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Chapter I
 
 
“What are you scared of? Look at your arms. There are no scars are there? You appear as you want to appear.” 
The ghost scrutinized the front and back of her arms and hands; when she’d completed the exercise, the Necromancer knew she was gaining the girl’s trust. Just short of seven years old when she died, her parents had survived, grieved and moved away. The girl could not. She was tied to the place where her earthly body had succumbed to the smoke and fumes of the fire. Her name had been Sophie.
Juliet stared at her with pseudo motherly concern; the ghost stared back, her eyes daring to register hope; someone could see her... someone could... could someone help her...?
Juliet could see that the spook’s face was struggling to calibrate an alien expression of optimism. She sighed internally; they always thought she was here to help. Was she helping? Who knew? She was a rat catcher on an ethereal scale. Her job was pest control. She was here to get rid of it, period. That’s how she got paid. That’s how her economic wheel kept turning.
It was time...
Juliet focused on a spot in the corner of the room and concentrated. This was the sine qua non of her ethereal bag of tricks. The corner of the room warped around a small Light that appeared at its centre. As Juliet concentrated, the Light stretched out, multiplying in size. Within seconds it was a swirling maelstrom of blazing white energy. The edges around the Light seemed distorted as two utterly separate dimensions struggled to accommodate each other.
The Gateway was open. 
As ever it was big enough to accommodate a spirit’s frame. Sophie backed away, frightened of this new, unfamiliar presence. Juliet sought to reassure her. “The Light is good.”
“What’s in the Light?” asked the girl.
“The world after this. You’ll be so happy there. It’s such a wonderful place.” 
In fact Juliet had no idea what was behind the Light. It could be a void; it could be nothingness. She could conjure up the ethereal portal, but the tour guide had never taken the trip herself, and was never tempted to. She’d talked more than a hundred spirits into crossing the Rubicon; none had ever returned and, despite her unique condition, Juliet had no intention of testing out her theory that this was a one-way system.
Sophie stared at the raw power of the Light. It was hypnotic, a bright pied-piper, and in the end, the spirits always followed its tune. But they initially needed encouragement and as Juliet stared at Sophie, she could see that she was torn between the two worlds. Her head glanced backwards and forwards between the Light and Juliet. No clear winner was emerging.
“Your grandparents will be there Sophie. They’ll want to see you so much.” 
They had talked for about an hour ― Juliet did this to gain trust, an understanding of their condition (having learned there were subtle differences from spook-to-spook), why they were here and why they hadn’t crossed the divide the first time around. In that time she had learned all about Sophie’s family. Her kindly grandparents had already passed on, and emotional blackmail was always the Necromancer’s stratagem number one.
“They’ll be there?” Sophie asked, taking the bait.
“Of course.” Juliet replied, her confident expression not betraying her complete uncertainty.
“They’ll look after me?”
“They can’t wait to see you Sophie.”
Sophie stared directly into the Light; its hypnotic power soon had her snared. Uncertainty and fear left her expression. She held a hand out in its direction; her feet shuffled slowly towards it; the Light had her. Juliet turned her head away, anxious to avoid becoming another of the Light’s zombie followers.
Sophie was edging closer to the swirling maelstrom of Light. She didn’t miss a stride, didn’t falter as she walked through the ethereal portal and into an unknown world.
Still looking away from the Light, Juliet concentrated, commanded the portal to close. It obliged.
Job done. It was time for the bounty.
 
*
 
She watched the notes as he counted them out. The landlord was a small, portly figure, bald on top with wiry side hair. A cigarette poked out between his lips, surrounding him with a cloud of smoke. 
Juliet coughed to both gain his attention and because the air was extremely polluted.
His beer swollen features turned to her. “You’re done?” he asked in a voice made hoarse from years of his habit.
“I’m done.”
He stubbed out his cigarette and scrutinized her with black, hostile eyes. “How do I know it’s gone? And if it is, how do I know it’ll stay gone?”
“Because I have a reputation. A reputation you sought out because you’ve tried sprinkling holy water and it did nothing. It’s gone. They don’t come back. If it does, call me. If you call me and tell me it’s come back, you’re a liar.”
The cigarette was stubbed out, but it was a brief respite for his lungs, as he made for a tin of tobacco and some papers and twirled one into the other with considerable dexterity. He recounted the money, with a running verbal commentary of the tally. When he reached 100, he held it out for Juliet to grab. It was snatched back before her hand could reach out for it. “You VAT registered Miss Necromancer? Am I going to get an invoice?”
“Sure. If that’s what you want. If you want an exorcism showing up on your VAT returns that’s your business. I’m sure the Inland Revenue wouldn’t think that was out of the ordinary at all. I’m sure they wouldn’t want to scrutinize your books in greater detail.”
He considered her words, dabbing sweat from his forehead with a napkin. Then, with a bovine snort, he slapped the money into her hands. Juliet squeezed at the cash in pure relief. Here was the rent she’d been sweating on all week. Praise be to Jesus that she’d managed to trade another soul in this glorious free market economy.
 


Chapter II
 
 
Friday. June.
Emily Houghton cast her gaze to the driver’s side, and to the reassuring presence of Charles. Sensing the gesture, he turned to her. They both smiled in fawning adoration of each other, the way newlyweds do.
“How much further?” Emily asked as her hand joined her husband’s on the gear lever.
“We should be almost there. Keep an eye out for the sign.”
Charles piloted the car with forensic caution through the narrow country lane. Unkempt trees swayed in a light breeze on both sides of the lane, and threatened to add to the deposits of leaves and debris that were already building up on the bonnet of his expensive car.
“Breybury Hall!” Emily pointed to a weathered sign, partially covered by the swaying branch of a nearby oak tree.
Charles followed the sign, turning right into an off-road track. The gates around the perimeter of the hall where already open, meaning the delivery men had beaten them here.
Charles followed the gravel path towards the main building. The delivery truck was parked near the main entrance to the house. He parked and stared up at the financial millstone they would be carrying around with them like a heavy cross. 
“We can afford it, can’t we?” Emily asked, picking up on a brief flash of unease she caught in her husband’s eye.
He patted her hand and smiled. “Of course,” he said. Only just, he thought.
One of the delivery men sat on the steps of the truck’s cab, smoking and reading a newspaper. He flicked the cigarette away, folded his newspaper in two and clamped it under his arm. He then stared into the car at the starstruck lovers and immediately looked at his watch.
“Come on.” Charles said, patting Emily’s leg. He got out of the car and marched towards the delivery man. Emily followed; a cautious pace behind him.
“It’s...” said Charles, hand outstretched; he tried to remember the man’s name but it wouldn’t materialise. He studied the man’s features; he had a moustache and corn coloured hair. Around his weather-beaten face, under his skin, was a fine network of red capillaries. Still no name came to mind.
“Erik.” the man replied, used to intervening, used to people forgetting his name.
Charles looked around. “Haven’t you a... deputy somewhere?” he asked Erik.
Erik raised an eyebrow at his colleague’s job description. 
“Graham.” he informed Charles. He then wolf-whistled in the opposite direction, causing injury to everyone’s ears but his own.
Graham walked casually out from one side of the building; he zipped up his trousers on route and then buttoned them up before tipping his baseball cap at Emily.
“Sorry―been in the van all morning, needed to…”
Graham stopped himself continuing, realising that everyone knew what he needed to do and Emily’s face was already registering disgust. Erik thought it wise to move things along. He rubbed his hands together. “Right, let’s get started.” he said, then walked to the back of the van and opened it up.
 
*
 
Emily finally found the kettle in the last box she had opened and traipsed with it into the kitchen. The teabags were in the same box, and were accompanied by a small plastic bottle of milk. Filling the kettle had been a trauma: the taps splurged water out at such a high pressure that her blouse got soaked. She sat, dispirited, and waited for the kettle to boil.
The house was a cacophony of moving noises: heavy footsteps on floorboards, boxes being placed down with inelegant thuds and the scraping noises of furniture being marshalled into position.
Emily made her way to the grandiose staircase that they’d both fallen in love with and shouted up the stairs.
“Charles?”
After a brief pause, Charles shouted back. “Yes?”
“Would you like a drink?”
“What?” 
Emily tried again, her voice several octaves higher. “Would you like a drink?!”
There were muffled voices upstairs, followed by thudding footsteps. Charles appeared at the top of the stairs.
“What’s that Emily?”
“A drink?”
He walked down the stairs towards her and, newlywed-on-auto-pilot, kissed her on the forehead.
“A drink? That would be great. We could all do with one. Can you make one for Erik and Graham too?”
“How do they take it? We haven’t got any sugar. I don’t think we have any sugar.”
“If they take sugar, they’ll have to do without then.”
“I’ll put the milk in a jug?” Emily looked at Charles for his approval; she wasn’t sure that was the right thing to do, she wasn’t sure of the protocols involved in this at all.
“That would be fine. Hey... guess what? I’ve found the perfect work room for you; somewhere where you can work on your novel in peace.”
“The one at the far side?”
“Yes. Terrific view of the property and miles around, you’re going to love it.”
Emily smiled, but then quickly frowned as a question burrowed its way to the surface. “You don’t have to work tonight, do you? Not tonight.”
“That’s why we’ve moved, honey.”
“I know but not tonight! It’s our first night here!”
“Now that I’m here, I’ll need to keep an eye on the guys working on the project to make sure they deliver. Look... it’ll be a busy first two weeks, then it will calm down. Tonight... a couple of hours, I’ll be back for 10 p.m. at the latest and I’ll bring us some food back, how about that?”
“You’re not working at the weekend are you?”
“Just for a couple of hours – from home; I don’t need to go into the office.”
Her expression showed signs of appeasement. “You know… I don’t remember the last time I had pizza.”
“That’s what you want?”
“No! It’s not good for my figure Charles.”
“New house. Newlyweds. Celebration… excuse?”
His argument won her over, a slight nodding of her head accelerated to an excited “Yes!”
He held her face and kissed her warmly on the lips. 
 
