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“The Gothic vein pulses strong in Boyle’s latest, where a cursed cast of characters, one-by-one, meet their untimely fates, and where all the trappings of Victorian horror are polished and made modern. …Strongly recommended.”

RONALD MALFI, New York Times-bestselling author of Small Town Horror

“The parched halls of Temple Fall feed off the reader like the best modern haunted houses out there, making this black-as-pitch book a worthy addition to your bookshelves.”

CLAY MCLEOD CHAPMAN, author of Wake Up and Open Your Eyes

“A creeping, clutching tale of doom and darkness inexplicably bound with hope and heart, Temple Fall will draw you into its hallowed halls and hold you there forever.”

DELILAH S. DAWSON, author of Guillotine

“A clever, mind-bending, frankly terrifying haunted house mystery ... serves up delicious scares and sinister, hallucinatory set pieces, but it’s the emotional truth at the center of it that’s going to haunt readers the longest.”

ANDREA MORSTABILINI, author of A Blood as Bright as the Moon

“Like any great haunted house, Temple Fall is mysterious and labyrinthine, offering fresh surprises and terrors at every turn. The perfect read for a stormy night in a strange place.”

SHAUN HAMILL, author of A Cosmology of Monsters

“Dark, persistent and unnerving, Temple Fall is an entrancing ghost story that gets under the skin with creeping dread. …I was absolutely bewitched!”
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Part of our psyche is not in time and not in space.
They are only an illusion, time and space, and so in a
certain part of our psyche time does not exist at all.

CARL JUNG, 'THE SYMBOLIC LIFE' (1939),
THE COLLECTED WORKS OF C.G. JUNG, VOL .18
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PROLOGUE

Keep moving! Don’t look back! These words keep time with Flynn’s frantic heartbeat, singing a jagged song in her blood. Sweat glues her top to her back as she runs down the hallway, one hand clamped around Chloe’s, the other clutching the back of Tyrus’s T-shirt. Keeping close to Mei and Jonesy a step ahead, terrified if she falls behind they will abandon her to this insane house.

She has to get out. Out of this nightmare. Candles whicker against the walls, making the shadows twitch. Gaps in the floor-boards reveal shadowy rooms below, chunks of fallen plaster expose the roof space above.

Half-blind in the darkness, Flynn bites back a scream. Every step sends pain through the soles of her feet and prints carmine kisses on the bare floorboards. She feels as though the house is savouring the taste of every bloody footstep.

The staircase creaks and groans as they hurtle down it. The wood is rotten, balusters missing from the sides. One of the steps has snapped in half, toothpick splinters jutting out, ready to turn a misstep into a fall. She sees dried bloodstains on the dust-coated floorboards, and realises in horror the blood is probably hers – that she climbed these stairs earlier, oblivious to the cuts opening in the soles of her feet, blind to the danger.

At the bottom of the stairs, they stagger down another hallway, move through decaying rooms that blaze with candles, sobbing, reaching for each other, until finally, they are back in the lobby.

Flynn’s thoughts tilt at the sight of the paintings on the walls. The surfaces of the canvases are lifting, the colour flaking away so that the images that had repulsed her when they entered the house are now impossible to make out. The wine-red carpet is worn to the weave and ruined by black mould. The ceiling has buckled from the weight of the chandelier.

They pelt towards the door.

Mei twists the key in the lock, pulls it open.

Sunlight spills into the lobby.

Shock drops Flynn to her knees.

The heavens should be a churning vault of darkness, storm-tossed and thunderous, but the sun rides the hyaline sky of a renaissance painting, and the wind Flynn had heard battering the house has dropped to a soft breeze. The gravel driveway is dry, not so much as a single puddle on the porch decking. The only indication that a storm has passed are the fire-blackened trunks of the lightning-scarred trees.

Flynn gazes over the moors. The blaze of purple heather has gone, and in its place are fields of bare peat the colour of stewed tea, and the trees, which had been thick with foliage when they arrived, are now barren. Nude branches claw towards the quiet blue sky, like the outstretched arms of a dark coven.

It is as though, in the few hours they spent inside Temple Fall, time has slipped, the days and months skidding on greased wheels without taking them with it.

Slowly, Flynn turns to the house.

The desiccated walls of Temple Fall crumble beneath wreaths of moss and vines. The roof has caved in and fallen shingles lie in shattered pieces on the brittle, yellow grass. Rot has eaten away at the wooden decking. There are holes in the stone mullions. All the windows are boarded up, including the one that Jackson fell through. A sign, toppled into the bushes, almost illegible behind a scramble of weeds and thorny bracken: Caution, Unsafe Building, Keep Out! Only the cast-iron knocker on the door, that serpentine ouroboros, looks untouched by the passage of time.

But Flynn is not looking at the house.

She stares at the spot on the porch where Jackson fell.

Ripped police tape is tethered to the railing. It flutters in the breeze, like the dead skin of a snake.

And Jackson’s body has gone.
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NOW

Sat in the back of the minivan, Flynn watches the scenery blur past. The grey of the motorway blends almost seamlessly with the grey of the sky, but the gloomy colours do little to dampen her mood. She is with her best friends, on her way to celebrate her boyfriend Jackson’s eighteenth birthday, and while the idea of camping outside a crumbling old mansion doesn’t exactly fill her with excitement, she can’t think of anywhere else she would rather be.

Chloe managed to persuade her older brother, Andy, to drop them off, though he is clearly far from happy to be taxiing his sister and her mates halfway across Yorkshire. His eyes, framed in the rear-view mirror, are set in a scowl, and he and Chloe, who is riding shotgun, have been sniping at each other since they set off.

Flynn leans into Jackson, breathes the faint gasoline tang of his dark room, the peppery smell of his aftershave. On his lap, he holds the vintage Kodak Brownie that she gifted him for his birthday. She’d bid for it on eBay, despite the fact she thought it looked like an overpriced, archaic piece of kit. But then she isn’t the shutterbug that Jackson is, and the instant he had unwrapped it, his beaming face had assured her she’d made the right call.

On the other side of Jackson, Mei nods her head to the music playing through the van. In the middle seats, Jonesy and Tyrus debate which superheroes they would shag, marry or kill.

‘Shag Wonder Woman,’ Jonesy says, placing the crutch in his joint, and scattering cannabis along the paper.

Mei snorts. ‘Wonder Woman? You really want that kind of pressure when you lose your virginity?’

‘Who you calling a virgin?’ Jonesy quips.

Mei smirks, cracks her gum.

‘Where was I? Yeah, so I’d shag Wonder Woman, marry Big Barda and kill—’

‘Big who?’ Flynn says.

Jackson leans closer to Flynn, says, ‘Big Barda’s the daughter of Big Breeda. Groomed by Granny Goodness to lead the Female Fury Battalion. Functionally mortal, physically more powerful than her husband, master of hand-to-hand combat.’

