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To Fin




Prologue

Spitalfields, East London, 1887

She was dying. He could feel her life slipping away between his fingers. He had tried to ignore the signs, tried to pretend it was just the night cold making her face so white, but now as they paused in the pool of gaslight he could see the grey circles under her eyes and the dark blood on her lips. He was no physician, but he still knew what it meant, he had seen it too many times before. Her flesh was hot to the touch and there were bruises flowering on her slender neck. Death had marked her; it was only a matter of time before he collected.

‘I’m sorry,’ she panted. ‘Just a little rest and then I’ll be fine.’

‘Of course,’ he said, setting her down in a doorway. ‘As long as you need.’

The young man’s handsome face was pinched, pained. She  looks so beautiful, even now, he thought. How can God take her away from me? Suddenly he looked up, searching the dark alleyway behind them anxiously, his blue eyes scanning the thick, swirling fog, his nose flaring reflexively even though he could smell nothing above the rancid stench of London.

‘They’re coming,’ he whispered to himself. ‘We can’t stay here.’

She moaned softly as he lifted her into his arms. Glancing around, he increased his pace, his cloak billowing behind them. He skidded and almost fell on the cobbles as he turned from the narrow side street into the main thoroughfare. It was still busy despite the late hour and he felt a little hope steal into his heart as he saw the tall grey spire stretching up towards the moon. If he could just reach the church, then, perhaps, there  was still a chance. God could not fail him. Veering across the street, dodging a carriage and ignoring the cursing driver, he charged up the steps.

‘Open the door!’ he shouted, his fist hammering on the heavy oak. ‘For pity’s sake, let us in!’

Still holding the girl tightly, he allowed himself to look back across the road. He could see nothing in the darkness, but he knew they would be here soon, their claws and teeth bared. Nothing would stop them from claiming their prize.

‘Help us!’ he yelled again, slamming his palm against the wood. ‘In Christ’s name!’

‘And what do you know of Christ?’ said a voice. The door creaked open a fraction and the black barrel of a pistol poked through the gap. ‘Get away from here, you devil. I know what you are.’

The young man looked towards the door, his eyes blazing. ‘I don’t ask for sanctuary for myself,’ he said. ‘I ask for her.’ He lifted the girl, the small silver crucifix around her neck glinting dully.

There was a long pause and then the pistol was withdrawn.

‘Bring her in. Quickly.’

The cleric looked young, or as young as anyone could look in his line of work. His back was bent and his face creased, but his hair was not yet completely grey. He had the same smell of death about him as the girl did, he noted as he watched the priest bolt the door.

‘This way,’ said the priest, holding his lamp as high as he could. He opened the door to a small but cosy room lit by candles, a meagre fire burning in the grate. ‘Here, put her on the cot.’

Once the girl was settled, the cleric turned his lamp up and held it close to her face. Her skin was sallow in the harsh light, her lips blue-tinged, sweat beading on her forehead. He shook his head. ‘There’s nothing we can do.’

The young man grasped the priest’s arm, squeezing hard. ‘There must be something - some prayer or incantation? Please,’ he asked desperately.

The cleric spread his hands helplessly. ‘She’s too far gone. Only God can help her now.’

The young man turned to him, his gaze intense and unwavering. ‘Then it’s up to me.’

The cleric’s eyes widened. ‘No, no, I beg you!’

‘What else can I do?’ growled the man. ‘I tried to save her, I tried to get her away from those demons, but she’s dying. Dying!’

‘Damn you!’ cried the priest. ‘This is a house of God.’

The man pushed the priest from the room. ‘Then go and pray for us,’ he hissed.

Locking the door behind the priest, he slowly knelt by the cot and gently brushed the girl’s damp hair back from her face. The blood was bubbling in her throat now and her eyes were flickering open and shut.

‘It’s time, Lily. It’s time,’ he murmured, stroking her pale neck tenderly. ‘Now we’ll be together.’

He lowered his head, his lips parting as if for a kiss. Painfully yet determinedly, the girl turned her head.

‘No,’ she whispered. ‘I can’t. I won’t.’ A tear slid slowly down her face.

‘But this is the only way,’ he insisted, panic in his voice. ‘Join me and you’ll be cured. I can’t bear to lose you.’

She gave a weak smile, her teeth stained pink with blood. ‘What we have is special, my love,’ she replied, her eyes clear and sure. ‘Don’t ruin it like this, with this evil.’

‘What I did was for us,’ he said softly, stroking her cold cheek.

‘But if you do this, if you kill another human being, God will never forgive you and you will be lost for ever.’ She saw his stricken face and tried to smile. ‘We’ll be together again, I promise you,’ she said.

A crash echoed from the front of the church.

‘They’re here.’

‘Don’t,’ she said, gripping his wrist fiercely. ‘You’re not like them. Promise me you’ll stay strong.’

He nodded sadly. ‘I promise. Only the one who made me like this - he will pay.’

‘Then you will be free?’

‘Yes, darling. And then we can be together.’

Suddenly she was wracked with a terrible coughing fit.

‘Don’t worry, our love will endure,’ she gasped into his ear. ‘I will be with you again.’

Her chest jerked upwards, once, twice, and then her limbs went rigid. Her eyelids trembled and her lips parted.

‘I love you,’ she whispered. And she was gone.

‘NOOO!’ he roared, pulling her body to him, clutching at her hair. ‘NO!’

He lay like that for a few moments, his tears falling on her pale cheek, then he slowly rose. Outside, he could hear thuds and splintering wood. With one last look towards the bed, he threw off his cloak and opened the door.




PART ONE




Chapter One

North London, present day

The first thing she saw was the fox. Peering up through the rain running down the car window, she could see the copper weathervane on top of the church spinning in the wind, endlessly chasing its tail. Although the church spire must have been a hundred feet tall, April was sure she could hear the unoiled squeak as the animal whirled around.

‘Why would anyone make a church weathervane in the shape of a fox?’ she muttered to herself. ‘Not very religious, is it?’

‘Hmm? What’s that?’ asked her father, looking up briefly from the wet road.

‘Nothing.’ She sighed, beginning to bite a chipped fingernail. The last thing she wanted was one of her dad’s fascinating lectures on the history of religious buildings. No, that wasn’t quite true: the last thing April Dunne wanted was to be here, squashed into their tiny car as it struggled up some hill five hundred miles from home. Given the atmosphere between her mother and father during the latter half of their eight-hour drive from Scotland, she had a feeling it was mutual. As they turned the corner, April could see the rest of the church: tall and grey with high windows and, above all, old. April shook her head slowly. Ancient and boring, just like everything else around here, from what she could see.

‘Are you sure this is it?’ said April’s mother, rubbing irritably at the steamed-up windows. ‘This looks more like Lincoln than London.’

For once April was in agreement with her mother. She glanced over at the older woman, so sophisticated and chic  with her designer wardrobe, buttery-blonde wavy hair and high cheekbones. Where are my cheekbones? she asked herself, miserably glancing at her mousy hair in the window’s reflection. ‘They’ll come,’ her mother always said, ‘and anyway, you’re pretty as you are.’ Tell that to all the boys who had failed to ask her out.

They were crawling along the High Street and, pressing her nose against the condensation, April took in the fifties-style chemist, the dusty window of the jeweller’s, the bent-backed pensioners - are they allpensioners?— fighting against the wind as they struggled home or wherever it was old people went on a Sunday night.

‘It looks so ... dreary,’ said April.

‘Well, it won’t always be raining,’ said her dad, flashing her a reassuring smile in the rear-view mirror.

‘Never mind, darling,’ said April’s mother as she flipped open a Chanel compact mirror and touched up her lip gloss. ‘You’ll see all your little friends again in the summer. Look at it this way - we’re only a few Tube stops from Piccadilly Circus.’


