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  This book is dedicated to anyone who has ever hated school. Unlikely Gang forever, x
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  Owls




  Lis knew she was dreaming, although this brought little comfort as the blood ran over her face. It rushed up her nostrils and caught in the back of her throat. The metallic

  taste choked her, panic creeping in.




  This was not the first time she’d knelt in the red stream. She had encountered this nightmare many times in recent weeks and each time the vision became more realistic, more visceral.




  Sometimes, the focus of the dream was her long, wet hair matted to her face. Sometimes it was the freezing rain and howling wind. Sometimes it was the frenzied screams far away in the distance.

  On this particular visit, Lis was very aware of the pebbles, so cold and round and perfect under her hands. They scraped her skin but somehow she knew that the blood rushing over her body was not

  hers.




  In a twisted way, she was starting to enjoy these nightly terrors. Every dream brought a new piece of the jigsaw puzzle, although she remained far from seeing the picture on the box. In reality,

  she had never seen her dream brook or the forest it trickled through, or maybe she had . . . a distant childhood memory, eroded by time.




  The desperate screaming grew closer, coming in loud, distorted blasts as her head dipped in and out of the water. She became aware of her own panting and groaning. How much farther could she

  crawl?




  Every movement felt laboured and slow. Even adrenalin could not counter the exhaustion in her arms and the water may as well have been treacle. She fought to keep going regardless of the pain in

  her bleeding knees. Her sodden clothes clung to her body, pulling her back.




  Far overhead, owls circled the charcoal trees. They were there for her, she knew that much, although she couldn’t be certain why. She had no time to worry about that now; she had to get

  away.




  But she knew what was coming. The dream always ended the same way. Sure enough, she recognised the icy hand now reaching into her hair. Such was the grip that it was impossible for Lis to turn

  and face her assailant. Not once had she set eyes upon her attacker. She let out a howl before her face was plunged into the inky water.




  There was no moonlight to illuminate the stream and Lis was submerged in blackness. Air bubbles rippled against her cheek as the vice-like grip pushed her deeper; all the way to the bed of the

  stream.




  Lis tried to relax. She knew she would wake up any second now. Her chest seemed to shrink inwards and she tried to inhale oxygen that wasn’t there, her lips parting uselessly. This was the

  end.
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  Lis’s eyes snapped open. She always felt she should spring upright and pull sweat-soaked sheets from her body, just like in the films. But she was safe, curled up under

  her duvet; cosy in her familiar old bedroom.




  She reached for her mobile. No texts and the clock display read 2.14 a.m. She rolled over to try to get back to sleep, knowing that it was utterly pointless.




  For today was the day she moved to Hollow Pike.




  





  The Copse




  Opening her eyes, Lis immediately recognised the Yorkshire Dales. The twisting, turning country lanes had caused her sleeping head to bang against the window as her mother

  followed the snaking road to Hollow Pike.




  ‘Wakey-wakey, love,’ her mother said. ‘We’re almost there.’




  Lis blinked and hoisted herself upright in the seat, her new outfit now more than a little crumpled. All her old hoodies and trainers had been left in Wales. She’d wanted new clothes for a

  new start. ‘How much further?’ she croaked.




  ‘Oh, not far at all. You can see Pike Copse from here.’




  Leaning forwards, Lis squinted towards the horizon and saw the furry blanket of trees covering the hills ahead. Her mum was taking the back way into town. ‘How come we’re going this

  way?’




  ‘There are roadworks, love. I can’t be bothered with temporary traffic lights; we’ll be there all year. I’ve never been this way, but Sarah says it’s a short

  cut.’




  Lis bit her tongue to stop herself saying anything sarcastic about her mother’s dubious history with short cuts, the incident in Tenerife where they’d nearly driven over the edge of

  a cliff being a particularly terrifying memory. Instead she rolled her eyes and turned back to the road. The tiny silver Corsa passed onto an ancient bridge that vanished into the looming trees

  ahead, and she wound down the window to get a better look.




  Staring down at the rushing, chattering stream beneath, Lis felt a sudden shiver ripple down her spine as she recalled her dream. She quickly did what she always did with that unwelcome memory

  and pushed it to the back of her mind, focusing on thoughts of anything else: what it would be like living with Sarah, whether her mum was right and her new clothes did look ‘a bit

  much’ (Lis had aimed for ‘pretty but chic’ with some new skirts and cute tops), whether anyone at Gwynedd Community College would even notice that she’d gone.




  Of course Bronwyn Evans would notice. She was the reason Lis was moving in the first place. Her old school had refused to acknowledge any ‘real bullying’ was taking place, so

  her mum had cooked up the plan to move her up north with Sarah. Lis had jumped at the chance. Her mum was so busy with her new fiancé (soon to be husband number three), that Lis sort-of

  wondered if she’d even be missed. Lis had dreamed of living with her big sister ever since Sarah had moved to Hollow Pike years ago to care for Gran. Really, in Lis’s mind, this suited

  everyone.




  Within moments it was as if the car had driven from day into night. Inside the copse, only long diagonal fingers of light pierced the leaves and Lis peered into the gloom to see where the road

  led. The wood closed up behind them, sealing them inside its damp foliage. It felt like being swallowed by some huge, green whale; Lis shuddered at the thought.




  As she looked more closely at her surroundings, she realised that the copse was very much alive. Every surface was covered in moss or lichen, and the birds . . . the birds were deafening. The

  density of the trees caused the radio to lose reception so only an eerie hiss filled the car, and for a moment Lis felt that it was the sound of the forest itself – growing, moving,

  breathing.




