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Part One
The Thief of You
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Skerridge





1
The Boy Who Never Was


[image: ]in had never liked Wednesdays, but this one took the biscuit. On this Wednesday she woke up to find that it was raining buckets and that her little brother had ceased to exist.


The first thing to hit her was the rain. As she had forgotten to close her window the night before, the heavy drops bouncing off the windowsill got her right in the face. It wasn’t the nicest way to wake up.


With a yell, Nin sat up and glared at the window. Then she scrambled on to her knees and leaned over to struggle with the drenched curtain and the stiff catch. It took ages to slam the window shut, with the storm on the outside where it was supposed to be.


She rubbed her wet face with the sleeve of her pyjama top and then peered out of the window at the mass of grey clouds, or at least what she could see of them through the water pouring down the windowpane.


‘Great!’ she muttered. ‘Just brilliant. It’s got to be Wednesday!’


She looked at her big, purple clock, which told her that it was just less than half an hour until breakfast, then flopped back into bed.


And then the second thing hit her. She frowned into her pillow.


Toby should be up by now. He was always up first, even though he didn’t have to go to school as early as Nin. She would hear him every morning, padding to the bathroom and then back again to play with his toy of the moment.


She rolled over again and scowled at the clock. It didn’t make any difference. Toby should be up and he wasn’t. Nin sighed and replayed the Sacks In The Cellar incident in her head.


She had been sitting in the sun the evening before, reading her favourite book, when Toby had appeared at the door of the conservatory with his tattered monkey tucked under one arm as usual. He stood there for a while before he plucked up the courage to come in and hover by the arm of her chair.


‘There’s something in the cellar,’ he said.


With a groan, Nin looked up from her book. ‘What?’


‘In the cellar,’ Toby whispered. ‘Something horrid.’


‘It’s horrible not horrid,’ snapped Nin. ‘Horrid is a baby word.’ She didn’t think it was really, but he was being annoying so she made it up.


Toby just stood and looked at her in that way he had when he wanted her to sort something out for him.


‘Tell Mum then.’ Nin turned over a page in her book. She had just got to a good bit, the one where the heroine finds her way into another world.


Toby went on looking at her. He had fair hair and eyes that were so blue they were almost purple. Nin on the other hand had ordinary brown hair and ordinary blue eyes. She felt a stab of irritation.


‘Look, I’m busy, OK? Tell Mum about it.’


‘She’s at the shops.’


Tuesday was her mother’s shopping day. Nin rolled her eyes.


‘Tell Granny about it then. Or Grandad.’


‘Granny’s in the garden and Grandad’s …’ he paused ‘… asleep.’ What he meant was that he was scared of Grandad.


Nin threw her book down on the table and stood up. ‘OK!’ she said savagely. ‘But it’d better be really REALLY worth it.’


It wasn’t. There was nothing in the cellar but an old table covered in dusty tools, Grandad’s collection of wine bottles, some empty paint cans and a couple of lumpy-looking sacks crouching in the corner.


‘So,’ snapped Nin, ‘where’s this horrid thing then?’ She could feel herself getting into a bad mood. The sort of mood that her grandmother called a ‘pet’ and her mother called ‘growing grumbles’. Personally Nin didn’t see why being eleven should make her any more bad-tempered than being ten.


Toby pointed at the sacks. Nin sighed.


‘They’re sacks, moron-baby. Just empty, mucky old sacks.’


Nin noticed that she didn’t feel at all like going over there into the dark corner to shake the sacks and show him just how empty they really were.


‘Go on,’ she said, ‘get back upstairs and stop bothering me.’ And that had been the end of that.


Now, lying in bed with the rain pouring down the window, Nin sighed. Perhaps Toby had been having bad dreams all night. Or hadn’t been able to go to sleep at all because he was scared of the bogeyman. Or something. Suddenly she was feeling guilty about the beastly Sacks In The Cellar incident. Great. Wonderful.


‘I should have been nicer,’ groaned Nin out loud. ‘I should have thrown the rotten sacks away and gone round the cellar to show him it was empty.’


She got out of bed, pulled on the green dressing gown that she hated and padded up the hall in her bare feet. Toby’s room was at the end of the house, past the box room where they kept all of Daddy’s old things. She pushed the door open as quietly as she could. She stared.


The room was tidy. In fact it was more than tidy, it was bare.


She stared at the expanse of floor, which wasn’t covered in toys and yesterday’s socks. Then she stared at the chest of drawers, which didn’t have Toby’s giant-sized panda clock, his Winnie-the-Pooh drawing pad and crayons or any number of picture books on it. Next she looked over at the bed. It was empty. On top of that it looked like it had been empty all night. The duvet was stretched smoothly over the unrumpled sheets and the undented pillows. Nin frowned. The duvet didn’t have Toby’s Spiderman cover on it either.