Eleven, April thought miserably. Ever since her father had announced that the Dunne family was moving to Highgate in north London, she had been studying the escape routes. Of course April understood that when her dad lost his job as an investigative reporter on the Scotsman newspaper he would have to find another job, but why did they have to leave Edinburgh, why did they have to leave all her friends? She was English by birth, but having spent all her teen years in Edinburgh she felt no attachment to the south and had absolutely no affinity with this gloomy-looking place, that was for sure. What annoyed her the most was that she had just been about to start an A-level course at Leith College, a cool modern place with funky architecture, no uniform and loads of boys. Loads of boys: proper grown-up boys with cars, boys who didn’t remember you as a gawky eleven-year-old with braces. But that was all gone now, wasn’t it? She had tried her best to persuade them to let her stay, at least - with her best friend Fiona or one of  her parents’ friends, even boarding school—but all her suggestions had been shot down as they insisted they couldn’t move without her. So instead she had been forced to hang around at her old school until they were ready to move and now they were carting her off to some horrid posh place in a tiny suburb a million light years away from everyone she knew. And what was worse, they were plonking her in halfway through the term: could she stand out any more? April looked around with a start as her mother snapped her compact shut.

‘We’re here!’ she trilled. Her mother - Silvia, as April liked to think of her, as that way she could pretend her mother wasn’t her mother - had loved the fact that April’s dad was a respected man in Edinburgh and she had enjoyed the snobby dinner-party circuit, but she had hated Edinburgh with its drab granite buildings and its unrelenting weather. She had lived in Belgravia and Covent Garden when she was growing up and used to joke that if she ventured further north than Hampstead she’d get a nosebleed. But much as she had detested being stuck in a provincial outpost, she hated William Dunne’s loss of status more. She had been giving April’s poor dad an incredibly hard time ever since he’d announced he was losing his old job and that he had been offered a new position on the local Hampstead paper. Even more of a hard time than usual; it wasn’t like April could remember a time when her mother wasn’t at Dad’s throat about something. This time, however, it had been much worse. According to her mother, Dad’s new job was a ‘major step backwards’ and ‘completely beneath him’. If they were moving to London, Silvia thought he should be ‘shooting for editor’ on one of the prestigious broadsheets like the Telegraph or Times. ‘Am I supposed to tell people you’re reporting on the local garden fete?’ she had heard her mother yell in one of her parents’ frequent rows. April had hoped that her proximity to the centre of things would make her mother a little less spiky.

April had been gutted too when her dad had lost his job. He had the coolest job of any of her friends’ parents, who all worked in IT or in banks. There had been perks as well:  free books and occasionally tickets for gigs at the Playhouse or press screenings for movies that had yet to come out; Dad’s friends on the arts desk were always happy to pass them on to him. His name and photograph always accompanying his  Scotsman stories meant that William Dunne was a somebody, and that stopped April from being a nobody.

Her dad swung the car around to the left and into a wide square with a sort of park in the middle, pulling up in front of a narrow house with a bright yellow door. To April, it looked as if the houses on either side were squeezing it upwards.  Bullies, she thought.

‘Well?’ said her dad, when nobody moved. ‘We’ve been in the car for most of the day - does no one want to go inside?’

They flung the car doors open and dashed up the stone path through the rain, the wind snatching at their hair and coats. They huddled together in the small porch while her father fiddled with the unfamiliar keys and then they all burst inside.

They were faced by a narrow corridor dominated by a long flight of stairs. It was dark, dusty and, frankly, creepy.

‘Isn’t this nice?’ said her dad, forcing a smile and nudging April’s arm. ‘Home sweet home, eh?’

April’s mother sniffed the air like a dog. ‘Wait until I speak to Tilda,’ she said, her mouth in a fixed angry line.

April’s dad caught her eye and gave a playful wince, which momentarily lifted her spirits. Tilda was one of Silvia Dunne’s closest friends, some sort of society player her mum had known since they shared a dorm at their posh girls’ school back in the eighties. Tilda now worked for a prestigious estate agent and had offered the Dunnes a ‘once-in-a-lifetime insider deal’ on the house, swearing it was the best thing she had ever seen in the area. April hated Tilda and all of Silvia’s friends with a passion - horrible stuck-up snobs, the lot of them - but she had revised her opinion when she had offered Silvia such a great deal on the house. Now, as they gingerly walked down the corridor, April wasn’t so sure. Shadows crept into the rooms from every corner and there was a damp, slightly earthy  smell. April flicked on the lights but they did little to push back the gloom. The living room was large with a high ceiling, but it still felt cramped and claustrophobic.

‘Tilda did say she hadn’t seen the property in a while,’ said Silvia, unable to keep the disappointment from her voice. ‘She’s very busy.’

‘Why don’t you both go and unpack? The removal men put the boxes in the bedrooms,’ said William, walking over to the large marble fireplace. He had been down earlier in the week to arrange the furniture and belongings. ‘I’ll get a fire going, make it all cosy while you two go and explore.’

April knew that her dad was just trying to see the positive side - as always - but this gloomy welcome had done nothing to alleviate her homesickness for her friends and her life back in Edinburgh. Sighing, she followed her mother through the dining room and into the large kitchen at the back of the house. At least here it was well lit: fluorescent light bounced off the marble worktops and the shiny red Aga stove. Silvia pulled open the large American-style fridge.

‘I knew Tilda wouldn’t let me down,’ she said, reaching in and pulling out an expensive-looking bottle of wine. ‘Right then, glasses ...’ she muttered, opening cupboards impatiently.

‘I’ll just go and look around by myself, shall I?’ said April, knowing that her mother wasn’t listening. ‘Maybe do some drugs, or go into the cellar and get chopped up by the mad axeman, okay?’

Silvia waved a vague hand. ‘Yes, darling, that sounds nice.’

 



April didn’t find any axemen, just a rather tired-looking Georgian terrace house with several dingy bedrooms and a lot of very creaky stairs. She had decided the small room at the top of the house would be her bedroom, partly because it had a view across the roof to the village and partly because it was the only place she could get a signal on her mobile. The room was full of cardboard boxes stuffed with her possessions, but at least someone - her father, when he had been down the previous weekend? - had made up the bed with white sheets  and an unfamiliar duvet. She sat cross-legged on the bed and speed-dialled Fiona.

‘Hi, this is Fee, you know what to do ...’ said the sing-song message, followed by the beep. April was disappointed her best friend wasn’t there to listen to her moan about her new home, but it still made her smile a little to hear her breathy, enthusiastic voice. Fiona Donald—‘a good, solid Scots name’, she always liked to point out, while making gagging motions - had kept April sane since they had been allocated desks next to each at St Geoffrey’s five years ago. ‘Just imagine how wrong it could have gone if they hadn’t seated us alphabetically,’ Fee had said just before April left for Highgate. It was the only time April could remember feeling grateful to her parents. Without the quirk of fate that brought them together she might never have bonded with Fee over their love of low-quality pop music, and they might not have then shared everything from hair-dye disasters to doomed crushes ever since. April couldn’t imagine life without her best friend, but now she was going to have to try to cope.

‘Hey, babes,’ said April into the voicemail, ‘just arrived. It’s raining and everyone is old. Yep, that just about sums it up. Call me when you get this, okay?’

She snapped her phone shut and lay back on the bed. She could already hear raised voices downstairs - big surprise. From up here she could only pick out odd phrases from her mother: ‘Why didn’t you accept it?’ and then, ‘He’s only trying to help,’ and from her father: ‘Christ, Silvia, is it a crime to provide for my family?’

