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‘thought-provoking, heart-warming … It’s as much the way in which McNish tells the tale as the plot itself that makes reading The Silver Child such an enjoyable experience. Yes, it’s the first of a “sequence”, but it has a spectacular and satisfying conclusion. I was left feeling exhilarated and hungry for more.”

Philip Ardagh, Guardian


‘a genuinely original piece of writing, strongly imagined and well written’

Books for Keeps

‘A beguiling story’

The Bookseller

‘Startling … the beginning of a great adventure’

Dreamwatch

‘an amazing book, a completely original plot with some of the most intriguing characters I’ve ever come across’

Amazon

‘fabulously painted with awesome and very vivid characters’

Birmingham Post

‘The characters grab your attention and the strange entity that threatens them is full of malevolence … children everywhere will be waiting for more!’

Leicester Library Services for Education
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For my dad, Eric McNish,
 who really knew how to tell a story




One

feast

MILO
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No one could have eaten as much as Milo ate that afternoon.

It was Sunday lunch, and as usual the smells of cooking had given everyone an appetite – but surely nobody expected Milo to eat it all.

He and his younger sister, Jenny, were sitting at the table. Jenny twiddled her doll, while their mum brought out the food. There was more than enough for everyone: a large chicken, potatoes, bread fresh from the oven, roasted vegetables. A cheer went up from Jenny as Mum, swaying slightly under the load, brought out bowls of green beans and sweet corn.

It was a fantastic selection, almost a feast. A hungry man, if he had prepared himself, starved himself all day for just this one meal, might have been able to finish it off on his own. He might.

Milo started eating as soon as the last plate was laid out. He began moderately enough, taking only a small piece of chicken and a couple of potatoes. ‘Mm,’ he said, grinning at Mum. He poured himself some water and took a sip. Reaching for a slice of bread, he put it neatly on the side of his plate for later.

Jenny fixed her own napkin and did her best to serve herself using the heavy spoons. She asked her doll if it wanted anything to eat. Some gravy, perhaps? Reaching for the gravy jug, she accidentally spilled her orange drink. With a resigned sigh, Mum went to the kitchen for a cloth.

When she came back, Milo’s plate was empty. During the few seconds she had been away he had sneaked his hand across the table to take the bowl of potatoes. Calmly he ate them all, then started on the bread. At first no one paid any attention. Mum was still busy cleaning up, while Jenny hadn’t yet decided what her doll wanted to eat. Meanwhile, Milo finished off the green beans, licked his fingertips and looked around for something else.

Seeing that there was no more food within easy reach, he got up from his chair and went round to the other side of the table. He came back with the bowl of sweet corn. It was a big bowl; he had to use both hands to lift it.

Mum glanced up. ‘And where do you think you’re taking that?’

Milo didn’t answer. He ladled several spoonfuls of corn onto his plate. Then, to save time, he started putting the corn from the bowl directly into his mouth.

‘Milo!’ snapped Mum. ‘For goodness sake!’

Jenny gave him a disgusted look, and laughed. ‘Pig!’

‘Put that down,’ Mum said.

Milo ignored them both. The spoon had begun to irritate him. It was awkward, too slow. He threw it down and, lifting the bowl up to his mouth, used his fingers to shovel the tender corn past his lips.

‘Ugh!’ shouted Jenny. ‘Mum, look!’

‘Milo!’ Mum reached out for the bowl, attempting to take it out of his hands.

Jenny said, ‘Who’s a greedy? Who’s a greedy pig-piggy?’

Milo would not let go of the bowl. ‘Give that to me!’ Mum demanded, fighting him for it. ‘Really, Milo … what’s got into you? Put it down!’

‘Piggy!’ squealed Jenny.

Milo finished the sweet corn, then released the bowl. Mum, who had been clutching it tightly, staggered and nearly fell. Milo did not notice. He only saw the food. He stared longingly at the end of the table, where the rest of the bread and vegetables were waiting. The most efficient way to get at them was to yank the tablecloth towards him, so he did. Plates, glass and cutlery went everywhere. During the uproar that followed, Milo rapidly drew all the remaining food towards him. Indiscriminately, using alternate hands, left and right, he reached out. Without looking at the food – without even attempting to taste it any longer – he stuffed whatever was nearest into his mouth.

‘Milo … Milo will you stop!’ shouted Mum. ‘What are you doing?’

Jenny started to cry – orange fizz had spilt on her doll. When Milo snatched the doll and licked its cloth face experimentally, she shrieked and kicked him under the table.

Milo threw the doll down. He was seeking a faster way to consume. His teeth felt suddenly in the way. His tongue was too thick, his jaw lacking the flexibility he wanted it to possess. He opened his mouth as wide as possible. Then, grunting with the effort, he forced it even wider, testing the limits of the jawbone. Did he have to chew? Did he have to waste time doing that? Thrusting his head back, Milo tried pouring the food down his throat, using his teeth as little as possible – just enough so that the food did not catch and make him gag as it made its way down.

