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Chapter One

 


“I’m here, and I’ve got supplies.” Lily took a step
back from the speaker, released the intercom button, and waited for
her best friend’s head to appear at the window.

The window opened, and Georgia’s head poked out, her
highlighted hair dangling in front of her eyes. “You know no one’s
allowed in without Ben and Jerry’s.”

Lily rolled her eyes and pulled a carton out of the
bag on her shoulder. “Well, I have two flavours—Half Baked and
Phish Food. Now let me in before it melts.”

Georgia grinned and her head disappeared back into
her flat.

“I hope you’ve kept your side of the bargain,” Lily
said when Georgia opened the door and stood aside to let her in.
“I’m expecting films with Channing Tatum or Gerard Butler. Or both
together, if such a thing exists.” Lily walked through the living
room and into the kitchen area, where she dumped her bag on the
counter.

“In that case, you’ll love this,” Georgia said,
holding up two DVD cases. “Magic Mike and 300. Am I the best
friend ever, or what?”

Lily whistled under her breath. “We’re in for a
treat tonight.” She knew her way around Georgia’s flat almost as
well as she knew her own house, and she grabbed two spoons and two
wine glasses and cracked open the bottle of red that Georgia passed
her.

“So what’s new with you, then?” Georgia asked, as
they carried the wine and ice cream through to the coffee table in
front of the sofa. She switched the television on and held the two
DVDs up, prompting Lily to choose.

“300 first.” Lily took a sip of her wine. “Not a lot
really, work’s the same as ever, Nick’s fine. Things are just
ticking along nicely, you know.” She shrugged indifferently. “Come
on, you must have some news for me.”

“Me?” Georgia had put the DVD into the machine and
was now settling down on the sofa. “Little old perpetually single
me?” She rolled her eyes.

Lily sat down next to her. “If this were Sex and the
City, you’d be keeping me entertained with stories of the latest
man you’re dating. He’d probably have some strange sexual
preferences, or something. They always did, didn’t they?”

Georgia laughed. “Yes, maybe. But this is real life,
not some TV show. And real life is never that exciting. Plus,
there’s no need to make me sound like a slapper!”

Lily nudged her friend with an elbow. “You know what
I meant,” she said with a grin.

“Yeah, yeah. Shut up and pass me the Phish
Food.”

“If we were out as often as the characters on Sex
and the City, we’d be broke and never get any work done.”

“And our livers would be packing up too.” Georgia
dug into the carton of Phish Food before offering it to Lily, and
silence fell as they tucked in. “Hey, you know what?” she added
after a moment. “We don’t do this often enough.”

Lily put her arm around Georgia and gave her a
squeeze. “You’re right. When we were teenagers we did this all the
time, didn’t we? Especially when we were meant to be revising for
our GCSEs. Films and chocolate and plenty of gossiping about boys.
Oh, like Rob Smith!”

Georgia broke into a broad grin at the mention of
their biggest crush. “Or Dean Reynolds,” she added.

“God, can you believe that was ten—nearly
eleven—years ago?”

Georgia hid her head in the crook of her arm. “I
don’t feel old enough to have taken my GCSEs that long ago!”

“Sometimes I feel like I could still be
sixteen.”

They fell into companionable silence for a few
minutes before Georgia picked up the remote. “Well, speaking of
gorgeous men, shall I press play?”

Fifteen minutes into the film, one of their phones
rang.

“Ugh, it’s mine,” Lily said, with a sigh. “Hold on a
minute.”

Georgia paused the film. “Tell whoever it is that
they’d better have a bloody good reason for interrupting Gerard
Butler in full flow.”

Lily grabbed her phone out of her bag and glanced at
the screen. “Oh. It’s Nick,” she said, surprised. He was the last
person she’d expect, as he was going out with some of the boys from
work, and she’d seen him only an hour earlier. “I’d better answer
this. Sorry.”

Georgia smiled. “It’s fine. But I’ll only give you
five minutes before I go on without you.”

“Hi Nick,” Lily said when she answered the call.
“You okay?”

“Um. I don’t know.” He sounded preoccupied, which
unsettled Lily.

“What do you mean?”

“When did you last speak to my mother?” His voice
was starting to sound steely.

Lily exhaled loudly. “I don’t know. Maybe when—”

“Okay, fine,” he cut in. “Don’t tell me when you
spoke to her—tell me what you said to her.”

“Nick, what is this about?”

“I’ve just been on the phone to her. The
conversation started off innocently enough, and then she ambushed
me at the end, asking when I’m planning to propose to you.” He
sounded furious now, and Lily felt a sick flutter in her stomach.
“What did you say to her?”

Lily pulled a face, wishing she’d been more careful.
“Oh, she was talking about marriage and I don’t know… I think I
might have mentioned that I’d always thought I might get married at
some point in my life.”

Nick groaned. “Thanks a lot. You know how
much of a hard time I get off my parents, especially Mum. I’m never
going to be able to follow my sister’s example. Hardly a week goes
by when she doesn’t remind me of the fact that I work in the
finance department of a medium-sized company and live with my
girlfriend—I’m not a high-flying doctor with a husband and two
perfect children. She hardly needs any more ammunition against
me.”

“Nick, I never meant for that to happen. I know that
you’re not in any hurry to get married.”

“But now my mother is giving me the guilt trip,
suggesting I’m letting you down. I don’t need this!” He paused, and
Lily could hear his breathing in the speaker. She didn’t know what
to say. She knew how demanding Nick’s mother was—she should have
been more careful. “Do you know what, Lily? Maybe I never want to
get married.”

Lily’s heart was thudding in her chest. He’d never
said that before—until that point, he’d always said he saw marriage
in his future. Her only consolation was that maybe it was just the
anger talking.

“Don’t say that,” she said quietly. “You’re angry at
the minute.”

“Yeah, too right I’m angry.”

Lily felt her temper flare. She hadn’t told Nick’s
mother to get on his back, and she’d always been understanding
about his views on marriage. They’d been together six years, and
she’d faced countless jokey questions about when Nick was going to
make an honest woman of her. “Maybe instead of having a go at me,
you should tell your mother that.” She stopped talking abruptly as
Georgia was gesticulating at her to calm down. Her friend was
right. There was no point turning this into a complete blazing row
over the phone.

“What, you don’t think I have?” Clearly Nick had
other ideas.

“I think we should talk about this tomorrow, Nick,”
Lily said, trying to keep her voice calm.

“Fine. Don’t wait up. I don’t know what time I’ll be
home.” And he ended the call.

Lily took a deep breath and let it out again slowly,
dropping her phone back into her bag. She looked at Georgia, who
raised her eyebrows questioningly.