  Her mum squeezed the brakes as the road became narrower. Broken branches hung perilously close to the car and it seemed as if the darkness itself were edging nearer, becoming more intense as

  they advanced through Pike Copse.




  ‘Mum . . .’ Lis didn’t really have anything to say, but hoped that fishing for chitchat would lighten the suddenly sinister atmosphere.




  ‘I know, love. Sarah and her short cuts, eh?’ Deborah smiled a thin smile.




  Instantly regretting giving her mother an opportunity to criticise her sister, Lis turned off the radio static and reached into her mum’s box of cassettes. For once, the thought of Deborah

  attempting to sing along to hits of the seventies was a comforting one.




  Without warning, her mum slammed on the brakes. Lis’s forehead smacked into the dashboard. ‘Ow!’ she yelped. ‘Mum, what are you d—’




  ‘Bloody animal!’ her mum exclaimed.




  Lis sat up to look at whatever had caused her mum to brake so sharply. In the centre of the road stood a single, black and white magpie, playing chicken with their car. It simply waited,

  watching them with beady black eyes, alight with intelligence.




  Deborah pressed on the horn, a short blast, but the bird didn’t move a muscle, didn’t even flinch. Instead it seemed to peer even more intently at Lis.




  ‘What’s it doing?’ Lis murmured.




  ‘Do I look like an animal psychologist?’




  Her mum edged the car forward, but the magpie stood its ground, blocking entry to Hollow Pike. There was no way they could drive around it.




  ‘Will you shoo it away please, Elisabeth? It’ll be dark at this rate.’




  Lis dutifully unclipped her seatbelt and opened the door. Swinging her legs out, she stepped into freezing water. She recoiled and looked down. The car had come to a halt in a shallow, trickling

  stream.




  ‘Careful, love, don’t ruin your shoes.’




  As soon as she was out of the car, the magpie, bigger than she’d anticipated, took one final look at her and darted for the safety of the trees. But Lis barely noticed. She was struggling

  to breathe as she looked around, taking in the full scene for the first time. Everything seemed so familiar: the water, the thick, earthy air. This was her dream – the stream, the blood,

  the darkness.




  Tears started to prick her eyes and Lis told herself to get a grip. This couldn’t be the forest she so often saw in her dreams because she’d never been here before. And, when you got

  down to it, all forests and streams looked pretty much alike. She was just upset by the creepy, staring bird and the move and her mum and, oh, everything today – the sooner she got to

  Sarah’s, the better. She drew a steadying breath.




  ‘Elisabeth, are you going to get back in the car or not?’




  Lis dragged herself out of her stupor, tiptoed through the glacier-cold brook and clambered into the passenger seat.




  ‘Bad luck, that is,’ her mother said as Lis slammed the passenger door.




  ‘What is?’




  ‘Seeing one magpie. What is it they say? One for sorrow.’
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  The rest of the journey passed quickly. Her sister was right: avoiding the roadworks saw them driving down the hillside that led directly to Sarah’s new home in no time.

  And there it was – cut into the landscape like some sleek, modern sculpture – her sister’s dream house. Max, Lis’s brother-in-law, had recently completed work on the

  building, nicknamed ‘The Cube’ and Lis could see how it had earned that title. It was as if a giant had carelessly abandoned a block of glass and wood at the edge of the copse. Lis

  thought it was nothing short of stunning – and she got to live there.




  As the car finally pulled into the driveway, Lis was sure that she could still hear the whispering of the branches in the wind and, if she really strained, the busy little stream making its way

  towards the river. She shook her head firmly; she had to get over herself, she wasn’t a baby any more. Who makes such a drama out of a few bad dreams?




  Sasha, the lumbering family setter galloped to meet the car. Lis flung herself out and allowed the shaggy russet beast to jump up at her chest.




  ‘Sashey!’ she cried in a munchkin voice. ‘How’s my doggy dog?’




  ‘Elisabeth! Don’t get all dirty!’ her mother put in.




  A new voice interrupted from above, warm and affectionate but with an air of exasperation. ‘Leave her alone, Mother! You’re always nagging!’




  They both looked up to see a tall, striking blonde standing on a balcony that ran all the way around the first floor. Sarah, twelve years older than Lis, was her half-sister from their

  mum’s first marriage, but Lis couldn’t possibly have loved her more if they’d had the same dad.




  ‘Leave all your stuff in the car,’ Sarah instructed. ‘Max is on his way down to lend a hand. Come on up, you two, the kettle’s on!’




  Lis ran up the wooden stairs to greet her sister. Sarah wrapped her up in a bear hug and the pair tossed greetings at each other – Sarah actually complimenting Lis on her chic new clothes

  – until Deborah arrived and received a similar embrace.




  Sarah invited them inside and, looking around the huge kitchen, Lis could feel warmth and love radiating from every beam and tile Max had installed. Huge windows filled the whole house with

  heavenly light. Everything was clean and modern, but in no way cold or minimalist; if anything the space was cluttered, filled with the beautiful furniture that her sister had collected and

  restored, not to mention a scattered selection of baby toys.




  ‘Lis? Do you want to come and see your new room?’ Sarah asked. ‘I hope you don’t mind, I’ve put some pieces in there. If you don’t like them, I can find

  somewhere else for them.’




  Lis resisted the urge to bounce up and down. Her sister restored vintage furniture for a living, so this promised to be good. ‘Yes please!’