April knew exactly what that was all about. Tomorrow she was due to begin at the prestigious Ravenwood School on the far side of Highgate. They weren’t even giving her a single day to unpack and acclimatise to her new environment. From the little April knew about the school it sounded like some sort of freak show, one half stuffed with maths geniuses and chess masters, the other half made up of some of the richest kids in London, all there because they had been tutored within an inch of their lives or their daddies had made some generous  financial gift to the school. It sounded completely intimidating and the drive past it on the way to the house had done nothing to reassure her. A huge grey Gothic monstrosity on the edge of Hampstead Heath, it had obviously been an important stately home a couple of hundred years ago and looked like it was still haunted by the original owners. But it wasn’t even the creepiness of the place that bothered April, it was the students. She could just picture the scene tomorrow: people being dropped off in Ferraris while she clumped up in her trainers. That was the big problem, of course, and the cause of the argument downstairs: Ravenwood wasn’t cheap and, given their reduced circumstances, her parents would struggle with the fees. Her grandfather Thomas, Silvia’s dad, who owned an impressive house in the backstreets of Covent Garden and had put Silvia through the best schools in the land, had offered to pay the fees, but William had refused point blank and her parents had been arguing about it ever since. So, since she was going, she assumed her dad had used his once-great name and maybe a few highly placed contacts to swing it. It wouldn’t make her mother happy either way, given the irony of the situation: finally she was getting the opportunity to shop till she dropped, and just as suddenly couldn’t afford it due to the sky-high school fees.

Sighing, April walked over to the window to look out at the village. The rain seemed to have stopped and the moon was now shining down on the wet roof tiles, although she could see that funny fox weathervane on top of the church still being jerked back and forth by the gusts.

‘Chill out, Foxy,’ she whispered.

To the left, she could see across the square and beyond that to the top of the High Street. If the dark clouds lift, thought April, it might actually be quite pretty. As she scanned the view, she saw movement in the little park - three figures walking slowly under the big trees, then perching on a bench. April squinted - definitely two boys and a girl. Her heart leapt: young people! They looked to be about her age, although she  couldn’t be sure from this distance. She snatched up her phone and ran downstairs.

April walked into the living room to find it transformed. Her dad had a glowing fire popping and spitting in the hearth and had lit a load of big church candles which were dotted all over the room. It actually did look as warm and inviting as he had promised. He was already ensconced in an armchair pulled up in front of the fire, papers and open books spread all around him, stabbing angrily away at his laptop. It was no surprise to find her dad hard at work only minutes after moving into the new house, and minutes after finishing a big fight with her mother. Nothing stopped her dad working. She couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t bent over a book or a paper or barking questions into a phone. Actually, now she came to think of it, she couldn’t remember ever seeing him sleep. If he wasn’t working on some story about a corrupt government department or a drug company scandal for the paper, then he was beavering away on his books: heavy non-fiction books debunking conspiracy theories that sold almost no copies except to nut-jobs and university professors. From what April could tell, her dad’s books involved highly technical scientific explanations for ghosts and UFOs and the abominable snowman. Something like that, anyway. April was more into chick lit.

‘I’m nipping out,’ she said, pulling on her favourite coat.

He looked up from his laptop. ‘What’s your hurry? You must have taken three steps at a time back there.’

‘I’ve spotted signs of life in the village.’ She smiled.

‘If you’re going out, can you post a letter for me?’ he said, turning to the cracked leather briefcase next to his chair.

She watched him with grudging affection as he pulled out handfuls of paper, plonking them down in haphazard piles. She didn’t like to think of her dad as handsome but she knew he was; all her friends’ mums fancied him. No doubt his looks were what had attracted Silvia to him in the first place; April couldn’t think of any other reason. Silvia was privileged, snobbish and superficial, whereas William was hard-working,  cynical and academic. And under that dishevelled, disorganised surface, her father had a big heart. Anyone who had put up with Silvia for so long had to have hidden depths. And despite all April’s annoyance at the upheaval of moving down here, she knew it was her dad who had suffered most in all this, being pushed out of a job he loved and forced to start again. Having a surly teenager and a disapproving wife in tow couldn’t have helped much either.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ she said, as he handed her a creased envelope.

He frowned slightly, cocking his head. ‘For the letter?’

April smiled. ‘Yeah, for the letter.’

As she opened the front door and ran down the path to the gate, the wind whipped up and blew April’s hair into her face. Pulling it back, she looked up - and that’s when she saw him. A tall, dark-haired boy standing on the other side of the road. He was staring straight at her.


Wow. He’s good-looking, she thought, with a mixture of excitement and nerves. Tall and slim in dark jeans and a navy pea coat, he looked as if he had just stepped out of an Abercrombie & Fitch advert. His hair was swept back off his forehead and she looked into his deep-set black eyes. Just for a moment, there was a flicker of something in his face: recognition, perhaps? Surprise? She stared back, mesmerised by his eyes, so dark and intense; so intense, in fact, that, after a moment, April had to look away.

Who was he? Was he one of the people she had seen on the bench earlier? And why was he staring at her?

‘April?’

She turned around to see her mother standing in the doorway, arms crossed. Silvia had changed into white skinny jeans and a thick cream cashmere jumper that looked completely inappropriate for unpacking boxes. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

April waved the envelope. ‘I’m just going to post a letter for Dad.’

‘Inside,’ snapped Silvia impatiently. ‘You’ve got a big day tomorrow.’

April glared at her mother. Why did she always have to interfere? She was only going for a walk, for heaven’s sake.

‘Mum ...’ she complained.

‘Now! I mean it,’ said her mother, taking a few steps down the path.

April glanced back at the square. The boy was gone. The square was totally empty, as if no one had ever been there. She frowned; where had he vanished to so quickly? Reluctantly, April walked back up the path.

‘What’s the big deal?’ she asked sulkily as she reached the door. ‘Why can’t I go out?’

Her mother looked over her shoulder at the spot where the boy had been standing, then up and down the street.

‘I’ll tell you why,’ she said, pulling April inside. ‘There’s been a murder.’




Chapter Two

‘Dad. What’s this about a murder?’

April stuffed a piece of toast in her mouth as her father walked into the kitchen. It was 8.30 on a Monday morning and her mother was hovering by the door, jangling the car keys.

‘Don’t start him off,’ said Silvia sarcastically, shooting a dirty look at her husband. ‘We have to leave in about thirty seconds if I’m going to give you a lift to school.’


Yeah, like I’m going to rush for my first day at freak-school,  thought April. Right now she would welcome the distraction of one of her father’s stories, especially one about a grisly local murder. Last night, when Silvia had pulled her back into the house in full view of that totally fit boy, she had just muttered something about ‘something on the news’ and ‘dangerous streets’, then sent her upstairs to unpack. Then Fiona had phoned back with the latest gossip, which had put all thoughts of murder from her head. Apparently Fee had just seen Miranda Cooper, one of April’s classmates at St Geoffrey’s, at the cinema with Neil Stevenson, the boy April had been nursing a crush on for the past eighteen months. Neil was an Orlando Bloom lookalike whom April had slowly managed to befriend over the past year. He was sporty and cool, one of the popular clique at Marshgate Boys, and normally their paths would never have crossed, but as luck would have it, Neil’s mum was one of Silvia’s cronies. Consequently, whenever Silvia popped by’ Neil’s house to drop off something at the weekend or on the way to school, he and April would be forced into each other’s company. ‘Just go and chat to Neil for  five minutes, darling,’ she would say, waving a hand. ‘Listen to a CD or something.’ It had always grated on April that her mother clearly trusted her to go into some random boy’s bedroom unsupervised; did she really think her daughter was that unattractive? Anyway, the upside was that after the initial awkwardness, she and Neil had bonded over their mothers’ respective failings as parents and started to get to know each other. April hadn’t exactly rated her chances with Neil, even after he invited her to his seventeenth birthday party in a pub on Princes Street, but a girl could hope, couldn’t she? April had borrowed her mum’s Gucci peasant dress, the only thing she could find in her wardrobe that didn’t make her look about fifty, and had gone along with Fee and another friend. When they had bumped into Miranda on the street a few hundred metres away from the party, they had invited her along too.  Big mistake.

‘The murder in Dartmouth Park?’ said William, draining his coffee. ‘Thought you’d know all about that by now.’

‘Why would I?’

‘Well, the bloke who was murdered was in that band, Belarus.’

April’s eyes widened. ‘Alix Graves was killed?’