“Is his mother giving him a hard time again, by any
chance?”

“Yeah. And I’m getting the blame. Brilliant, isn’t
it?”

“I hope he’s worth the amount of shit he gives you
sometimes.” Georgia paused, shaking her head, and shoved a spoonful
of Phish Food into her mouth. “Lil, you’d tell me if you’re not
really happy with him, wouldn’t you?”

“Of course I would. But I am. It’s just…well, I
would really like to get married at some point, and now, it doesn’t
seem like he wants to at all. But it’s hardly a deal-breaker,
right? Being married wouldn’t change our relationship at
all.”

“Who are you trying to convince?”

Lily was suddenly desperate to change the subject,
and she picked up the tub of rapidly melting Half Baked ice cream.
“Just press play, please.”

 


Lily was woken the next morning by her alarm, which
was a very unwelcome sound on a Saturday. She lay still for a
moment, trying to figure out if it was set for a reason or if she
had just forgotten to switch it off. Then she remembered—she had a
train to catch. She was going to visit her parents for the
weekend.

She rolled over and saw Nick on the bed next to her,
fully clothed and snoring like only the very drunk do. She couldn’t
remember hearing him come in and wasn’t sure if he was passed out
or genuinely asleep. If Nick hadn’t been snoring, Lily might have
thought he was dead, he was so still. She had been up a whole hour
before he even moved once.

Lily showered and had breakfast. She was packing the
last few things she needed to take to her parents when he finally
groaned and propped himself up on one elbow. Lily glanced over at
him and saw him squinting around the room, partly because he didn’t
have his glasses on and partly because the daylight was hurting his
head. He raked his free hand through his dark hair and then covered
his eyes. He looked like he had a stinking hangover, and if Lily
believed in karma she would have put it down to that.

“Lily?” he said, his voice croaky.

“Morning,” she said, without turning around.

“What are you doing?”

“Packing to go to my parents’.”

“Oh. Yeah. Should I give you a lift to the
station?”

“I don’t think you’re in any state to drive, do
you?”

He slowly lowered himself back down on to the pillow
and covered his face with one arm. “No, probably not.”

Silence fell between them, and Lily wondered if he
even remembered their argument last night. She didn’t want it
hanging over their heads while she was away, but then she didn’t
want to try and have a deep and meaningful conversation with Nick
in his current state either.

“You should take the car,” Nick said. “Leave it at
the station and I’ll walk down and pick it up later.”

“Okay.” She hesitated. “Look, I don’t really want to
have to do this now, but I have to leave soon so I don’t have much
choice… It’s about last night.”

Nick groaned again, like he was remembering
something he’d rather forget. “Wait a minute, Lil. Let me speak
first.” He lifted his head off the pillow and looked at Lily
through barely open eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I completely
overreacted. I know you didn’t say anything to my mother on
purpose. I just wish she’d stop bugging me about us getting
married.”

Lily sat down on the bed next to Nick. “She’s very
traditional, though. She’s all about appearances.”

“Yeah—that, or maybe she constantly compares me to
my sister and I always come up short. I don’t know. Marriage is the
last thing I want to do now, it really is. She’s completely put me
off the idea altogether.” He sighed heavily.

“Now’s not the best time to talk about that.” Lily
didn’t want him to dwell on it for too long, because she was pretty
sure he’d decide to veto the idea of marriage altogether. “But if
you see your mother’s number come up on the caller display this
weekend, maybe you shouldn’t answer it.”

“Good plan.” He closed his eyes again and lay back
down, holding his hand out for Lily’s. She kissed his hand and lay
down next to him, snuggling into his shoulder. He kissed the top of
her head. “We’re all right like this, though, aren’t we?”

Lily looked at the clock. “Yeah, but only for ten
minutes. Then I have to go.”

“No, I mean us. Me and you. We’re okay how we are,
aren’t we? We don’t need some certificate to prove that we love
each other, do we?”

Some certificate? That was never how Lily had looked
at marriage. In the past they’d talked about marriage as something
that would definitely happen, just at some point in the future. But
she had always had an understanding that it would happen.
Now he was talking more as if he didn’t see the need for it. And
sure, some couples were perfectly happy living together without
being married.

Lily wasn’t sure she was one of those people. In
fact, she was almost certain she wasn’t. She buried her face into
Nick’s neck and stifled a sigh.


Chapter Two

Lily would never have admitted it out loud, but the
end of the weekend couldn’t come fast enough. As the car wound
through the back roads leading to the train station, her parents’
bickering made her reconsider accepting the ride in the first
place. At this point, she would rather get out and walk.

That morning, her parents had realised they had
double-booked the car, and they’d been arguing about it ever
since.

“Richard, you can’t blame me,” her mother, Dawn,
said. “My book club is on at the same time each month. And besides
that, it’s on the calendar.”

“Oh, it’s on the calendar,” Lily’s father replied
sarcastically. “How careless of me not to check the calendar before
arranging to play golf with Mike on one of the few times that he’s
actually in the area!”

“But life doesn’t stop for the rest of us just
because Mike actually decides to grace us with his presence.”

“That’s not fair at all. You make it sound like he
constantly messes us around. Can’t one of your book club friends
pick you up?”

“Can’t Mike pick you up?”

The car sped on under a sky blanketed with grey
clouds, and Lily sighed quietly, staring out of the window at the
green blur of trees and fields. Not for the first time that morning
she wished she’d taken a taxi to the station like she had offered.
So much for a relaxing weekend, Lily thought. If this was
the result of spending thirty-two years married to the same person,
she couldn’t help but think that maybe Nick had the right idea
after all.

Her mother was about to break the tense silence
emanating from the front of the car. Lily cut in before she could.
“This is stupid. Mum, you drop Dad off at the golf club and then go
to your book group. You’ll finish first, so you can either pick Dad
up when he’s done, or maybe Mike can drop him home. There’s no need
to spend all morning arguing about it!”

Neither of her parents spoke. They glanced at each
other before Dawn turned to face her daughter, her forehead
crinkled by a frown. “Lily, whatever has got into you? Your father
and I are quite capable of organising ourselves, thank you very
much.”

Lily could have laughed out loud as her mother
turned back to face the front and fixed her gaze on the road ahead.
Her father was gripping the steering wheel so hard that his
knuckles were white. A muscle was working in his jaw. She wants
to know what my problem is? Lily shook her head in disbelief.
She had friends who loved going back to their parents’ house for
the weekend. There’s nothing like being spoilt by your parents and
having one of your mum’s roast dinners. It was like being a kid
again, without a care in the world—or at least it had been until
recently. Lily’s last few weekends with her parents had become more
and more uncomfortable. She could hardly remember her parents
speaking a cross word to each other when she’d been growing up, but
now it was a different story.