*
 
It had been a...
Emily stared at the computer screen. It had been a what?
What kind of day had it been? Stormy? Windswept?
She sat back in her executive chair. Only the chair, the desk and her computer had been unpacked. The rest of the boxes marked ‘Emily’s work room’ had been untouched and remained scattered around the room, surrounding her, distracting her, not inspiring her.
Her arms rested on top of her head and she sat back in the chair.
It had been a ...
She deleted the words.
A clock at the bottom of the computer’s screen told her it was 20:54. Charles would be home soon. She sighed, gave up the ghost, saved the computer file she was working on and then switched the computer off. The screen whirled and flashed as it completed its shutdown protocols. A fizz of electrical noises dramatically ended when the screen went blank and sizzled with static. Sunlight still poked through the window, but sunset wouldn’t be long off now.
For several minutes she sat in a cathartic silence while her mind searched for a task to move onto. Several were dismissed: she was in no mood to do more unpacking; that could wait until the morning. The television... was that even unpacked? Was it... 
Clink―Clink―Clink
The noise startled her. Her wandering mind received a focus. The noise had sounded like metal on metal.
Clink―Clink―Clink
It sounded again... the sound was definitely metallic.
Clink―Clink―Clink
Trying to make sense of the noise, she looked at the radiator; did this noise accompany the heating system?
Clink―Clink―Clink
Clink―Clink―Clink
The radiator was stone cold. There were no vibrations coming through it, the heating wasn’t coming on.
Clink―Clink―Clink
Clink―Clink―Clink
Her heart rate had become rapid. What on earth was this?

Clink―Clink―Clink
Emily walked to the door and onto the first floor. She was immediately uneasy. This was one thing about the house she didn’t like: the entire first floor had a perimeter walkway, protected by an iron handrail balustrade. Beyond the balustrade was a drop to the ground floor. It reminded her of the interior of the prisons she had seen on television; the only thing missing was a net to catch the jumpers.

Clink――Clink――Clink――
The delay between the metallic din had increased.
Clink――Clink――Clink――
As if at once responding to her appearance, the pauses between the clanging metallic noises had doubled.
Clink――Clink――Clink――
She isolated the noise quickly; it was one of two rooms in the left hand corner.
Clink―――Clink―――Clink
The noise had changed gear again. A perfect three seconds between each noise, she could have counted them in. Her feet dug into the rug beneath them; she was paralysed with fear. Her heart was rioting in her chest and a thin film of perspiration grew on her forehead.
Clink―――Clink―――Clink
Fear gripped her.
Clink―――Clink―――Clink
What on earth was that noise?
Clink―――Clink―――Clink
Emily’s heart accelerated further.
Clink―――Clink―――Clink
Primeval thoughts now took over: Why are you walking toward this? Turn around! Get out of there! Run!
Clink―――Clink―――Clink
Her foot took a cautious step back, then another...
Clink―――Clink―――Clink
Then another... then another... then...
Clink―――Clink―――Clink
...she turned around at the wrong time, not seeing the only decoration they’d unpacked, a horrible wooden carving of Siamese cats; she slipped immediately and fell to the ground.
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
No pause between the clanging noises now. It sounded to Emily like a laugh; it sounded like someone was mocking her.
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
Emily could take no more of this; she picked herself up and ran back to her work room, slammed the door shut and backed her frame against it.
Clink―Clink―Clink
Clink―Clink―Clink
She covered her ears...
...she could still hear the noises.
 
*
 
Charles put a reassuring hand on his wife’s back and rubbed therapeutically. She was still shaking slightly. When he’d got back, it had taken him an hour to convince her to open the door of her writer’s room to him.
“This is an old house,” he began, “there will be creaks galore. It will take us a while to get used to it.”
Emily turned to him, her eyes wrathful. “Don’t you dare tell me I imagined this!”
“No, I don’t think that.” Charles’ tone was conciliatory. “But you said yourself you had a couple of drinks―”
“I wasn’t drunk!”
“Did I say that?” he paused. “But you had a couple of drinks, you were writing your book so your imagination was in overdrive―”
“Check the room Charles. Please.”
Charles read desperation in her expression.
“OK. OK.” 
He kissed her lightly on the forehead, then made his way to the door.
“Be careful,” she implored him through red, tear stained eyes. He smiled reassuringly in return and exited.
The room she had described to him was at the far end; he made his way over, past the ghastly wooden Siamese monstrosity, musing on his wife’s fragility this evening. When he’d entered the house an hour ago, he had heard no phantom noises. And yet she had been hysterical and in floods of tears, insisting that someone was in the room.
Charles paused at the panelled wood door. His hand made for the handle and he threw the door open. The room was exactly as he expected: empty. He strode inside and was immediately hit by the cold. An open window was quickly closed. The room itself was barren: cold, wooden, creaking floorboards were in need of repair, but housed no furniture―they’d not even stored any unopened boxes here― no rugs, no curtains on the windows, and even the walls were a blank colourless white.
His mind was churning over the amount of work that would be needed to fix the room up when an object caught his peripheral vision. He stepped towards it, then bent down and picked it up. He turned the metal rod around in his hands.
Like someone was banging down on some pipes, Charles... 
Charles looked around and quickly spotted the heating radiator and its thin pipe snaking around the room. He examined the metal rod again and then looked at the pipes. After a length of time, he shook his head. It was his wife’s imagination that was all. And it would do her no good if she found out there was a metal rod in here, something that would give credence to her imagination’s tale. He looked around for a hiding place and his eyes eventually settled on one of the raised floorboards. It didn’t take long to pull it up, hide the metal rod and then fix the board back in place.
It was then that a loud noise behind him caught his attention.
The window he’d closed was now buffeting in the wind.
He could have sworn that he’d secured the latch down. Can’t have, he told himself. He closed the window shut and double checked that the latch was secure. It was.
 


Chapter III
 
 
Juliet stared impassively out of the window. Dark sheets of rain drummed onto the pavement outside. The same rhythm could be heard attacking the roof above. Outside, Friday night revellers were few and far between. When the doors of the fleshpots did open, newspapers, handbags and coats would be employed by people dashing to their next destination.
Although the cafe was warm, the images through the window were enough to trigger a shiver across Juliet’s back.
She looked at her watch. Joe was late. 
Joe Miller was Juliet’s only real friend. Now a Detective Sergeant in the police, they had met on that fateful day 7 years ago; the then PC Miller and another officer had been the first police on the scene at Ludivicio Street. He was the only person in the world (apart from the spirits that Juliet had met) that knew the specifics of Juliet’s condition. Recently, he’d been employing Juliet’s unique skills to help him with some of his cases. Juliet didn’t like his approach to police work these days, but she owed him many things, not least of all a considerable amount of money. He’d bailed her out with rent arrears and life’s general monetary problems on so many occasions that her debt to him was spiralling out of control. Joe had been a righteous role model when they’d met, but the years in his job had corrupted him. Now he wanted to drag another soul into his darkening abyss, and she just happened to be the butterfly stuck in his insect jar.
Miranda, the girl working tonight’s late shift, was the only other person in the cafe. She was cleaning one of several empty tables and glanced over to smile creakily at Juliet. The smile fused hello with isn’t it time you were gone?
Juliet consulted her watch again. It was two-minutes-past-the-last-time-she-looked. It was late, but then Joe’s job could keep him late, and in any case he was not a forensic time keeper.
A new mix of cars and revellers drifted by the window. 
Then just the rain.
Time danced to a slow tempo with little distractions via the window. Juliet drifted into melancholy thoughts. Where am I in the world? Where am I going in life? What’s it all for? She may have glimpsed beyond the veil, but she found little answers, only more questions.
Miranda started singing to herself. Her technique was bad and she was tone deaf, so it was reasonable to assume it was a plot to get rid of Juliet.
Then, finally, a car pulled up outside and a face stared out the driver’s side window towards Juliet. Despite the lashing rain’s attempt at morphing his features in the window, Juliet recognised Joe’s face. His hand beckoned her to the car—their conversation was to be held in private.
Juliet fumbled in her pockets for low value change, left Miranda a small tip and walked to the door. She zipped her leather coat up to her chin before charging at the door and beyond. With a swift dash she was inside Joe’s car and perceived the usual disorder: fast-food and sweet wrappers, empty drinks cartons, fragments of overread newspapers. It was a scene she associated with Joe on a stakeout. Joe killed the windscreen wipers but kept the car running. His gestures were all too familiar: he was busy, frustrated and angry by work. Their conversation would be short and to the point.
“How you been?” Joe asked, leaning over to face her.
“Alright,” Juliet replied. “You?”
“Busy. Sorry I haven’t been in touch in a while.”
“Hey, you’re not my father, husband, brother or lover. I haven’t been sat by the phone waiting, Joe.”
An expression formed on Joe’s face: You’re a bitch, it seemed to imply.
Juliet moved to fix her unintended faux-pas. “Look, I know you’re busy. There’s no need to explain anything to me.”
He faced forward, staring into the rain, his finger tapped nervously on the steering wheel. He was clearly still nettled by the remark. “I’ve been busy.” he repeated.
Jesus, I could do without this, Juliet thought. She decided to move the conversation forward. “What’s on your mind Joe?”
“The usual. I need you to look around a house for me.”
“Am I right in assuming the owner hasn’t sent me an invite?”
“Naturally. I need your unique skills. It’s covert, obviously.”
“What’s the owner of the house supposed to have done? What am I looking for?”
“I don’t know.”
“Joe, you ever think you’re going about this the wrong way? Find the criminal then the crime? Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”
A flash of anger in his eyes. “You got a degree in police work now, huh?”
His raised voice enabled her to smell alcohol on his breath. She’d smelt it too often recently.
“It’s not just a reccy,” Joe began, voice calmer, “if you don’t find what I’m looking for, I need you to… take something in with you.”
“Let’s call a spade a spade Joe; you’re requesting that I plant evidence… again!”
“Imagine if we could have done something like this with Jack DeGrisse, before―”
“Don’t you dare! Don’t you dare bring his name into this!”
Joe held his hands up in surrender. “I’m sorry.”
The rain beat down on the car.
They sat in silence for an interval.
“There are some missing girls,” Joe began, “just like you were missing, remember?”
“I haven’t read about any missing girls Joe. I’ve haven’t seen this on the news. And that kind of thing is normally on the news isn’t it Joe? Are you lying to me?”
“They’re not missing like you mean. They’re trapped. Sex trafficking, Juliet. He’s involved.” 
Joe would always throw in deviancy to push the right buttons. Was it true? It didn’t matter. She’d do it. She owed him; she was still the butterfly stuck in his insect jar.
“He’s not at home right now. I have reason to suspect he’ll be out for a while.”
Translation: Joe had been watching the house, that’s why he was late. And he’d been watching the house a lot, knew the man’s movements and knew he wouldn’t be back for a while.
“OK let’s do it.” Juliet said, resigned to being his puppet once more.
Joe put the car into first gear.
 