She ran across the room and pounced on the wardrobe, yanking it open. There were clothes inside, which was what she had expected. But they were Grandad’s old jackets, which wasn’t.


Her insides did a flip-flop and she felt herself go cold all over. She took a deep breath and looked around, half thinking she would see Toby giggling in a corner. She didn’t.


There was nothing for it. Nin pushed the wardrobe door shut again and headed for downstairs.


She hated downstairs before breakfast. She normally didn’t go anywhere near it until her mother had got up and started the toast. Before toast, downstairs was empty and dark and smelled of old night-time. After toast it was warm and cheery and smelt of … well … of toast.


Today, Wednesday (of course), everything was different. Lena wasn’t up yet. She wouldn’t be up for at least another twenty minutes.


Nin stood at the head of the staircase and looked into the darkness below. She could already see that Toby wasn’t in the living room because the door, which was at the foot of the stairs, was standing open on to even more darkness.


She pressed the switch, flooding the hall with light. Then she hurried downstairs, doing a u-turn for the kitchen and taking care not to look at the space under the stairs.


When she was as small as Toby, Nin used to think that THINGS lurked in the space under the stairs, hiding beneath the coats. It looked like the sort of place where THINGS would lurk. It was something to do with the way shadows hung around even after the light went on. She hardly ever thought about it now, but this morning she was feeling edgy, and the memory came back to her so strongly that she felt her skin prickle. She hurried past and burst into the kitchen.


In the dim, rainy-morning light, Nin could just make out the humps of the toaster and the kettle on the work surface, and the blank faces of the cupboards. No Toby.


‘You’re up early,’ Lena said, appearing in the doorway behind Nin and clicking on the light.


Nin jumped and spun around. ‘So’re you.’


Lena shook her head and pushed a hand through her tangled hair. She wasn’t dressed yet.


‘Didn’t sleep well,’ she sighed. ‘You?’


‘Rain woke me,’ said Nin, which was true.


Lena went over to the work surface, ‘Since we’re both here, how about I start breakfast?’


Without waiting for an answer she filled the kettle and put it on, then popped four slices of bread in the toaster and went into the cupboard for the teabags. Over her mother’s shoulder Nin saw that even the big box of Toby’s favourite cereal had disappeared.


‘Mum, is Toby OK?’ she asked anxiously.


Wednesdays were always bad, but this one was making a bid for the All-Time Most Horrible Day Ever.


‘Who?’ asked Lena.
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After denying all knowledge of her second child, Lena sat at the breakfast table to wait for the kettle to boil.


‘You know,’ said Nin, wishing her stomach would stop turning somersaults on her. ‘Toby? Your son. About so big.’ She felt like she had taken a wrong turning into somebody else’s life. Bewildered didn’t begin to cover it.


Lena laughed. ‘I’m hardly in the frame for any more offspring. I’ve got my hands full enough with you! And in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m still single. Is this your way of telling your old mum to go out and get a life?’


Nin winced. Her father had been killed in a horrible accident involving a bull and the Park Road underpass three years ago. It was still hard to think about.


‘No, Mum,’ she said sympathetically. ‘I just …’


The moment was broken by the click of the kettle as it boiled itself to a standstill. Lena got up to make the tea just as the toast pinged up in the toaster. Nin hurried to get the marmalade and made a fuss about buttering the toast so that Lena would forget what they were talking about.


By the time Nin was washed and dressed, there was still no sign of Toby. She kept waiting for him to appear from some hiding place and carry on as if nothing had happened. After all, four-year-old kids didn’t just cease to exist!


Once she was at school, her brain was so taken up with the problem of Toby that she paid no attention at all in English, which was usually her favourite lesson, and got told off twice for not listening in geography.


Everything Nin thought of didn’t work. He wouldn’t be upstairs in the second-floor flat where Granny and Grandad Covey lived because he would have come back down again by breakfast time. He couldn’t be with Granny Redstone, who had a house by the sea at Sandy Bay. Toby never stayed at Granny Redstone’s on his own. Not to mention that her mother would simply have said, ‘He’s at Granny’s, dear, don’t you remember,’ instead of wondering who Nin was talking about. And anyway, none of it would explain why all his belongings had vanished. Even his breakfast cereal.


The bogeyman must’ve run off with him, she thought, and laughed to herself. It was a grim laugh.


By mid-morning break the rain had finally stopped, so she dragged Linette over to a quiet corner of the school grounds. Linette was moaning on about her dad and how he wouldn’t let her do anything fun these days. Nin cut across a story about how he had made Linette eat nothing but cabbage for a week because she had spent her lunch money on crisps.


‘Never mind that,’ Nin said impatiently, ‘the weirdest thing happened this morning.’


Linette scowled at her. ‘Do you mind?’ she snapped. ‘I was talking!’


‘This is important,’ said Nin firmly.