  Sarah grabbed Lis’s hand and pulled her through the lounge and upstairs to the next level, where two of the bedrooms were. One was in use as a study and the other was evidently Lis’s

  room.




  Lis gasped. It was like walking into a magazine spread. Sarah had installed a massive white sleigh bed next to French windows leading onto the back terrace. Other exquisite choices included a

  mirror and chaise longue – no doubt lovingly crafted in the basement workshop.




  ‘You like?’




  ‘Sarah, I love, love, love!’ Lis beamed and gave her sister a second massive hug. ‘It’s like a princess room or something!’ It was as if her sister had read

  her mind across county borders, sensing her wish to move away from her childlike, poster-filled life in Bangor, and step into a glamorous, sophisticated new skin here in Yorkshire.




  ‘I’m glad you like it. You have no idea how long it took us to get that bloody bed through the door. We’d need a chainsaw to get it out!’




  Lis laughed and crossed to the glass doors. The terrace was beautiful: Parisian-style table and chairs and a little fish pond. She could already see herself reading a book with a huge cup of hot

  chocolate beside her, and chatting with Sarah in a way she could never chat with her mum. She felt a million miles and a hundred years away from the Elisabeth London who’d spent last summer

  caring about best friends, Bangor and . . . Bronwyn. This was more than she could have ever hoped for. She’d miss Mum, sure, but this was worth it.




  ‘Mum’s making the tea; I’ll go give her a hand. And then I want to know all the Bangor gossip!’ Sarah said.




  ‘I’ll be down in a sec.’ Lis sat on the chaise longue, tenderly stroking the gorgeous upholstery. Her shoulders relaxed and Lis realised how tense she’d been –

  whether it was the weird incident on the way, or the worry that somehow this new chapter of her life wouldn’t be what she’d hoped, she didn’t know. She breathed out, closed her

  eyes and counted to five. It was fine . . . Bangor was all in the past and she was safe now. Safe from Bronwyn Evans. Free from the taunts, jibes and whispers. She stood, ready to go and join her

  family.




  As she turned she saw another lone magpie hop across the terrace and come to a standstill before her bedroom windows. For a second she wondered if it was the one from the copse. Oh, come

  on, she told herself, how many magpies must there be in this town? It cocked its black head, staring straight at her with shiny onyx eyes – there was something awfully

  familiar about it . . . Curious, she pressed a hand to the glass and it was enough to send the bird into retreat.




  The magpie flew away, but she couldn’t so easily forget what her mother had said: One for sorrow.




  





  Fulton High




  I should have rolled in the mud, thought Lis. Her pristine uniform stood out a mile; she may as well have carved ‘new girl’ into her forehead with a scalpel.

  Eyes burned into the back of her skull, and even though she knew this would pass in a matter of hours, she hadn’t anticipated how wretched it would make her feel. Boarding the school bus,

  she’d felt as fresh and confident as a toothpaste commercial, yet just five minutes into the journey she felt anything but.




  The weather had clearly understood that it was the first day of autumn term, providing students with an unrelenting spray of fine drizzle to accompany them on an already depressing day. The

  whole world was the colour of slate. Worse still, as the bus filled with soggy pupils, it became more and more like a sauna. Peering through the steamed-up window, a slender, isolated figure at the

  side of the road swam into focus. Lis rubbed a little porthole for herself, but the silhouette remained shrouded in the murk.




  With a hiss, the bus scraped to a halt and the damp newcomer boarded. There was a pregnant silence before an electric ripple of hushed giggles, lowered voices and meaningful glances ran down the

  bus. The newcomer’s presence was intense. Lis watched, fascinated, as the new arrival made her way down the aisle towards the back seats.




  She was a fearsome Amazon of a girl, approaching six feet tall and with a shock of spiky black and purple hair that only added further inches. Lis couldn’t even think of a word to describe

  her futuristic style: her skirt was the shortest Lis had ever seen dared as part of a uniform, and massive black construction boots finished off endless legs. Oh, and safety pins were lined neatly

  up the side of each ear. But by far the most striking feature was her face. Lis kind of thought of herself as pretty, but this weird girl was beautiful – mixed race, with flawless

  brown skin and twinkling blue eyes.




  Lis knew she should look away but she was mesmerised. Craning her neck around, she saw the girl join two other oddities already tucked away at the very back of the lower deck. How had she not

  noticed them? The second girl was much shorter than the first, although equally stunning – a living china doll. Lis had never seen such a mass of bright red curls. They tumbled down

  almost to her waist. Red had also managed to radically reinterpret the dress code, swapping the regulation skirt for a flowing floor-length one. She had tiny ballet flats on her feet and thick NHS

  glasses balanced on her petite nose.




  Their male companion was a stark contrast. A pale young man, he huddled in the corner by the fire escape, his uniform almost as immaculate as Lis’s own. His hands were thrust tightly into

  his duffel coat and his eyes were fixed on his lap. He was neither handsome nor unattractive, but next to his outlandish female companions, his neutrality was shocking in itself.




  Lis tuned into the nearest whispers and, although much was lost in the roar of the bus pulling away, she was able to make out the occasional word such as Freaks! or Gay!.




  Lis was suddenly haunted by a familiar dread. The same sensation she’d fought every morning on her old school bus when Bronwyn and her mates had been whispering about her. Oh God,

  what if Fulton was no different? The dread intensified and Lis gripped the edge of her seat. One day, she thought, I’ll be living in New York or Paris and none of this will matter.