Flynn cuts Jackson a wry look. ‘Sounds like you want to marry Big Barda.’

‘No way.’ Jackson’s smile curls, irresistible. ‘There’s only one woman for me!’

‘Didn’t Big Barda make a sex tape with Superman?’ Tyrus asks.

‘I’ll have you know they’d both been mentally manipulated by Sleez,’ Jonesy says, leaping to the defence of his imaginary bride. ‘Big Barda would never have cheated on Mister Miracle.’

‘Mister Miracle.’ Flynn frowns. ‘So… that’d be you?’

‘No, that’s her real husband.’ Jonesy shakes his blonde mop of curls, exasperated. ‘Haven’t you guys read the Female Furies?’

‘No,’ Mei and Flynn respond together, then share an amused glance.

‘And I’d kill… I’d kill either Reed Richards or Batman.’

‘Then you’ll have to kill Reed Richards,’ Flynn says. She has no idea who Reed Richards is, but thanks to her little sister she has an encyclopaedic knowledge of Bruce Wayne. ‘If you touched a single hair on Batman’s head, Riley would end you. You know how obsessed she is.’

‘Good point, I wouldn’t want to piss off your little sister, she’s fucking terrifying.’ Jonesy lifts the joint to lick and seal it just as Andy’s eyes snap to the rear-view mirror.

‘You’re not smoking that shit in my van.’

Chastened, Jonesy lowers the joint. ‘Course not, man.’

‘Jesus, would you lighten up?’ Chloe mutters to her brother. ‘Honestly, you’re worse than Dad.’

They resume their squabbling, but Flynn tunes them out and stares out of the window.

Even though she has been curious about her biological family for as long as she can remember, it is only in recent months that she finally committed to researching her past. Her reluctance to explore her ancestry sprang partially from fear: her birth mother suffered from severe psychosis, a condition which blighted Flynn’s childhood and left her stricken with a dread of inheriting the illness. Conscious that her family history could play a large part in the likelihood of this happening, for years she had worried about discovering a long line of mentally ill relatives in her past. Finally, she had persuaded herself that it was possible her mother was the anomaly in her family tree, and the chances of Flynn inheriting her illness were far more remote than she expected. By delving into her past, she might be able to eradicate this long-held fear.

But alongside this pragmatic motivation, there resided another: Flynn had longed to discover someone remarkable, a connection perhaps to a celebrated war hero, a royal descendant, or some pioneer who had revolutionised modern science. The form or nature of their merit mattered little to Flynn, only that it did exist, for such a discovery would surely play a part in erasing the shame of her childhood.

And so, when she should have been studying for her A Levels, instead she carefully worked through her family tree, tracing her lineage back generation by generation; when she should have been sleeping she stayed up late, mining the internet for birth records; when she was looking after her little sister, Riley, she watched ancestry programmes in which celebrities discovered the admirable deeds of their ancestors, and imagined how she would feel when she made her own discovery.

Without any information about her biological father, she’d only had her mother’s family line to work with, but she had managed to trace her ancestors as far back as her great-great-great-grandfather, Budd Young, who was adopted as a baby in 1884. His mother was a woman called Lyda Gray, but aside from her name, there was little else Flynn could uncover about her. With the trail cold, she had contacted a genealogist for help, but even he had struggled to find out anything, aside from the fact she had lived for a spell in a house called Temple Fall.

Flynn had searched the internet for information on the house but hadn’t found anything. It was Jackson who had suggested she check out the ‘historical imagery’ feature on Google Earth. Only then had an image of the house filled the screen: a black and white taken some time in the 1930s.

The aerial shot didn’t reveal much, other than it was a sprawling mansion deep in the moors. But its mysterious aura and isolated location were enough to capture Jackson’s imagination. His passion for photography peaked when the subject matter was old houses, or as he called it, ‘decay photography’. He suggested it would be the perfect place to spend the night of his eighteenth birthday, a creepy camping trip outside Flynn’s ancestral home.

‘What the fuck, Clo!’ Andy yells, his voice jolting Flynn from her thoughts. ‘We’re on the fucking motorway!’

Ignoring him, Chloe crawls over the passenger seat, a bottle of prosecco wedged under one arm, a tower of paper cups in her hand. She perches on Jonesy’s lap and passes the cups round. Despite the fact they are spending the night camping in a muddy field, she is wearing a skimpy vest, wet-look leggings and a cable-knit cardigan. Her stiletto nails are painted the colour of tin foil and her cornsilk hair falls down her back in waves.

‘I can’t believe you talked us into this, Jax,’ she grumbles. ‘We could have done just about anything for your eighteenth, but you want to camp in a muddy field outside a derelict old house in the arse-crack of nowhere.’

‘Yeah, bro,’ Jonesy says. ‘It’s not too late to bang a U-ey. My mum’s away with work, we could all stay at mine, order Taco Bell, smoke a Fat One.’

‘That’s just a regular night with you,’ Jackson says. ‘And when it’s your eighteenth, if that’s what you want, then that’s what we’ll do. But this is my birthday, so suck it up.’

‘When did you turn into such a diva, bro?’ Jonesy grumbles.

‘It’s gonna be great, trust me.’

‘I hate camping,’ Chloe says, sulky.

‘Really?’ Jackson mutters. ‘You haven’t said.’

‘Yeah, really. I’d sooner spend the night at The Pitfalls, and that’s saying something. Actually, I think I’ve still got a bottle of vodka stashed there somewhere…’

‘God, I can’t remember the last time we spent the night there,’ Mei says. ‘I wonder whether it’s even still standing.’

The Pitfalls, a derelict four-storey building that used to function as a university hall of residence until subsidence forced its closure. Reparation work was abandoned years ago, and these days the structure looks as though it is held together by the scaffolding and walkways pinned to its walls.

Almost nine years have passed since Flynn and her friends turned a room on the second floor of the collapsing building into their secret bolthole. Undeterred by its dubious condition, with rugs, blankets and throws, they had transformed the space into a cosy nook. Mei smuggled a gas heater from her dad’s garage to warm the space, Chloe draped fairy lights over the bare brick walls and brought beanbags from her bedroom, while Jonesy contributed a giant wicker basket, which they all kept supplied with crisps and snacks. Flynn filched a deckchair from her foster family’s garage, Jackson knocked together a bookshelf to which they had all contributed a stash of books. Tyrus added a stack of comics he had finagled from his big brother’s bedroom, along with a collection of board games that grew as they each added to it, until they covered the entire back wall of the room.

After numerous trips to the local skip, Jonesy had found a ratty old sofa that he claimed was perfect for the space, and Andy – only seventeen years old back then, fresh from passing his driving test and more amenable to his cute little sister – had agreed to help when Chloe asked him to use his minivan to transport it to their den.