‘Oh yeah? And my being starved to death isn’t?’


Nin shook her head. ‘Will you listen! Toby’s disappeared!’


Linette stared at her as if she’d gone off her head. There was a long pause.


And then it happened all over again.


‘Who?’ snapped Linette. ‘Am I supposed to know who you’re talking about?’


‘Yes!’ Nin wailed. ‘He’s my brother!’


Linette gave an impatient snort. ‘Honestly, Ninevah Redstone,’ she said over her shoulder as she stomped off, ‘sometimes I think you’re soft in the head.’
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Nin got through the afternoon somehow. When the bell finally rang for the end of the day she snatched up her things and ran. She kept going, out of the school and past the bus stop. She didn’t think she could face hanging about with the others; she just wanted to go home. And she knew that, on foot, the quickest way home was to walk across the park and through the underpass.


Normally, Nin avoided the underpass like the plague. But today she was going to take the risk.


Someone shouted at her as she charged through the fifth years hanging about at the park entrance, but she ignored them. She ran on through the park, over the ornamental bridge and the ducks, past the Juniper Café and around the flowerbeds.


Then, suddenly, the underpass was there. It loomed like a great dark hole ready to swallow her up. She slammed to a halt, nearly stumbling because she was going so fast the rest of her tried to carry on after her legs had stopped. For a moment she thought she was going to be horribly sick in the geraniums.


Taking huge gulps of fresh air, she looked it over.


On the one hand it was a dark hole that ran on forever and hid such dreadful ghosts that she felt her eyes sting with tears of fright.


On the other hand it was a concrete tunnel under the road that would get her home quickly.


‘OK, Toby Redstone,’ she said out loud. ‘If you’re home when I get there and I have gone through this for nothing, I’ll put that monkey of yours in the washing machine and make you eat cereal without sugar for a week.’


The underpass didn’t get any less awful, but the firm sound of her voice did make her feel less sick. She balled up her fists, unstuck her feet from the path and stepped into the tunnel.


It was nearly as bad as she had imagined.


For a start it was darker inside and smelled far worse than it should, an animal smell, almost like the zoo. And it seemed bigger too, but Nin knew that this was only because she was afraid. The echo made the sound of her own feet follow her and up ahead she could see the corner.


A few yards along, the underpass turned sharply to the right making a blank wall that looked like a dead end. This meant that you never knew exactly what was around the corner. It wouldn’t bother most people, but it bothered Nin because it was the corner her father had died around.


Nin knew that what had happened to him was so strange it would probably never happen again to anyone else. Which made the chances of the same thing happening to her – his daughter – very slim indeed.


She knew that around the corner was just another stretch of underpass and some steps up to the road. It was just that in her head, the long stretch was extra long and extra dark, and almost anything – like a mad bull for example – could be lurking there.


Today there was nothing but a horrible-looking boy dressed like a tramp with a ragged black coat and a frayed red scarf. He was a few years older than Nin and she had seen him hanging around the town a lot lately. She strode past him, making sure she didn’t catch his eye.


At last she was at the steps and then she was out in the street again. Her spirits lifted and she hurried on up Dunforth Hill as fast as she could. It wasn’t easy.


To say that Dunforth Hill was steep was like saying that water was damp. On the plus side, the view was amazing. It had turned into a bright, sunny afternoon and if Nin had been in the mood to look she would have been able to see all the way across the patchwork of fields and the spangly strip of the river to Midtown.


The house loomed into view, sitting under the shade of the Christmas tree that Dad had planted when Nin was five and that had grown to be enormous. It all looked very ordinary and peaceful. For a moment she almost forgot that anything was wrong.


She let herself in with her key and stood in the doorway listening anxiously. Normally her mother would be there with Toby. Today the house was silent. They weren’t back yet, was all, she told herself. And then her heart plunged as the truth hit her like a falling brick.


Her mother wasn’t there because she was still at work.


And she was still at work because she didn’t have to leave early to pick up Toby any more.


And she didn’t have to pick up Toby any more because Toby had ceased to exist.





2
Monkey


[image: ]he evening had all the usual things in it except one. There was homework, which was supposed to be an essay on an historical figure of her choice, but which turned out to be the name ‘Toby’ doodled over and over again on the page. Then there was dinner, which Nin ate but barely noticed. And TV, where she got to choose what they watched and had absolutely no interruptions while she watched it.


It was quiet and peaceful and very, very empty. It was amazing how much she missed him. Far more than she would have guessed, considering the kid was mostly just a nuisance.


By bedtime Nin was numb with helplessness and worry, and on Thursday morning she told her mother that she felt sick. She had a plan and school didn’t come into it. Fortunately, having spent the night going round and round things in her head until she felt dizzy, she looked pale and drawn and Lena sent her straight back to bed. As soon as she heard the front door bang shut behind her mother, Nin got up. She reckoned that Grandad and Granny would be down at intervals to check on her, but she could work around that. Then, apart from pauses to have a drink (brought by Grandad), eat lunch (brought by Granny), go to the bathroom and so on, she searched the house from top to bottom.