Chapter IV
 
 
“The press release won’t be complete until 9 p.m.”
Charles Houghton grimaced. He’d have to stay, check it over and then sign it off. He made a quick mental calculation; he’d probably be back home for 11 p.m. There was no choice, a delay would cost too much. He nodded at Miles Dixon, the lanky platinum-blonde intern.  
Now to phone Emily. Ever since the ‘Incident’ four days ago, he’d been careful to get home before darkness set in. There had been no further ‘Incidents’ since, but Emily was still on edge and fragile.
He mentally prepared his dialogue for the forthcoming scene and then punched her cell phone number into his phone.
She answered quickly. “Charles, thank God you called! I swear I’ve heard more noises! When will you be back?”
Damn!

The rehearsed dialogue had been a waste of time; his strategy had been ripped apart by events. “Emily, come on, are you sure it wasn’t your imagination?”
Emily let rip with a diatribe so ear-piercing that Charles had to remove the phone from his ear.
He waited for a pause in her outburst. “Emily, listen to me―If you’re scared, call a cab; go to the Red Lion Hotel. Have a couple of drinks there and when I’m finished here, I’ll pick you up directly―”
“Charles! I’m scared! Come home! Now!”
“I’ll be done for 10... 10.30 latest. Listen, if I could come now, I would, but delaying it―” he was about to blurt out the monetary penalties for any delay, but considered that this would be a tactical bungle, “―it’s just not an option―”
Emily had hung-up.
 
*
 
In a pique of anger, Emily threw her cell phone against the wall. When it collided, like a firework at its zenith, it split into three pieces, all rebounding in different directions. Her anger turned to panic; she scooped the pieces up and tried to knit them back together. Her actions were hindered by hands that were suddenly shaking.
With the cell phone re-assembled, she hit the On button. Nothing happened.
She tried it again.
And again.
And again.
Nothing. 
No lights.
No power.
She then uncoupled the different elements of the cell phone and knitted them back together again. When she hit the On button, the result was the same.
She tried again.
Then again.
Then again.
...but it was still lifeless.
Tears were close, but anger made them withdraw. Her fists pounded the ground in frustration. They had no landline fitted; her cell phone was her only means of communication. Her fist was still pounding the ground. And now her knuckles hurt. Her anger quickly found another focus - Charles. Her dream husband had shown where his priorities lay, and she’d been told to queue. Damn him! He thought she’d imagined it all! Well she hadn’t!
Suddenly she was thirsty. Which of Charles’s expensive bottles of wine would she use to quench it?
After half a bottle of Rune Valley, Emily’s mood softened. A Broadway musical of melancholy memories started to play in her head. Act One starred Emily and Charles when they first met and the early days. Their hearts were all aflutter, a sudden shower of romance, whirlwind passion... he’d never laughed at her dream of becoming a writer, only encouraged her, even told her not to think about getting a job until she’d given it a real go.
She felt angry at herself. Had she imagined those noises? Had she...?
Clink―Clink―Clink
She didn’t believe that she’d heard the noise at first. Thought it was just a memory replay.
Clink―Clink―Clink
There was no mistaking it the second time. It was not imaginary.
Clink―Clink―Clink
She knew it was the drink, but she wasn’t scared.
Clink―Clink―Clink
She calmly poured another drink and hurled it down her throat.
Clink―Clink―Clink
She walked to the stairs.
Clink―Clink―Clink
Yes – the noise was from upstairs. It would be the same room.
Clink―Clink―Clink
She suddenly had a need to confront whatever this was...
Clink―Clink―Clink
...she wasn’t scared and she wanted it to know.
Clink―Clink―Clink
She climbed the stairs.
Clink――Clink――Clink
A change of tone. Again. Like last time.
Clink――Clink――Clink
Whatever this was, she had to confront it.
Clink――Clink――Clink
At the top of the stairs, her ears sought the origin of the noise.
Clink――Clink――Clink
As expected, it was the same room as before.
Clink―――Clink―――Clink
She approached.
Clink―――Clink―――Clink
She reached the door and stood motionless outside it.
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
It was incessant.
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
ClinkClinkClinkClinkClink
Her hand turned the handle and she threw the door open.
Clink
The noises suddenly stopped.
She stood at the doorway looking in at an empty room.
Her eye caught sight of a metal pipe on the floor. The window was open, a breeze whistling into the room. The cold reached her, her body responding with goose-pimples.
She walked―her footsteps delicate and precise―into the room.
She saw nothing unusual. Just the metal pipe on the floor of a room needing work. Just an open window letting in the cold. Her eyes were roaming. Still nothing. She felt emboldened, like she’d won this contest, shown bravery, defeated a cowardly... what? A thing.
The regiment of goose-bumps on her arm increased in number. Still eagle-eyed but with less caution in her steps, she made for the window and closed it.
SLAM.
She turned quickly. The door behind her had closed with force.
Immediately she felt her heart beating with ferocity and her breathing became frantic. She remained frozen to the spot for what felt like minutes, her eyes zigzagging around, looking for activity that never came. An odd sensation came over her. She could almost feel a presence in the room with her, but couldn’t see one. The presence was near her...
One foot went forward. 
Pause.
Then another step.
Pause. 
She was heading for the door. Another step, another step, then a frantic step and she ran towards it.
She made it, her hand reached for the handle...
It never made it…
A presence… it felt like an arm that was not visible, wrapped around her neck, wrestling her to the ground. Once there her head registered blows... one, two, three, four... as if she were being kicked by an invisible force. She felt something... it felt like a hand... again invisible and unseen... it was groping around at her body. She was tussling with it, this unseen force. Her heart was beating so fast she thought it would stop playing ball. Something was tugging at her clothes, another invisible hand, she fought with it and then the blows returned.
One to the left side of her head. Her mouth spat blood onto the floor. Another blow came on the other side of her face. The pain was incredible. When the last blow came, it was like being in a room where the lights had suddenly been turned out. Consciousness was gone in an instant.
 


Chapter V
 
 
The intercom buzzed, buzzed, buzzed. An impatient finger was pressing it incessantly.
With a towel covering her, Juliet ran from the bathroom to the living room and pressed the button on the intercom.
“Who is it?”
“We spoke earlier Miss Spiers.”
She recognised his voice from their earlier phone call and buzzed him up to the flat. She didn’t have a lot of time, so changed into slacks and a long bathrobe before heading to the front door. He’d made it up the stairs and was stood waiting patiently for her. He smiled and nodded at her, then held out a perfectly clean hand that she guessed had only ever gestured others to do work.
“Charles Houghton.”
His clothes looked tailored and his appearance was spotless. Sharp black shoes reflected light from the hallway. He had short cropped hair and a face that looked airbrushed into perfection, not a hint of stubble, no lines and no wrinkles. His other hand held onto a bulging brown envelope.
Juliet shook the proffered hand. Despite beaming with manifest cordiality, his grip was excessive. 
Juliet stood aside. “Come on in.”
He obeyed, walking past her into the flat as his inquisitive eyes roamed around his surroundings critically.
“Take a seat.”
He did, his eyes still wandering and appraising. He would be making her an offer, and he was taking in as much information as he could to understand where he should pitch it. She instantly didn’t like him, and decided that his demeanour had already pushed the price up.
She wandered into the kitchen, which, in her small flat was still just a couple of yards away from him. Both could still see the other.
“I must say,” Charles began, “you came highly recommended.”
Juliet was filling a bowl with breakfast flakes. His eyes studied her now. She was pretty diminutive: five-foot-three, young... 18-25 he’d guess. Not what he was expecting at all. This was the Necromancer?

Juliet returned to the living room and sat on the arm of a chair, chomping on her breakfast, happy to sully his impression of her further.
“How did you hear about me?” she asked between mouthfuls.
“Word of mouth... grapevine... the usual sources.”
“A-ha.” Another mouthful. “Tell me about your spook.”
Charles held up the brown envelope, strutted his way over to Juliet and passed it to her. She put the bowl aside and opened up the brown envelope. It contained pictures: the first a grandiose looking manor house. 
“That’s the house.” Charles commented. “My house.” he added, as if she were a simpleton who would not be able to deduce this.
Juliet nodded, put the photo to the back and stared at the next one on top of the pile. A woman with honey blonde hair was flashing a high wattage smile for the camera. She had her arm around Charles. 
“My wife.” Charles declared. “We’ve barely been married two months.”
Juliet nodded, went to the next photograph. The same woman was in a hospital bed; both eyes were puffed up, the left side of her face nearly black with bruises. Juliet retrieved the previous photograph from the back. The should-be photograph of the man’s wife. She then looked at the is-now version. She looked like a pretty doll that’d been held too long over a flame. The rest of the photographs showed the beaten-up doll from various angles. Juliet put the photographs back in the brown package. She felt pretty angry at what she had seen, but kept her emotions in check and handed the brown package to Charles without saying a word.
“I don’t know what...” Charles began, “...what it is that’s at the house.”
Juliet remained silent. It was strategic, a lesson learnt from Joe. She was gaining a psychological advantage and needed to keep it. It would need to be him that moved the conversation forward.
“Have you ever seen... anything like this?”
Silence.
Her behaviour was irritating him. His cool demeanour was evaporating; he shook his head in her direction, held up his hands in exasperation.
“Hello?!”
Juliet stared at him for a time, then broke her silence. “How much are you going to offer me to get rid of it?”
Her directness struck him like an arrow. He sat back, becoming enveloped in comfort by the padded armchair which engulfed him. His eyes couldn’t help but wander around the room in a second wave of appraisal.
“I was thinking...”
Juliet nodded.
“A thousand.” He nodded his head. “I think that’s a good price.”
Juliet laughed. “How much is your very nice home worth?”
Charles was taken aback by the intrusive question. 
“One million? One and a half? More?”
A reply never came. Indignant facial expressions were his only riposte.
Juliet continued. “No, your house is worth nothing like that, because it’s infected. Let’s say you wanted to sell it; it may as well have a collapsing roof. These things get out. Urban legend and all that. You need this resolving quickly Charles. Benedictions and holy water won’t work.”
She noted a faint nod of his head. Evidently he had tried this option and it had failed.
“Take it your wife won’t be going back to the property until you can assure her that it’s gone? That’s going to put an awful strain on the marriage Charles.”
“Alright, alright...” Charles held up his hands in surrender. “You win! Why don’t we just turn this around? Tell me what your price is.”
Juliet sucked her gums, pretending to muse on a figure that she’d already decided on. She sat back and stared directly into his eyes. “Ten thousand.”
It was enough to pay back Joe everything she owed him with plenty left over. She’d bought and sold souls for so long, now she wanted to buy back her own.
Charles took a moment to digest her valuation. He then laughed so hard his diaphragm shook. Juliet remained stony faced. He stared at her, waiting for her to paw the air and tell him it was a joke. The gesture never came.
Charles stopped laughing. “You’ve got to be kidding me?”
Juliet threw in another moody silence, before sighing with gusto. She sprang up, walked to the front door, opened it and gestured at Charles to walk through it.
Charles didn’t take her up on the offer. “Hey, come on, ten thousand?”
“I’m not haggling with you Mr Houghton. Take a look at your wife’s face.” Juliet pulled the door back further, symbolically widening the gap.
“How do I even know you’d get rid of it? I mean what proof do I have? No one I talked to could tell me how you do it.”
“Some money up front. Give me a time period, one you’re happy with... a month? If there’s no activity in that time―and there won’t be because it will be gone for good―then you pay the balance.”
It was Charles’s turn to be silent. His mind churned over her words. “Please, Miss Spiers, shut the door. Let’s discuss this further.”
Juliet shut the door. “You need to tell me everything.”
 