The electrics had been cut off when the building was vacated, but it remained plumbed to the water supply, and flushable toilets and running taps meant Flynn and the others could spend hours there without having to go home.

After a heated debate about what to name their den, Tyrus had suggested ‘Nostromo’, taking inspiration from his favourite film, Alien. They toasted the name by sipping whisky Jonesy had swiped from his dad’s drinks cabinet, even though they all agreed it tasted worse than hot sick. Tyrus was the only one who abstained, announcing there and then that he would never touch a drop of booze.

It was an impassioned vow, and with her mouth and throat on fire, Flynn had not called it into question. Besides, even then, they all knew the reason Tyrus had sworn off booze was because of his dad.

Tyrus never spoke about his dad’s drinking, but it was hardly a secret on their estate. Flynn and the others regularly spent their evenings in the games room of The Dive while their parents drank themselves stupid in the bar, so they knew Elijah Adebeyo was a mean drunk. He was regularly barred from the local pubs for fighting, and Flynn had lost count of the times Tyrus had come to school sporting a black eye or a busted lip.

In all the years that have passed since then, whenever his friends were splitting a six pack in Nostromo, or smuggling drinks from The Dive, Tyrus stayed true to his word and never touched a drop.

‘Hey, Flynn,’ Tyrus says, popping the tab on a Coke and twisting in his seat to look at her. ‘What did Mr C want you for today?’

Flynn shrugs, watching Chloe work the foil from the top of the prosecco bottle. ‘He just gave me a lecture, said I should know by now what courses and unis I want to apply for.’

‘Ah, don’t worry about that,’ Chloe says, easing her thumb beneath the cork and pointing it towards Andy. ‘You’ve got ages to decide.’

‘I’m sorry, Flynn, but he’s got a point,’ Mei says. ‘You’ve gotta start narrowing down your options otherwise you won’t have anything at all lined up. You don’t want to be stuck working in The Dive for another year, do you?’

The cork shoots from Chloe’s prosecco bottle with a jocular pop, smacking Andy in the back of the head.

He jerks round and the van swerves. ‘Do you want to fucking walk?’ he yells.

Chloe sniggers, pours fizz into the paper cups.

‘Have you even looked through those prospectuses I sent you?’ Mei presses.

Flynn groans, shakes her empty cup at Chloe.

‘I just think you should—’

‘Mei, please don’t start. I’ve had my lecture for the day. I thought this was supposed to be a birthday party, not a fucking careers advice meeting.’

The words come out harsher than Flynn had intended, but Mei just holds up her hands and sinks back into her seat. Flynn feels bad for snapping, especially when she knows Mei is only looking out for her, but she doesn’t want to think about university.

In less than nine months, she will finish college, and while she still has no idea what she wants to do with her life, her best friends have already filled in their university applications. Jonesy plans to do a gaming degree in Cornwall or Bolton; Tyrus is hoping to study Film and TV Production in Cardiff; Mei wants to study Sports Science and is hoping to get into either Manchester or Glasgow; Jackson wants to land a place at Edinburgh Napier University to study photography; while Chloe has her sights set on London, where she plans on studying Events Management.

Flynn envies her friends their motivation and purpose. Without their sense of direction, university feels like a waste of time, money and energy. While they excitedly talk about the future, Flynn shies from it and secretly longs for everything to stay the same. She can’t help but feel as though they are somehow leaving her behind, relegating her to the past in their eagerness to move forwards. She dreads their departure, especially Jackson’s. They have been dating for less than a year, but in that time, she has fallen for him, hard. She would never admit to it, but the idea of him leaving, meeting other girls, living with them, stirs in her a thick, dark resentment.

To hide her insecurity, Flynn feigns a nonchalance about university, dismissing their concern and ignoring their offers of help. Pretending that it doesn’t matter to her, that she doesn’t care.

‘Hey, is that the place?’ Andy points at something in the distance.

Flynn follows his gaze across the mist-shrouded moors. At first, she doesn’t see anything, but then the fog slides apart, revealing the solitary spectre of Temple Fall.

*   *   *

Flynn climbs out of the minivan and stares up at the house as her friends drag their bags and the camping gear from the back.

Behind skeins of mist, Temple Fall is grim and grey and somehow miserly. Walls of age-blackened stone dressed in threadbare ivy climb towards the lowering sky, worn steps lead up to a wrap-around porch with a sloped roof braced by stone columns. A turret, crowned by a cupola, projects from the left side of the house. Countless tall, narrow windows stud the walls, like hard black eyes fixed upon the landscape.

As she stares at the house, Flynn is gripped by the sudden conviction she has been here before. She tries to shake it off, to dismiss the eerie familiarity as a result of her preoccupation with the house over the past few weeks. But that doesn’t quite account for the way the small hairs at the nape of her neck stir, or the tension that tightens the base of her spine.

It’s just a house, Flynn tells herself.

Mei drops her bags beside Flynn, flings an arm over her shoulder as they both consider the house. Her wrist is bandaged from a recent parkour sprain and the familiar menthol scent of joint spray lifts from her skin. Her sleek black hair is fastened into a topknot, exposing her shaved back and sides, the assortment of piercings in her ears.

‘Didn’t you say the place was unoccupied?’

‘It’s definitely empty,’ Flynn says. After discovering the location of the house, she had searched the Land Registry to see who owns the property now. A man called Mitchell Lister was the listed deeds holder, but according to the records, his current address is a care home in Leeds.

Mei snaps her gum behind her teeth. ‘I mean, it doesn’t look like no one’s lived here for over a hundred years.’

‘All I can tell you is the guy who owns it doesn’t live here,’ Flynn says. ‘And it doesn’t really look like the kind of place he’d rent out.’

And yet, a hint of uncertainty has edged into Flynn’s voice. Because Mei is right. Despite its years of inoccupancy, the house doesn’t look abandoned. The walls are weather-worn but not crumbling, the windows are intact, the paintwork in good condition. A few of the slate roof tiles have slipped but are otherwise undamaged, and while the lawn is overgrown, the steps that lead up to the porch are clear of debris.

‘Does it matter?’ Jonesy says, lighting the joint Andy refused to let him smoke in the van. ‘It’s not like we’re spending the night in there.’

‘I just want to be sure we’re not camping in someone’s garden,’ Mei says.

Jonesy shrugs, eyes slitted as he drags on the joint. ‘Maybe the National Trust bought it and renovated it.’

Tyrus moves up beside them. ‘The National Trust only buys places of national heritage, doesn’t it?’

Andy leans out of the van window, peers at the sky. ‘You better pitch your tent. Looks like it’s about to chuck it down.’

Flynn follows his gaze to the thick bars of rain-dark clouds overhead. The forecast had been cool but dry, and so the clotted, grey skies are an unwelcome surprise. She turns to the mist-clogged foothills, her imagination conjuring an image of a figure materialising from the smoky haze, ghosting towards them.