‘Milo!’ gasped Mum. She tried to grasp both his hands, but with extraordinary energy he twisted away from her.

There was no bread left, but the margarine was available. Milo dug his fingers into it. Avoiding his teeth, he pushed the margarine deep inside his throat. His breathing was heavy and he did not look up.

Mum made another attempt to stop him. This time she wrapped both her arms around his body. ‘What are you doing?’ she sobbed, pulling him to the carpet. Milo screeched. He flailed his arms and broke free of Mum again.

She lay on the floor, a hand across her chest, afraid of him.

‘Drink,’ Milo rasped. ‘Drink. Drink.’ He reached under the table, finding a half-spilled can of lemonade. Placing the can directly over his mouth, he squeezed hard. Most of the liquid fell down his chin and splashed onto the carpet. Milo didn’t care; it was quicker to drink this way than any other. As soon as the can was empty, he picked up another, finishing the entire contents without taking a breath. The only drink left belonged to Jenny.

‘No!’ His sister was too young to understand the full strangeness of what was taking place. She struggled with him for the drink. Milo ripped it away from her and swallowed as if his mouth was a desert.

Mum, getting to her feet, knocked the can out of his hand. When he went to pick the can up, she held his wrists again. ‘What’s got into you?’ she shouted. ‘Stop … stop fighting me!’

Milo freed himself, stood up and pushed the table over. The half-eaten chicken, the last item of food remaining, fell by his feet. He picked it up. It was an awkward shape to get into his mouth. He turned it this way and that, finding the best way to squeeze the flesh past his teeth.

There were tears in Mum’s eyes. ‘What are you doing?’ she yelled. ‘Milo, look at me! Look at me!’

Milo scuttled to a corner of the room. He still had the chicken. He sat in the corner, eating it steadily. Jenny ran across to Mum and hid against her dress. Milo warily watched them, as if at any moment they would attempt to steal the chicken. Mum approached him cautiously.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked, in the softest of voices. ‘Milo, it’s all right. It’s all right. What’s wrong? Please tell me …’

Milo glanced up. Just for a second he appeared to recognize her. He stopped chewing. He looked at his filthy hands. He felt the stickiness and mess over his face and neck. He saw his sister staring at him, terrified.

Then something happened to his eyes. They changed. They bulged. A force behind the eye-balls distinctly squeezed them and made them push outward. It was such an abnormal movement that even his mum recoiled.

Milo touched his eyelids. They were warm. His blue irises expanded and contracted under them. There was a rhythm to the motion, like a pulse, like an engine.

Mum reached out her hand to him. For a moment Milo looked up at her and accepted that hand. He let her put it against his cheek. ‘Oh Milo …’ she murmured, ‘… what’s happening to you?’

He trembled. ‘Mum, I… I don’t know.’

Her hand reached his hair. She stroked it gently. As she did so a few of Milo’s blond curls fell onto her fingers and dropped to the floor. More hair followed, every part she touched. She withdrew her hand. A great tuft came away on her fingers, leaving the skin above Milo’s left temple exposed.

Jenny screamed.

‘Let me help you,’ Mum said.

‘I don’t know what I need,’ Milo croaked.

She moved towards him again, but Milo backed away. ‘Don’t be afraid,’ she said.

Milo stood up unsteadily – as if he half-expected even this simple action to be suddenly beyond him. He lurched to the front door, all the while dragging his fingers across his scalp. By the time he had opened the door there was no hair remaining on the left side of his head.

‘Don’t leave,’ Mum pleaded. ‘Where are you going?’

‘I can’t stay,’ he said. ‘I think … I think this is only the beginning.’

‘The beginning of what?’

‘I don’t know.’

Jenny stared at Milo. She watched the strands of his hair drifting to the floor. Catching one, she turned it slowly in the light coming through the window.

Milo stood at the front door, the sun warming the bald part of his head. He wiped his chicken-smeared hand on his shirt, quickly stepped outside and shut the door.

Mum cut across the room, reaching for the handle. Wrenching it open, she ran outside. The street was empty. She shielded her eyes, dazzled by the afternoon sun. In the distance, she could just make out the estuary and the grim flatness of Coldharbour beyond.

Milo was gone.



Two

coldharbour

THOMAS
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‘We always come here to play, Thomas.’

A six-year-old girl told me that, the first morning I arrived in Coldharbour.

Susie, her name was. I learned a lot from that wise little girl in the brief period she befriended me. She showed me around – took my arm in a protective, almost motherly way. Looking back, I think she just felt sorry for me. I’m not surprised. What a pathetic sight I must have been: a rich boy from the suburbs, holding a carrier bag of food, stumbling about in Coldharbour without a clue.