Chapter VI
 
 
Joe watched Juliet with rapt-attention. The girl was tucking heartily into another late night breakfast at the cafe. Where does she put it all? He mused. She always seemed to be eating, but remained at a constantly neutral weight.
Having polished off her food, Juliet pushed the plate away and sat back in satisfaction. The cafe had a reasonable crowd in tonight and Miranda was being put through her paces. Joe caught Juliet’s gaze and then slipped a small wage packet envelope across the table towards her.
“For the other night,” said Joe. “I made an arrest.”
Juliet slid the wage packet back towards him. “Take it off what I owe you Joe.”
He counted, pushed it back towards her. “You can pay me back anytime, you know that.”
“Thanks but my rent is paid.” Juliet continued the money tennis and Joe found it back in his territory. He pocketed it, bringing an end to the game of cat and mouse.
“I could do with a favour.” Juliet said softly.
“Go on.”
Juliet reached down into a holdall which was on the floor and lifted out the brown envelope which contained the photographs Charles Houghton had left for her. She placed them onto the table, near to herself and out of Joe’s reach. She then removed the photograph of Breybury Hall and handed it to Joe. Removing this one photograph had exposed the corner of the one underneath it. The visible portion was slight, revealing no clue to the photographs actual subject matter. Nevertheless, Juliet quickly responded to this by pushing the photographs back under the protective layer of the brown envelope. In his peripheral vision, Joe had noted the mini-drama.
“Nice house.” Joe remarked, now staring at the photograph that had been presented to him.
“It’s called Breybury Hall. I want to find out if anything ever happened there.”
“Like?”
“Any incidents you can find. Former owners... whatever.”
Joe folded the photograph in two and placed it in his pocket. “And what’s your interest in the place?”
“A job, that’s all.”
Joe nodded his understanding. “Of course I’ll do you a favour Juliet. You got any gum?”
She nodded and bent down out of sight to search in her holdall. While she was occupied, Joe grabbed the brown envelope and pulled out the other pictures housed there.
When Juliet sprang back up, like a jack-in-a-box, she saw what had happened.
“Hey!” she snapped and leaned over to grab the photos.
Joe pulled them out of her reach automatically, not taking his eyes from the bludgeoned photograph of Emily Houghton. He turned the photograph around for Juliet to see. “Who is this?”
“Someone who needs help.”
“I’ll say.”
Joe flicked through the other photographs. He held up another of the damaged Emily photos. “You know, I could get one of the guys at the station to photo-shop your face to look like that. Shall we see how you would look with these kinds of scars?” Joe slammed the photos down and hurled them across the table towards Juliet. “What the Hell are you getting involved in?”
Eyes from other tables were looking towards them, drawn in by the raised voices.
“Nothing!” Juliet snapped back. She then leaned forward and sotto voce said, “It’s a spook, pure and simple. I’ll be in and out.”
“Have you ever seen a spook do this before?” Again the photograph was held up to Juliet’s eye line. She grabbed it, and put the photograph back in the brown envelope with the others, then packed them out of sight into her holdall.
Joe was still glaring at her, waiting for an answer.
“I can handle it. I can handle anything.” Juliet declared.
“Think you’re invincible?”
Juliet paused and then nodded. “I’m the queen of Hades, Joe. And I rule alone.”
Joe adopted a softer tone. “Ludivicio Street was a long time ago. There are a lot of scumbags out there. You can’t get them all.”
Juliet was sick of hearing this line. “This is nothing to do with Ludivicio Street! And don’t dare try to use it! When it’s in your interests, you’re happy to remind me of my experience to nail a suspect, whether they are guilty or not.”
Joe was infuriated. His head spun left and right, daring anyone to have heard that; his cheeks glowed with rage.
A brief silence returned them to an uneasy equilibrium.
“How much you getting paid?” Joe asked.
Juliet paused. “Three grand.”
She didn’t want to tell him the true amount. He’d be angry. He’d know why she’d taken the job. He’d know she wanted to dissolve their macabre partnership. Three grand was less than she owed him. She would still be in his debt – if he believed her lie. 
He nodded; it appeared he did.
 


Chapter VII
 
 
Juliet’s alarm clock started chiming at 7 a.m. She battered it into silence and padded groggily into the bathroom, where she splashed cold water into her eyes several times and blinked to reset them. This seemed to work – they were coming to terms with the early start. A teeth brush, mouthwash and a shower followed. 
She didn’t have time for breakfast. She strapped her holdall across her shoulder and burst out of the flat into a typical English summer day, where the temperature was breezy cool and dark clouds overhead threatened a gale.
A quick march to Parson’s Green underground station and she was soon jostling with other commuters for possession of small pockets of space on the tube. Having a bag was a pain on the underground, particularly during rush hour. She’d brought a book but had no room to read it. Her head churned through the images of Emily Houghton; she’d never seen a spook do that before. Confused and mischievous? Yes. Violent…? She metaphorically shook her head, removing all notion of the fear she had just experienced. She then started to daydream of the money she was about to earn. This was a golden ticket to a new life and she had to grab it.
 
*
 
Juliet changed onto the Piccadilly Line at Earl’s Court and fought for another small piece of land on the tube. Now she was taking anxious looks at her watch; she hadn’t left herself much time to get to the mainstay of her journey when she hit King’s Cross station. 
When the train did stop, she bustled as best she could to get through the doors and onto the platform; she rushed to the ticket gate, where she queued impatiently and once through burst into a sprint to the information board. She spotted her train – it was going from platform two and ‘BOARD NOW!’ a tinny voice was saying over a loudspeaker. Her calves were starting to ache as she ran through a gauntlet of yet more commuters, through another ticket gate and down along the platform. A guard was looking left and right and checking his watch. When he spotted her running, he gestured her forward anxiously with another look at his watch. She darted into the first carriage and the doors shut behind her accompanied by electrical buzzing sounds. She was glad she kept in shape.
 
*
 
The train took two hours to get to York and, after a short drinks break, Juliet employed a taxi driver to take her the remaining fifteen miles to Breybury Hall. It was a very scenic route, an open array of fields, pastures and rambling walks. Her eyes feasted on these unfamiliar scenes and the journey was completed in a blur.
Turn right and... You have reached your destination... You have reached your destination...
The vinegar-faced taxi driver obeyed the sat nav device robotically, turning right into an off-road track which led to the house. He stopped at the closed, imposing gates to Breybury Hall and glanced at Juliet through the mirror. For a brief moment, there was a battle of eye contact as each thought the other would be opening the gate. Juliet quickly realised he was having none of this and got out of the car. She opened both gates and pushed back to allow the driver access. The taxi driver took his cue, put the car into first gear and crept into the property, picking Juliet back up en route. 
The car glided forward on a gravel path, which dictated their journey through the house’s grand estate. To Juliet’s left and right she observed greenery: a small orchard in one corner, a well tendered flower display with red, yellow, orange and purple residents. In the distance ahead she could make out a tennis court. Surrounding the tennis court, a wooden fence finally closed the property from the surrounding countryside around it.
Taking in the surroundings, the driver, quiet throughout the drive, suddenly became very interested in Juliet – what she was doing here and who the owners were. Juliet answered him with frigid monosyllables.
She tipped the driver for the trip and took a card – explaining that she was expecting to make a return journey very soon. 
The house itself did not look architecturally grand to her: it was large, no denying it, but from the front it looked like a doll’s house. White in colour, there were five windows in a row on the top and four on the bottom, separated in the middle by an imposingly dark front door, through which a giant could enter without minding his head. The main house was the centrepiece for the rest of the buildings in the complex. To its right, there was another stone building. It was a one story imitation in the style of the house, but it was more modern, built much later. It displayed the architectural trappings of modern regulation. She ambled over to investigate. The front was dominated by a grand semi-circular window, split into three. She cupped her hands over her eyes and stuck them to the glass to get a good view inside. Directly in the middle, beams of light sparkled as they hit the swaying water from a swimming pool. Juliet smiled – this was just her kind of office job. A door to the side gave hope of entering the building, but it was locked; she sighed and made a mental note to look for the key later.
There were other buildings: a stable complex and more housing was located at the back of the main house, within a small courtyard. She cursed herself; Breybury Hall was worth more than she thought, she should have asked for more money. 
Before using the key to the house, she scanned the entire panorama of the property, attempting to judge the distance. She reckoned it was a mile and a half to two miles. Two or three laps would make the ideal running track; when the job was done (couple of hours?) she’d go for a run.
 
*
 
Inside, the house reflected the brief occupancy of its new owners. Unpacking and furnishing had been prioritised: one living room, a dining area (with a table enabled for eight people) and the master bedroom had been made liveable; the remaining rooms were either empty or temporary storage areas for boxes as yet unpacked. 
After snooping around the property, Juliet settled into the one, decorated living area downstairs and took full advantage of the large plasma visuals and surround sound technology that were not available in her small flat. The thrill of a new toy was irresistible; she tried out as many new channels as she could: football, cricket, the music channels, antiquity bargain hunting and game show gold... everything felt new and exciting when it was experienced in wrap-around stereophonic sound. She amplified the volume still further. And she waited. And she waited...
She had been hoping her presence would draw it out - she’d hear a noise, investigate, find the ghoul and dispatch it; job done. As time ticked by she realised she would need to be the hunter. The television was switched off; she stretched her arms to the point where her back juddered at the climax and then stood up; it was time for work.
She called up the condition. The world seemed the same, as it always did. She could still hear a chorus of birds outside, tweeting their tunes from the trees, calling for companionship. With the condition, she walked. She walked through every room downstairs and found nothing.
In the six bedrooms upstairs, no presence. In the bathroom, not a dickey-bird. Continuing with the condition, she walked around the grounds. The stables, devoid of horses anyway, were silent but for the whistling wind. 
She entered the building housing the swimming pool (with the condition, keys were never an issue). There was nothing. There was no presence here at all. In the condition, she toured the entire grounds. The birds, as animals generally did, were alerted to the condition and their tunes switched from mate-calls to warnings. There was no one else to notice her. 
There was nothing else here.
 