Unlike half the girls in her class, April wasn’t a mad Belarus fan. They were a bit too morose, the lyrics too dark. Half the tracks on the last album were just too experimental— or so one reviewer in NME had described them. But Alix Graves was sexy. She knew at least three girls who would have to phone the Samaritans when they heard he’d been found murdered in his London home. Fee for one - she had been known to kiss his picture before retiring for the night.

‘Who’s Alix Graves?’ said Silvia, fastening the belt of her silk trenchcoat a little tighter.

‘He’s only one of the biggest rock stars in the country,’ April gasped, incredulous. ‘ “Moon Cry”? “Dark Angel”?’ She looked at her mother’s blank face with amazement. ‘You’ve really never heard of him?’

Her father smiled. ‘Your mother prefers Sting. Anyway,  Alix’s house was in Dartmouth Park, which is a fair way from here, so you don’t need to worry too much. The police are evidently still baffled by what happened and who might have done it, though. The latest thinking is some crazed fan but no one really knows.’

April pulled her phone out and speed-dialled Fiona as her mother gave a theatrical cough.

‘April,’ said Silvia impatiently, ‘it’s late. Do you want me to give you a lift or not?’

April shot her mother a withering look. Didn’t she understand that this was earth-shattering news? Alix Graves had been murdered and, what was more, it had happened down the road! She had to talk to Fiona. She would be wearing a black veil around Edinburgh for the weekend at least.

‘Off you go, love. We’ll talk later,’ said her father. ‘I’ll see what the guys at work know about it. But don’t worry and don’t let it ruin your first day at school, okay?’

‘In the meantime I want you straight back here after school,’ said Silvia briskly. ‘I don’t want you wandering around when there’s some maniac on the loose.’

‘And how am I supposed to make friends if I’m trapped in here?’ said April, in her mind changing the words ‘make friends’ to ‘meet boys’.

‘Join the chess club or something,’ replied Silvia absently.


‘You are kidding?’ asked April, looking pleadingly at her father.

‘I’m afraid I’m with your mother on this one,’ said William sympathetically. ‘Just until we find out what’s going on.’

April shook her head and grabbed her bag. ‘Well, I think I’ll walk to school—is that okay? You don’t think I’ll be murdered in broad daylight, do you?’ she said sarcastically. She stalked to the front door, angry at her parents - how could they even consider grounding her at such a crucial time? - but also glad that walking would delay her arrival at her new school for those crucial last few minutes, because it was the last place on earth she wanted to be going. Right now she reckoned that  being stalked by a killer would be less scary than Ravenwood School.

 



‘God, Fee, it’s like I’m a prisoner here,’ she said. ‘I seriously think they’d rather lock me in the cellar until I’m old enough to be married off than let me make a decision for myself.’

April had rung Fiona as soon as she was out of the house. Her parents would never understand what massive news Alix Graves’ death was (although their generation never stopped banging on about John Lennon, so they should) and they certainly wouldn’t get how hard it would hit someone like Fiona, who had posters and cuttings of Alix plastered on every available surface in her room.

‘Yeah, it sucks you’ve been grounded.’ Fiona sighed. ‘But at least you’re alive.’

‘Oh, Fee, I’m sorry,’ said April, wincing. ‘I was so mad with them, I didn’t think. How are you doing?’

‘I’ll be okay.’ Fiona sniffed. ‘I’m not sure it’s actually sunk in just yet. Do you think I’ll get away with wearing black today?’

April smiled to herself. She was right about her friend - she was genuinely shocked and upset, but she would also relish the opportunity for drama. The St Geoffrey’s uniform was a horrible battleship grey with burgundy trim and was strictly enforced. Heaven help the girl who dared to turn up in a skirt above the knee - she risked the wrath of their formidable headmistress Miss Batty. April had once been on the receiving end after wearing shoes that were deemed ‘inappropriately high’ and she still shivered at the memory.

‘Good luck with that,’ said April. ‘I can’t see Miss Batty letting you wear black if your whole family had dropped down dead, let alone ...’

She tailed off as Fiona began to sob. ‘Sorry, Fee, I didn’t mean ...’ April felt the miles between them stretching away into the distance. ‘Oh, honey, I wish I was there to help you through this.’

‘Well, if your dad can find out anything more about it, you know, details, I think that would help.’

‘Sure, I’ll ask him, but it is his first day at work.’

‘No, no,’ said Fiona, blowing her nose loudly. ‘Quite right, the show must go on, that’s what Alix would have wanted. Perhaps I can just wear a black hat to the school gates or something, some small gesture like that.’

‘That would be better.’

‘Anyway, that’s enough about me,’ said Fiona. ‘It’s your first day, you lucky thing.’

‘Lucky? I’m dreading it. All those freaky brainboxes and rich kids, it’s going to be a nightmare.’

‘No uniform, all those new boys, it’s going to be amazing!’ enthused Fiona, recovering herself. ‘Just imagine, loads of boys actually sitting next to you in class, talking to you in the corridor, holding doors open for you - it’ll be heaven.’

April smiled. It was amazing what five years of private education in an all-girls school could do for your imagination. Since her place at Ravenwood had been confirmed, Fiona had blown the school up into some sort of romantic Jane Austinera fantasy where elegant gentlemen cast furtive but earnest glances at you from beneath their top hats.

‘I’m not sure it’s going to be quite that exciting, Fee.’

‘Of course it is,’ insisted Fiona. ‘There will be boys with  titles there - real-life lords.’

‘I don’t think ...’

But Fiona was still talking. ‘And I bet they all drive Range Rovers and call their mums and dads “mater and pater”. God, you must call me as soon as you get out of there, I need to hear everything!’

April didn’t think it was going to be exciting at all, in fact she was dreading setting foot inside the gates. Even worse, all Fiona’s talk of boys had immediately made her think of Neil. Her stomach turned over. The last thing she wanted to do was meet new boys who would waltz off with the first flirty blonde who fluttered her eyelashes in their direction.

Fiona was clearly on April’s wavelength.

‘Anyway, you don’t have to worry about Neil—’ she began.

‘Neil?’ said April quickly. ‘What about Neil?’

‘You’ll never believe this, but—sskkizzzzopp—aid Miranda wa—kkzzzunnngg—’


Dammit - her phone was breaking up! ‘Fee? What? Who said what about Miranda?’

Silence. April looked down at the screen of her phone. One bar! And she was only about two miles out of central London - how did that work?

‘Hello? Can you hear me? Fee?’

‘Listen, you’re cracking up a bit,’ said Fiona. ‘Give me a call at—’

Her last words were cut off. Damn, damn, damn. April looked down at her phone, then up at the street and sighed. ‘Cracking up is right,’ she muttered and set off down the hill.

 



Walking towards the Heath in the bright October morning sunlight, April actually found it hard to feel too gloomy. Red and golden leaves peppered the pavement under gracefully sagging autumnal trees and she had to grudgingly admit that the whole village looked rather lovely; the tall stone houses with their clipped gardens, the view of London in the distance all covered in a blanket of rust and red. They had never really had autumn in Scotland. In fact she and Fiona often joked how Edinburgh was under a weird spell of permanent winter. Sure, they had a few weeks of weak sunlight in high summer, but then it was straight back to bullet-hard rain being blown directly into your face. She looked down at her coat; it was stylish, but it was still heavy wool. April’s wardrobe consisted almost entirely of things made of wool; it was the only way to keep warm in Scotland. Secretly she actually enjoyed wrapping up in scarves, hats and thick jumpers as she didn’t particularly want anyone staring at her body, which she always felt was too lanky and boyish, a world away from Miranda Cooper’s sexy Kelly Brook curves. And April certainly didn’t want anyone looking at her today of all days. Even so, she had been up especially early that morning to choose an outfit, excited and  nervous about her first day at a school without a uniform. She had discussed it with Fee for weeks, but it was impossible to second-guess what would be considered the ‘right look’ at Ravenwood, despite the fact that the school had sent through a forbidding-looking list of rules, including a dress code that specified height of shoes, length of skirts and so on. Even so it was liberating - not to say terrifying—to be able to choose ‘real clothes’ to wear to school. She had carefully picked out something stylish but still neutral and safe; the navy skirt and cream cowl-neck jumper hardly marked her out as a fashion pioneer. It was more like camouflage; her plan was to sink into the background as much as possible ... but until she got there she had no idea if this outfit would help her blend in or make her stand out.