‘Hey, dickhead, have you got your insulin?’ Andy says, looking at his sister who is crouched on the grass rifling through her rucksack. ‘Coz I’m not driving back here if you’ve left it in the van.’

Chloe flips him the bird without looking up.

‘You’re a real lady, you know that?’ Andy casts a final glance towards the house, a dubious expression on his face. He shrugs, starts the engine. ‘It’s your funeral.’ He winds up his window and steps on the gas, honks his horn twice as his minivan hits the rutted track. Flynn watches his tail-lights disappear into the murky fog, fighting the sudden inexplicable urge to shout him back.









2014

Flynn studies the letters on her rack as she waits for Heather to take her turn. Sand slips through the egg timer. Static plays quietly on the radio, a curtain of rain that falls day and night inside the house. Heather insists it protects them, helps conceal them from Outsiders. Flynn has grown so used to the sound, she barely notices it anymore.

She picks up the black biro on the table, mindlessly colours in the white letter ‘A’ of the word SCRABBLE on the front of the tile bag.

Heather sets her tiles on the board.
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She writes her score down. 34 points. ‘Your turn,’ she says, and flips the sand timer.

Flynn leans over her tiles, as though a closer proximity might make a word materialise.
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She considers ditching her letters for new ones, but she has already done that twice and she can’t afford to miss another go.

She picks up the blank tile, absently rubs her thumb over the smooth surface. Funny, the way she sometimes thinks of herself as a blank tile. Something featureless. Invisible. She knows it’s silly, but the feeling can be so strong, she fears that when she looks in the mirror, her face won’t be there, that she will see nothing but a pale space where her eyes and mouth and nose should be.

The light patter of children’s footsteps skitter past the window in a burst of giggles, and a man shouts, ‘Stop! Wait for me!’ Heather goes all still with fear, but Flynn feels their laughter as a splash of sunshine inside her.

The letters on her tiles shiver, seem to realign all by themselves, a word forming like a gift. And it’s a Doozy. She grins, lines five tiles on the board, using the F that Heather played when she spelled F I N I T E (9 points).

[image: Freind]

On its own the word scores 10 points, but the D is sat on a triple word square, which means she just scored 30 points! She scribbles her score in her column.

‘Very good.’ Heather’s voice is pinched. ‘But you spelt it wrong.’ She leans over, switches the E and the I around.
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‘It still counts.’ Flynn’s hands tighten into fists.

Heather won’t look at her, but she shakes her head and strikes a line through the score Flynn has just written down, replaces it with a 0.

‘A misspelled word doesn’t count.’

‘That’s not fair!’

‘The rules are there for a reason. You can’t change them to suit you.’

Flynn’s anger feels like a clenched fist behind her forehead.

‘You’re a cheat!’

Heather’s mouth goes all flat. Her eyes move to the ceiling and slide side to side. Flynn can tell she’s about to have An Episode, but she is too angry to care.

‘That’s not true.’ Heather starts to rock. ‘Not true.’

‘It’s true, it is! You’re a cheat!’

‘Stop it!’ Heather drops her head into her hands. ‘Stop it, they’ll hear you.’

Outside, the kids squeal happily as the man chases them down the street, contented wriggles of sound bouncing on the air. Anger burns inside Flynn. She doesn’t know why, but she feels as though she has been robbed of more than points in a Scrabble game, something bigger that she can’t understand.

‘Cheatcheatcheatcheat—’

Heather clamps her cracked palm over Flynn’s mouth. Her fear smell is all over her and Flynn suddenly feels bad. She knows Heather is scared, that she is only trying to protect them both from Outsiders.

She goes still and quiet. Heather releases her, wraps her arms round her ribs and rocks. Shame sweeps through Flynn. She drops her eyes to the word on the Scrabble board, all the anger rushing out of her. FRIEND. Why does she care so much? It is just a stupid word.









NOW

Mei stomps the grass, trying to find a level patch of land on which to pitch Jonesy’s tent, an eight-man behemoth he has borrowed from his dad. Jonesy and Tyrus unpack the tent poles, lining them up on the ground in size order. Flynn stands with her back to the house, unsure how to help. Her arms are tightly folded, body braced against the wind that has picked up since Andy dropped them off.

Jackson moves up behind her, slides his arms round her waist. In his hands, he holds a black rose.

‘Where did you find this?’ Flynn takes it and turns towards him, brushing her fingers over the satin petals.

Jackson nods towards a thicket of black roses that grow over the crumbling wall at the front of the house. The flowers form a clustered darkness amidst the spray of colourful wildflowers that grow around them.

‘I didn’t think roses could grow like that,’ Jackson says. ‘Even when they’re dyed, it’s impossible to get them truly black.’

But this one is truly black, like the silken pocket of the deepest shadow. Flynn turns the stem so that the flower twirls, petals spinning in a dark pirouette.

‘It’s beautiful.’

He hooks his fingers into the waistband of her jeans, pulls her close.

‘You’re beautiful.’

She rolls her eyes, trying to disguise the feeling his nearness elicits. His hand rests on the small of her back, his breath against her ear makes her feel hot and shivery. A feeling, silky and dark as the rose’s petals, slides through her as the space between them shrinks and his lips brush against hers.

A slow scrape of frost down the nape of her neck makes her tense and pull back. She feels suddenly as though she is being watched, the weight of eyes like a subtle pressure against her skin. She glances round, but the others are all busy with the tent. Her eyes snag on the snarl of black roses. The wind whisks the trees, stirs the tall grass, but the roses barely move, as though they possess their own gravity.

‘Hey.’ Jackson’s dark eyes run over her. ‘You okay?’

In answer, she wraps her arms around his waist, leans into him. Breathes in the chemical scent of the fixer from his darkroom, a faint gasoline tang that always clings to him. As though it is part of his DNA.

‘Hey, Jax!’ Chloe yells, skipping up the porch steps. ‘Take my picture!’

He pulls away from Flynn, but his eyes stay on her face. ‘You look cold.’

‘Yeah, well.’ She glances at the clotted thunderheads in the sky, a swirling mass of silver-edged darkness that climbs towards the atmosphere in a rising cumulus. ‘I’m not really dressed for the weather.’

Jackson removes his beanie and a comma of dark hair falls across his eyes. He pulls the hat over Flynn’s head, works it over her numb ears.

‘Jackson!’ Chloe drapes herself over the porch railing like a model from a centrefold. Her yellow hair tangles on the breeze.

‘This film’s expensive!’ Jackson yells back.

‘Don’t be tight, just take my picture!’

Jackson sighs but pulls the camera round on its strap. Holding it at waist height, he peers down into the viewfinder and fiddles with the dials to bring Chloe into focus. The shutter blades slash with an audible ker-chunk, followed by a high-pitched whir, like a tiny scream.