Still in her pyjamas she even searched her grandparents’ flat, watched over by Grandad with his usual strong cup of tea and a newspaper. Fortunately Granny had popped to the shops, which was good because she would have asked too many questions. Grandad rarely asked questions, although when he did they were often difficult ones. He might be more ancient than the ark, but Nin had figured out long ago that Grandad wasn’t daft. His pale eyes watched her from behind bushy, grey eyebrows.


‘Looking for anything particular, kid?’


‘Just something I thought I had.’ Nin hesitated. ‘Do you think that you can be absolutely sure of something and yet …’ She stopped, not sure how to go on.


‘The brain’s a funny thing,’ said Grandad after a moment, when he could see she wasn’t going to finish her sentence. ‘People think that memory is a fact,’ he went on, tapping his head with his finger, ‘that a thing is unchangeable once it’s in there. If they remember it then it must be right. But that’s just people wanting to feel safe.’


Kneeling by the cupboard she had been rooting through, Nin stared at him thoughtfully. She didn’t know what Grandad was going on about half the time, but if you listened long enough it usually made sense.


‘Truth is, kid, memory is something you can shape any way you want. Tell yourself a lie often enough and you’ll end up believing it, just you keep that in mind.’


Nin sighed, giving up any idea of telling him more. When you got right down to it, Grandad was saying the same as Linette. Ninevah Redstone was bonkers. It was all in her head.


Grandad watched for a moment or so longer. ‘Still looking, then?’


‘Yep.’


He nodded. ‘That’s the spirit. Give up and you’re certainly done for, I say.’


Nin looked up at him. Her ordinary blue eyes met his watery grey ones.


‘I thought you said …’


‘You don’t have to do things my way, kid.’ He smiled at her sadly and went back to his paper.


When she had done the house, Nin pulled on her dressing gown to go outside.


Right at the bottom of the garden, past the lawn and the flowerbeds and down a couple of broken brick steps, was the patch her mother called ‘the Rough’. The Rough was all long, coarse grass over lumpy ground. At the end was a wild, overgrown wall of shrubs and trees. And at the farthest point of the Rough, under the farthest tree just before the garden ran out altogether, Nin finally found what she was looking for.


Evidence of Toby.
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In the conservatory, Nin dropped Monkey on to the floor, sat down next to it and began to look it over. Monkey had been fluffy once, but years of being hugged, washed and dragged about had worn him half-bald. Because he had been out in the rain, lost all night in the ragged grass, what was left of his ginger fur had turned a murky mud-colour. If she had any doubts about her sanity, they vanished instantly. It was Toby’s, all right, she would know it anywhere. And it proved without a doubt that Toby was real. He had been there. Now he was gone. Something had stolen her brother.


Nin put the grubby toy in for a wash. She was going to keep it so that she wouldn’t lose sight of the truth. With everyone around her acting like nothing had happened she was afraid that somehow their forgetful-ness would infect her, make her forget too. Rub Toby out in her head so that he faded slowly into nothing.


Watching Monkey spin around in the machine, Nin wondered what on earth could sneak a kid away in the middle of the night, without a sound. Then remove all trace of him from his home and wipe all memory of him from the minds of his family and friends. The thought that there might be a person … no … a creature out there that could do all that made her shiver.


Except of course that the whatever-it-was had made a mistake.


Not Monkey, that wasn’t a mistake. An old toy lying about in the garden would not have been a problem if Nin’s memory had been stolen too. After all, it could have been dropped there by a fox or just flung in by some passer-by.


Nin was the mistake. Nin had remembered.


She sat there, thinking about it, until the wash cycle was finished. Then she fished out Monkey, still damp but a whole lot cleaner, and headed up to her room. As she hurried down the hall and turned to go up the stairs she realised with a horrible lurch that there was something under the stairs, pretending to be one of the dark shadows that always lingered there.


Nin kept going without so much as a false step. She wasn’t going to let the beastly thing know that she was scared.


Because she was scared. Bone-deep, jelly-legged petrified.


The thing that had stolen Toby had come back for her.
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Over the next week life went on as normal, but Nin scarcely noticed. The THING became a constant presence. It watched her, with eyes that she could feel rather than see, from anywhere dark and shadowy. Like the back of the wardrobe when she went to get a fresh shirt for school. Or the big cupboard in the hall where the umbrellas were kept. Nobody noticed, although Lena kept feeling her forehead and talking in a worried way about the doctor.


There was nothing the doctor or anybody else could do about it though. Nin was sure that her fate was sealed. At least she would find out what had happened to Toby, all she had to do was wait. She just hoped it wouldn’t be too long.