The silence in the car was heavy and tense, and Lily
couldn’t wait to reach the station and get on the train. She felt a
pang of guilt, but relief came when her phone started to ring.
Rummaging in her bag to find it, she glanced at the screen quickly
before answering.

“Hi Georgia,” she said, aware of how falsely bright
she sounded.

“Wow, Lil, is it really that bad?” Georgia said.
“Are they still at it?”

“In a word, yes.”

“I take it you can’t say too much. Are they in ear
shot?”

Lily laughed. Her best friend knew her too well.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“Hey, are we still on for a drink when you meet me
at the station later?”

“Yeah, definitely. You can tell me all about your
parents, too. Still due to arrive at 4pm?”

“Yeah, as far as I know. I’ll let you know if the
train is delayed. We’ll have to make it a quick one, though, as
Nick’s cooking one of my favourites, apparently.”

“Making up for having a go at you on Friday night,
is he?”

“Hmm, maybe,” Lily replied wryly.

“Anyway, I’ll see you then.”

Lily’s father turned the car into a space in the
station car park just as the first few drops of rain fell. Lily and
her father got out of the car, but her mother made no attempt to
move. Richard opened the boot to get Lily’s bags out and her mother
said, without turning around, “I’m sure you won’t mind if I don’t
get out to see you off, Lily. This rain will ruin my hair. I’ll
call you later in the week. Have a good trip back.”

Lily held her hand out flat and looked pointedly at
her father, who shrugged. It was barely drizzling, so she had no
idea how her mother’s hair would be ruined. Clearly she was just
trying to make a point. Lily shook her head; her family could be so
infuriating sometimes.

“Okay, see you,” she called through from the
boot.

Lily and her father went into the station building
to check that her train was on time and find out its platform
number. After they had made their way out on to platform two, Lily
turned to her father.

“Dad, are you all right? You and Mum, I mean.”

The expression on his face was unreadable, and he
casually looked around at some of the other passengers waiting
nearby. “Why do you ask, love?”

Lily noticed that he hadn’t tried to reassure her
instantly. “I just feel like all I see you two do lately is argue.
I don’t know, maybe I’m overreacting.”

“Oh, you know, people argue,” he said, starting to
fiddle with the collar of his polo shirt. “It’s not the end of the
world, just a rough patch. We all have them.”

“You’re going to have to do better than that if you
want to convince me.”

People were beginning to gather in clusters here and
there, signalling the train’s imminent arrival. There was a
youngish couple nearby standing very close together, arms locked
around each other, whispering. They started kissing, and Lily
looked away. Usually public displays of affection turned her
stomach, but today it just made her think of Nick. She couldn’t
wait to get back to him and back to normality.

Lily’s father stuck his hands in his pockets and
looked both ways down the platform, but his face was still
unreadable. Lily saw him open his mouth to reply to her, but she
didn’t have a clue what he said. An excruciating pain flashed
across her forehead and her vision failed for a few seconds.

When she could bear to open her eyes again, the pain
was gone and every single person on the platform was attached to a
woven red rope. It seemed to grow out of their chests, just as the
hair grows on a person’s head, and then disappeared off into the
distance or into the chest of a person nearby.

She looked around with a queasy feeling of muted
horror sitting in a lump in her chest. The ropes passed through
buildings and people, never tripping anyone up or getting in the
way. The people around her didn’t even seem aware of their
tethers.

Looking around, Lily saw that everyone had one of
the ropes growing out of their chests, including her father. But
when she looked down at her own chest, there was nothing there.

Before she could react, the pain seared across her
forehead, and just as quickly as it had first happened, her vision
went blank. She screwed her eyes shut. When she reopened them a few
seconds later her vision was back to normal and all she was left
with was the final echoes of a chronic migraine.

Lily’s hand went to her forehead and, through the
agonising pain, she was aware of her father looking at her with
concern.

“Lil, are you okay?”

She didn’t know the answer to that question, but
there was no way she was going to tell him what just happened.
“Migraine.” Even now, her head throbbed when she talked.

“If it’s that bad when it happens, you need to see
your doctor. Or perhaps you need to go to the optician. That didn’t
look pleasant.” The sound of an approaching train made her father
stop talking and look around. “This looks like your train, love.
Are you okay to get on, or do you want to come back home with me
and your mum?”

Lily didn’t think spending any more time with her
parents would ease a migraine. “I’ll be fine. It’s already
gone.”

The train had stopped in front of them, but Lily’s
father didn’t look convinced.

“Dad, please. I’ll lie down when I get home and book
an appointment with my doctor first thing tomorrow. I promise.”

“Okay, well, see that you do. Now, take care and let
us know when you get home.”

Giving her father a kiss on the cheek, Lily grabbed
her bags and stepped carefully on to the train. Not only was she
dizzy, but she felt half drunk. It was like she was trying to see
through a fine mist. Just making her leaden legs move took all her
concentration.

She stowed her suitcase in the luggage compartment,
and slowly made her way into the carriage. Despite the train being
half-full when it pulled up, and the number of people who got on at
the same time as Lily, she easily managed to find a seat at the
first table she came to, opposite a sleeping man. She turned to the
window to wave goodbye to her father.

As the train pulled away and the station
disappeared, Lily heard a text come through on her phone. It was
from her father.

Don’t worry about me and your mum. We’re fine. Take
care & go to the dr! xx

Lily sat back in her seat, aimlessly watching the
countryside rolling past. Why did she still not feel reassured?


Chapter Three

Lily settled in and closed her eyes, pleased at how
easily she had found a seat on the crowded train. A sudden screech
startled her, and she looked across the aisle to the woman and
three children sat there. The woman seemed exhausted as she tried
to keep the children in line.

“Get off me!” One of the boys shouted at his
brother, who was trying to wrench a toy car out of his hands.

“Stop that,” the woman hissed. “If you can’t share,
you’ll just have to play with your own toys.” She leaned forward
and placed the two boys back on their seats.

The third child, a girl, suddenly leapt at the boy
opposite her and grabbed his hair.

“Ow! Mum, tell her!”

The poor woman started to look more and more
desperate, and her stern words became threats and finally pleas,
but it didn’t make the slightest bit of difference. The fact that
these seats were free suddenly made perfect sense to Lily. And yet
somehow, the man opposite Lily slept through every jarring shriek.
Although she had been desperate to get on the train, her mood was
rapidly worsening. She could only hope that they’d get off at the
next station.