She walked down Swain’s Lane, a steep road that followed the contour of the hill on which Highgate was built. It was clearly a very old road, with ancient stone walls on one side and old iron railings on the other, through which she could glimpse Highgate Cemetery. When April had researched the area - hoping, she supposed, to find a loophole that would let her stay in Scotland - she had been intrigued to discover the range of people spending eternity in the graveyard. Famous figures like Karl Marx rubbed shoulders with Radclyffe Hall, little-known author of a book called The Well of Loneliness. April looked around. Loneliness. That’s about right, she thought, then almost jumped backwards as something broke cover from the undergrowth and sprinted across the road. Her hand flew to her mouth, her heart pounding as she tried not to cry out.

‘A fox,’ she gasped, slightly embarrassed by her reaction. ‘Only a fox.’

She knew that foxes were a common sight in many cities, of course, but she’d never seen one in Edinburgh’s less forgiving granite landscape.

‘Stupid,’ she whispered, but she still looked nervously over her shoulder and increased her pace a little.

Ravenwood was impressive in the light of day. The sun wasn’t quite out, but the rain had made the slate roof glisten  and the puddles in the quad in front of the grand pillared entrance reflected the brightness. As she turned into the wide gates she had to dodge around the line of cars stopping in front of the school.

April had to stifle an incredulous laugh. It looked like the Oscars - lines of limousines and black prestige vehicles dropping their A-list cargo onto an imaginary red carpet before purring away. In her direct line of vision she could see two grey Porsche Cayennes, three Bentleys and six black 4x4s of assorted sizes, all with tinted windows, all stopping briefly on Ravenwood’s wide gravel drive. April offered a little prayer of thanks that she had avoided the humiliation of letting her mother drop her off in their little hatchback. She could only see the backs of the students getting out of the cars but she recognised the red soles of the strictly non-regulation Christian Louboutain shoes, not to mention the assortment of Louis Vuitton and Mulberry totes masquerading as school bags. God, this is going to be hell, she thought. Taking a deep breath, April joined the stream of pupils walking into school, assuming they knew where they were going. There were a few curious glances from younger pupils, but she guessed that, to them, a senior was a senior. She pulled a letter from her bag that said she had to register in room thirty-six at 9 a.m., wherever room thirty-six was. There was nothing for it - she’d have to ask. She tapped a girl walking past her on the shoulder. April pulled her hand back at the touch of the coat. Fur - real  fur. The girl spun around and thick blonde hair bounced over her shoulders. Her face was exquisite, like a Russian czarina’s - wide-spaced pale blue eyes, pale skin like marble and a cool, haughty expression that matched her icy beauty perfectly. April opened her mouth to speak but no words came out; the girl stopped and gave April a curious look, as if she wasn’t entirely sure what she was seeing. Then she smoothed the arm of her silky-haired black coat and turned away, having clearly dismissed her from her thoughts.

April heard giggling behind her.

‘Heaven help she who touches the black rabbit.’

She spun round to see a short girl with a dark bob and a mischievous grin.

‘You look lost.’

‘I am.’ April nodded, blushing. She watched the fur-coat-wearing student disappear through double doors at the end of the corridor. ‘Was that coat really black rabbit?’ she asked in a hushed voice.

‘Disgusting, isn’t it?’ said the girl. ‘It was white mink last winter. She’s the only girl allowed to wear fur to school, for some reason. Then again, Davina’s father is practically the richest man in London so I guess normal rules don’t apply. I’m Caro Jackson, by the way. Who are you?’

‘April. April Dunne.’

She was distracted briefly by a gorgeous Indian boy walking into school, his suit so neatly pressed it looked as if it had sharp edges.

‘What are you in for?’

April turned back to Caro. ‘In for?’

‘Your gift.’ Caro grinned. ‘What got you locked up here? You know: maths, physics, telekinesis - what’s your speciality?  You know Ravenwood caters specifically for the academically gifted.’

Her last word was dripping with sarcasm. April examined Caro again; she was the only person she’d seen who deviated from the model student of either sort, neither the type who looked like they digested algebra over breakfast nor strutted the catwalk over the school holidays. April noticed that Caro’s jumper was a little bobbly and that she had black nail polish - something April knew was strictly forbidden in the school rules.

‘Nothing special about me, sorry, but I’m joining the Lower Sixth. I think my dad pulled a few strings to get me in here and, I don’t know, they must have liked something about me as my GCSE results didn’t exactly mark me out as gifted.’ She shrugged. She had been quite pleased with two A stars, four As and three B grades, but knew they’d be laughed at by some of the brainboxes here. ‘Are you in the sixth form too?’

Caro nodded, then took an apple out of her bag and bit into it. ‘Miss Holden’s my form teacher.’

‘Great! Me too,’ said April, feeling a sense of relief. ‘I’ve got to find her in room thirty-six - could you tell me where it is?’

‘I know where thirty-six is,’ said Caro casually. ‘I’ve been here since I was thirteen. Come on. We need to go through the refectory.’

April obediently followed Caro down a corridor. A distant noise became louder and louder until Caro swung open a pair of double doors that led into a glass-roofed atrium. It was an impressively high open space, but when crowded with pupils laughing, yelling and calling out to each other, the acoustics were deafening. April tried to take it all in: a bank of drinks machines stood along one mahogany-panelled wall; along another was a long antique table on which pairs of pupils were playing backgammon. Gaggles of beautiful people lounged on the black leather sofas while younger pupils scurried through as if they had no business being there.

‘I can’t believe people are playing backgammon before school,’ whispered April.

‘So you’ve spotted the geeks.’ Caro smiled, nodding towards them. ‘Those are the eggheads, mostly pure maths, some quantum theorists. Don’t try to talk to them unless you know pi to twenty decimal points. A lot of international students, for some reason - in fact you’ll find Ravenwood is very multicultural. North London society is very rich, present company excepted.’

April frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Me. I’m the odd one out, as one of the scholarship kids here. Mum’s a hairdresser, Dad’s a window-cleaner, which makes me like a Martian or something.’

April nodded and smiled. She had only just met this girl, but it was nice being included in something, even if it was as an outsider. Now Caro indicated a group by the vending machine gathered around a handsome boy with floppy blond hair. They were all highly groomed and slightly regal-looking.

‘Who are they?’

‘Those are the rugby boys. Most of them are planning to read law or something equally serious at uni and they spend all their time studying philosophy and international affairs with a view to their inevitable political careers.’ Caro shot April a wink. ‘It goes without saying, don’t trust them.’ She followed April’s gaze and gave a wry smile. ‘And before you ask, the pretty boy with the blond hair is Benjamin Osbourne. You should trust him the least.’

Just then, the boy next to Benjamin turned around and looked straight at April. A lazy grin spread slowly across his face and he nodded at her. April almost gasped out loud. It was the dark-haired boy she had seen in the square the night before. She could feel her heart start beating faster.

‘Uh-oh,’ said Caro, taking April by the arm and turning her around. ‘Come away.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Gabriel Swift. You’re wasting your time with him,’ said Caro. ‘He’s one of those unattainable, too-good-for-us-regular-humans types. I think he must be dating older girls, because I’ve never seen him with anyone here.’

April glanced back and was disappointed to see that the boy was no longer looking at her.

‘And who are they in the middle?’ asked April, nodding towards the sofas in the centre of the room. Five or six drop-dead-beautiful girls were draped across them, pristine in their state-of-the-art designer wear.