  Just hang on in there.




  She stole another glance, and was surprised to see the ‘freaks’ staring at her. Apparently, no one was above glaring at the new girl. The shy young man gave her a half-hearted

  smile that said I know. Red grinned and whispered something in his ear, giving Lis a coy wave. Lis returned the smile. In Hollow Pike, she was determined to rise above the ridiculous social

  pecking order that had blighted her time at her previous school. That school had had its own group of freaky outsider kids. They had been mocked and harassed, a shared punch-bag for the whole

  school. Once upon a time she had figured they’d brought it on themselves by dressing so crazy. She knew better now.




  Turning to the front, Lis found herself looking straight into the face of a delicate blonde girl with slightly pointed features.




  ‘You don’t wanna go talking to them,’ she said in a low, genuinely concerned voice.




  ‘No?’




  ‘No. That tall girl is like a proper lesbian. She’ll totally try to rape you. It happened to our friend, Laura.’




  ‘Oh, right. Thanks for the advice,’ commented Lis with mock gratitude. The first blonde girl (‘Platinum Blonde’) and her equally blonde companion (‘Honey

  Blonde’) nodded earnestly, flicking poker-straight hair out of their eyes. ‘You are so welcome. We were all new once.’




  OK, so the blonde girls seemed vacant, but at least they’d deigned to speak to her. Lis knew she probably shouldn’t shun prospective friends at such an early stage. Anyway, for all

  she knew the tall girl could have attacked someone. She was certainly intimidating enough.




  ‘I’m Fiona and this is Harry,’ said Platinum Blonde.




  ‘Not like Harriet, like Debbie Harry,’ explained Honey Blonde.




  ‘Wow, cool name,’ smiled Lis. ‘I’m Lis. Lis London. And today is my first day.’




  Fiona and Harry grinned broadly at each other, wordlessly communicating.




  ‘You are going to like Fulton so much. Are you Year Eleven?’ gushed Harry in her broad Yorkshire accent. She was wearing so much foundation, her skin was matt.




  ‘Yeah, I am.’ An imitation accent slipped out before Lis could stop it.




  ‘Excellent,’ nodded Fiona who hadn’t seemed to notice. ‘We will totally show you round and stuff. Our friends are, like, really nice. You’ll so fit in.’




  ‘Thank you! I’d love that.’ Lis felt her mind-set quickly adapting to fit in with her new guides. ‘I’m totally freaking out about starting a new school!’




  ‘Don’t worry.’ Harry reached forward and squeezed her arm. ‘We’ll totally look after you!’
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  Thank God for Harry and Fiona. They kept their promise and made relatively easy the parts Lis had been dreading the most. The girls accompanied her to the main office to collect

  her timetable, with Fiona even drawing a helpful map of the school on the back. Lis couldn’t deny a swell of relief as Harry announced they were in the same tutor group.




  Fulton High School served a number of Dales towns and villages, and as such had ballooned over recent years as new rural developments brought extra pupils. It was now an odd mix of grand

  gothic-looking towers with brand new annexes stuck onto the sides. Lis felt sorry for the building. Once upon a time, the school must have been imposing; now it looked like it’d had bad

  plastic surgery.




  In many aspects, it might as well have been her old school: same lockers, same smell of urine by the toilets, same screams and cheers ringing through the halls, same faded Childline posters,

  same downtrodden faces. Lis prayed that something had to be better or at the very least, different.




  Harry led her down an endless tiled corridor, called ‘G Corridor’, that clearly belonged to one of the original blocks; it had the look of a Victorian asylum. Harry was evidently

  popular; she smiled and waved at a number of girls with very straight hair and called coquettishly to an even greater number of Year Eleven boys. She pointed out which ones she liked, which

  ones she didn’t like and which ones were simply ‘losers’ (unpopular geeks) or ‘tossers’ (popular – but no self-respecting girl would ever consider snogging one

  of them).




  ‘OK, so this is G2, our tutor room,’ Harry explained, stopping near the end of the corridor. ‘We’ve got Mr Gray. He’s really nice, and young too. If he wasn’t

  a teacher, he’d be quite fit.’




  Lis and Harry entered a high-ceilinged room, again part of the old building, with long narrow windows reaching almost the full height of the walls. Like her old school, the furniture had seen

  better days, but her new tutor cared enough to keep bright posters and displays on the walls. Seemingly, her form room was part of the languages faculty; various world flags and foreign vocabulary

  prompts were evident.




  The classroom buzzed as Year Eleven pupils greeted each other after the mammoth six-week break. Girls exchanged air-kisses and boys gave each other manly back slaps or handshakes.




  Maybe nothing ever changes, mused Lis.




  Sitting in the furthest corner of the room were the redhead and boy from the weird trio on the bus. The girl had her head buried in a huge book called Gravity’s Rainbow, while the

  boy leafed through some geeky TV magazine.




  Without warning, Harry let out a high pitched scream. Lis whirled around, assuming she’d come under attack, but instead saw that Harry was simply thrilled at a new arrival to the

  classroom. Lis stared; she couldn’t help it – the newcomer was a stunning girl with thick chestnut curls tumbling down her back. Tanned and slim, she had an air of confidence that was

  almost tangible. Lis felt a strange cocktail of envy and admiration. Time seemed to move more slowly around this girl as she strutted into G2, her glossed lips curling into a sexy half-smirk. She

  looked flawless, like something from Vogue.