The next station came and went, but sadly, the
family didn’t. And still the man slept. Looking up and down the
carriage, Lily saw a couple of harassed-looking people get up from
their seats and move to the next carriage, shooting angry looks at
the mother and her unruly children. Moving seemed to be the best
idea, so Lily decided to follow suit. Gathering her things
together, she stood just as the man opposite her stirred.

“Lily Robinson?” he said. He spoke so quietly that
Lily wouldn’t have even heard him if the children hadn’t at that
moment decided to pause for breath. Lily studied his face, trying
to figure out if she had ever met him before. This man, probably in
his mid-thirties, with a square jaw and dark hair that was dusted
with grey at the sides, was completely unfamiliar.

The hairs on the back of Lily’s neck were starting
to stand up, making her skin prickle. This man knew her, whether
she knew him or not. He was now looking at her intently, and he
seemed so fresh that she wondered if he really had been asleep
after all. Had he been watching her?

“Do I know you?” she asked, trying not to give
anything away.

“Listen, Lily, take a seat,” he said, gesturing to
the seat that she had just vacated. “Ignore the brats, if you
can.”

Lily didn’t move. “I never said that I actually
was Lily.”

The man looked out of the window. “Well you clearly
are, otherwise you wouldn’t still be standing there. You would’ve
put me straight and moved on.”

They were on the verge of creepy territory here. If
this were a drama on the television, she would’ve put him in his
place with some clever retort and then moved to a different
carriage. Instead, she was just standing there, looking at him
dumbly, and hoping that somehow it was all a misunderstanding.

“Just sit down,” he said, sounding exasperated. “You
don’t know me, but I need to talk to you.”

Despite feeling she’d rather not, she also felt
compelled to hear what he had to say. Although her brain was
screaming to get as far away from him as the train would allow, her
legs disobeyed and folded her body into the seat opposite him. She
crossed her arms over her chest and started chewing the inside of
her cheek absentmindedly. What could this all be about?

Before the man could open his mouth, the pain hit
her across the forehead once again. Lily kept her eyes closed,
determined not to see the tangle of red ropes she saw before.
What the hell is happening to me? she thought helplessly,
trying to keep her face smooth so as not to give away the pain she
was feeling. When it subsided and she was sure her vision was as it
should be, she opened her eyes again. The man was looking at her
with his head tilted slightly to one side.

“It’s nothing,” she said, for some reason feeling
the need to explain herself. “Just a migraine.”

“A migraine, hmm?” He didn’t sound convinced, but
all Lily could wonder was why he even cared. She just shrugged in
response, making a mental note to go and see her doctor. These
migraines were getting exhausting. Even her facial muscles and jaw
felt heavy now, and she was worried that she might start slurring
her words.

“Do you really believe that was just a migraine?”
the man said, giving Lily a patronising smile.

Lily just looked at him. She had no idea what to
say. Of course she believed that—she had no reason to believe
anything else.

The man gave an annoyed sounding sigh. “Can we
actually have a conversation, or are you just going to sit there
staring at me?”

Irrational anger blazed in Lily, and she leaned
forward across the table towards him. “Are you serious? I’m just
meant to accept it when some random bloke on the train suddenly
knows my name and then wants to have a conversation about my
migraines, am I?”

The stranger rolled his eyes skyward from his
relaxed position opposite. “Just humour me. At least hear me out
for five minutes.”

“Why don’t you just hassle someone else?” Lily shook
her head and stood up, heading off down the carriage away from the
stranger. The swaying train and the heaviness of her legs made
walking difficult, but she was determined not to look back. She had
the feeling that the man was bound to be watching.

She carefully negotiated a couple of large suitcases
sticking partially out of the luggage rack at the end of the
carriage, and then walked into a solid figure just through the
sliding door leading through to the next carriage.

“Oh I’m sorry—I wasn’t looking where I was going,”
she began, looking up as she did so. Anything else she was about to
say died in her throat when she saw the grotesque figure in front
of her. Standing at around the same height as a tall man, the thing
had a lean, wiry body covered with skin of a greeny-grey colour,
almost the hue of an old bruise.

It had no hair on its bony head, but it had small
horns growing out of the top of its skull. Its face was scarred and
ugly, with angular features—a hooked nose, prominent cheekbones and
deep-set eyes. Lily realised she couldn’t tell for sure which way
this demonic creature was looking, as it had no irises or pupils;
the entire eyeball was just an expanse of black. But the crawling
of her skin told her that the creature was looking directly at
her.

Lily dropped her bags and started backtracking into
the carriage she’d just come out of, almost immediately tripping
over one of the suitcases near the doorway. With lightning
reflexes, the creature reached out with one long-fingered hand and
grabbed her by the throat before she hit the floor. Lily
frantically gasped for breath, but a ragged wheeze was all she
could manage. If it increased the pressure and held it, she was
going to die right there on the train.

Raising its arm, the creature lifted her off her
feet with ease, and she brought her hands up to try and pry its
fingers off her throat. It was no use. It was like trying to bend a
lamppost with her bare hands; the creature wasn’t going to let go
until it was ready. She saw someone walking into the toilet just
behind it and tried to croak for help, but he ignored her.

The creature moved its head to one side as if it
were trying to see around Lily, and then it grinned, a nasty leer
that revealed discoloured, pointed teeth. A partly-forked tongue
flicked out between.

Suddenly, something or someone knocked the beast off
its feet, sending it and Lily sprawling backwards. She landed on
top of it, scrabbling to get away from it as soon as she was able
to move, backing up until she hit the wall of the train. She drew
her knees up to her chest and swallowed, heaving in deep breaths
now that she could breathe freely.

The stranger from Lily’s carriage was standing over
the creature, which was still lying on its back in the middle of
the vestibule between carriages. The man came back out of the
toilet, shooting Lily a disgusted frown as he did so. She massaged
her throat, wondering what the hell his problem was. He hadn’t
helped her when she was clearly in trouble.

“Nice try,” the stranger said to the creature
between gritted teeth, “but you’ll have to do better than
that.”

The grin never left the thing’s face. In the time it
took Lily to blink, it was on its feet again. It shoved the
stranger backwards before apparently melting away into the ground.
It didn’t open the door, it didn’t dive through the window. It just
melted, like a snowman in the sun.

The stranger gave an exasperated growl and punched
the wall near where the creature had vanished. Lily watched him
warily—she wasn’t sure if he had noticed that she was still there,
and she wasn’t sure if she even wanted him to.

Abruptly, he turned and looked straight at her. “Are
you okay?”

Lily swallowed painfully, still holding her throat.
“What was that thing?” she whispered.

“The full story is much too long for me to tell you
here. That table we were sitting at is still free.” He held a hand
out to help her to her feet. “First things first, though. My name
is Aver.”