‘We call them “the Faces”,’ said Caro with a grim smile. ‘The “popular” girls. That’s “Face” as in “two-faced”. Basically Ravenwood is split in two - either you’re academically brilliant or you’re from money. Those girls are the richest of the rich and they’re the scariest clique at Ravenwood. Although I’m guessing every school has something similar, right?’

April nodded. Even at St Geoffrey’s there had been a clique of snooty, pretty girls who dressed in the latest fashions and looked down on everyone else, casually spreading rumours and gossip about people for their own amusement. In Edinburgh, where such posturing had seemed ludicrous, April and Fee had  been able to laugh at their pretentions, but the Ravenwood girls looked frightening and other-worldly with their beauty and casual confidence.

‘The net worth of those kids on the sofas is about forty billion quid,’ said Caro. ‘Family money, of course, but still.’

‘There’s the rabbit-coat girl,’ said April, recognising the mane of golden hair. As she watched, the tall blond boy moved over and sat next to her. ‘Wow. Is that her boyfriend? Lucky cow.’

‘Brother.’ Caro smiled. ‘Davina and Benjamin Osbourne. Their father Nicholas is one of those mega-rich Eastern Europeans, made a fortune in chemicals, all very shady. Funnily enough, though, Davina doesn’t tend to date other rich boys. She’s more into brains. See that guy to her left?’

April nodded. He was cute but not stunning and he was clearly ill at ease in such company.

‘That’s Jonathon, her latest geek-du-jour. I think she goes for the smart boys to make up for her own complete airheadedness.

April tried to absorb this information while she sized up her new companion. Caro didn’t fit into this picture, with her wry outlook, always watching, always searching faces. It made April feel a little better; she wasn’t the only outsider at Ravenwood.

‘So what’s your speciality, Caro?’

‘Oh, chemistry, biology, physics, all with a creative twist. The rather boring ambition is to write books about science, like Stephen Hawking but without the funny voice.’ She grinned.

‘Oh really? My dad is a writer,’ said April. ‘He used to work for the Scotsman.’


Caro looked at her wide-eyed. ‘Your dad isn’t William Dunne, is he?’

April nodded.

‘Oh my God, I love him,’ said Caro enthusiastically. ‘I think I’ve read everything he’s ever written. That thing he did  on Area Fifty-One was awesome. His books are so definitive, so well argued. He mixes pop culture with science like no one else I’ve ever read.’

April smiled politely, but inside she was cringing. Trust her to talk to the one girl in the school who had heard of her father. Caro put her hand on April’s arm.

‘Sorry,’ she said sheepishly. ‘I’m gushing, aren’t I? It’s just I wish I had any sort of role model in my own family. The best we’ve managed is Uncle David who owns a dry cleaners.’

Then the bell rang and everyone began to move. April and her new friend began to walk out of the refectory, joining the crush.

actually, I think I might have a story for your dad, if you want to meet me after school?’

‘Okay,’ said April warily. ‘What’s it about?’

‘This place,’ said Caro, just a hint of a smile on her face. ‘I think it’s a giant conspiracy to take over the world.’




Chapter Three

Mr Sheldon was a tall man, probably somewhere in his forties, although his white hair made him look much older. In fact, along with his grey three-piece suit and heavy silver-framed glasses, he looked exactly as April had always imagined a distinguished college professor would look. The fact that he was also the head teacher at Ravenwood only added to his air of importance. Headmasters didn’t normally take classes, of course, but April was quickly learning that Ravenwood was some way from the usual definition of ‘normal’. Mr Sheldon strode up and down in front of the philosophy class, telling stories of long-dead Greeks and Germans that should have been deadly dull, but he somehow made them fascinating; it was like watching a particularly good documentary on TV. But still ... something wasn’t quite right, April thought, as she sat at the back maintaining her ‘head down, stay off the radar’ policy. There was something about Mr Sheldon, something in the picture that didn’t quite fit. He put her on edge, for some reason. Maybe it was just that she wasn’t used to actually listening to a teacher. Not just hearing their words and picking a few relevant sound bites out of the drone, but really listening  to what they were saying, then really thinking about it. It was certainly a new experience for April, especially as there were plenty of distractions. The gorgeous blond boy, Benjamin, was sitting three rows in front of her and kept turning to whisper to his friend. Every time he did, she could see his slightly wicked smile and his cheekbones and his ... Hmm, now what had she been saying about concentrating?

‘So how many of you have seen Star Trek?’ said Mr Sheldon  in his deep, honeyed voice. A few arms tentatively raised - not as many as you’d think, given the geek factor in this school, thought April. Mr Sheldon was obviously thinking the same thing as he smiled. ‘I suspect a few of are hiding your light under a bushel,’ he said, eliciting some guilty laughs.

‘All right, so how many of you have seen Back to the Future?’


A lot more hands were raised, mostly by eager pupils in the front two rows.

‘So what’s the main idea behind it?’

A boy in the very front row put up a hand. April realised it was Jonathon, Davina’s boyfriend.

‘Time travel,’ said Jonathon confidently. ‘Marty McFly travels through time - past, present and future - in the mad professor’s car, which is a sort of time machine, fixing various problems in order to save his family.’

There was another round of giggles, and Mr Sheldon nodded.

‘Very good, Jonathon. That sort of story is generally described as science fiction, but in reality, there’s very little science involved. We don’t have the technology create a “flux capacitor”. Consequently, it’s more accurate to say that Back to the Future is actually philosophical fiction. When Marty changes the past, it changes events in the future.’

April was glad to see other people around her frowning too.

‘Which leads us to the central problem, when you’re writing about time travel,’ continued Mr Sheldon. ‘Can anyone tell me what it’s called? Benjamin?’

Benjamin didn’t even look up. ‘The Grandfather Paradox,’ he said in an offhand tone, as if it was obvious.

‘Excellent. The Grandfather Paradox: what if you built your own time machine, zipped back seventy or eighty years and killed your grandfather when he was a boy? If Granddad was dead and never met Grandma, that means one of your parents would never have existed and therefore you wouldn’t be around to build that time machine.’

Mr Sheldon looked at the furrowed brows of the class and laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not testing you on your movie knowledge, I’m simply using it as an example of philosophy in action for the benefit of our newer class members.’


Oh God, thought April, don’t point me out, please.

‘Those of us who have been studying this for some time know that the beauty of philosophy is that for any given phenomenon - time travel, the existence of God, free will - you can come up with several hypotheses that will seem to explain it just as well as the accepted explanation. As we’ve discussed before, there are no right answers in philosophy. Although please note that doesn’t mean you will automatically get an A for turning up to your exam.’

Everyone laughed.

‘Okay, let’s consider another age-old conundrum: the chicken and the egg.’

He lifted one hand and pointed to the back of the class. April’s heart jumped as she thought she was going to be asked to speak, but the teacher was pointing to the plump girl with rosy cheeks sitting next to her.

‘Emily. Which came first, the chicken or the egg?’

‘The egg,’ answered the girl confidently.

Mr Sheldon nodded. ‘Very well. Why?’

‘Well, in nature DNA can only be modified in the womb, or in this case the egg. So as evolution is a series of genetic mutations, it must have happened before the chicken was born, which means, in the egg.’

Mr Sheldon clapped his hands. ‘Splendid. A perfect scientific answer. But this is a philosophy class, so what’s the problem with this theorem?’

He paused and let his eyes sweep around the room. ‘How about you, Miss Dunne?’

With a lurch, April realised he was looking straight at her. How did he know she wasn’t paying attention?

April, can you tell us what’s wrong with Emily’s rather straightforward, by-the-book answer?’

She glanced to her side and saw that all of the rosiness  had drained from Emily’s cheeks and she was now glaring at April.

‘Wrong?’ stuttered April.