Coldharbour! What a flat wilderness of derelict steel and muck! Susie told me that ships were built here once. I found that hard to believe. All you could see of the old shipyards by the time I arrived were a few girders and broken-into warehouses nobody had bothered to dismantle. Apart from that there was only mud, miles and miles of the stuff extending out to the sea.

Kids got lost in Coldharbour. Susie told me that, and I believed her. It was such a vast, desolate place. And it stank, too! After the shipbuilders left, huge refuse tips had been constructed around its borders to take the rubbish from the nearest towns. Depending on the direction of the wind, all that rubbish came blowing across the flats, chasing off the seagulls and fouling up the air. Sometimes the smell was so bad that even the gangs covered their noses as they went about their business.

If anyone ran Coldharbour now, it was the child-gangs. This was a good place for them to operate, I suppose: virtually deserted, and not too far from the nearest towns. Plenty of room, too, to set up territories, give chase, hide or hang out.

But the gang kids just came for fun, didn’t they? They came for a lark about. And they were fairly safe because they moved around in big groups.

I was on my own. What was I doing here? What on earth had driven me here and kept me in this frightening place? I had no idea. Not lack of love, certainly. My parents loved me. I knew that. Their love waited only a few days’ walk away. I could have left the muck of Coldharbour and been tucked up in my warm old bed in a twinkling.

So why hadn’t I gone back? I had no idea. I didn’t even know why I’d left home in the first place. I remember this: waking at dawn, and staring out of my window. I was staring in the direction of Coldharbour, but I didn’t know that then. I couldn’t even see the place from my house; I’d barely heard of it. But as I gazed raptly out, I had no doubt. I knew that in Coldharbour something remarkable was waiting for me.

It made no sense, but two minutes later I was closing the front door behind me. I didn’t even think to leave a note, or bring my mobile. With no idea what I was doing, I travelled vaguely south. I walked for days, eating from my carrier bag, avoiding all major roads and sleeping in quiet places in the countryside. Why? Because I knew my parents would be looking for me. Police search parties were bound to be everywhere. If they found me, they’d make me go back home. I couldn’t risk that. Whatever secret awaited me in Coldharbour was too important.

Dumb rich boy. That’s what the gang kids called me, when I arrived in my give-away clothes. And those first kids I met scared me so much that almost every night I’d think of setting off back home. ‘Hi, Mum! Hi Dad!’ I’d picture myself saying, as my hand rapped on the door.

I did start back too, several times, but never got far. Whatever drew me to Coldharbour, kept me here. I couldn’t explain it. I didn’t leave my parents completely wondering what had happened to me, of course. I had a bit of change and phoned from the edge of Coldharbour to let them know I was OK. I didn’t say where I was, though. I couldn’t risk them finding me.

Coldharbour! What a bleak setting! I’d expected whatever drew me here to show up the moment I arrived, but I was wrong. I’d walked all this way to be greeted only by dirty-looking seagulls and emptiness. As I stumbled nervously around, I couldn’t believe how barren and unwelcoming a place Coldharbour was. Find a way to survive if you can, it seemed to be saying. Make a home if you dare!

Susie saved me, really. She taught me how to keep my head down, avoid the more dangerous gangs. When she wasn’t around, I didn’t have a clue. It was summer time, or I’d never have got through those first nights. Dumb rich boy; the gangs were right about that, and initially I spent most of my time skulking in doorways at the outer limits of Coldharbour just trying to hide from the more scary-looking kids, and quietly starving.

Food. Let me tell you about food. After I’d gone only one day without any, it was all I could think about. The carrier bag’s worth of stuff I’d taken with me from home didn’t even last the journey, and I’d been in too much of a rush to think of bringing more than a few coins. That left me in a nasty situation. There was only one source of nourishment in Coldharbour – the food tips. If I was going to stay, I had no choice other than to start looking for meals there. At first I couldn’t. The idea of digging around in someone’s old scraps was too disgusting. I refused to even consider it. But I learned something quickly in Coldharbour: hunger’s a funny old fellow; he’ll make you weep; he’ll drive you to do almost anything. After a couple of days with nothing to eat it was amazing how fast I changed my mind about visiting the refuse tips. Food scraps started looking much more palatable. The fresher stuff actually started looking good! Leftovers became my friend!

I wasn’t the only kid scavenging here, either. There were some poor families living on the margins of Coldharbour who sent their kids daily to scrap on the tips. They didn’t come for food, of course – none of them were as desperate as me. They came for dumped household items: discarded fridges, radios, broken TVs, anything really that could be salvaged or traded. These kids were experts. It was almost a pleasure to watch them at work. Once I saw a girl pluck out a pair of nearly new suede boots from a grubby bag I’d never even have seen. A few had been coming here for years, and had perfected a peculiar crab-like way of scrambling over the tips, taking their time to avoid stepping on anything sharp. I followed them from a distance, learning the technique, and applying it to the food tips.