“Aver?” Lily said with a frown, returning to the
seats where they had previously been sitting. “That’s…unusual.”

Aver dumped her bags on the seat next to her and
took the seat opposite. “It’s not your average name, I get that.
But then I’m not your average guy. And as far as I can tell, you’re
not the average girl, either.”

“But what was that thing that tried to strangle
me?”

Aver leaned his head back against the seat and took
a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “It has something to do with
what I wanted to talk to you about. It’s connected to those
‘migraines’ of yours. But this kind of thing isn’t easy for humans,
and if I attempted to explain it all right now, there’s no way
you’d believe me. Not yet anyway.”

‘Humans?’ ‘This kind of thing?’ Now Lily knew what
had happened. It must have something to do with the drunk feeling
she had after a migraine. This was all way too weird for real life.
She relaxed, realising that she’d boarded the train and fallen
asleep. She’d wake up at any moment, and hopefully before she
missed her stop.

“Today was meant to be a simple meet and greet; it
was my opportunity to say hello. You weren’t supposed to have been
attacked by a demon. But trust me, I’ll tell you more another
day.”

“In another dream, you mean?” Lily chuckled at the
look of confusion on his face and enjoyed riding the waves of the
post-migraine drunkenness.

“Another dream? No, I mean another day. We’ll be
seeing each other again, of course. This is just the preliminary
meeting.”

“Ooh, preliminary. Sounds fancy.”

Aver was peering at Lily with his head on one side
like a bird looking at a worm. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Just a bit worried I won’t wake up before
my stop.”

Realisation seemed to hit Aver, and a smile crossed
his face. “Ah. Haven’t had this for a while. So you think you’re
asleep, yes?”

Lily sniggered at his stupid question. “Of course.
And having a very strange dream.”

“Better pinch yourself to wake up then, eh?”

Lily considered this suggestion, thinking that it
might be sensible. At least she wouldn’t sleep through her stop if
she did that. She looked down at her arms, still folded across her
chest. Her vision shimmered like a tarmac road on a hot day,
causing her stomach to turn over. She pinched her left arm, and
then looked up at the man called Aver. He was watching her, and he
seemed to be waiting for something to happen. Lily pinched her
other arm and then a leg in quick succession. Nothing.

She looked back up at Aver, miserable realisation
dawning in her foggy brain. She sighed heavily. “I’m not asleep, am
I?”

“I’m afraid not.” Aver let out a brief laugh.

Lily was almost afraid to ask the obvious question.
“So what the hell is going on, then?” She paused, reflecting on the
fact that if she hadn’t been asleep, that demon had really had its
long, clawed fingers wrapped around her throat. “No, hold on. Don’t
tell me.”

She quickly rummaged through her bag to find her
compact mirror. Opening it up, she peered into the mirror. Sure
enough, there was the proof she needed—finger marks on her neck.
She snapped the mirror shut again and looked up at Aver, feeling
tears prickling her eyes as she did so.

“Did you just save my life?”

He looked away from her as if her eye contact made
him uncomfortable. “Well, technically no, although…perhaps I did.”
He looked thoroughly confused, which wasn’t at all reassuring for
Lily. “What just happened should never have happened—demons aren’t
meant to take on humans.”

“Oh my God,” Lily whispered, trying to stop tears of
helplessness from falling. “What is this all about?”

“Well, now. Basically it’s about these ‘migraines’
you’ve had today. You see red lines, red ropes, growing out of the
chests of the people nearby when it happens, don’t you?” He paused,
waiting for Lily to answer.

“You don’t know that.” She’d barely been able to
consider what it might all be about before being partially
strangled, so she certainly wasn’t ready to admit anything to a
stranger.

Aver seemed to be anticipating her denial. “I do,
actually.”

“You can’t possibly know that. You’re not in my
head.”

“Just hear me out, and we’ll see what happens. I
know you see the red ropes, whether you’ll admit it or not, and I
can tell you right now that it’s part of an amazing ability that
you have. And I can teach you how to control when the visions come
and go, which will save you from embarrassing yourself or driving
yourself mad.”

“Is it common?” she said, her curiosity getting the
better of her. “What does it mean?”

“I knew you’d have questions eventually,” he said,
nodding slowly. “And you’d be surprised just how common it is. I
can see them too.”

Lily looked out of the window, away from the man in
front of her, and saw that the train was pulling into a station.
The noisy family was still on the train, but Lily was now glad of
that fact. At least if they were still there, Lily’s strange
conversation with this man Aver was shielded from prying ears.

As the train came to a stop, a figure appeared at
the window next to the noisy family. Lily turned to see another
demon, just like the one that had attacked her. Or perhaps it was
the same one—she couldn’t quite tell. Either way, she couldn’t tear
her eyes away from its stare.

The creature raised its long-fingered hands so that
its palms came to rest on the glass of the window. It seemed to be
waiting for something—and then Lily realised what. It wanted Aver’s
attention. Aver hadn’t noticed it until he followed Lily’s
speechless, horror-struck gaze to look out of the window. No one
else saw the demon, but it didn’t seem interested in any of the
humans walking past it on the platform outside. It was only
interested in Aver.

“Another one?” Aver asked, sounding both irritated
and confused.

Slowly the demon raised one hand from the glass and
pointed to Lily. Despite knowing that the creature was outside the
train, Lily pulled back away from its clawed hand, her hand
subconsciously going to her throat. She realised with relief that
the train was now starting to pull out of the station.

Just before the creature went out of sight, it
balled its hand into a fist and drew its sharp thumbnail across its
throat. Lily saw a bead of blood pop up on its neck, but the evil
grin never left its face. At that, Aver leapt to his feet, but no
one else in the carriage reacted.

Lily’s breath was coming in great heaving gasps, and
she abruptly found that she had snapped out of whatever had
transfixed her to the stare of that demon. “What the hell have they
got against me?”

Aver looked down and seemed surprised to see her, as
if he had forgotten she was there altogether. “I’ve got to go,” he
said urgently, looking up and down the train as if searching for
something. “I’ll find you again, don’t worry.” And with that, he
moved off down the carriage.

“But we’re between stations,” Lily called after him
weakly. She had a feeling that somehow that just wouldn’t
matter.

Lily unzipped the bag containing her clothes and dug
around inside until she found a scarf, which she quickly wound
round her neck. Then she leaned her head back against the seat and
tried to get her breathing and heart rate to return to something
approaching normal. “Don’t worry,” he had said. What a joke! What
on earth had just happened?

