake that sets her on a dark course.
 
    
 
   The Night Girl is the story of a girl whose decisions lead her to a devastating end-point, as she struggles to reconcile the voices in her head with the reality in front of her eyes.
 
   


  
 

Also by Amy Cross
 
    
 
   DEVIL'S BRIAR
 
    
 
   In the remote wilderness of Colorado, Bill and Paula Mitchell discover an entire lost town.
 
    
 
   Devil's Briar was abandoned many years ago, and has fallen into disrepair. But it soon becomes clear that the town contains some special and highly unusual qualities, and that elements of the past are seeping through into the present. As she tries to get to the bottom of the mystery, Paula finds herself drawn deeper and deeper into the bizarre time loop that keeps the entire town trapped in eternity.
 
    
 
   Soon it becomes clear that nothing in Devil's Briar will ever be the same again, and that two time periods are merging with horrific consequences.
 
   


  
 

Also by Amy Cross
 
    
 
   WARD Z
 
    
 
   It began with a strange new kind of cancer, born on the other side of the world. Eventually, it erupted on a British hospital ward... 

When a new cancer patient is brought into his care, Dr. Andrew Page assumes it'll just be another case of battling against the odds. Soon, however, he realizes that this new patient has been infected by a type of cancer that shows signs of intelligence. As the ward is put into lock-down, Dr. Page struggles to understand the nature of the disease. More and more people start to become sick, until finally Dr. Page has to face the horrific truth: a new strain of cancer has emerged, taking control of its victims' bodies and turning them into zombie-like creatures.
 
    
 
   For Dr. Page, this is a terrifying but fascinating new development. For the military, however, it means only one thing: the ward must be sealed, and the entire building - including everyone trapped inside - must be studied, observed... and then killed. 

Ward Z is a medical horror novel about a deadly new disease that emerges from a particularly virulent form of cancer. Also available - Ward Z: Revelation, in which the deadly infestation spreads to a holiday camp.
 
   


  
 

Also by Amy Cross
 
    
 
   AMERICAN COVEN
 
    
 
   He kidnapped three women and held them in his basement. 

He thought they couldn't fight back. 

He was wrong... 

Snatched from the street near her home, Holly Carter is taken to a rural house and thrown down into a stone basement. She meets two other women who have also been kidnapped, and soon Holly learns about the horrific rituals that take place in the house. Eventually, she's called upstairs to take her place in the ice bath. 

Over time, however, Holly learns about a mysterious power that exists in the basement, and which the three women can use as they struggle to escape. When they finally manage to get through the metal door, however, the women have no idea that their fight for freedom is going to stretch out for more than a decade, or that it will culminate in a final, devastating demonstration of their new-found powers. 
 
   


  
 

Also by Amy Cross
 
    
 
   THE DEVIL'S PHOTOGRAPHER
 
    
 
   As she investigates a series of strange images, photographer Kate Logan finds herself drawn closer to a mysterious church that seems to hide a number of secrets. However, just as she seems to be getting somewhere, Kate's shocked to learn that the church has burned down. 

Meanwhile, she starts spending time with a man named John Dagwood, who has an unusual interest in medieval medical techniques. Following some bad news about her own health, Kate starts to consider taking extreme action in order to get her body back under control. 

As she gets closer to the truth, Kate discovers that her entire life has been affected by a dark promise made many years ago. By the time she learns about the sinister forces operating behind the scenes, it might be too late for her to escape her destiny.
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   DEAD SOULS
 
    
 
   When Kate Langley arrives on the island of Thaxos for a vacation she never wanted in the first place, she has no idea that she's about to be drawn into an ancient and deadly struggle.

Before long, Kate learns that she's not the only recent arrival. Edgar Le Compte has come to Thaxos in order to reclaim his family's long-abandoned ancestral home. Many of the locals are dismayed by the return of the Le Compte name, and it seems as if the entire island is gripped by paranoia. 

When Kate finally meets Edgar, she's surprised by his friendliness. But dark secrets lurk in the shadows, and when Kate receives an unexpected job offer that could keep her on the island, she's forced to decide whether or not she believes some of the wilder and more fantastical claims about the Le Compte family.
 
    
 
   Dead Souls is an ongoing, weekly paranormal horror serial. Each 15,000 word installment ends on a cliffhanger. As of July 2015, the serial is up to part 45.
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