  Harry dashed over to the newcomer and threw her arms around her. ‘Hi, babes!’ She air kissed her friend. ‘How was Thailand?’




  ‘Fabulous, babe. Wish I was still there.’




  The girl and her companion, a tall, thin Asian girl, quickly sat down in empty seats, crossing their legs in perfect synchrony.




  Harry literally pulled Lis over to where they sat. ‘Laura, Nasima. This is Lis London. She comes from Wales and she’s new.’




  Lis felt blood rushing to her cheeks. This Laura girl was obviously some sort of celebrity at Fulton High; self-assurance radiated from her as it would from a queen and Nasima had followed one

  step behind her, almost as if she were a subordinate. Lis realised she hadn’t said anything in about three seconds. If she waited any longer they would think she was mental. Quick! Say

  something! Anything!




  ‘Hi. Yeah, I’m Lis. Nice to meet you.’ Not great, but it was a start.




  ‘Hi, Lis. I’m Laura. This is Nasima.’




  ‘Hi.’ Nasima eyed her suspiciously through thick mascara.




  ‘I said I’d show her around a bit,’ said Harry, sliding into the row in front of Laura. ‘Can she sit with us and stuff?’




  Lis observed how Harry now seemed to be panicking. Maybe she and Fiona had made a terrible social mistake in allowing a newbie to join their hive without seeking permission from the queen

  bee.




  ‘Duh, Harry, she can sit wherever she likes,’ laughed Laura. ‘Lis, ignore Harry; she’s being a freak.’




  ‘Thanks.’ Again, Lis wasn’t sure what to say in this supermodel’s presence.




  ‘I like your headband, it’s well cute.’




  ‘Thanks.’ Lis paused. ‘I keep saying thanks. Give me a minute; I can say other stuff too.’




  Laura laughed. A sweet, musical sound that seemed to give Nasima permission to talk to Lis too.




  ‘I have one just like it at home,’ Nasima put in. ‘I wish I’d worn it now.’




  Lis leapt in while the going was good. It couldn’t hurt to flatter these girls a little. ‘Your hair is gorgeous without it. Mine would never go that straight.’




  ‘My dad got me these amazing straighteners. I’ll do your hair sometime,’ offered Laura.




  Lis didn’t fancy the idea of being groomed, her mind conjured up an image of her lying before Laura like some sort of lap dog, but she was nonetheless glad of these tiny tokens of social

  acceptance.




  At that moment, the third member of the freak-gang sauntered into the classroom. She had almost the same swagger as Laura but, while Laura’s was confident, this girl’s was defiant: a

  battle march. She cast a deadly glance at Laura as she made her way past.




  ‘Urgh, could you not look at me, please?’ asked Laura loudly. ‘I don’t want to catch “lesbian” off you.’




  A dirty snigger ran around the classroom. The shy boy now seemed to actually hide behind his magazine, while the redhead rolled her eyes with obvious boredom.




  The tall, punky girl stopped, turned and looked Laura dead in the eye, with no respect for her social rank. ‘Yes, Laura,’ she replied equally loudly. ‘That is exactly how one

  catches “gay”. You should wear an eye-condom next time.’




  That got an even louder snigger. For a split second, Lis saw darkness flash across Laura’s beautiful face and thought she was going to stand for a full-on fight. Instead, Laura simply

  turned back to her troops.




  ‘What a total freak,’ she said in a hushed voice.




  The punk smiled and crossed the classroom to join her friends. It seemed that she’d actually come out on top.




  ‘Who are those three?’ Lis asked innocently, inwardly burning with curiosity.




  ‘The lanky dyke is Kitty Monroe.’ Laura glared at her enemy.




  ‘And the ginge is Delilah Bloom and the gay boy is Jack Denton,’ added Nasima.




  ‘I went to primary school with them,’ explained Laura. ‘They were, like, quite normal then, but when we came here they just became bigger and bigger freaks.’




  Disappointment filled Lis. Bitching. Name-calling. Was she back in Bangor? She squirmed in her seat, eager to get away. She’d rather die than sit alone, but did she have to endure three

  years of this? She certainly wasn’t ready to try to enlighten them; they’d rip her to shreds.




  Laura continued, ‘Some people say . . . no, never mind!’




  Nasima giggled behind her hand.




  ‘What?’ Lis frowned, intrigued.




  ‘Well,’ Laura leaned so close that Lis could taste her perfume, ‘some people say they’re witches . . .’




  ‘Oh!’ Lis couldn’t help laughing. ‘Right! OK!’




  ‘She’s serious,’ Nasima whispered. ‘They go out into the copse and do spells and stuff!’




  ‘I bet that’s not all they do in the copse!’ Laura cackled crudely.




  ‘Seriously!’ Harry added. ‘You might as well know this right from the start. Hollow Pike is totally famous for witchcraft. We did it in History.’




  ‘Swear down!’ Laura’s eyes flashed. ‘When I was little my mum used to tell me all these scary stories about witches stealing children and taking them into Pike Copse.

  That place scares me half to death! I guess the witch tradition is alive and well, only instead of taking kids, they just make out and stuff!’




  Lis was grateful when a handsome man in his early thirties entered. Mr Gray, she assumed. She was instantly taken with his bouncy walk and floppy hair. Despite his crumpled shirt and tie, Lis

  definitely found him attractive, a thought she planned to keep firmly to herself following her experience of ‘Team Laura’ so far.




  The class reluctantly but obediently flopped into their plastic chairs as Mr Gray planted himself at a central desk.