Chloe skips down the steps towards them, but Jackson’s eyes travel from the camera to the house. He stares at the upper turret window, a crease between his brows.

Watching him, Flynn’s unease tightens inside her. ‘What is it?’

Jackson turns to her, his gaze unfocused. He opens his mouth to say something, but then his eyes shift back to the turret window. Chloe slides between them and flings an arm over Jackson’s shoulder.

‘Can I see?’

Jackson blinks, and the troubled look fades from his face. ‘You’ll have to wait until I develop the film.’

‘You’re kidding! Jesus, that thing’s shittier than your battered Nikon.’

‘It’s an antique,’ Jackson says, considering the camera as he turns it over in his hands. ‘I like the mechanics of it, you know? Gears and springs and levers, gives it more character, don’t you think?’

‘But you don’t even know how the pictures will come out.’

Jackson shrugs. ‘I like not knowing how a photo will turn out.’

‘And you can’t, like, edit or filter.’

Jackson shoots Chloe a wry grin. ‘Beauty lies in the imperfections.’

Chloe barks a laugh and punches his arm. ‘Bitch, please!’

Flynn watches the two of them, smiling at their easy camaraderie. Had she not known them both for so long, she might have been jealous, especially considering Jackson and Chloe briefly dated when they were fifteen.

Chloe had been a different person then, far from the confident hoyden she was now. Skinny as a rake, riddled with acne and with track-braces glued to her teeth, she had been plagued by insecurity over her appearance. But over the summer between finishing high school and starting college, she had completed a course of medication that cured her acne, her braces were removed, and her toothpick frame began to fill out in all the right places. Suddenly, she was drawing admiring glances everywhere she went, and the same boys who used to call her ‘Bean Pole’, ‘Tin Grin’ and ‘Pizza Face’ were following her round like lovesick puppies and professing their undying love.

Chloe embraced her new position in the college hierarchy, ditching her trainers in favour of heels and swapping her baggy shirts and jogging bottoms for clingy designer tops and miniskirts. She became obsessed with her appearance, watching YouTube make-up tutorials for hours to perfect the feline flicks she swiped across her upper lashes and learning all the tips and tricks to master the art of contouring and highlighting.

‘Flynn!’ Mei calls, struggling against the wind with the tent’s ground cloth. ‘Get your arse over here and gimme a hand!’

The wind snaps Flynn’s ponytail as she grabs an armful of tent poles and carries them to Mei, then lays them over the tarpaulin to hold it down. The roiling clouds have formed a wall overhead, a bluish-black mass with a cauliflower-shaped top. The air feels oppressive, charged with a sizzling energy that flickers over her skin, and she wonders how the weather forecasters could have got it all so wrong.

Tyrus blows into his hands, then picks up the blue rucksack, rummages inside. ‘We’re gonna freeze out here tonight.’

‘Not me,’ Mei says, holding down the ground cloth and flashing Tyrus a grin. ‘This coat is lovely and warm.’

Tyrus shoots her an annoyed glance. He lent Mei the green canvas jacket months ago, but she is yet to give it back.

‘If I was gonna be a prick about it, I’d make you return it now.’

‘But you’re not a prick, you’re a gent,’ Mei says. ‘And anyway, it looks so much better on me.’

‘You’re not keeping it.’

‘It’s mine now.’

‘Mei!’

‘Tyrus!’ Mei teases, mimicking his annoyed tone.

‘I’m never lending you anything ever again,’ Tyrus grumbles.

‘You can have it back when I’m dead,’ Mei says. ‘Can you hurry up with those pegs?’

‘They’re not in here.’ Tyrus drops the bag. ‘Jonesy, where are the pegs?’

‘Blue rucksack,’ Jonesy calls back.

‘No, they’re not!’

Mei mutters something under her breath, crawls off the groundsheet. She grabs the rucksack off Tyrus, dumps its contents onto the ground. Head torches fall, spare batteries, a couple of flashlights, cable ties, a roll of binbags, a sewing kit, masking tape.

‘They’re not here.’

‘That’s what I just said,’ Tyrus shoots back.

Mei unzips the side pockets, rummages through the smaller compartments. Watching her, Flynn feels the small hairs down her neck quill. She turns to the house, struck again by the irrational sense that it is watching her. Temple Fall is quiet, still, but there is a suggestion of dark energy behind the blackened windows, some strange vitality.

It’s just a house, she scolds herself, turning away. Just a house.

*   *   *

‘We have to pack up!’ Mei yells to be heard over the wind. ‘Jonesy forgot the tent pegs.’

Flynn feels a rush of relief at Mei’s words, is already thinking of Chloe’s bottle of vodka in Nostromo. While it’s true, they haven’t been there for months, at least it’s somewhere warm they can all hang out together. Her chilled joints are stiff, her wind-slapped cheeks burn.

‘Maybe we can pitch without them,’ Jonesy says, shoulders hitched against the buffeting wind. He has pulled the toggles on the hood of his waterproof tight, so all Flynn can see is a small triangle of his face. ‘We could use rocks to hold the tent down, or—’

‘In this weather?’ Mei scowls.

As though to underscore her words, a fine haze of rain begins to spit from the sky. The heavens groan, and the drizzle quickly broadens into a deluge that batters the ground.

‘Did you leave them in the van?’ Jackson shouts.

Jonesy shrugs, kicks gloomily at the ground.

‘This is shit!’ Chloe yells at the sky, wet threads of hair snapping in the wind.

‘Clo, you better call Andy.’ Mei’s eyes are slitted against the rain. ‘Get him to pick us up.’

‘Have you met my brother? He’ll love that we’re stranded out here in the pissing rain.’

‘Just ring him!’

‘You ring him!’

Flynn wraps her arms round her waist as her friends start bickering. Darkness ripples across the moors, lightning throbs within the clouds. The rumble of distant thunder like roots ripping deep beneath the earth.

The wind suddenly changes direction, a body slam of warm air that makes Flynn stagger. Jackson pulls her close, briskly rubs his hands up and down her arms. Rainwater clings to his lashes, drips from his hair. He leans towards her and despite the cold, his warm breath against the shell of her ear sends a shiver through her.

‘We need to take cover,’ he says, nodding to the house.

‘Leave all that!’ Tyrus shouts at Chloe, who is trying to wrestle the metal poles back into the bag. ‘It isn’t safe out here, we need to go, now!’

‘Flynn, come on!’ Jackson grabs her hand and pulls her along behind him.

The sky gives an animal growl, low and primal. The small hairs down Flynn’s arms stiffen, static electricity dances across her skin. The smell of ozone punches the air and a metallic taste floods her mouth. The heavens crack, the sound so loud Flynn could almost believe the earth had been cleaved in two. Somewhere behind her, a tree crashes to the ground.