*
 
Juliet discovered several mini wine racks dotted around the kitchen and helped herself to a glass of Rune Valley. It didn’t taste all that great, but then she didn’t have the palate for alcohol, rarely touching the stuff, so it could have tasted swell to an aficionado. Hungry, she searched the fridge-freezer and pulled out a microwave meal. Two hours later―after another fruitless ghost hunt―she was sitting, feeling very alone, around the dining room table that could have housed eight people. A grandfather clock chimed; its hands semaphored six o’clock. The microwave meal lay half eaten before her, it was being washed down with a second glass of Rune Valley. 
The evening raced by with little happening. Juliet consulted her watch several times.
7.27 p.m.
7.38 p.m.
7.53 p.m.
8.10 p.m.
8.27 p.m.
8.40 p.m.
8.43 p.m.
8.56 p.m.
9.01 p.m.
9.35 p.m.
Where was it? She had checked out the whole site and there was no sign. There seemed to be nothing here right now, so either it had never been here and the whole story had been a fabrication, or it had been here and since departed. 
Hard to imagine how the damage to Emily’s face could have been attributed to a fanciful imagination, so she dismissed the former. It had since gone then? She had never encountered a spirit which had been able to call up the Light itself. But then she had stumbled upon this trick, so it wasn’t impossible that the spook had too. More likely though it was a ‘seasonal’ spook. She had experienced this before, having to make several visits to one exorcism before the spook eventually graced her with its presence. When she had questioned it on where it was during these absences, it hadn’t known. These ghostly blackouts didn’t seem common, but they did occur. If this was the case, she’d just have to sit it out and wait. If it was active in the house, this part-timer was sure to return.
It was late. She’d be staying the night here. Juliet looked around at her surroundings and decided there were worse places to be marooned.
 


Chapter VIII
 
 
She woke with a start.
The dream had been all too familiar...
Her mouth could almost feel the dirty rag that had been forced into it ― put there to muffle the screams; her eyes felt sticky from the tape which covered them. She rubbed her hands where moments earlier, in her dream world, they had been tightly bound. She instinctively felt at one of the scars on her arms. There were many more on her legs and back.
The physical reminders of the horrors she experienced at that house in Ludivico Street―the house where she had developed the condition―were permanently tattooed onto her skin. Her hands, feet, neck and face were the only places on her body not pock-marked by an instrument of pain. Her fear of intimacy was an understandable by-product of the scarring. With normal clothing, she was indistinguishable from what she considered to be normal society, but she was always careful; short sleeves were never an option. Neither were open neck tops. She’d heard people gossip and whisper and hated it. Still, she should be grateful. Things could have been a lot worse. She wasn’t long away from being victim number five...
DON’T―YOU―HURT―MY―BABY!
She shivered. The words―the last words her mother ever spoke―were as haunting as ever. She had been fifteen. She was walking down the street, daydreaming of her bright future as a doctor, or a scientist, or a pop star, or a famous inventor. The car that pulled up asked if she could give directions. Taught by society to be wary, but trusting by nature, when he brought out a map and made a pantomime of being late for his wife in hospital, her good nature won the battle; she approached the car. What happened next was an intense kaleidoscope of shifting imagery... he launched from the car...
Grabbed at her...
...screams from her...
...sudden pain...
...struggling...
...eyes seeing pavement and sky in quick jerky motions...
...sound of a car door opening...
...another SSCCCCCCRRREEEEAAAAMM from her then...
...hand over her face ― strong tobacco is what it smelt of ― she would never forget the smell, she would never stop hating that smell...
...pain...
...so much it overloaded her senses.... 
...it was in her head and she was losing sight of the world... images blurred... she was being placed on something soft... she heard a door shut, it echoed back and forth before consciousness left her and all sound and sight were gone.
When she came around, her feet and hands were tied down to a DIY torture rack. Her head was held in place by a metal bar which she felt every time she had to swallow. For a large part of her time in Ludivicio Street, she would remain in this position. She was there five days. Jack DeGrisse had a thing for torturing girls. He enjoyed burning her with cigarettes, or heated pokers on her arms, legs and stomach. But he really enjoyed puncturing skin with knives. It was his raison d’être. DeGrisse had casually told her that she would die on day five and, after a while, Juliet had accepted fate’s roll of the dice. What she didn’t know was that in the background, in the world that Juliet had known before she’d known pain and bleeding on the rack, things were happening. The police would later find four bodies buried in the house in Ludivico Street. They were all subsequently identified, missing girls from much further afield. With Juliet, Jack DeGrisse had gone too close to home. He’d seen a potential victim and simply couldn’t resist. Juliet’s mother Rachel, frantic with worry, was knocking on every door in the neighbourhood, driving around the whole area for any sign of her daughter. 
No one knows how she found out where Juliet was; perhaps she found some clue, knocked on a door and found someone who had seen something they’d forgotten to tell the police? Either way, she found something. She was running to DeGrisse’s house when she called the police ― just gave them an address and told them that’s where her daughter was. When she got to the house, DeGrisse was in the basement where he kept Juliet, burning her arms with a heated knife. With strength Juliet would not have credited her with, Rachel Spiers managed to take the door off its hinges. DeGrisse heard nothing. His sadism in the basement was always played out to the loud tune of classical music ― Beethoven and Bach were background music for the screams and the pleas of mercy. 
DeGrisse, eventually alerted to a presence, turned around and saw Rachel Spiers.
“DON’T−YOU−HURT−MY−BABY!”
Jack DeGrisse flinched at each screamed word ― as if they were accompanied by arrows.
Rachel Spiers charged at him. She must have seen the knife in his hand, but an animal’s maternal instinct won against the instinct for self-survival.  
DeGrisse recovered his poise quickly and at the point that her hands were almost on him, he struck out with the knife; it entered her abdomen with a sickening noise.
Rachel Spiers recoiled; her eyes became wide and wild as she felt at the crimson stains and contemplated her condition. She stumbled and fell backwards, holding her punctured body.
DeGrisse stared at her for several compassionless moments as she squirmed on the ground and then, deciding she was no longer a threat, he turned his back to her. It was a fatal error. Minutes from death herself, Rachel Spiers managed to stand, pick herself a weapon from the array of polished torture implements that were kept in the basement, and struck the side of Jack’s neck with a wild swing of her arm. He staggered and, with her last remaining strength, she managed to pull him to the ground – screaming out from the pain of her own wounds. Rachel Spiers had a stranglehold of him; she struck again, then again, then again. She stopped only when her physical body was too exhausted to carry on.
Juliet, too emotional to enter the new condition she had discovered, was still tied to the rack and could still see only the ceiling. She heard her mother’s shortening breaths through a sea of tears which flowed uncontrollably as the shortening breaths of Rachel Spiers became longer and longer apart and eventually ceased.
A male police constable was the first on the scene. His name was Joe Miller. And perhaps Rachel Spiers was not the only one to die in Ludivicio Street that day. The fun loving, popular copper was not the same man after witnessing this scene. He joined Juliet Spiers as someone whose life would be changed forever by events in Ludivicio Street.
Juliet shivered again, eager for the memory to fade away. She tried to keep the memory caged. Only in her dreams did the memory ever break through the surface.
 


Chapter IX
 
 
Day 2
 
“Previous owners were an Anthony and Marilyn Stone.”
Balancing the phone between head and shoulder, Juliet wrote the names down onto a pad, saying them aloud as she did. “Anthony… and… Marilyn… Stone”
“They left the property two years ago. It’s been empty since then.” Joe confirmed.
“Any children?”
“No. Can’t see any history of ‘Incidents’ at the place either. Tony Stone is of interest though.”
“In what way?”
“Connections and convictions. Nothing outstanding, officially he has paid his society debts. He climbed the criminal ladder and got too high to dirty his own hands. Do me a favour; take a look around the house will you? It’s unlikely, but you never know; maybe there’s a forgotten log book, notepad or computer disk somewhere over there with some juicy details. A lot of people would like to see this guy in jail.”
“I’ll take a look.”
“Your spook still playing hide and seek?”
“Yeah and it’s winning the game.”
They both finished the call off with gossip and pleasantries. Juliet then ran three laps around the property and spent most of the rest of the day relaxing in an armchair that had quickly become a favourite. Television had become a bore and so she had raided one of the unopened boxes marked ‘books’ and pulled out the book she now read: Tess of the D’Urbervilles.
In the afternoon, she entered the condition and did another sweep of the house; she still found nothing. 
By 10 p.m. she was tired and made her bed on the sofa downstairs. Only one of the bedrooms was in a state of health and it was the couple’s marital suite. It would be pretty creepy to sleep in there; besides the living room was fine, she could watch TV until she dropped off.
By 11 p.m. she was tired but still awake.
By 12 p.m. she was in a dreamland. 
 
*
 
Day 3
 
3:36 a.m.
Juliet was catapulted upright in bed, her breath frenzied. As the fog of dreams slowly lifted, she realised she’d been evicted from another dream about Ludivicio Street. 
DON’T−YOU−HURT−MY−BABY!
She’d heard the words again; those words often stalked her in dreams. Her mother’s face, his face, his knives, the dungeon in his basement...
Needing a distraction, she reached for the television remote and was soon surrounded by comforting stereo digital sounds and flicking images from a very late night film. She settled back, not wanting to return to dreams just yet, and lavished a small amount of tired attention on the film. It was about a corrupt cop who sold evidence, drugs and guns. He also used violence and was involved in wrongful convictions and such-like. Other members of the police were aware of his loose-cannon approach to police work and were intent on catching him in the act and putting an end to his renegade ways. Dirty cop’s aim was status quo ― continue being a dirty cop and avoid being caught and paying for his crimes. This dirty cop vs. non-dirty cops plot device was the glue keeping the film together. Her mind inevitably turned to Joe and whether he was under scrutiny. Was someone watching him closely like the guy in the film?
Juliet fell asleep again sometime after 5 a.m. and woke again at eight. She ran four laps of the property. The day went by with little happening.  A games console in one of the unpacked crates was the top source of entertainment for the rest of the day. Controlling a cartoon mouse, she avoided traps and ate cheese all the way to level seven of ten.
 