Three weeks. It took me that long to make myself a rubbishy home in a derelict warehouse, and get in well enough with one of the bigger gangs to be left alone. Susie helped there. I’d have been lost without that special girl. The gang she belonged to let me live close to the south-east tip in relative safety.

‘But what are you doing staying here every night?’ Susie kept asking me. ‘You’re mad! You must be mad! Only the biggest gangs leave anyone here at night, and never on their own.’

I couldn’t answer her. Maybe I was mad – an insane boy. Why not? I began to think so. Wasn’t it mad to wait endlessly for something to turn up in this desolate place? Wasn’t that, after all, exactly the sort of thing a crazy person might do?

All I knew for certain was that apart from being hungry all the time, I was scared. My new warehouse home scared me most of all. An abandoned warehouse is a frightening place at night, let me tell you. It wasn’t so much the dark as the animals. Rodents mostly. I couldn’t keep them out because the warehouse’s iron doors simply would not shut. I spent days, just trying to close those doors! For a while my entire life was focused on it.

Despite this, after only a week or so I had a sort of daily routine established. In the morning, after chasing out the rodents, I’d head straight for the tips. Because I wasn’t any good at finding food, I usually spent all day looking for it. Evening would creep up on me eventually, and then, if I was lucky, I might get a sunset. Sunset over the rubbish dumps: a strange sight, but useful, because when the sun is low it glints better on metal foil and plastic wrappings containing food. After a last scavenge in the dying light, I’d head back to the warehouse, to be greeted by whatever four-legged guests fancied dropping by. Then – darkness. I dreaded the nights, I really did. When you are genuinely hungry, when you haven’t eaten properly for days, you can’t sleep. It’s impossible. And I was always freezing, too. I’d lie there, my stomach gnawing at me, shivering under a dirty edge of canvas, trying not to listen to the animals scurrying about.

What on earth was I doing here!

I think it was in my second week that I began to hear a noise. Not the sound of kids, or the skittery-squeak of animals; I was used to those. This noise was entirely different. It was like a distant roar. Why I called it that I couldn’t say, but all night I would hear that roar. And in the dawn it would still be there underlying the singing of birds, and endlessly, throughout the day, when it was quiet enough, I would hear it.

A month. That’s how long I waited in my cosy new home with my mouse and rat friends, growing steadily filthier and skinnier in Coldharbour. And every night I’d look up through the high broken windows of the warehouse, still expecting to see something remarkable. Perhaps a wondrous blotting out of stars. Perhaps someone who would drag open the heavy doors and show me the reason I was here.

But I saw nothing, and the arrival of each day brought the same dreary routines. The truth was that I’d found a way to exist in Coldharbour, but that’s literally all I was doing – scrapping along the tips, trying to keep myself together while avoiding the worst of the gangs.

And then, one morning, I felt compelled to go north. I left all the hard-won safety of my warehouse behind, and on some mad impulse carried my canvas blanket to a place nearer the river estuary. I didn’t know this part of Coldharbour at all. Here I had nothing: no place to stay, no food, no rights negotiated with the gangs to be in their territories.

And then – well, then I met the twins.

I was scavenging as usual that morning. Without being too conspicuous, I’d brought all the food I could carry with me as I headed north. After it ran out, I had to take my chances with the unknown gangs cruising around the north tips. Actually, this was my second visit there. The first time three lads had chased me off with a warning. The next time I entered their territory I knew I could expect a beating. Nothing personal – they just didn’t want anyone they didn’t know in their territory, as simple as that. But hunger never leaves you alone for long. So, the very next morning, there I was again, tramping around the tip like an idiot, hoping I wouldn’t be seen. I chose dawn this time. The refuse lorries didn’t usually turn up till later in the day, so it was the safest hour to scavenge.

When I arrived there were only a few others around. Most were single kids, hoping for something that might have been dumped late yesterday onto the household tips. They watched with distaste as I passed by, making my way onto the closest food tip. I ignored their comments, and started sorting through the usual leftovers.

But when I saw the twins I stopped. Well, we all did. Nobody looks quite normal wandering about in Coldharbour’s mud, but the twins made everyone stare.

They were the weirdest creatures I had ever seen. I didn’t notice their faces at first, just the way they moved. Initially, I thought their motion was like an animal, until I realized it was stranger than that; they moved like insects. Each of them had skinny arms and legs that were thrust out sideways, beetle-fashion. They ran about that way, on all fours, their weight balanced on the tips of their toes and fingers, bodies low, bellies almost touching the ground.

As I approached, I heard them making little interested sounds and huffs.
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