Flynn sprints towards the house, her trainers slipping and skidding on the sucking mud. She takes the porch steps two at a time, desperate for shelter yet unable to shake the suspicion there is none to find there.

*   *   *

Huddled together on the porch, they watch the storm thrash the trees. The wind howls through the eaves and sweeps rain beneath the porch. Flynn’s soaked jeans stick to her skin, rainwater squelches inside her trainers. The growl of thunder is so loud, it seems to drive fissures through the earth and shake the world on its hinges.

Chloe stares at her phone. ‘I haven’t got any signal.’

Jackson unzips his raincoat, pulls out his mobile. ‘Shit,’ he mutters. ‘What about you guys?’

‘Mine’s dead,’ Mei says.

Flynn takes her rucksack from Jackson. Her fingers are numb with cold as she unzips it and pulls out her phone. Her stomach drops. ‘No signal.’

‘Ty?’ Jackson looks at his friend.

‘Nothing,’ Tyrus says, pocketing his phone. ‘Jonesy?’

Jonesy’s gloomy expression is answer enough. ‘Not since we drove through—’

Veins of lightning sear the sky, striking a tree close to where they had been planning to set up camp. Branches explode in a shower of wood, the thick tree trunk blackens and splits with a spume of sparks. Fire flares in the unsnapped branches, a pulse of flames against the darkness. The accompanying thunderclap is almost synched to the flash of lightning, and it drowns out Jonesy’s shriek of alarm.

‘Holy shit!’ Tyrus stares at the burning tree. ‘We need to take shelter.’

‘I thought that’s what we were doing!’ Flynn says.

‘Lightning can travel sideways.’ Tyrus turns, eyes Temple Fall. ‘We need to break into the house.’

‘I’ll do it.’ Jonesy starts towards the door, but Flynn grabs his arm, yanks him back.

‘We’re not breaking in!’

‘Yes, w-we are!’ Chloe’s words are clipped between her chattering teeth. Her cable-knit cardigan is drenched, her long blonde hair hangs in soaked tails down her back. ‘P-please, Flynn, I’m so f-fucking c-cold!’

‘We’ll freeze to death if we stand out here on the porch all night!’ Tyrus shouts over the roar of the storm.

Jonesy takes a hammer from his rucksack – the one he had brought to drive the tent pegs into the ground – and moves towards the door. The others crowd behind him, pressing forwards in their eagerness for shelter.

Flynn’s eyes move over the bubbling rust on the railing, to the vast stone walls, the oak door, stained to a shade so dark it is almost black. The cast-iron knocker is shaped like a snake eating its own tail. Exposed to the elements for so many years, it should surely have rusted, but it is pristine.

Jonesy squints through the keyhole. ‘There’s a key in the lock. There must be someone inside.’

Mei pushes forwards, knocks the rapper against the strike plate.

‘Just smash it in already, there’s n-no one here!’ Chloe’s words are like snapped icicles between her clashing teeth. ‘P-please, I’m f-f-freezing my t-tits off here!’

Jonesy hefts the hammer, and as he swings it at the pane of glass above the door handle, lightning flares, like the flash of a camera, sealing one moment of time to celluloid.

*   *   *

The sound of shattered glass hitting the floor is barely audible over the roar of the storm. Jonesy sweeps the hammer round the edges of the frame, knocking away the jagged pieces, then reaches inside, twists the key in the lock. He turns the handle, starts to open the door, but the wind tears it from his grasp and blasts it wide open.

Tyrus swings his torch over a cavernous, shadow-cluttered lobby. A bifurcated staircase, carpeted in the deep maroon of old blood, sweeps up to the balcony. A chandelier hangs from the middle of the ceiling.

Jonesy whistles softly, turns a slow circle. ‘This place is sick!’

As Flynn crosses the threshold, she feels a sudden heat pulse through the scars in her feet, as though they have been splashed by the scalding water that burned her all those years ago. She gasps at the pain, but already the sensation is fading to a faint tingle.

Avoiding the jagged shards of glass, she closes the door behind her. The others dump their rucksacks, start rummaging for torches. Tyrus pulls two storm lanterns from his own bag and turns them on. Flynn pulls Jackson’s beanie off and turns to survey the lobby.

Walnut-panelled walls with intricate carvings rise to a high vaulted ceiling, maroon and gold brocade curtains cover the high arched windows. A chaise longue, upholstered in the same material as the curtains, occupies a space by the wall. The house smells of dust and mouldering flowers, but another scent lingers on the stale air, an animalistic musk that catches at the back of Flynn’s throat. Wind flutes through the small gaps in the windowpanes, the floorboards creak beneath her feet.

She shrugs her backpack off and pulls out her own torch, tracks the circle of light over the oil paintings that decorate the walls, hunting scenes that make her stomach clench with revulsion: grey and grisly intestines unspool on lush forest carpets; fangs sink into furred flesh; muzzles wrinkle over blood-drenched snouts.

‘This place is incredible.’ Jonesy peels off his waterproof and shakes a hand through his corona of blonde curls.

‘It’s hardly degraded at all.’ Jackson moves his torchlight across the high ceiling, where intricately designed patterns have been hand-moulded into the cornices. Dusty cobwebs tinsel the chandelier, like clusters of dirty grey hair. He walks through the lobby, inspecting the various trinkets and ornaments, photographing the side table, the chandelier, the iron candle sconces that line the walls.

Jonesy pulls a beer from his bag, pops the tab. The sleek tsk echoes around the lobby. Chloe flings herself onto the chaise longue and Mei drops beside her, drapes her legs over her friend’s lap. Watching Chloe, Flynn feels a kick of unease she can’t put her finger on.

‘So, Jax,’ Jonesy says, clapping Jackson on the shoulder. ‘How does it feel to officially be a man?’

‘Officially, I’m not.’ Jackson fiddles with the dials on his camera. ‘I don’t turn eighteen until three twenty tomorrow morning.’

‘Eighteen, man.’ Tyrus shakes his head. ‘And it feels like only yesterday you thought girls got pregnant by kissing their boobs.’

‘They don’t?’ Jackson glances at Flynn, and his smile shoots a pulse of heat through her.

‘You can do all the grown-up shit now,’ Jonesy says.

‘I don’t think there’s much I can do now that we haven’t done already.’

‘Yeah, but now it’ll be legal,’ Tyrus says.

‘Bro, where’s the fun in legal?’ Jonesy grins.

‘You can gamble.’ Mei pulls her topknot loose, shakes her wet hair out. It falls across her cheeks in a spill of black ink.

‘I’ve been gambling with Who-Shot-John since I was thirteen,’ Jackson says.

‘You guys gamble your lives working in that shithole,’ Chloe mutters.

The Dive isn’t the sort of bar where the landlord asks his workers to provide ID, and Flynn, Jackson and Jonesy have been working there since they were fifteen years old.