The turning point came on Tuesday, nearly a whole week after Toby had been vanished. Funnily enough, the person who shared the moment with her was the school nerd, Dunk the Chunk.


Normally, Nin would rather have smooched a tarantula than spend longer than a nanosecond within speaking range of Dunk the Chunk, even though he was always trying to be friendly. But when the THING followed her to school and groaned at her from out of the plughole in Domestic Science, she made an exception. Compared to that, talking to Dunk the Chunk was small beans.


‘Are you OK?’ he asked.


Nin swallowed. She was staring blankly at the sink. Dunk’s voice dragged her back from the brink of hysteria and made her blink and manage a half-smile. She was vaguely conscious of her ex-friend Linette sniggering and whispering about her to one of the other girls.


‘I’m fine, thanks,’ said Nin. ‘Just, my brother’s been stolen and something horrible is stalking me.’


‘Right,’ said Dunk. ‘I did notice you hadn’t been yourself lately.’


‘It’s all over the place,’ she grumbled to him on the bus on the way home. ‘Mostly it hangs out under the stairs, but not always.’


Dunk was staring at her, his eyes wide.


‘Once,’ Nin went on, ‘it was under the bed.’


‘What!’ Dunk’s voice came out in a squeak. ‘Your bed!’


‘Course, idiot. Wouldn’t be anyone else’s, would it!’


‘What did you do?’


Nin shrugged. ‘Ignored it and went to sleep,’ she lied, trying to forget about the fit of screaming. ‘Next morning, I got a broom, like, in case I had to hit it. Only it was gone. Turned up under the stairs again.’ She shrugged.


Dunk stared at her in humble amazement.


‘Sometimes,’ she said, ‘it sniggers when I go past.’ She looked away, out of the bus window. ‘Thing is, there’s nothing I can do. No way I can fight. I wish it would just get on with it and steal me away like Toby. Then everyone would just forget me too and it would be all over.’


‘No,’ said Dunk quietly. ‘I won’t forget you. I’ll make sure somehow.’


Barely hearing him, Nin stared at the rain-wet street trundling past outside the bus, a feeling growing inside her. Anger. The bus jolted to a halt.


‘I just thought,’ she said as realisation dawned, ‘it doesn’t know it’s forgotten to make me forget! It doesn’t know that I know what it’s up to.’ The anger was growing. She clenched her fists. ‘So I have got something, haven’t I? Something to fight with! If I only knew when it was going to come for me, I could be READY.’ ‘But you don’t know,’ said Dunk anxiously, following


her off the bus. ‘Do you?’


‘I dunno,’ she said, ‘it’s Wednesday tomorrow, isn’t it?


It’s bound to be tonight then.’ And she was right.





3
Mum Will Sort It
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Peering out from behind a musty-smelling duffel coat, Skerridge watched as the front door opened. He didn’t have a shape at the moment and was just being a sinister patch of extra-dark shadow with eyes. It was his favourite disguise. Excellent for scaring kids, and restful too. Much better than mad-faced clown or bug-eyed monster. All that maniacal laughter and slobbering really got him down.


The mother walked in through the door, carrying four bulging carrier bags. She was followed by Right Madam. Skerridge never bothered with the kids’ names. He just gave them a description and left it at that. For example, the one before this had been Mangy Monkey because of the state of the toy he carried around. Before that it had been Droopy Socks and before that it had been Snotty.


He sighed. Gently. Just enough to make the girl pull up and send a sharp glance in his direction. She shivered. Skerridge grinned to himself.


‘You start putting this lot away, while I sort out the freezer,’ said the mother, ‘then we’ll think about dinner.’


Skerridge didn’t often notice people other than the kid he was after, but there was something about this woman that made him look at her more closely. She was sad, he could see that at a glance. He wondered where Right Madam’s father was. Dead, perhaps? Some horrible tragedy?


Not for the first time in his long and tattered life Skerridge felt the stirrings of curiosity. He crushed them at once. It didn’t do to get curious about the Quick.


He could hear sounds from the kitchen. The creak and slam of cupboard doors, the clink of tins and the rustle of bags.


‘You’re quiet today?’


‘Just tired is all,’ said Right Madam.


It was probably true. Skerridge knew she hadn’t been sleeping well because he had been giving her the frights.


He chuckled to himself. He hadn’t taken to this one at all, not like Mangy Monkey who had been quite a cute kid really. Mangy Monkey had just stared at Skerridge with those deep blue eyes and hung on to his tatty toy. Skerridge had almost felt a twinge of regret when he stuffed the kid into the sack. Almost. But he had tied the top especially loose to let in a little light and made sure to keep the kid turned the right way up.


On the other hand, this one would be a nuisance. Skerridge felt it in his bones. And since, when he was in his own shape, he was mostly made of bones feeling something in them really meant it.