  ‘Buenos dias,’ he greeted. ‘And welcome back. Let’s have a contest to see who doesn’t want to be here the most!’




  The class giggled and a few boys raised their hands and cheered.




  ‘OK. Let’s do the admin bit first. We should have a new pupil . . . Have I got an Elisabeth London?’




  Brilliant. The familiar burning crept back to her cheeks as the spotlight swung onto her. Lis raised her arm a fraction. ‘People call me Lis.’




  ‘OK. Everybody, let’s welcome Lis to Fulton.’




  ‘Hi, Lis!’ the class chanted dully.




  Mr Gray smiled broadly at her. ‘Every day’s a party at Fulton High School, you’ll be fine,’ he said, the class laughing along, ‘but if you do need anything, give me

  a shout, twenty-four/seven . . . well, actually, seven/five tops!’




  She nodded a silent thank you and Harry put an arm around her, claiming the new girl as one of her own. This gesture made her uneasy, especially when she caught the eye of the tall girl; Kitty

  arched a quizzical eyebrow that seemed to say pick a side . . .
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  Following registration, Year Eleven pupils filled the corridors and congregated in an ancient main hall in the old part of the school. As Lis entered the room, she noticed that

  the door frame, like every doorway in the old building, was decorated with an intricate floral motif. It was beautiful and very, very old-looking. She ran her fingers over the carvings, feeling the

  smooth contours.




  ‘It’s mistletoe,’ Harry chipped in. ‘In the olden days, it kept witches from entering because this used to be a church school. Told you Hollow Pike had messed-up witchy

  history, but you wouldn’t believe it.’




  ‘Are you serious?’




  ‘Yeah.’ Harry nodded. ‘If you don’t believe me, look up!’




  In the hall, beams arched high overhead, reaching up to a disturbing mural painted onto the ceiling. The colours were dark, rich, earthy reds; not unlike blood. Lis couldn’t be sure, but

  the painting seemed to depict some serious fire-and-brimstone stuff: deformed hags at cauldrons, cowering from glorious avenging angels.




  ‘Oh, my God!’




  ‘I know, right?’ Harry giggled.




  With all the pupils together, Lis learned what it felt like to have two hundred and fifty pairs of eyes staring at her, and made her way to a seat as quickly as possible. The morning was moving

  too quickly, she needed a minute to catch her breath. Conversely, Laura was positively basking in all the attention she was getting, as pupils practically fell over themselves to greet her, speak

  to her, touch her, worship her.




  A thick hush settled over the room as a door at the back of the stage opened. Out shuffled a strange little woman wearing some sort of long knitted shawl that almost dragged along the floor. She

  wore the thickest spectacles Lis had ever seen and had what could only be described as grey Lego hair. Although she was through with high-school bitching, Lis couldn’t help thinking that

  it’s never a good look when you can see a woman has a moustache from the back of a crowded auditorium.




  ‘Welcome back to Fulton High, ladies and gentlemen,’ said the woman on stage. She waited for silence. ‘The office tells me that over the summer no one died and there was only

  one hospital admission. Excellent. This is excellent news.’




  Lis’s mouth fell open. Who was this woman?




  ‘For our new or forgetful pupils . . .’ she paused to laugh at her own joke, ‘I am Ms Dandehunt, your fearless leader!’




  Someone had put this woman in charge? Maybe there was a teaching shortage up here.




  ‘Year Eleven. This is a very important year for you; you don’t need me to tell you that. For some of you it will be your final year, for all of you it is your exam year. A year that

  will decide your future. Well, it will certainly decide whether or not we accept you into the Sixth Form here or whether you’ll have to commute to Holmdale Sixth Form College which, believe

  me, young people, is a very dark place indeed!’




  A knowing giggle ran around the hall and Lis made a mental note to Google Holmdale as soon as she got home. Despite her appearance, Lis noted that the other pupils seemed to respect Ms

  Dandehunt. She wasn’t the most authoritative teacher in the world, but good feeling radiated from her, filling the room with warmth and positivity. In her own funny way, Ms Dandehunt had them

  charmed. Lis liked her.




  ‘I have decided, Year Eleven, that this shall be a nice year,’ the tiny headmistress continued. ‘Yes, nice. A terrible, forbidden word that no English teacher encourages

  you to use, but I shall employ it regardless. I want our school to be a sanctuary of learning and love.’




  A further snigger broke out.




  ‘No, Jason Briggs, not that kind of love. A place where all pupils respect one another and work together in harmony. There is no room for unkindness, jealousy, prejudice or hate.

  Each day I want you to come to this school and ask the question, “Am I trying my hardest and am I being nice?”. If you can answer yes to that question then step inside Fulton

  High, for you are most welcome here!’




  As she nodded her square, grey bob, pupils began to applaud her rousing speech, a fitting start to a new school year.




  ‘And now to our Thought of the Day . . .’




  ‘Ignore that crusty old bitch.’ Laura Rigg’s voice poured into Lis’s left ear like liquid velvet. ‘Everyone knows I rule Fulton High. Welcome to my

  school.’




  





  Boys




  ‘So who were the witches?’ asked Mrs Osborne with relish.




  Lis knew the answer but she certainly wasn’t going to out herself as someone who read books on the first day at a new school. Surviving registration, assembly and first-period Maths had

  left Lis almost drained. She’d politely listened to Harry’s boyfriend troubles over morning break and was now sitting in English, listening to the teacher discuss a play she’d

  read years ago. She could barely imagine where she’d find the energy to get through lunch. If her life were a book, she’d call this chapter ‘The Ordeal’.