‘You can get a tattoo,’ Tyrus says.

Jackson pulls the collar of his T-shirt down, revealing the stick-and-poke Scorpio zodiac symbol Flynn inked onto his shoulder. Jackson tattooed a similar Leo sign on the inside of Flynn’s wrist, despite the fact Flynn isn’t sure she even is a Leo. The date on her birth certificate, 1 August, was an approximation, made by doctors and specialists after she presented in hospital for the first time as an Unidentified Female Child.

‘You can legally drink,’ Chloe says, reaching for the bag on the floor at her feet to grab a bottle of prosecco.

‘Bro, you can smoke weed!’ Jonesy grins.

‘That’s illegal whatever age you are, moron,’ Chloe mutters, sliding the sharp point of her nail beneath the bottle cover, twisting the wire hood off the top.

Tyrus aims the beam of his torch up the shadowy staircase. ‘Who wants to take a look around this place?’

‘I’m not moving from this chair all night,’ Chloe says, struggling with the cork. ‘This house is well creepy.’

‘Agreed,’ Mei says. ‘I say we stay right here and get smashed.’

Chloe and Mei high-five.

‘Hey, Jax!’ Chloe drops her head back, holds up the bottle. ‘Come over here and pop my cork, will ya?’

Her flirty tone makes Flynn prickle with irritation, but Jackson reaches to take the bottle. As he works his thumb beneath the cork, Chloe peels off her wet cardigan. In the lantern-light, her skin is luminous, her eyes large and glossy. A sheen of rainwater glistens on her pearly shoulders.

The cork shoots from the bottle on a creamy spume of froth and Jackson passes the bottle back to Chloe. She lifts it to her lips and guzzles the booze as though it is fresh water.

‘Hey, take it easy!’ Jackson grabs the bottle from her, accidentally spilling fizz on her top. Chloe giggles, flops back down on the chaise longue.

Jonesy and Tyrus are crabbed over the rucksacks by the door, whispering to each other. Flynn watches Jonesy carefully remove a large white box from one of the bags. He opens it, lifting out the birthday cake he made Jackson, and starts to place eighteen small, thin candles on top. Tyrus flashes a look over his shoulder, checking Jackson isn’t watching, but he is lost in conversation with Chloe and doesn’t notice. Jonesy strikes a match, holds the flame to the first candle.

Flynn’s gaze lingers on Jackson and Chloe, a strange ache pushing beneath her ribs. They are so at ease together, so comfortable in each other’s company, that if a stranger were here observing them all, they would probably assume Chloe, not Flynn, was dating Jackson.

As Flynn watches Chloe, she realises what it is that has been niggling at her: only a few minutes ago, stood outside Temple Fall, her friend’s lips had been tinged blue with cold, her teeth clattering hard enough to crack enamel. But now, her lips are pink, her skin glows and her eyes sparkle, as though she has been reclining by a fire for hours.

It is only observing these changes that Flynn realises that she no longer feels cold, either. The chill that the hard wind had driven deep into her bones has already thawed, and her limbs are suffused with warmth. Temple Fall is unheated, yet her breath no longer smokes on the air in front of her face.

The faint crackle of static washes through the lobby, almost imperceptible beneath the louder sounds of the storm and her friends’ voices. So subtle she can almost dismiss it as imagination. She frowns, straining to hear where it is coming from. Her eyes track to the staircase, the quilted darkness overhead.

‘Are you okay?’ Jackson touches her elbow, making her jump and spin round.

‘Yeah, I just… I thought I heard…’ She glances up the stairs and the darkness dilates, like a giant pupil expanding. She turns back to Jackson, forces a smile. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Jax, check this out,’ Tyrus says, straightening as Jonesy picks up the cake. ‘Jonesy made you a birthday cake!’

The cake in question consists of a black sponge camera set upon a white base. Nikon is iced across the top and the strap is made of black fondant, Happy 18th Birthday, Jax! written across it in white icing. Black sugar paste buttons and dials, intricate in their detail, lend the cake a look of such lifelike authenticity, Flynn almost believes she could lift it off its edible base and snap a photograph of the moment. Eighteen flames bend and twist on the air as Jonesy walks towards them, a bashful grin on his face.

‘Wow, Jonesy!’ Jackson grins. ‘That looks epic. You shouldn’t have.’

‘No trouble, bro. Flynn was threatening to bake for you, so I took one for the team.’

‘Oh, in that case—’

‘Hey!’ Flynn smacks Jackson’s arm. Ever since they started food tech in Year 7, the others have teased her for her questionable culinary skills.

Jonesy sets the cake on the side table, the glow of pride in his cheeks. Jackson folds his arms, eyes it with a trace of scepticism. ‘Is this cake gonna make me forget my name and think you’re Jesus?’

‘It’s clean, nothing but the finest quality ingredients, bro, trust me. Although there’s enough fondant in it to put Clo into a hyperglycaemic coma.’

One of the candles flickers and shrinks, then winks out, trailing a thready wisp of grey smoke.

‘Shit, it keeps doing that.’ Tyrus lights another match, holds it to the eighteenth candle. Flynn’s unease twists, a sharp tightening in her chest as she watches the flame of the freshly lit candle shrink low, as though it is about to wink out again.

‘Come on, guys, while they’re all still lit,’ Chloe says, then breaks into a rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’. Everyone else joins in and Jackson flushes, his hand catching and squeezing Flynn’s. She smiles, kisses his dusky cheek, but sadness closes round her, the realisation that they are all reaching an ending of sorts, and that no matter how much she digs her heels in, there is nothing she can do to prevent it.
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Heather sinks onto the mattress beside Flynn, passes her the sleep drink. A Mickey Finn, that’s what she calls it. Flynn always thought that was a funny name for a drink. Heather once told Flynn that someone had slipped her a Mickey Finn a long time ago, and that was how Flynn came alive inside her. Flynn had wanted to know how that was possible, but something about the way Heather said it had stopped her asking questions.

Flynn pushes the drink away.

Heather places Mama Doll on the pillow. She made the doll for Flynn years ago, a little Heather replica for when the real one wasn’t around. Stuffed her cloth body with cotton batting, stitched big grey buttons on for eyes. Made her a navy dress just like her own, and a velvet brown cap that matches her cropped hair. She’d even sewn a tiny mole in the same spot she has one, a loop of brown thread stitched to her cheek. Mama looks exactly like Heather. Every bit the same, and nothing like her at all.

‘Drink it,’ Heather says.

Flynn feels her lower lip tremble, the press of tears behind her eyes. Heather sets the mug down and pulls Flynn onto her lap. In preparation for going Outside, she has washed in bleach, and her skin smells all sharp and chemically. Flynn doesn’t like the smell, but Heather rarely hugs her like this, and she has to fight the urge to fling her arms around her neck and beg her not to leave.