‘Made it up with Linette yet?’ asked Sad Mum, sympathetically. The unpacking sounds stopped and Skerridge wondered what they were doing now. Then he heard the clunk of a saucepan.


‘Nope. No point anyway, she’s such a bore!’


Sad Mum laughed. Skerridge thought it was a nice laugh.


Although Right Madam was up at the older end of the age range, nearly too old to see him in fact, it wasn’t her age that bothered Skerridge. The ones that thought they were as good as grown-up often turned into complete jellies once they got a look at him.


It wasn’t that she was a bright girl and might try to escape either. Skerridge was faster than any Quick and liked to give them a head start when they made a run for it – let them think they might get away – before scurrying after them. He liked to run over the walls and ceiling and then drop down in front of them just when they thought they had nearly made it.


Doors weren’t any kind of a problem either. Turning up behind kids when they’d shut themselves in a cupboard for safety and whispering ‘Boo’ ever so quietly in their ear was another good one.


No, the problem with Right Madam was that she looked like a right madam. The sort who would argue. Skerridge couldn’t bear the sort who argued. He was especially nasty to them and had once delivered one to Mr Strood half-eaten, which didn’t go down too well. Skerridge shuddered at the memory.


There were more sounds from the kitchen.


‘Oh look,’ Sad Mum said, ‘coats all over the place. Could you hang them up, please?’


The kitchen door opened and Right Madam appeared, clutching the jackets they had been wearing when they came in. She moved cautiously towards the space under the stairs, holding the coats ready to throw on their hooks.


Skerridge grinned to himself. He let out a soft, slow hiss. Right Madam stopped. Her eyes got very wide and she took a deep breath.


Skerridge let his own eyes glow a little brighter. She wouldn’t see them, but she would feel him watching.


Right Madam stayed still, her gaze searching the shadows, her breath coming in short huffs. Any minute now, thought Skerridge, she’s gonna cry.


Then, in one jerky movement, she stepped forward and plonked the jackets right over him. Skerridge blinked in the sudden darkness. He hissed again – this time not for Right Madam’s benefit. Usually Skerridge liked to terrorise a kid for at least a month before snatching them, but this one wasn’t being half as much fun as usual.


‘Pah!’ he muttered to the lining of the jacket. ‘Playin’ games, are we? We’ll see about that!’


Perhaps it was time to move things along.
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When the house was dark, Skerridge got to work. Because he had a lot to do he moved at superspeed whenever he could – so fast that he was just a blur.


First he took out a thin, sharp spindle. Skerridge had made it himself from a stray bone he had found in the House. It was etched with tiny shapes and swirls and had taken him ages to do.


Using the spindle skilfully, he began to draw all memory of Right Madam out of her mother’s head. When he had done that, spinning the threads into a tight ball, he went on to her grandmother, her grandfather and her best friend.


The nature of the universe was such that once he had removed all trace of the girl from the minds of those who loved her most, anyone else who simply liked her, knew her or happened to bump into her from time to time, forgot about her too.


This was the part of his job that Skerridge enjoyed most. It took skill not to break the thread and to catch every last strand of it. He loved the way it spun into a bright, shining ball like a pearl full of strange colours. Once it was done he tucked the ball carefully into the small bag made of spider silk that he carried in a secret pocket hidden in his waistcoat, and moved on to the next task.


After all, there was no point erasing the girl from memory if he left bits of her lying around all over the place. There were her clothes to get rid of, not to mention her books, toiletries and other personal items. Photographs too, and postcards, school projects, all manner of things scattered about the house, the town and even the country.


This time he used the spindle in a different way, turning it widdershins instead of clockwise. As he did so, all the physical things that Right Madam had left around became less and less THERE, until they quietly and completely evaporated from existence. The only personal things left would be the ones she was wearing or holding. All Skerridge would have to do was a little tidying up afterwards to make sure the gaps didn’t show. Like filling empty wardrobes with somebody else’s old jackets, that kind of thing.


Of course, even magic wasn’t perfect and sometimes, very, very rarely, an item would get missed. It never mattered, because even if some much worn jumper or grinning photo image did slip through, one thing alone was never enough to unlock a memory pearl. People just thought, ‘I wonder where that came from?’ and threw it in the bin.


At last, when night was creeping into the early hours of Wednesday morning, it was time for the girl herself. To his surprise, Skerridge was feeling nervous about this one.


She was asleep, judging by the bump in the bed. Skerridge dug out his sack and drew a deep breath. He was going to wake her with a scream. Simple but effective. It would have her instantly confused and terrified, and easy to pop into the waiting sack before she had time to realise what was going on.


A second before he let rip, Skerridge noticed that the bump in the bed wasn’t breathing.


Shock slammed into him like an Intercity at full speed. He, of all creatures, could not possibly be caught by the old pillow under the covers trick!