‘It does seem to address all the possibilities, doesn’t it?’ said Mr Sheldon, stroking his chin. ‘Evolution, mutations - it all sounds very straightforward, I suppose.’ Mr Sheldon shook his head slightly and turned back to his eager students at the front. ‘Perhaps someone else can—’

‘Evolution,’ blurted April.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Well, uh, Emily’s explanation assumes that evolution is correct.’

Mr Sheldon chuckled. ‘It seems we have a true Christian in our midst, ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, raising more laughter. ‘No, no,’ said Mr Sheldon, raising his hand to silence the jeers. ‘Enough. She is quite correct. Emily’s scientific explanation assumes far too much. And April is at least thinking for herself.’

April felt herself blush.

‘Of course, before we give her a round of applause, we should consider how narrow an answer hers is,’ continued Mr Sheldon. April felt the blush increase as she realised that Benjamin Osbourne had turned to look at her. He turned back to his friend and whispered something and they both laughed.

‘Miss Dunne may be thinking for herself,’ said Mr Sheldon, ‘but she’s still thinking along conventional lines. Just because you have seen one chicken emerge from an egg, can you assume that the same will be true for the millions of eggs produced every year? Is that logical? Does that make sense? If you see a chair with four legs, does that mean all chairs have four legs? No. The reality is that in absolute terms, we know almost nothing about eggs, where they come from, what they are or whether they are related to chickens. This is what philosophy is all about: turning lazy thinking on its head and questioning everything you see, everything you think you know.’

April was now glaring at Mr Sheldon, but the teacher had moved on.

‘Consider this: what do you really know about the people around you? What do you know about your mother, father, brothers and sisters? Does your brother take heroin? Is your sister a virgin?’

There were a few nervous titters, but Mr Sheldon wasn’t smiling.

‘What about the person beside you?’

April wasn’t inclined to look at the girl next to her; even without turning her head she could tell Emily was glowering at her. Instead she looked the other way - and her breath caught in her throat. Gabriel Swift was staring directly at her from the end of the row, his eyes narrowed. April looked away quickly, her blush now approaching pillar-box red.

‘What do you really know about your classmates?’ Mr Sheldon was saying. ‘Just because they come to your school, sit next to you every day, you assume they are benign. Perhaps they are. Perhaps they’re not. Perhaps they’re planning on blowing up this class. Perhaps they’re planning something worse.

There was more strained laughter. April glanced up at Gabriel again, but he had sat back in his chair and another pupil was blocking her view.

‘But that’s what I want you to consider in this class, in this school,’ continued Mr Sheldon. ‘This is Ravenwood, people. Here we expect you to look at things from a different angle. Probe, think, question, investigate. The world is much more interesting that way, I promise you.’

The bell rang and the students began to scrabble their books into bags. Mr Sheldon clapped his hands and opened up a cardboard box on his desk.

‘Okay, class, before you disappear, your homework is to read this book,’ he said, waving a thick volume in the air. He began to hand them out as the students shuffled past. There was some groaning as they looked at the heavy tome.

‘Don’t worry, this is the author’s complete works, not a single novel. Read as many as you wish, but I only require you to read the short story “Random Quest”. It’s easy to read and  has everything you could want: war, romance and time travel. Imagine Brad and Angelina in the lead roles if it helps. We’ll discuss it next lesson.’

As April filed past the teacher, he handed her the thick book. ‘Good thinking there, April,’ he said in a low voice, ‘I’m pleased.’

Before April could react, Mr Sheldon had turned away to shout at two girls poring over a magazine.

‘Now this is what I’m talking about,’ said Mr Sheldon, snatching the offending mag and dropping it into the waste-paper basket next to his desk. ‘Celebrity culture has played a confidence trick on you, people. God frowns on the worship of graven images, ladies, haven’t you heard? Think for yourselves! ’

‘But it’s got the last interview with Alix Graves in it,’ complained the taller of the girls.

‘Alix Graves is dead, Lucy,’ said Mr Sheldon. ‘I’m sure you’ll have found someone else to obsess over by next week.’

April looked up, surprised both by the insensitivity and the fact that a teacher would even have heard of Alix Graves. As she did, Gabriel barged past her, sending her spinning, and she dropped her books with a clatter. As she bent to scoop them up, she heard giggles and felt all eyes on her. Great, just what I need, she thought. So much for staying under the radar.

‘Are you all right?’

She looked up into Benjamin Osbourne’s blue eyes. He bent to help her up, his face concerned. God, he’s good-looking,  thought April.

‘Yes, yes, fine,’ she muttered as she quickly gathered her belongings and moved into the corridor. She glanced back and saw that Benjamin was still watching her, a smile playing around his perfect mouth.

‘You’re sure you’re okay?’

April nodded and almost ran down the corridor. But she wasn’t fine, far from it. She had been humiliated and laughed at, she’d felt out of her depth and ... well, Benjamin must think she was a clumsy, stupid new girl with a bright red face.  But that wasn’t the worst of it. No, the thing that had upset her most was that strange boy, Gabriel, barging into her. She couldn’t swear to it, but she was fairly sure he had whispered something to her as he pushed past. And it had sounded very much like, ‘Get out.’




Chapter Four

April was lost. After Mr Sheldon’s philosophy class, she had fled. She needed to get out, find somewhere away from the prying eyes of her classmates. All she had wanted was to get through the day without making a spectacle of herself, but no - she couldn’t even manage that. What the hell’s wrong with me? Why can’t I ever avoid making an ass of myself—especially when boys are watching? She sat down on a bench and took a deep breath. Now her embarrassment was fading a little, April began to get annoyed. Why did everyone here have to be so nasty? Mr Sheldon had known it was her first day, so why did he feel the need to single her out and then ridicule her answer in front of the class? That Emily could take a running jump, too. Benjamin had at least tried to help her, but what was that boy Gabriel doing barging into her? She’d only laid eyes on him a couple of times; what had she ever done to provoke him?

‘I hate this school,’ she whispered. She looked down at the book Mr Sheldon had handed out. A John Wyndham omnibus. Never heard of him. She turned to the contents page and her heart sank. The first story was Day of the Triffids: she had definitely heard of that one, something to do with giant man-eating plants, if memory served. April loathed science fiction with a passion, all those stupid aliens and lasers and stuff. And those nerdy boys who were into it tended to be weird and a bit, well, hygienically challenged. She ran her finger down the other titles: The Midwich Cuckoos, Chocky,  The Kraken Wakes ... Opening the book at random, she read the first two lines of The Midwich Cuckoos. Wow. Dull, she  thought. No, make that dull and old-fashioned, full of dusty language and polite ideas: everything seemed to be ‘agreeable’, ‘curious’ and ‘queer’, although April did manage to smile when she discovered that the hero was called Richard Gayford. She shook her head. Even more than sci-fi, April hated it when teachers tried to be trendy but missed the mark by about three decades. Sighing and deciding she would worry about it later, she shoved the book in her bag and headed back the way she’d come, certain that her class must all have gone by now. She took the staircase down to the main hall and asked a younger girl for directions to the front entrance, the only way out of the building she knew of. The girl was polite and helpful, giving her detailed directions which April immediately forgot. In hindsight she should have known she was having her leg pulled, especially when the first instruction had led her into a service corridor, but April had a stubborn streak she assumed she’d inherited from her father and ploughed on despite her misgivings. Now she had lost all sense of direction. She knew she was on a lower floor, but beyond that she was hopelessly confused. Annoyed with herself, she pushed her way through a door marked ‘exit’—and walked straight into somebody.

‘Hey! Watch out!’ said an angry voice, as April became aware of eyes on her. There were two stunning girls lounging against railings. A third, with whom she had collided, had almost dropped a bottle she’d been drinking from and was wiping her mouth.

‘Don’t you look where you’re going?’ she demanded.

‘Sorry,’ muttered April, trying to skirt around her and get up the steps. Drinking alcohol in school? She knew she was in trouble; they wouldn’t take kindly to being caught, even if she wasn’t a teacher. April had almost made it past them when one of the girls stepped out in front of her. With a sinking feeling, April realised it was the beautiful girl with the rabbit-fur coat she had noticed before school. Davina, sister to the gorgeous Benjamin.