‘I’ll be back before you wake up,’ Heather says, patting Flynn’s hair then gently pushing her back onto the mattress.

Flynn shakes her head because it isn’t true, not anymore. It used to be that Heather would return to find her still asleep, and she would have to smack Flynn’s legs and pinch her cheeks to wake her. Once, she had pulled out a hank of hair trying to rouse her. Heather had laughed her nervous, brittle laugh, and said Flynn was ‘such a Sleepyhead’. But the past few times she has been left alone, Flynn woke long before Heather returned.

She always feels terrible after she has the drink. The sleep it brings is so black and heavy it feels like a little death and when she wakes, her stomach churns and her head hurts like it’s been kicked. Her heart pounds so loudly, she is sure the Outsiders will hear it, even though the radio’s silvery crackling is meant to protect her. She hates being left alone, fears that one day Heather won’t return at all, that the Outsiders will come for her.

And so, to distract herself when she wakes up, she walks round the house, counting her footsteps. It feels right, like one of Heather’s Rituals. A Tactic. Holding Mama in one hand, the other hand brushing the wall, she paces, telling herself by the time she reaches the front door, Heather will be back.

‘I’ve added an extra pill,’ Heather says. ‘Trust me, you’ll sleep.’

Flynn takes the drink, she has no choice. Her stomach squirms when she swallows, threatens to eject the bitter liquid. The tablet dust is gritty between her teeth.

Heather takes the empty mug and goes back into the kitchen. Flynn holds Mama to her chest and lies down. She hears Heather flicking switches on and off, tapping things and muttering to herself. Spellcasting.

She has been cleaning all morning, getting ready to go Outside. She washed the fridge out with bleach, defrosted the freezer, scoured the oven, cleaned the cutlery drawer, descaled the kettle, scrubbed the bathroom tiles, hoovered the sofas, sanitised the door handles. Flynn hadn’t offered to help, not because she is lazy, but because she barely has the energy to stand. Hunger chews her insides, a toothy gnawing, making her feel crumpled and empty. Besides, Heather always insists on doing it herself.

Now, Flynn hears her turn the tap on and pump the soap dispenser three times. Heather likes to do lots of things in threes.

Flynn’s muscles are starting to feel funny. Floppy and soft like Play-Doh. Tiredness crashes through her, a rising tide that lifts her off the mattress, bobs her along on an invisible ocean. She hears the splash of water hit the sink again, Heather pumping more soap from the dispenser. Her vision wavers, blurs, and she floats in the grey sea between waking and sleep.

Her heart suddenly quickens in the silence, a panicked rat-a-tat-tat that makes her eyes snap wide. The house is quiet. She is alone. But fear flickers beneath her skin, panic jogs in her pulse.

A flurry of hard knocks shake the door, and she realises this was the sound that roused her. But Heather never knocks, and Flynn knows better than to answer.

She sways to her feet, clutching Mama. The drugs in her blood make her thoughts run like treacle, her movements feel slow. Her body possesses all the strength of a ragdoll. She stares at the door, paralysed by fear.

Hide! Heather’s voice, bright as a flare in her mind.

Flynn staggers into the kitchen, her knees threatening to give out with every step. She crawls into The Cupboard, closes the door behind her. She hates hiding in here. It smells bad, like popcorn and wet bricks and bleach, but right now she doesn’t care about that, because she feels Mickey Finn spreading through her, sleep pulsing behind her eyes.

But she has to stay awake.

She has to be alert.

She can’t let them take her… Can’t let them… Can’t…

Again, the knocking – harder this time. Insistent.

Darkness crowds her vision, warmth slides down her spine, across her temples. Her eyelids slope. She slaps her face, hard. Nips the skin on her elbows. But it is like fighting in quicksand, and she is sinking, sinking.

A hard kick against the door, the sound of splintering wood.

They are in the house!

Her terror widens as she realises she can’t fight it any longer. Her body is collapsing, falling, her tear-damp lashes fluttering closed, even as her mind rails, furious with herself, her body, its weakness. She squeezes Mama tightly, folds herself around that small cloth body. Sleep is a warm glove slipping over treacherous skin and bone and muscle, but her thoughts flail, panicked, desperate to shake free, to escape. That word – Escape! – beats like a drum within her, as insistent as her heartbeat, a command that won’t be quieted.

Gruff, muffled voices from the living room, something crashes to the floor. They are so close to her… so close… but Flynn’s body sinks, succumbs to the darkness.

Escape! Escape! Escape!

She feels a tearing deep within her mind, and something inside her rises, born aloft on a violent expulsion.

She is simultaneously falling and flying.

The sensation is over before Flynn can register what has happened, but when she blinks her eyes open, she is no longer in The Cupboard.

She is crouching on the patch of grass at the back of the house.

She is Outside.

At first, she is too stunned to move, can’t understand what has happened. The fear that twists through her feels dull, distant. As though her senses have been dialled right down.

The grass is waterlogged, but she doesn’t feel its wetness beneath her bare feet. She is wearing her thin pyjamas, but she doesn’t feel the cold. She doesn’t feel anything. She wonders if she is dead, presses a hand to her chest, feels her heart beating. Its slow, steady drum feels distant, removed, quiet like the constant bath of static that plays in the house. No, this isn’t Dead, this is something else. Something In-Between. Like her mind and body have… Split.

She stands up, moves round the side of the house. She feels oddly weightless, floaty. She listens to the commotion within the house, the banging of cupboards, slamming of drawers, and understands her sleeping body is still in The Cupboard, vulnerable to discovery. The thought should be a shock, but it passes through her with a dull tremor.

She steps onto the street, almost walks straight into an Outsider. She opens her mouth to cry out, backs away. But the Outsider looks straight through her, as though she isn’t there, his eyes sweeping up and down the street.

Flynn looks down at herself, blinking. She is stood in a puddle, but her feet don’t send any ripples through the water. The sun is sinking behind her, yet her body casts no shadow. She is here and not here. She feels the pull of her sleeping body, a little tug in her belly. She knows she should be scared, but fear doesn’t touch her in this strange other-place.

She carries on walking, quicker now, wanting to see everything that has always been hidden from her, everything she has been hidden from. She starts to run, something she has never been able to do before because her house is so small and her legs too thin and weak from hardly being used.

She gathers speed until she is racing so fast her feet feel as though they might leave the ground, and it is as though the thought alone lifts her, floating into the air. She opens her arms to hug The Night, and her breath snaps in her throat and her stomach drops, and she is sure she is about to fall. But she doesn’t.

Flynn flies over rooftops, like a shirt snatched by the wind from a clothesline, tossed and tousled skywards. She holds tight to the cord, that tug deep in her core, and even as she spins higher and higher, she doesn’t let that band snap too tight.
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