Chapter X
 
 
Day 4
 
The power indicator on her phone was on its last bar and flashing a warning red signal. She hadn’t thought to bring a charger, believing that the job would be over within a few hours. There was no house phone, the new owners hadn’t gotten around to arranging one. There wasn’t a lot she could do about it, but Juliet would soon be cut off from the outside world. She rang Joe to inform him of the situation.
“I don’t like it.” Joe informed her.
“What’s to like? It’s the reality. Why are you edgy?”
Joe feared this was a plot by the spook, to leave her cut off. Juliet laughed this off. “Are you kidding me?”
“You can come back; you don’t have to go through with this.”
Yeah, I could stay in your debt forever Joe, she thought. She said, “Some nice people want to move into their nice new house Joe. And why shouldn’t they? Why should some scumbag spook be allowed to scare them away?”
“This isn’t Ludivicio Street and you’re not dealing with Jack DeGrisse. You don’t have anything to prove.”
Juliet ended the call, irritated. She ignored Joe’s follow up call. Within a few hours her phone was dead.
Lap after lap of the property, Juliet ran with Joe’s words ringing in her ears. She was here for a payday; this wasn’t anything to do with Ludivicio Street or Jack DeGrisse.
She wasn’t here because of Ludivicio Street...
She wasn’t...
Was she?
After showering she walked her aching muscles into the kitchen. She grabbed another bottle of wine from the cellar. It was French and white and a lot better than the first one she’d tried; that being the case, she tried more of it.
After she’d drunk three-quarters of the bottle, she rested on the floor for four hours.
The rest of the day slipped hazily by; Juliet progressed to level nine of ten on the game she had taken a liking to. Having finished Tess of the D’Urbervilles, she made a start on Wuthering Heights. It dropped into her sleeping lap just after midnight.
 


Chapter XI
 
 
Day 5
 
Ancestral voices fill the air…
Juliet’s eyes sprang open.
The forest strips your senses bare…
It was loud. Confused and still mentally elsewhere, she tried to make sense of the sound… music.
…visions from a higher world…
She looked at her watch: 1:23 a.m. 
Juliet had not even seen a CD player or stereo system in the house, but the song was being played at an ear-splitting level from somewhere within the house. 
Her heart rate was quickening ― it was
showtime.
She shuffled from her makeshift bed onto the floor and switched on a light which momentarily dazzled her eyes. Her ears searched for the music’s origin; once tuned in, they led her to the foot of the staircase. 
At the bottom of the staircase was a decadent three pane window which overlooked the garden outside. It was positioned with architectural precision, presenting anyone looking out with a picture-postcard view of the exterior garden. But at night, wonder became fear. The moonlight made sinister tree shadows on the grass. Where birds had rested during the day, now a madman could easily hide and lie in wait with an axe.
Juliet chided her imagination. There was work to do.
The song continued; it drew her in like a magnet. Her feet slowly thrust her forward. The music was amplified with every cautious step; it was accompanied by another beat; she could feel the quickening beat of her heart within her ribcage; her face was suddenly feeling flushed as images of Emily Houghton’s bludgeoned face entered her mind…
Stop.
She counselled herself and obeyed the voice. She was frozen on the staircase.
Deep breaths.
She took exaggerated breaths for a minute.
The music carried on, oblivious to her struggles.
Calmer – and angry that she’d experienced fear – her steps resumed.
Ancestral voices fill the air…
The forest strips your senses bare…
Upon reaching the summit, she quickly reached for the light switch. 
Click. 
Nothing.
She retried, several times, all the time knowing the light was not going to come on. Damn it.
Juliet’s eyes tried to make sense of shapes in the darkness. As her eyes adjusted to the environment, familiar shapes started emerging from the fog of darkness. The upper floor was stately; the stairs led onto a square perimeter walkway surrounded by a guardrail balustrade. It was the kind of image that harked back to a thousand horror movie scenes where the hero or villain would crash through the guardrail and fall to their death; a twitching corpse on the ground floor, with legs twisted at unnatural angles.
The design was a pain, as well as eerie, you had to walk all the way around the perimeter to get to any of the rooms. At least the space was clutter free ― with the exception of the carved wooden sculpture of two Siamese cats entwined. On all sides of the perimeter walkway was a confusion of doors – ten in total.
Ancestral voices chant and plea…
The high volume easily identified the room of the song’s origin ― one of the empty bedrooms.
“I’m here to help.” Juliet tried to shout over the music, but her words were drowned out.
A dancing sibyl calls to me…
She walked towards the room, bypassing the tacky Siamese cats decoration.
Conscious mirage melts away…
Her bare feet were becoming icicles on the unforgiving wooden floor.
The secret rainbow covers me…
She stopped at the door; it was ajar by the smallest of margins. Her flat palm nudged it open another quarter inch. Encouraged by a view of emptiness inside, she nudged it open further. The room was still barren, exactly how she remembered it from the dozen or so reconnaissance trips of the house that she’d undertaken. Yet music was coming from somewhere in here.
She tiptoed inside, heartbeat gathering pace again. In the curtain-less window, a moonlit starry night stared back at her. There were two new objects in the room: a chair in the right hand corner and a small compact CD player in the opposite corner, the power cable snaking around to a plug socket nearby. Both objects were new to the room. Her eyes moved between chair and CD player, trying to forge a logical argument for how they had made their way in here. There were none; the spook had finally arrived and it was playing games.
Secret rainbow tap the vein…
The speakers struggled tinnily against the volume. 
Secret rainbow cover me…
She jabbed down on the stop button on the CD player and then took in the silence, studying the room for movement, inch by inch. The only noise now came from the whistling wind, which was softly buffeting the window that she was sure had been closed tightly.
She repeated her mantra, “I’m here to help.”
There was nothing; no movement, no sound except the window in the wind.
“I’m here to help.” The words were uttered softly, as if she were a mother reassuring a child with a grazed knee.
The wind still toyed with the window; apart from that the room was silent. Seemingly resigned to failure, Juliet sighed, made her way over to the window and locked the catch tightly.
When she turned back from the window, the sight that greeted her was happening too quickly for her to react to it: a second after registering that the chair was hurtling towards her head, she found herself on the ground and her world soon turned to darkness.
 


Chapter XII
 
 
As soon as her eyes flickered open and registered daylight, the pain attacked her in savage waves. Juliet felt at the considerable bruise now attached to her forehead. She sat up in the room she’d lost consciousness in the night before and tried to marshal her mental faculties back to operational endeavours. Birdsong floated into the room from a fully opened window behind her. Her mouth felt tangy; she felt blood sliding down her throat and nearly choked before spitting it out and staining the floor.
 
*
 
Juliet stared at her bloodied face in the mirror, then grimaced and threw more of the sink water onto her face. She dried her face carefully, painfully aware that any rough treatment would aggravate the pain.
For the rest of the day frozen peas and cold compacts were adorned to her head. Fleetingly, she thought of leaving, but the idea was quickly dispatched; the incident had just made her more determined to get rid of it ― and as it was now in the mood to play, it was time for her to reveal her hand...
 


Chapter XIII
 
 
Day 6
 
The music started at 2:57 a.m. Juliet wasn’t asleep this time; she was still bug-eyed from cola drinks and cappuccinos. 
Ancestral voices fill the air…
The song was getting boring now. She jumped up and headed for the staircase. The music stopped. Undaunted by this change of tactic, she walked up the stairs and stood arms crossed on the first floor.
“I’m running out of patience with you,” she bellowed. “I can help you if you want, I can stop this nightmare.”
One by one, doors to each of the rooms on this floor started slamming shut. Her eyes followed the theatre, more than a little uneasy. Door seven shut. Door eight shut. Door nine shut. Door ten… remained ajar.
“OK.” she said out loud with a confidence that belied her fears. 
She made her way to the room, keeping close to the walls, keeping far from the guardrail, nervous but trying not to show it. 
Upon entering the room she switched the light on, shut the door quickly and stood with her back firmly against it while her eyes roamed the room suspiciously. The chair had gone – Juliet had removed it earlier, but had left the CD player to give the spook a means of playing an opening gambit. Now she walked into the middle of the room.
“I take it you’re in this room?” 
The room remained pin-drop quiet.
“If you are, then I want you to give me a sign ― a non-threatening sign.”
Juliet felt a shove and stumbled, but managed to retain her balance.
“I said a non-threatening sign!” Juliet’s tone was firm. Then in a softer voice: “I can help you. If you want to be helped, then give me a sign.”
An eerie silence followed, which was only broken when the front cover of the CD player opened. 
Juliet nodded. “OK.”
She closed her eyes, concentrated on entering the condition and successfully stepped out of her physical body. The first thing her spirit-self saw was the incomprehensible face of It. It was, or had been, a man in his late twenties. He had dirty blonde hair and was good looking ― a fact Juliet ascertained despite his Oh My God expression.
“What the…?” he asked.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” It was a line that Juliet never tired of using.
“What the…?” he said again, looking at the dual images he now had of Juliet. One of the images had its eyes open and was looking in his direction. The other was rigid, eyes closed, motionless. It looked like the girl who was now staring directly at him had just walked out of that particular body and before him now stood a duplicate ― a duplicate that was staring right at him. This girl could see him!