Lily knew there was only one way to find out. She
took a deep breath and leaned across the aisle towards the stressed
mother. “Sorry to bother you, but did you happen to notice when the
man sat opposite me got off the train?”

The woman gave Lily an odd look, and she was afraid
that her worst fears were about to be confirmed. “Er, listen… I
might have my hands full here, but I’m pretty sure no one was sat
at that table until you got on.” The woman gave Lily a look that
was somewhere between a frown and a sneer, as if she had just
discovered dog poo on her shoe.

“Are you sure?” Lily asked, desperate for the woman
to remember something.

“I’m sure.” The woman gave Lily a smile that didn’t
touch her eyes and turned back to her children, pointedly turning
far enough in her seat that her back was towards Lily. Her children
were now the quietest they had ever been since they boarded the
train, but only because they were all now gawping at Lily. Suddenly
her cheeks were on fire.

Lily’s head was now clearer than it had been since
standing on the platform beside her father, and she wondered what
exactly had just happened. She needed to stop seeing things, and
fast. If it turned out that Aver was just a figment of her
imagination that she had created to make herself feel better, then
maybe she had more to worry about than she had previously thought.
And as for those demons… There was no way she was imagining the
bruises forming around her neck. What was going on?

The train rattled on, and she stared out of the
window with the feeling of sick confusion growing within her. She
didn’t want to meet up with Georgia any more, and Lily sent her a
quick text to cancel their drink, then asked Nick to pick her up
instead. All she wanted to do was go home, crawl into bed and
forget everything she had seen that afternoon.


Chapter Four

When the train rolled to a halt at her station, Lily
almost leapt off it and ran the familiar route to the exit. Nick
was waiting just inside the door out of the drizzle. She stuck her
ticket in the slot on the station barriers so they would open and
let her out, grinning as she did so. It was such a relief to be
back—now she could have a quiet rest of the weekend with her
gorgeous boyfriend.

Nick grabbed Lily, bending her over backwards with a
passionate kiss and then enveloped her in a hug. “It’s so good to
see you. I’ve missed you so much.”

Surprised, Lily laughed into his chest where her
face was being squashed. “And there was me thinking you’d enjoy a
weekend alone for a change.”

It felt so nice to be in his arms again, and she
could feel a little of the stress of the weekend melting away. Then
she remembered Aver and what he had been saying on the train, and
almost immediately tensed up again. She stepped back away from
Nick, giving him a smile that she didn’t entirely feel.

Nick grabbed her suitcase in one hand and her hand
in the other, and he led the way out of the station to the car. The
car park was fairly small, and she spotted the car as soon as they
stepped out of the building. It wasn’t long before they were on the
way home, starting the ten-minute drive to their house on the
outskirts of town.

“Have you had a nice weekend with your parents
then?”

Lily puffed her cheeks out and pulled a face. “Not
really.” With everything else that had happened on the journey
back, she’d almost forgotten about her parents.

“Oh Lil.” He sighed and didn’t seem to know what to
say next.

“I’ve a bad feeling about where all this is going to
end up. How much can two people argue before they start to hate
each other?”

“You’re asking the wrong person here, since my
parents split up when I was still in school. I’ve never known my
parents not to hate each other.” Lily saw him glance across
at her. “Not that yours will end up hating each other. I don’t mean
that. I just mean I’m hardly qualified to comment.”

“I know what you mean.” They fell into silence for a
few minutes, until Lily was desperate to change the subject. “All
right, enough doom and gloom. Tell me what you’ve been up to this
weekend.”

“Nothing exciting really. A bit of this and a bit of
that.”

“Oh. I was hoping for a bit more detail. I’m going
to bore you with all the details of mine in a bit.”

“All right, all right.” Nick suddenly seemed
flustered and paused before responding. “I went to the cinema with
the boys from work on Saturday night to see that new Bruce Willis
film and played football this morning… Nothing much other than
that.”

Lily didn’t say anything, but she couldn’t help
feeling a little confused at her boyfriend’s odd reaction,
considering he’d just described an average weekend. “The usual,
then?”

Nick shrugged. “I told you I didn’t do anything
exciting.” They fell into silence again and this time it seemed
uncharacteristically awkward. Lily couldn’t remember them ever
being awkward together—not even when they were first dating six
years ago. She must be letting the stress of her parents and her
strange visions get on top of her.

Lily looked across at Nick, wondering if she should
tell him what had just happened to her on the train. The more she
thought about it, the more ridiculous that idea seemed—a strange
man only she could see, a tangle of red ropes, and two demons?
Usually she told Nick everything, but there was no way she could
tell him any of this.

When they got home, Nick let them both in and then
took Lily’s suitcase upstairs for her.

“Home sweet home, eh?” he said with a grin as he
walked into the kitchen where Lily was making them both a cup of
tea.

“You’re not wrong there.” She turned to him and slid
her arms around his waist. “Do you have plans for the rest of the
afternoon?”

He looked down at her a little sheepishly, and she
instantly knew that he had a plan that didn’t involve her. “Well,
the City game kicks off in five minutes. If we win this one, we’re
four points clear at the top of the table!”

“Oh. Er…good?” Football was one of Lily’s least
favourite sports. There was something unappealing about the way the
players seemed to spend more time pretending they’d been fouled by
one of the opposition than actually working with their teammates to
score a goal. She poured some milk into Nick’s cup but left hers
black. Earl Grey was best that way.

“You don’t mind, do you?”

And if I did? Lily couldn’t help the thought.
She knew everyone should have their interests and hobbies, but if
there wasn’t a football game on it was rugby, or Formula One, or
snooker, or golf… Some women joked about being football widows—Lily
was just a general sports widow. Every weekend was the same, and
they could never do anything together.

Instead of saying how she felt, Lily bit her tongue.
They’d been over this before, and he wasn’t going to change, so it
was pointless to have the same argument. “Oh, it doesn’t matter. I
should unpack anyway.” But he was in the living room with the
television on before she’d even finished her sentence.

She knew that it was probably a good thing, and if
she was honest, the solitude would suit her better after her
experience on the train. She grabbed her mug and headed for the
stairs, ducking into the living room as she passed to plant a quick
kiss on Nick’s cheek. He didn’t even look up from the pre-match
build-up.

In the bedroom, Lily shoved her suitcase aside and
then sprawled flat out on her back in the middle of the bed.
Okay, Lily, think. There was bound to be a logical
explanation for all of this.

 


Manic cheering suddenly erupted downstairs and Lily
guessed that Nick’s team had scored a goal.

“It won’t stay one-nil for long.”

Lily gave a small smile. “That’s not very…” She had
been about to tell Nick that he was being unusually pessimistic,
but her voice trailed off as it sunk in that the man who had just
spoken didn’t sound anything like Nick. And besides, Nick was
downstairs.