A sound behind him made him spin around. Armed with a hairbrush, Right Madam stepped out from her hiding place between the chest of drawers and the wardrobe. She glared at him.


Skerridge hissed.


Right Madam pointed a wobbly finger.


‘You,’ she hissed back, ‘you stole my brother!’
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‘You,’ hissed Nin at the Thing on her bedroom rug, ‘you stole my brother!’


It bared a set of crazily jagged teeth at her and flicked the sack it was holding so that it fell open. Then it tensed.


Nin looked around wildly. To get out of the room she would have to get past the Thing and that didn’t look like an easy job. Not to mention the fact that she was nearly paralysed with fright. Her legs felt like rubber, and if she tried to run for it she would probably end up on her face.


The Thing looked like it was going to pounce on her. Now seemed like a good time to use the hairbrush she was holding, in case she needed to hit anything, so she threw it. The hairbrush caught the Thing right in the middle of its forehead. Bristles-side out.


The Thing yelped and looked surprised.


Nin took her chance and ran.


The Thing leapt.


Nin screamed as the sack scraped her head, the rough cloth nearly covering her. She twisted sharply, slithering forward. The Thing gave a snarling hiss, the sack slipped off her and she was free.


She wasn’t sure how she got to the stairs. Once there she half ran, half fell down them. It might have been more sensible to go the other way, towards her mother’s room, but instinct told her to head for the front door.


Glancing back, Nin gave a shocked gasp. The Thing wasn’t bothering with the stairs. It was scurrying down the wall and along the lower hall ceiling on all fours, looking like some huge, awkward spider. She screamed again.


A door sprang open and Lena Redstone appeared in the upstairs hall. She flicked on the light.


The Thing on the ceiling froze, then dropped on to the floor just in front of Nin. It glared up at the woman in her pyjamas, her hair in a tousled mess.


Nin felt a wave of relief as her mother hurried down the stairs. It was all over now. Mum would sort it.


Lena came to a stop right next to the Thing, which crouched back against the wall. She was even standing on a corner of the sack, but she was looking only at Nin. For her, the Thing wasn’t there at all.


Open-mouthed, Nin looked at it. It smirked at her.


And then something even more horrible happened.


Lena Redstone stared at her daughter, her face stern.


‘Who are you,’ she said, ‘and what are you doing in my house?’


[image: ]


Nin didn’t stop to argue. She’d seen what had happened with Toby, how completely he had been removed from her mother’s mind. There was no point hanging around trying to make her remember.


She ran for the front door and her hand found the latch just as the Thing tried to go after her. It jolted to a halt with a bump and a squawk. It was still hanging on to the sack, which was anchored to the floor by her mother’s foot.


The door flew open on to night air and the empty road. Nin fell through it.


‘You’re lucky I haven’t called the police!’ yelled her mother after her and then the door was shut and Nin was running up the path, out on to the street and down the hill.
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She hadn’t gone far when she bumped into somebody.


‘Not so fast!’


She shrieked and tried to pull back, but whoever it was had her firmly by the arms. She lowered her head to bite, but then he said something that got her attention.


‘It’ll come after you, y’know.’


Nin stopped struggling and looked up. It was the boy she had seen around town a few times. The rough one in the black coat and the red scarf. He was tall and looked like he hadn’t eaten properly for a long time. His eyes were grey and not unkind, and his greasy hair might have been blonde if it had been washed. He smiled.


‘Time for introductions later.’ he said. ‘Follow me, right?’


He led her quickly down the hill. Nin followed in a daze.


‘Number 27,’ said the boy over his shoulder. ‘It was burnt to a shell about four years ago, remember?’


Nin nodded. Number 27 was mostly hidden behind a high wall and all anyone walking past it could see were the boarded-up top-floor windows and the broken roof.


‘Y’know what everyone says about it?’


‘Um … yeah,’ she croaked, hurrying to keep up with him. ‘People died in the fire and at night, like, you can hear them dragging themselves about.’


Down by the side of number 27 was a path that went nowhere except to a locked side gate. Fired by nerves, Nin’s imagination must have been running riot, because as they hurried down it she was sure she heard something dragging itself about inside the ruined house, scratching at the walls like it wanted to get at her. The boy kept going and Nin went after him, thinking she must be mad. Still, since her life had shot down a side alley from normality anyway, she figured she might as well. Right now she didn’t have a better plan.


So she followed him down the path that went nowhere and ended up someplace else.





4
Bad Things Don’t Like the Light


[image: ]verything went dark. Everything.


‘Um …’


‘It’s OK,’ said the boy, ‘it often takes people like that. We’re in the Drift. Skerridge won’t think to look for you here, he’ll think you’re still in the Widdern.’


‘The what?’


‘My name’s Jonas,’ he said, ignoring her.