“Neat trick, huh?” said Juliet, attempting to gate-crash the man’s racing thoughts.
“What the…?” he was still stuck on monosyllables and studied Juliet like she was in a glass case in a museum.
“You do realise that you’re dead, don’t you?” Juliet said. She’d realised long ago that there wasn’t a tactful way to pose that question.  
He looked directly at image two, the one that had addressed him, “Yeah, I know I’m dead. That’s been apparent for some time.”
He looked at twin images of the girl and then said, “Who the Hell are you?”
Juliet gestured to the physical body that her spirit had just walked out from. “One is the physical body, one is the spirit. Being a ghost you should be able to understand the concept.”
“But you’re alive… right?”
“Yeah, I’m alive.”
“How did you―”
“How am I able to do this? You ever heard of a man named Jack DeGrisse?”
The man nodded. “Serial killer? The torturer... right?”
“That’s right. Killed four girls. I was to be number five, but I was the one that got away. I was held on a torture rack for five days. You see... Jack enjoyed torture in the same way that children enjoy sweets. Knives, whips, burning steel rods, he had a full repertoire of instruments of pain. But see, one time he was having his fun and I was in so much pain, I literally couldn’t cope anymore ― at that moment, I suddenly found I was floating above my physical body, looking down on myself; my physical body was still screaming in pain, but I felt nothing, I was detached. I mean I thought I was dead, which was a whole other thing, but I wasn’t, I found I could go back. I could leave my physical body and return to it. When he tortured me, that’s what I did, I left and when it was over, I returned. I’ve been able to do it ever since.”
“How does the body―”
“Carry on?” she interrupted. She was used to the questions they ask. “My body continues to breathe, my heart still beats. The machine rolls on, when I’m ready I walk back in.”
He seemed to register this remark with considerable interest. She understood why.
“Don’t even think about it.” Juliet said, firing him a warning look, then gestured at her physical body, “It knows its owner, it won’t let you in. Be my guest, go ahead and try.”
He walked up to Juliet’s physical body, put a hand on its shoulder, felt it, examined the head, pretty soon the man determined for himself that she was telling the truth and walked back. He then felt the arm of the Spirit-Juliet.
“You feel solid. To me, your spirit body feels solid too.”
“Well it’s not. Everything is an illusion. You don’t seem to know a lot about the condition you’re in. What’s your name?” 
“Simon ― Simon Fell”
“Juliet Spiers.”
“Juliet... I like that name.”
He threw her a smile that had no doubt won him admirers in the physical world he’d left behind. Juliet was a professional Necromancer, her expression remained icy.
“So tell me the story of your death, Simon, Simon Fell.”
“I was murdered, Juliet.”
Juliet remained silent at this revelation. This wasn’t something she had encountered before. It threw her. She regained her composure. “When was this?”
“I don’t know. I don’t understand time when I’m in this condition.”
“You’re not always here. I’ve been looking for you. I know that you’re not always here, so where are you?”
Simon seemed confused. A very human furrowed brow registered on his face. “I don’t know,” he said. “I thought maybe you could tell me.”
“There is a lot I now understand about this condition, but I don’t know it all.”
“I’d really love a cigarette.”
“You’re not in a physical body anymore Simon. You can’t smoke a real cigarette. In this condition, all you have left is thought. Why do you think we’re wearing clothes?”
Simon examined what he was wearing ― the same clothes he had died in ― he hadn’t thought about this before. He then looked to Juliet, who was wearing the same clothes that her physical body displayed.
Juliet said, “You really think spirits actually wear clothes? Why do you think you can walk through walls? This is a different state, it’s a condition; you have to learn how to master it. I’ve learnt some neat tricks.”
Juliet reached into her ethereal pocket and produced a cigarette packet and a lighter, which she threw in his direction. The ghost caught the offering after a comic fumble; he then used the lighter to light himself a cigarette. He inhaled with gusto.
“My God!” His smile was wondrous; a kid at the gates of a theme park. He started to blow smoke rings.
“Why didn’t you go through the Light?” Juliet asked.
“What Light?”
“The Light, it must have been there, when you died.”
“I don’t remember no Light. I remember having my head forced under the water of the pool. Then I remember watching my body floating on the surface. I remember hearing the murderers talk about where they were going to put the body.”
“So you didn’t see the Light?” Juliet seemed surprised but nodded. “OK, I can bring you the Light. I’ve learned to do it. I’ve learned to do a lot in this condition. ”
Simon stared at her with a look of suspicion. Twin jets of ethereal cigarette smoke blew from each nostril. Suddenly a ‘eureka’ expression took centre stage on his face. He reached into his ghostly pocket and pulled out a bottle of vodka. He looked at Juliet and smiled.
“Will you look at that!?”
“You're learning.”
After a large sip he recoiled, coughed, then laughed. When his laugh ran out of fuel, he took another swig. He then offered the bottle to Juliet, who shook her head in response to the gesture. 
The Spirit-Juliet closed her eyes and put her hand out in the direction of the wall behind Simon. Obediently, the Light tore through the wall and entered the physical world.
Simon immediately took a step away, alarm etched on his face. “What... what are you doing?”
“It’s the Light. You need to go through, you can’t stay here. You can’t just terrorise people; what happened to you is not their fault.”
“Hey, I’m sorry about the chair, you must have caught me in a bad mood.”
“And what about the couple before me? What about Emily? Remember her? I’ve seen some pictures of her face. Seems you mastered certain bits of this condition very well; you know how to hurt people, don’t you Simon?”
Her words seemed to affect him greatly; he looked away, avoiding eye contact like a scolded child.
Her tone softened. “It’s not their fault don’t you see?”
“But it’s someone’s fault. Doesn’t that matter? You think my murderers are in jail? No. I watched them bury the body in these very grounds. I haven’t seen anyone dig it up, so I guess it’s still there and that they are still free. Hey, who the Hell would miss me, right?”
“What happened?”
“I was the gardener. Marilyn Stone, the former lady of this manor, married her husband for money, but she looked to others for her pleasure. I thought―stupidly―that… it doesn’t matter what I thought. I really should have looked into his associations before I did what I did. One day when we thought he was out, he walked into the bedroom... I don’t need to tell you what he saw. He kicked the Hell out of me, when I woke up I was in the pool; you see this guy could have thrown me in while I was unconscious, but not Tony Stone. He wanted me to wake up first, so that he could have the pleasure of killing me. While I was there, tied up in the pool, he’d have the odd stab with his knife. Marilyn Stone watched on; she didn’t say a word, too scared at the prospect of losing Tony’s money. She helped him bury me. I stood and watched that. They buried the knife with the body. They put the house up for sale and moved away. Marilyn liked her fun, but she liked money more than anything, and Tony Stone had money.”
Juliet ordered the Light away. “Your body is buried in the grounds? And you can tell me where?”
He cottoned on quickly to her meaning and smiled. “Oh yeah. I can pinpoint the exact spot.”
“And if we get them... if I get you justice, you will leave?”
He paused, considered her words, then, “You get me justice Juliet, and then… yes, I’ll leave.”
 


Chapter XIV
 
 
Juliet led Joe past the stables and onto a part of the grounds where maintenance was slipping. Rain hammered down from the heavens. The ground was wet and soaking through Juliet’s thin training shoes. Joe’s mood this morning was funereal and the rain was not making it any better. Juliet stopped, pointed out the spot Simon Fell had told her about. Joe edged closer, a forensic eye feasted on the scene: an outdoor bench sitting between two trees. Juliet’s finger had pointed not to the bench, but the ground below. It was a good spot to hide a body, Joe decided clinically. Shadows from the trees and the bench disguised the uneven ground below it. The ground that had been dug up and reset with a corpse.
Joe nodded to a question he must have been asking himself, then turned to Juliet. “Definitely here right?”
Juliet nodded affirmation.
An acknowledged nod from Joe.
Silence. More moody staring at the grave from Joe.
Juliet was getting wet and bored. “So how we going to play this?”
Joe looked up at her; a plan was forming, still vague and nebulous.
 
*
 
On the way back to London, Joe was thoughtful and muted. His plan, whatever it was, was still being constructed behind calculating eyes. Even when you served him a murder on a silver plate, he had to construct schemes and duplicity around it. It was simply habit by now; English was a second language to lies and subterfuge.
Juliet was looking forward to getting home. She’d rediscovered a passion for reading while she was away and planned to pick up some second hand books and spend a lazy weekend surrounded by cushions on her sofa. No need to compromise, no need to consider someone else’s view… she sighed. It was glorious freedom and miserable isolation. She was an acolyte of Joe. He started work early and finished late, perhaps anxious to spend as little time as possible in a four-bedroomed house which housed only one. She had her hang-ups about her scars, but Joe was another barrier to her meeting someone. He would get angry if his possession showed someone else any interest at all. 
“You want to go for a drink when we get back?” Joe asked.
“No.” Juliet replied with no preamble. No – she didn’t want to join Joe in a toast to lost souls.
“We need to co-ordinate.” declared Joe.
“What?”
“Stone. I did some digging. He lives in America now. We could find a body and make a move for extradition, but that could be long and drawn out.”
“So what are you going to do?”
“We just wait.”
“For what?”
“Stone is still of interest to a lot of people. Nothing on him, but there have been operations monitoring his activity. Naturally his movements are tracked.”
“OK.” Juliet said, taking her cue from Joe’s pause rather than understanding what his plan was.
Joe continued, “He comes in and out of the country for meetings, naturally.”
Another pause, Juliet filled the void with an “A-ha.”
“But his mother is still in this country. And last year he and his lovely wife Marilyn came back for her birthday, which is in 21 days time.”
Juliet nodded, picking up the thread. “So you wait while they are both inside the country―”
“If we coordinate and time it just right… we have an anonymous tip-off about a body in a grand estate. This tip-off relates to a drunken confession from a woman named Marilyn Stone, confessing to a killing she was involved in some years ago. The tip-off mentions the name that Marilyn mentions - Simon Fell. I’ll look into it. I will find out that Simon Fell is on the missing person’s list. I’ll also find out that he worked for the Stones before appearing on the missing person’s list. The tip-off even gives an indication that the body was buried between two trees in the grounds. We bring in forensics. A body is found just as Marilyn and Tony step off the plane. They are arrested. Marilyn Stone confesses pretty much immediately, she isn’t very strong according to Intel. As for Tony Stone, well he tries to turn it around and blames the wife. They both blame each other.”
Joe’s face relaxed into a satisfied smile. This was his passion, his surrogate relationship, the flame burning brightly behind his eyes. Stone was a big fish and his arrest a way of advancing Joe’s career. What would that do to Joe? He’d probably get worse. It was like he had a disease that was spreading. And that only spelled bad news for Juliet.
 