  ‘Oh, come on!’ Mrs Osborne moaned, waving her copy of The Crucible at them. ‘Didn’t anyone read the book over the summer? Chloe, any ideas?’




  ‘Erm, that slave woman, Tituba?’ Chloe Wriggley frowned.




  The mere mention of ‘tit’ caused Jason Briggs to almost fall off his chair in barely contained giggles.




  From the far left of the classroom, doll-like Delilah Bloom raised her arm.




  ‘Delilah?’




  ‘There were no witches in Salem.’




  ‘She’d know!’ someone whispered behind Lis.




  ‘Go on, Delilah.’




  Lis sat up to take notice of the interesting new direction in which the lesson was heading.




  ‘The whole point of The Crucible is that witches, if there were any, posed no threat to the community. The real danger was in the hysteria that took over,’ Delilah

  explained.




  Mrs Osborne smiled and nodded, although Lis sensed that many in the class were left trailing.




  ‘Good points, Delilah, thank you. Good to know someone did the reading.’ She addressed the whole class, ‘The Crucible was a metaphor for the way America treated

  suspected communists – a modern witch hunt. Can anyone think of any more recent examples where groups in society may have inspired the same suspicion or fear?’




  Fear. Lis knew a thing or two about fear. She thought of her recurring nightmare. Her dreams were always the same, one minute it’d be something totally random like fretting about preparing

  a giant Christmas cake, and then, suddenly, without any chance to wake herself, the temperature would plummet and her hands would gradually submerge in the coppery waters of the stream in the wood.

  The here we go again sensation would kick in, but not until it was far too late and she’d resumed her doomed crawl through the forest, accompanied by the sound of her own screams.




  Forcing herself back into the present, Lis focused on meticulously rearranging her brand new stationery. She lined up pointed pencils in length order, sliding her finger along the sharp graphite

  tips. She was safe in school where no murderous hands could reach her. She tried to refocus on the lesson – Mrs Osborne was suggesting that Islamophobia and hate crime were modern parallels

  of Miller’s witch hunt – and suddenly noticed Delilah observing her from across the room. Have I gone pale? The absolute last thing she needed was to become ‘the new girl

  who freaks out in English’; that really would take some living down.




  Lis took a deep breath. Cool, calm, composed. New Lis™ was back on track. She sat up straight and started taking notes from Mrs Osborne’s lecture.
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  As the class filed out of English, amidst a flurry of frantic text-message checking, Lis stole an opportunity to put her new social-butterfly wings to the test.




  She fell into step alongside Delilah Bloom. ‘I think we can assume we’re the only two people to have read The Crucible!’




  Delilah smiled a cautious grin, clearly on guard. ‘I think that would be a safe assumption, yes.’




  ‘Oh, well, maybe they saw the Winona Ryder film,’ Lis suggested with a smile.




  ‘There’s absolutely nothing wrong with that version, darling. High camp!’




  Lis loved the way Delilah spoke. It was wilfully eccentric, like she was channelling Oscar Wilde or something. ‘Oh, I know, when I was little I wanted to be Winona and marry Johnny

  Depp. I used to watch Edward Scissorhands over and over on video!’




  Delilah laughed heartily. ‘Another high quality film. New girl, you have excellent taste!’




  Like the Red Sea parting, the throng of pupils at the far end of the corridor separated to make way as Laura Rigg and her acolytes approached.




  Delilah casually drew the longest pencil from Lis’s fingers and used it to secure her wild red hair in a knot. ‘You don’t want to be seen talking to me, Lis. It won’t do

  you any favours whatsoever.’




  Before Lis had a chance to argue, Delilah strutted down the stairs and into fresh air.




  Lis was surprised to find herself disappointed at the girl’s departure. Was it that she really liked Delilah, or had she just been dreading lunchtime with the ‘It Girls’?




  She didn’t have time to dwell on this as eight skinny, miniskirted legs reached her position in the hall. She smiled as honestly as she could. She knew that half the girls in Year Eleven

  would kill to socialise with these pedigree creatures, yet she had a tight knot in her stomach.




  ‘Hiya, you all right?’ asked Harry, slipping her arm through Lis’s own.




  ‘Come with us for lunch.’ Laura’s intonation suggested a command rather than a question.




  ‘Yeah, if that’s cool?’ Lis replied.




  ‘Totally,’ Laura replied. ‘There are some people you need to meet.’
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  The weather had finally cleared up and hazy sunshine warmed the concrete outdoor areas of Fulton High, the drying buildings cracking in the heat. Lis was led through several

  communal quads full of pupils nibbling on sandwiches and apples. It seemed that each plaza had become territory for a different social clique: one occupied by childlike Year Sevens, another by the

  music crowd, balancing on cello cases while tuning guitars. Under a rain shelter, she spotted Delilah’s trio lurking on the outskirts of an obvious ‘geek’ group. With them, but

  not with them.




  As they left the school buildings behind and started to cross the rugby pitch, heading ever further from the canteen, Lis began to fear that, much like the girls at her old school, these new,

  stick-thin friends shunned any form of food during lunch break. Not wanting to say anything, Lis vowed to leave ten minutes to grab a sandwich before the end of break. ‘Where are we

  going?’ she ventured.




  ‘We sit by the trees,’ Nasima stated. ‘The lads should be there by now.’