Lily propped herself up on her elbows and looked
over in the direction where the voice had come from. Leaning
against the wardrobe looking thoughtful, arms folded over his
chest, was Aver.

“Best they can hope for is a draw,” he added,
tipping his head to one side. “But don’t tell him I said that. I
don’t want to ruin his fun.”

“What are you doing here?” Lily said, sitting up and
swinging her legs over the edge of the bed.

“I’ve come to continue our conversation from
earlier. Why else?”

Lily looked at him. “I know you’re not really there.
The mother on the train said she couldn’t see you.”

Aver slapped his forehead with his hand and sighed.
“I’m as real as the thing that gave you those bruises on your neck,
but no human other than you can see me.”

Lily let her head sink into her hands. How could he
be real?

“Oh, there’s one other thing you should know. No one
else can hear me talking, but they can still see you apparently
having a one-sided conversation with yourself. So it’s better that
you mind what you say to me, if you don’t want people thinking
you’re crazy.”

Lily looked up at him and thought back to the
stressed mother on the train. It was no wonder she had looked at
Lily so strangely.

“Oh, that’s great! You could have told me sooner.
Like, when we were on the train and I was having a conversation
with the empty seat opposite me.” Lily clapped her hands to her
face in embarrassment.

Aver looked skyward. “It wasn’t that long ago that
you were convinced I was a figment of your imagination, so make
your mind up! Besides, no one cares about the other people on a
train. People see what they want to see. And as no one really wants
to see someone apparently talking to themselves, they would assume
you were on the phone or something. You worry too much.”

Lily bit back what she wanted to say in response to
that ridiculous comment. Of course she was worried.

“Anyway, I wanted to continue our conversation from
the train—”

“What the hell was with that thing on the platform?”
Lily broke in, as she visualised the beads of blood popping out on
the creature’s throat again. The hairs on the back of her neck
stood up at the thought. “You saw it too. Why do these demons want
to kill me?”

“I don’t think it really wanted to kill you.
It was just trying to scare you.”

Lily goggled at him. “Well, it succeeded! Anyway,
what’s this all about?”

Aver held his hands up, palms facing Lily as if
fending her off. “You need to take it easy and let me talk.
Otherwise none of this is going to make sense.”

“It’s good to know it’ll all make sense at some
point,” Lily muttered. She flopped back onto the bed again and
raked her fingers through her short hair.

“In fact,” Aver said, “maybe I should just show you
rather than try to explain. Just close your eyes and relax for a
moment…” Aver’s voice trailed off and images flickered into Lily’s
head, her mind the cinema and the backs of her eyelids the
screen.


Chapter Five

A crackly scene, like something out of an old,
silent black and white film, started playing out in her head, and
Lily realised that she was back on the platform beside her father
waiting for her train to arrive.

Aver’s voice came into her head. “What do you think?
The crackly bits aren’t strictly necessary, but I like them. Gives
it a bit of character, don’t you think?”

Lily tried to reply but was surprised at how
difficult it was. The scene playing unbidden in her head seemed to
consume a lot of her brainpower and talking was just barely
possible. “Just show me what I need to see.”

Abruptly the scene changed to colour, with sharp
definition and sound.

“Some people have no taste,” Aver muttered, sounding
like he was very far away.

Concentrating very hard, Lily said, “This is the
train platform from earlier on today, isn’t it?”

“Correct,” came Aver’s disembodied voice. “And you
had one of your ‘migraines’. Now I don’t know if you remember, but
there was a young couple standing near you.”

“Hmm,” was all Lily could manage in response. It was
getting harder and harder to talk.

“Right. Good.” Without warning, the red ropes
appeared in front of Lily’s eyes, just as they had when she was on
the platform, but without the excruciating pain that had come with
them. Almost as if he had read her mind, Aver said, “I can do that,
you know. You still need to learn to control your ability yourself,
but for the purposes of this little exercise, we’ll make it
painless.”

Lily couldn’t even think about speaking anymore; the
visual overload from the intense scene in her head was almost too
much for her brain to cope with. Red ropes were leading everywhere:
between people on the platform and off into the distance. Lily had
no idea what it all meant.

“So, what you see before you are people and their
fate lines. The so-called red thread of fate. Put simply, these red
ropes connect a person with the one person who is most important in
their life. Or someone who is soon to be the most important
person.” Lily’s stomach flipped.

When Aver stopped talking, the scene shifted
slightly. Lily was no longer looking out from her own body on the
platform, but instead she was right beside the young couple.
Suddenly the conversation between the two was crystal clear.

“I can’t imagine my life without you,” the guy
whispered.

The girl gazed back at him with a shy smile on her
face. “I know. You keep telling me. I love you.”

“Ugh, all right,” Aver spat. “I think we get the
picture. They can stay on mute while I finish this lesson.” The
couple’s mouths were still moving, but no sound was coming out.

The scene panned out so that the couple’s bodies
were fully visible. Lily noticed that they were joined together by
a red rope that was strung between their chests, but it wasn’t the
beautiful scarlet of the other ropes around them. It was an
unhealthy shade of browny-red, almost the same colour as a scab. An
uneasy feeling settled inside Lily’s chest.

The scene zoomed in towards the rope, and Lily saw
that a black substance seemed to be spreading across it. It looked
as if it were spoiling, almost like the rot that might spread
across the skin of a piece of fruit. She had an overwhelming urge
to reach out and touch it, even though that wasn’t strictly
possible. It looked sticky, like black treacle. Lily was desperate
to speak, but it was impossible to summon the concentration to form
words, and she wondered whether Aver knew this would happen. It was
like he wanted to show her these things without her being able to
talk and ask questions.

“Do you see the colour of this thread? And the black
stuff spreading across it?” He seemed to know quite well that she
couldn’t speak and just carried on talking. “Neither of those
things is good. Basically, their connection is becoming corrupted.
I can’t tell why from here, but it looks pretty serious.”

Lily’s head was swimming. Corruption? Fate lines?
Without warning, the scene was gone from Lily’s head, and she was
back in her bedroom. She rubbed her eyes and sat up again, crossing
her legs under her. It was like she’d just had the most vivid dream
while she was still awake. This was all too weird.

Aver was still lounging against the wardrobe, but he
now moved to the bottom of the bed and flopped down, lying with his
hands beneath his head. “I’m guessing you must still have some
questions. So, fire away.”

Fire away? Where the hell should she start?
“Um…”

He glanced over at her, frowning. “You must have at
least one question. Don’t worry about how dumb it sounds, I won’t
laugh.”