Chapter XV
 
 
The premium cabins on the Delphi Airlines flight to London were one of the reasons that Marilyn Stone enjoyed her life. Life was about luxury and comfort, not the squalor some passengers put up with in their seats. She stood behind some of them now, as they were herded from the plane. A male and female member of the cabin crew smiled cheerily to all passengers as they disembarked and thanked them for flying Delphi Airlines and hoped they had a great time in London.
Marilyn noticed the male cabin crew attendant. He was mid twenties and had a flawless complexion and toned body. As their eyes met, he wished her a good day and his eyes remained on her for longer than they needed to. Marilyn Stone was used to this; at 38 she still had the slim, athletic figure, the honey blonde hair and the high wattage smile that a woman ten years younger would die for. Any areas on her body which were south of flawless could be taken care of by corrective surgery. Life without money was unthinkable. Her husband Tony flanked her as they made their way down the steps and touched British soil. Tony was sullen and she knew better than to even make conversation while he was in this mood. There was an issue with one of his ‘teams’ and he’d have to sort it out while he was here. Marilyn’s agenda was pretty empty apart from the party they had planned for her mother-in-law. She had no friends in England anymore, so shopping, spas, fine wines and dining were top of the bill.
They made their way to passport control and stood in line like all the rest. Marilyn hated queuing. Money normally took this problem away, but not here. There was only one staff member on the passport control desk and progress was slow. Tired passengers made small talk while the queue depressingly plodded along. Tony’s mood was worsening with the wait and Marilyn was desperate to get through this line, out of the airport and into a waiting taxi, before he snapped about some minor mannerism she had displayed today.
When they finally reached the passport control desk, she parted with her passport, took off her sunglasses and traded smiles with the man at the desk. The man scanned her passport. He paused and didn’t seem to hand it back quickly like he had to the rest. He was reading some information from a computer screen. He then looked back at Marilyn Stone; all traces of his smile had gone.
Marilyn looked at her husband, then back at the official. A ghost of a smile appeared on his face before he handed her back the passport and let her through. 
The incident had unnerved them both. The man could only have been looking at their travel history, yet their pace through the rest of the airport increased. Marilyn spotted the exit doors in the distance and marched towards them. Tony, older and rotund, fell behind.
“Marilyn Stone?”
Marilyn turned in the direction of the voice, a cocky looking gel-combed haircut in a sharp suit.
“Anthony Gerard Stone?”
A second voice. Tony Stone looked in his direction. Sharp suit two. In the background, surrounding them in the periphery, other sharp suits; watching the action, waiting, ready for trouble. Cops, all of them. Tony Stone cursed. Coming back here had been a big mistake.
 


Chapter XVI
 
 
From an upstairs room in Breybury Hall, someone had watched the police exhume Simon Fell’s earthly body with great interest. 
The disruptions were over. The garden was quiet now, his body taken for a proper burial. He watched as a taxi now made its way up the gravel drive to the house. He watched the Necromancer step out of the taxi and walk up to the front door. She just couldn’t get enough of him could she? He checked his hair in an ethereal mirror that he thought into existence. He looked fine.
 
*
 
“Trial is next year. Tony Stone is denying everything of course, but Marilyn isn’t looking forward to prison and will do anything to lighten her sentence of aiding and abetting, or whatever it is they have charged her with.”
Simon was staring out of the window; when he turned around to face her, she could see that, like a sorcerer’s apprentice, he’d learned from Juliet some of the rules of the condition. He had imagined himself a new wardrobe since they’d last met: a leather jacket with tassels, cowboy jeans complete with a belt and Stetsons. He was even sporting an abdominal muscle six-pack, which was bursting through his white t-shirt. The crow’s feet around his eyes had even disappeared. A scar on his cheek had also gone and he even seemed tanned. He looked like a Hollywood reboot of himself.
“Why can’t I leave the grounds of this property, Juliet?” 
“I don’t know.” she began. “I can walk out of my body anywhere, but some spirits seem to be grounded near the scene of death. I don’t know why. Why do you ask? Were you thinking of going on vacation or something?”
He started to smile but the expression didn’t take. His appearance and manner were worrying her; he circled her, saying nothing. He pulled out a Cuban cigar and then eyeballed her.
“You ready to go Simon? We had a deal.” She tried to say the words with authority, but couldn’t help but think that they sounded a little croaky.
He paused and puffed ghostly cigar smoke into the air. He continued pacing around like a caged lion. He then held his hand in the air, “Watch this Juliet.” He rubbed his hands together and a pattern of lights appeared above his head. When he moved his hand away, the lights stayed, lingering over his head like a halo. With another command from his hand, the circle of light rotated around his head. Eventually the light show faded.
“Can you do that?” he asked her.
“It’s a neat trick.” 
How the Hell had he done that?
“Learnt a lot of neat tricks ― oh, thanks to you, the apprentice should always acknowledge the master.” He made a gesture as if he were a gentleman doffing his cap to a lady.
“Simon, are you ready to go?”
He smirked at her and then blew smoke in her direction. “What’s actually in the Light, Juliet?”
Juliet paused, then said, “It’s where we go.” The answer was not going to pacify him and she knew it.
“You’ve no idea what’s behind the Light do you? You’ve no idea what awaits us.”
She paused again, briefly calculating that it would be pointless to lie. “No I don’t.”
“Why do you think I should take the trip then? See, in my human state I didn’t believe in Heaven and Hell, God and the Devil. But I think, given my current predicament, that I may need to re-appraise my beliefs. I wasn’t quite an angel in my human condition, so maybe I’m better off here. What do you think?”
“You can’t stay here.” Juliet replied meekly.
“So I just go to the Light? A Light you don’t understand!” His tone was getting amplified. “See maybe there’s Heaven, maybe there’s Hell, but maybe there’s neither. Maybe there’s nothing out there Juliet, what about that? The greatest act of evolution, God didn’t create us, we created him, we evolved to this stage and nothing more. Behind the Light, there’s just a work in progress, or maybe nothing, maybe it just eats you up into a void of nothingness. Maybe this is as good as it gets for a ghost.”
Now he was circling her, like a bird of prey before the mortal swoop. “Maybe I’m better off like this; you’ve taught me some real neat tricks lately. Maybe this condition is not as bad as I thought. I’m happier than I’ve been in a long while.”
Not expecting this confrontation, she didn’t quite know how to respond to it. The problem was that he was right and she didn’t want to get into a theological discussion with the spook for fear of the outcome. She had no idea what was behind the Light; no one had ever come from the other side ― she had no proof of what life existed beyond that singular point.  The truth was she wanted her payday and Simon Fell didn’t matter to her. Maybe if he saw the Light, if he looked at it properly, he’d be drawn in, like they always are...
Her hand moved to the wall and the Light obeyed her call. Simon stared at it, then turned to her, wearing an expression of outraged fury.
She replied verbally to his expression. “You can’t stay here!” Juliet beckoned the Light inwards and it obeyed, slowly expanding its boundaries; the event horizon maximising out. The portal was now larger than she had ever seen it… and was growing. Simon looked at the portal then at Juliet; an animal anger was evident in his eyes.
Juliet started walking back towards her physical body. Unseen to her, Simon’s hand made a gesture in her direction.
Two yards from a reunion with her physical self, Juliet seemed to smack into an invisible wall and fell to the ground. She stood up and tried to get past it, but with the same result. Frantically she tried again and again, looking like a mime artist battling with an invisible wall.
There was something in front of her, an invisible shield between her spirit-self and her physical body. Her fists banged on the shield and she cried out. 
He laughed. “Learnt some good tricks here haven’t I? Like I say, all thanks to you.”
The Light was creeping in behind them both. Simon made frenzied attempts to stop its advance and push it back, but all his efforts were to no avail.
“God damn you!” he shouted to Juliet, who was still frantically trying to claw her way through the concealed shield.
Simon watched, resigned, as the Light continued to expand. He turned to Juliet, anger etched on his ethereal face. She was still desperately trying to find a way past his invisible screen. He lunged for her, grabbing her by the neck. “Don’t want to be clingy or anything, but if you must insist on me taking this trip, thought I might bring a friend along for company.”
Juliet struggled, clawing at the spirit hands which where clamped around her spirit neck. The irony of how two spirit entities could fight, lock horns, grapple and struggle was not lost on her.
Juliet pondered once more the invisible shield that separated her from her physical form. He laughed and held her tighter still. He then dragged her backwards towards the Light. She started to scream. 
“What’s the matter? You’ve told everyone else how great this place is right? How can you recommend somewhere you’ve never been yourself Juliet? How can the tour guide not take the tour?”
She could feel the life force of the Light behind her. Memories of her life invaded her. He managed, despite her struggles, to drag her back a further step. She noticed a strange buzzing sound which increased in volume as she got nearer the Light. Her mind seemed to be a kaleidoscope of images all fighting for the top billing. She was facing the Light and the pied-piper had her snared. She felt what they all felt, an overpowering desire to walk through to the other side; she fought the feelings, this wasn’t right, she didn’t want to go through the Light... but he was pulling her back and she didn’t have any power left to stop him. She would soon be in the Light and beyond; the physical world would soon be over for her. 
And then she heard something... 
A voice... 
...broken... not the same as she remembered it... 
...but the words were a saviour’s rhapsody...
DON’T−YOU−HURT−MY−BABY!
It resonated. She felt his grip on her loosen and he cried out. Juliet fell back, away from the Light. She turned around to see what had become of her attacker. He was being held and dragged backwards into the Light. It was not just a one-way system. Someone had come through from the other side to help her.
DON’T−YOU−HURT−MY−BABY!
The words didn’t come from any mouth, but resonated around in stereo. The form of this thing was not familiar, not entirely human shaped, but in some features that seemed to have survived on the other side of the event horizon, there were features she recognised. It was too powerful for Simon, whatever tricks he had learned in the condition were dwarfed by the power of this Being of Light. 
Juliet heard a last, frantic scream from him before they both disappeared into an unknown world; the Light followed them through and the room returned to its earthly dimensions. 
She felt around for the invisible shield, but it was gone. Relieved, she walked back to her physical body and then into it. The eyes flickered; she took several deep breaths, getting used to her physical body once more. She looked around the room and struggled to take in what had just happened.
 
*
 
Juliet closed the front door of the property, and locked it with a key. The taxi driver was resting against his car, newspaper in hand. He folded it. “You done?”
She considered the question. “Yeah,” she replied. “I’m finished.”
He made for the driver’s side and got in. The car started up. Juliet looked up at the window where minutes earlier phantoms had fought and dimensions had collided. It was now lifeless. She switched her cell phone back on and let it warm up while she ambled towards the taxi. She got in.
“Where to now?”
Juliet’s cell phone caught up with itself and informed her of several voicemails from Joe. 
“Miss? Where we going?”
She was reading an angry text message from Joe. He was demanding to know where she was. He wanted to talk to her. Another angry text followed. Juliet switched off the phone, wound down the window and threw it out.
The taxi driver watched events, but didn’t comment on them. He was only interested in her next destination. “Miss? Where we going now? I think you said before; some hotel, then the train station?”
The Houghtons were at the hotel. She had got them to agree to a further payment once she got rid of the spook. The balance could follow once they were happy it was gone for good.
“Hotel,” Juliet said. “Then the airport.”
She had her passport with her. She took it everywhere. You never knew when you might see a job advertisement for a few days work and it was best to be ready and armed with the proof you were a legal resident here. The down payment from the Houghtons would pay for a trip anywhere. She’d tell them to pay the final instalment to Joe, once they were completely happy that their visitor had left. It would be everything she owed Joe plus considerable interest. It was time to stop trading in souls. Maybe she’d find a job in a bar on the beach in the Caribbean. People would see her scars and see a survivor, not a victim.
Glorious freedom. 
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