  Oh, joy! She should have known there’d be boys involved. Lis didn’t relish the idea of being ‘fresh meat’.




  ‘You can smoke in the wood, if you want,’ said Fiona. ‘Teachers sort of walk around, but they never look into the trees.’




  Looking over the crumbling boundary wall, the trees in question were actually the edge of Pike Copse which so reminded Lis of the wood in her dreams. It seemed there was to be no getting away

  from her nightmare in such a small town.




  She could hear the raucous laughter of ‘the lads’ from midway across the pitch. It sounded like the island of donkeys from Pinocchio. This didn’t fill her with much

  confidence, although many of her closest friends in Bangor had been male so she was willing to give them a chance. The girls sloped down an incline much to the vocal appreciation of the gang

  waiting by the trees. Fiona instantly crossed to a tall, thin youth with far too much gel in his hair and launched into a tongue-filled display of affection.




  Laura sidled over to Lis and grasped her hand, pulling her down to sit on the grass embankment. ‘Make them come to us, obviously!’ she whispered in her ear.




  They didn’t have to wait long for attention. Three young men threw their rugby ball aside and jogged over to where the girls sat.




  Laura leaned further in. ‘The one with the earring is Cam. He is so right for you.’




  Lis could barely mask the look of horror on her face before the boys reached them.




  ‘Y’all right, Riggsy?’ asked the one Laura had identified as Cam. He had the broadest shoulders Lis had ever seen on a sixteen-year-old, and the dainty jewelled stud in his ear

  did nothing to soften his exterior.




  Laura shot Cam her coy smirk. ‘Yeah, I’m good. What’s with the hair?’




  He smiled broadly, twisting spikes with his fingers. ‘Just somethin’ new I’m tryin’!’




  ‘It looks crap,’ Laura retorted before nodding slightly at Lis. ‘This is that new girl I texted you about, Lis.’




  He looked Lis up and down before turning back to smile at his mates. ‘She’s mine!’ he said, deliberately loud enough for her to hear. ‘Nice to meet you, Lis. You are a

  very sexy lady.’




  Lis stifled a laugh. How does one respond to that? ‘OK. Thanks I guess.’




  ‘I’m also very sexy. We should have sex.’




  His mates laughed loudly as they threw themselves down on the grass.




  ‘Cameron!’ Laura punched him on a bulging arm. ‘Why are you such a sex pest? Can’t you just knock one out in your bathroom like everyone else?’




  At that, Lis laughed out loud. Laura was fierce. She handled the boys as if she was one of them and Lis respected that. In fact, there was something quite masculine about Laura. Not physically,

  of course, but it was almost as if being queen of the school wasn’t enough, she wanted to be king, too.




  ‘Why are you so savage all the time, Riggsy?’ Cam demanded.




  ‘Because you’re so boring and it amuses me!’ She smiled sweetly. ‘Now, try again with my new friend, Lis. She’s not a piece of meat.’




  Lis smiled, safe under Laura’s protection. She couldn’t stop staring at her new ally. It was as if Laura perfectly matched her idea of beauty, and when she was with her it made Lis

  feel more attractive too.




  ‘Sorry, Lis. Welcome to Fulton. I’m Cameron and this is Ste and Bobsy. Is that better?’




  ‘Much better!’ Lis said, shaking his outstretched hand.




  As the boys joined their circle, Lis was distracted by a newcomer striding down the slope. The new arrival was tall and slender, and Lis could just make out the curve of firm muscles underneath

  his shirt. But it was his face that held her gaze: square jaw and full lips, with ocean blue eyes looking out from beneath heavy, dark brows. Lis had always had a thing for blue eyes with dark

  hair. It was somehow otherworldly.




  ‘That’s Danny Marriott,’ whispered Harry.




  Gutted that she’d been well and truly busted, Lis gulped hard and realised her throat had become sandpaper.




  Danny was approaching their group.




  ‘He’s so hot, isn’t he?’ Harry added rhetorically. ‘He didn’t used to be. He was like this big chubby geek and then all of a sudden he became gorgeous and

  joined the rugby team. Random!’




  ‘Oi, Danny-Boy! Sit your arse down!’ demanded Laura.




  He smiled and it was so perfect, Lis stopped breathing. He shuffled into the group.




  ‘How’s it going?’ he threw his rucksack down and sat cross-legged next to Nasima. ‘I can’t stay; I have to do homework for Physics next lesson. I forgot all about

  it. Bobsy, have you got your textbook?’




  Bobsy started to rummage in his bag as Lis tried not to gawp at Danny.




  ‘You’re such a geek, Marriott!’ Laura said and grinned. ‘It’s just not sexy.’




  ‘If I mess up my GCSEs my dad won’t get me the car on my seventeenth, remember?’




  ‘Oh, yeah, bummer,’ said Bobsy, handing over a dog-eared textbook.




  Danny fixed Lis in his turquoise gaze. It was like a Caribbean wave washing over her.




  ‘Hi, we haven’t met. I’m Danny.’ His voice was canyon deep but so gentle she had to strain to hear him.

OEBPS/html/docimages/pb.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Aollors Tike

James Dawson





OEBPS/html/docimages/orn1.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
JAamEs DAWSON

Where witchcraft
never sleeps






OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/p1.jpg
P

,(«"'4/‘
S /
e
- i

Part One

Alas! Experience tells us that there
is no mumber to gils, and consequently
the witches that sring from this class

are innumerable

THE MALLEUS MALEFICARUM, 1486