Nin thought he must have brilliant night vision because he set off confidently into a darkness that was completely empty of house lights, street lights or any other lights at all. She shivered. Although she could sense the wall of number 27 as a wedge of solid darkness to her left, to the right there was a feeling of open air. A definite lack of Next Door.


In fact, now she came to think about it the world had gone silent too. No distant murmur of cars, no … Well, it was night time so there wouldn’t be any people anyway, but something was still missing. The underlying hum of a fair-sized town, the sound that went on even while everyone slept, had gone too.


‘Wait!’ She hurried after Jonas, stumbling on the uneven ground of a hillside that suddenly had grass instead of pavements.


‘You’re Nin,’ Jonas was saying. ‘I’ve been keeping an eye out for you. I guessed he’d be after you next, once he’d dropped Toby off.’


Nin stopped dead. ‘Toby?’ she demanded. ‘What about Toby?’


Jonas paused, turning to face her. By now, Nin’s eyes were adjusting to the dark and she realised that there was light after all. The stars were brilliant in a sky of inky velvet and a wedge of moon touched the landscape with silver. Her eyes fixed on something that rose against the northern horizon like a distant wall of hazy white.


‘Sorry,’ Jonas said ruefully. ‘Couldn’t help him. Can’t take them on, you see, they’re too powerful. I was just watching to see if either of you managed to get away. As you did.’ He looked up at the sky. ‘We’ll shelter in the woods till dawn. The Drift isn’t a good place to be out in at night.’


Nin started towards him then stopped, unsure of what to do. ‘My mum will worry.’


Jonas watched her for a moment. ‘No, she won’t,’ he said gently. ‘She won’t even wonder where you are.’


For the first time since all this horribleness began Nin felt her eyes fill with tears. Jonas set off again, making his way down the grassy slope of the hill towards the darker shadow of the trees.


Still crying, Nin followed him. There was nothing else she could do.


[image: ]


She got the tears under control on the trip down the hill. Although she stumbled often, she was grateful for the dark. At least he couldn’t see her face.


At last, they reached a small copse and groped their way under the trees. The shape that was Jonas sat down with his back to a broad trunk, so Nin settled next to him. She felt safer in the copse because the gentle rustle of leaves and the twitter of the odd night bird did a lot to cover the unnatural silence that didn’t belong to the Dunforth Hill she knew. Fortunately, the leaves also covered up the skyline with its rounded silhouettes of trees instead of the usual hard-edged ones of roofs and chimneys.


‘So,’ she said firmly. ‘Why have all the lights gone? And what wood is this?’


‘This is the Drift,’ said Jonas patiently. ‘The lights have gone because it’s another world and not many people live here. The wood doesn’t have a name, there are too many woods in the Drift to give them all names.’


Nin was silent. There were so many questions tumbling around in her head, all trying to get out at once, that they were stuck in a kind of mental traffic jam.


‘Anyway,’ said Jonas conversationally, while she tried to get a grip, ‘how did you do it? Get away from Skerridge, I mean. No kid has ever managed that before.’


‘That THING stole my brother,’ Nin burst out, before she realised she was going to say anything at all. ‘It stole Toby and everyone forgot about him except me.’ She paused, remembering the dark shape under the stairs, the silent breathing in the shadows. ‘Then, I knew it had come back for me, so I stayed up all night and waited for it.’


Jonas watched her intently; she could feel his gaze in the darkness, like a cool touch on her face.


‘Skerridge must’ve left your memory behind when he took Toby. That’s not like him, I can tell you. It’s part of their magic.’ Jonas sounded sad. ‘To steal your loved ones’ memory, so that everyone else forgets too. If you hadn’t been so close to Toby, your memory of him would have faded with the night.’


‘Like everyone’s memory of me will be gone too,’ said Nin flatly. It wasn’t a question and Jonas knew it. ‘Although,’ she looked over at his shadowy shape. ‘If you were watching me before … well, you still remember me?’


‘I’m already stolen, already on the outside, see. The memory spell wouldn’t find me because in a way I don’t exist.’


‘And that’s why you don’t have a home, because you got stolen too?’


‘Yep. Mind you, it was Polpp who snatched me, not Skerridge.’


‘Why did you look out for me?’


His gaze slipped away from her face then, she felt it go.


‘Like I said, I knew there was a BM around so I kept watch. You never know if a kid’s going to get away.’


‘BM?’


‘Bogeyman. Anyway, your brother went and you seemed like a possible too, so I waited to see if the BM came back. Got nothing better to do. Course, I didn’t realise then it was Skerridge or I might not have bothered.’


‘I’m glad you did.’ Shivering in the darkness, Nin sneaked out a hand. Jonas must have known because he took it and gave her fingers a friendly squeeze. She inched close enough to feel his shoulder, solid against hers. She was cold, although it was a mild night, and she ached with the hugeness of it all. The next question struggling out of the maelstrom in her head was, ‘What exactly is this place anyway,’ but something bigger got there first.
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