“Worry about how dumb it sounds? I’m more worried
about how crazy I sound!”

Aver propped himself up on his elbows. “You’re not
still worrying about being crazy, are you?” He sounded as if she
had just suggested he try jumping out of a plane without a
parachute. “This is all legit and above board. This kind of shit
happens every day! Don’t you believe in fate?”

Lily thought for a moment. “I hadn’t really ever
thought about it.”

“Well trust me, fate is real, and it means people
like me have a job to do. Humans are too stupid to be allowed to
make all their own decisions. But not only are humans stupid,
they’re bloody stubborn too. Let’s just say it’s a challenge.” He
gave a wry smile and lay down flat again.

“Fate is your job?”

“Yes, for me and the other Fateliners, fate is
absolutely our job. That’s what we’re called, people like me. In
the grand scheme of things—and I’m putting it really simply—we’re
around to ensure things run smoothly. People have to be able to
follow their fate, otherwise things get very messy. So we’re there
to help guide people through the toughest parts of their life, and
to keep the demons at bay that are trying to throw them off
course.”

“But what actually is a fate line?”

“A person’s fate line is incredibly important. It
basically represents the rest of their life. There are certain
milestones in a person’s life that they must achieve in
order for their life to continue. No human realises this, of
course—he just thinks he’s living his life as he chooses, and that
everything that happens is caused by his decisions. Now, Fateliners
like myself can see these milestones. Demons can too. We know that
the human has to reach each milestone, whether it’s buying a house,
taking a particular job, or becoming involved with a certain
person. These milestones are always big life changes, and it’s
these that push a person on towards their ultimate fate, which for
the average person is often nothing more remarkable than living a
good life and raising a family.”

“That hardly sounds like a life or death situation,”
Lily said, with a frown. “Why does it matter so much?”

“You think it doesn’t matter, but it’s these average
people that keep the world running as it does. There are very few
extraordinary people in the world, and they’re very much not
the norm. Besides, shouldn’t everyone be allowed to live their own
life, regardless of how uneventful it seems to an outsider? In the
grand scheme of things, no one human is more important than
another.”

Lily shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so. I just suppose I
thought it would be a bit more glamorous than that.”

“Glamorous!” Aver said, barking a laugh. “I’ve never
heard fate described as glamorous before.”

“I just thought it would be less mundane! But then
that’s life, I guess. So how exactly does it all work?”

“Only the milestones are definite. The path taken to
reach each milestone can be tweaked, as long as the person arrives.
A combination of guidance by Fateliners, influence by demons, and
the free will of humans themselves determine the path a human takes
to reach his or her fate.”

“Whoa, free will? You’re telling me that there’s a
Fateliner here and a demon there, both trying to guide a human—the
Fateliner keeping the person on the straight and narrow, and the
demon trying to send them off course—but somehow that human still
has free will on top of all that?”

Aver sighed. “Free will is one of the main problems.
That’s precisely why this job is so difficult—it’d be a breeze,
even with demons, if humans didn’t have free will. It gives them
the capacity to ignore both Fateliners and demons. And they can
ignore even their guardian angels, despite the fact that the
guardian angel is with them everyday and should know their human
inside out. The trouble is you’re a stubborn breed and can be
resistant to guidance. Some of you are worse than others, but most
of the time you people think you know best. Like now, for
instance.” He folded his arms across his chest, and raised an
eyebrow challengingly.

“How can fate and free will exist together?” Lily
said, half to herself and half to Aver. She groaned and turned her
hands palms up. “Doesn’t that make things a bit tricky for
you?”

Aver smiled briefly. “That is a massive
understatement.”

An image of the demon on the train flashed into
Lily’s head briefly, and she shivered. She wasn’t eager to repeat
that experience any time soon. “These demons… What do they actually
do? Am I going to keep seeing them?”

“I’m afraid so. Being able to see those things is
the downside of your ability. They all look identical—the only
difference you’ll notice is in their size. The bigger a demon is
physically, the stronger its connection with the human it has
attached itself to. The demons try to oppose what we do with the
ultimate aim of creating chaos on earth. Now they can’t physically
hurt the average human, but they play mind games with their
victims—”

Lily cut across him, saying, “What happened earlier,
then? How was that demon strangling me? I’m human!”

“It’s like I said on the train—you’re not the
average human. And that’s the point of all this. The demons
recognise it too.”

Lily shook her head slowly, staring at the wall. She
didn’t want to believe what he was telling her, but there was no
denying what had happened earlier that day.

“Just let me finish, and this should all make a lot
more sense. Now, where was I? Okay, so it’s the demons that put
negative thoughts in people’s heads. Paranoia, jealousy, general
meanness… It’s all down to those bastards. They wear their victims
down with corruption and evil thoughts until they can harvest their
fate lines. And it’s my purpose as a Fateliner to help protect
people from their influence, and therefore keep them on the right
path as regards their fate.”

“They harvest fate lines?”

Aver sighed and nodded. “The only thing for a human
that’s worse than having no fate line at all—and therefore no
future—is having a fate line that’s so corrupted a demon is able to
harvest it. That means the human and demon are connected by the
same fate line. When that happens…well, there’s no coming back from
that. Being connected to a demon in such a way gives the demon
almost complete control and turns the human into its puppet, acting
without question in the most evil ways. A completely black fate
line is a fate line that is about to be harvested—or has been
already.”

“So what happens if the demons win?” Lily wasn’t
sure she wanted to hear his answer.

“That can’t be allowed to happen. If the demons win
we are talking complete chaos in the world. When they get their
claws on people, they can influence their actions, and they’re only
concerned with the negative. So they’ll be causing war through
paranoia and distrust, and poverty through greed. It’ll basically
be the end of the world as it is now.”

They fell into silence. Lily had no idea what else
she could say, and the air in the room felt oppressive and
overwhelming. She was struggling for breath. She stared at Aver,
trying to take in everything he had just said.

Aver was looking at her, a concerned expression on
his features. “Sorry to kill the mood. It’s just…well, that’s the
truth.”

“This is… This is heavy stuff.” She shook her head.
“But I still don’t understand what all this has got to do with
me.”

“This is where you need to listen to me very
carefully. Do you remember that I told you earlier that you have an
ability?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it’s a very special one, and the visions are
part of it.”

“So I’m not going crazy?”

“Not yet, anyway.” He shrugged.

Lily paused to absorb this information. She still
didn’t want to believe Aver, but she was seeing these red ropes
whether she liked it or not.

“These visions are the first signs of your ability
awakening. It’s something that you need to learn to control, which
I’ve already mentioned that I can help with. Then you need to learn
how to use it for a special task. I can help with that too.”
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