‘So you’re the new girl,’ she said, her blue eyes running  over April like a scanner. April couldn’t help but feel a little uncomfortable being observed so closely.

‘I suppose so,’ said April lamely. She glanced at the other girls and could see they were waiting for Davina’s lead. After a pause that felt like an eternity to April, the girl smiled and held out a slender hand.

‘I’m Davina,’ she said simply. ‘This is Layla and Chessy,’ she said, pointing to her two friends.

‘I’m April,’ she said.

‘I know,’ said Davina. She stared at April for a moment, then beckoned her up the steps. ‘Come on, I bet no one’s shown you around here, have they?’

‘Uh, no, no they haven’t,’ stammered April as she followed. The other girls fell into step behind them.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll look after you - won’t we, ladies?’ She smiled. ‘So I hear you’re from Edinburgh. I just love Edinburgh, it’s so romantic. My mother is involved with the Festival, so I fly up most years. Don’t you just adore the Scotsman?’

‘My dad used to work for them. He’s a writer.’

Davina shot her a confused look, then laughed. ‘No, silly, I mean the Scotsman Hotel. They have the best spa in the city.’ She stretched out her thin fingers. She had a huge diamond ring on her index finger and April didn’t doubt it was real. ‘I could so do with a manicure right now.’ She sighed and linked her arm through April’s in an unsettling gesture of intimacy. ‘Mmm ... what’s that heavenly perfume?’ she asked.

‘Um, just soap, I think,’ stuttered April and Davina laughed a tinkling laugh.

‘You’re so funny,’ she said as they turned a corner and found themselves walking parallel to the front of the school, passing in front of the gymnasium.

‘So tell me, April,’ Davina said in a conspiratorial whisper. ‘Are you single?’

April giggled nervously.

‘We’ll take that as a yes,’ said Layla from behind them.

‘We must see what we can do about that,’ said Davina coolly. She stopped and turned towards April, her eyes narrowing as  if she were sizing her up. Suddenly April felt horribly self-conscious, knowing she looked dowdy and fat next to this sleeker, better groomed specimen.

‘Well, I think we can certainly make a few adjustments that will help,’ said Davina, touching the collar of April’s coat, then pulling her hand away as if it was unclean. ‘I’ve got a beautiful Chloé dress you’d look amazing in and if we gave you smokier eyes ...’ Seeing April’s expression, she smiled sweetly and giggled. ‘Sorry, April, I’m doing it again, aren’t I?’

‘What?’

‘Oh, I’m always doing this, getting carried away. Here we are, we’ve only just met and I’m already giving you a makeover. When I decide I like someone, I just jump right in and ... silly, isn’t it?’

‘No, no, it’s nice,’ said April quickly, nervously pulling her coat around her. ‘Honestly, it’s fine.’

Davina beamed and squeezed April’s hand. ‘I’m glad,’ she said. ‘Listen, do you want to come over to my ...’

But suddenly April wasn’t listening. Her gaze had been drawn over Davina’s shoulder. It was Gabriel. He was walking fast, his face fixed in a scowl, and he had turned the collar of his jacket up against the cold.

‘What’s wrong?’ Davina asked.

‘Nothing,’ replied April. ‘Just that boy. I saw him last night. I think he lives near me.’

‘Gabriel?’ Davina rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t even think about it. I mean, he’s like my brother’s best friend and everything, but he’s so moody,’ she said as they watched his hunched back disappear through the gates and across the road. ‘Rumour has it he’s not that interested.’

April frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ She heard Layla and Chessy giggle.

‘Sex, darling, sex,’ said Layla. ‘Don’t they have that in Scotland?’

They all turned as they heard a cough behind them. Caro was standing there, swinging her bag back and forth.

‘Not interrupting anything, am I?’ she said tonelessly.

April noticed an unmistakable look of dislike pass between Layla and Caro. She was reminded of two cats meeting on a garden path. They didn’t actually hiss at each other, but the sentiment was the same.

‘Caro,’ said Layla coldly, then turned to April. ‘I’ll probably see you tomorrow. I think we’ve got English together.’

Davina pulled a beeping mobile out of her pocket. ‘My driver is here. I’m off too. Chess - you coming?’

‘Made some new friends?’ Caro said sarcastically to April once Davina and her posse had left.

‘No. Yes, well, I just met her. I was lost, you see ...’

Caro started striding away and April had to trot to keep up with her.

‘Sorry, Caro, is there a problem?’ she asked.

‘Hey, it’s no business of mine who you choose to hang out with,’ she said, not looking up.

‘I’m hardly hanging out with them. I just bumped into Davina and she collared me.’

Caro stopped walking and turned to April. ‘Aren’t you the lucky one?’

‘What’s your problem?’ asked April, confused. She was beginning to think that everyone at Ravenwood was a bit unhinged.

Caro looked angry. ‘They’re witches,’ she said. ‘They’ll suck you in, turn you around and then ... Oh, never mind!’ She stalked off again.

‘Caro! Please!’ cried April, grabbing her arm. ‘Just tell me.’

Caro looked at April, her green eyes probing April’s. Slowly, her intense expression softened and she let out a deep breath.

‘Look, I’m sorry,’ she said, shrugging. ‘It’s not you, it’s her.’

‘I get that,’ said April with a slight smile. ‘So what’s the problem between you two?’

Caro looked as if she was about to say something, then shook her head. ‘Those girls are evil. Pure, black-hearted, evil witches.’

April blinked at Caro for a second, then burst out laughing. After a second, Caro joined in.

‘Sorry.’ She grinned. ‘I get a little carried away when it comes to the Faces. Okay, maybe they’re not actually the spawn of Satan, but seriously, watch out for them.’

‘I will.’ April smiled. She paused for a moment, then said, ‘Caro, can I ask you something?’

‘Sure, what?’

‘Have you read The Da Vinci Code?’

‘I have - why?’

‘And do you watch 24? Prison Break?’

They both burst out laughing again.

‘Okay, so I like a conspiracy,’ said Caro. ‘But that doesn’t mean they’re not out to get me.’

 



As they left the school grounds and slowly walked back up to the village, Caro explained her hatred of the Faces. She and Davina’s sidekick Layla had once been best friends, hanging out together, obsessing over boys, sleepovers, all the teen clichés. Then Davina had arrived, and taken over. She had instantly become the centre of attention and Layla fell under Davina’s glamorous spell. Layla was invited to join the Osbournes on a break in their summer home by the Black Sea. When she came back, she was transformed: slimmer, super-groomed and equipped with an immaculate wardrobe.

‘Which was cool, but she’d changed in other ways as well,’ said Caro, shaking her head. ‘She used to have a wicked sense of humour. Now she’s ultra serious, terribly upright. She just wasn’t ... well, she was a different person. A clone. Seriously, April, stay away or they’ll turn you into one of them.’

‘Thanks for the warning, but they honestly don’t seem so bad,’ said April carefully. ‘I mean, okay, they’re a bit catty and look down on everyone, and I don’t approve of Davina’s fur coat but—’

‘Okay, let’s just leave it,’ said Caro sulkily.

April’s heart sank. She really hadn’t meant to upset Caro - after all, this was the one girl who seemed to want to be her friend and who had been kind enough to help her through her  first day, and yet here she was contradicting her about people she obviously knew nothing about.

‘No, I’m sorry,’ said April quickly. ‘I clearly don’t know what I’m talking about, I’ve been here all of five minutes. Ignore me, okay?’

Caro shrugged. ‘Okay.’

‘We can go to my house if you want,’ said April, eager to change the subject.

‘Will your dad be there?’

‘Doubt it. It’s his first day at work. He’ll probably be late.’

They walked a little way further. April couldn’t stand the silence.

‘So what’s your conspiracy theory?’

Caro just carried on walking. April puffed out her cheeks. She’d tried, but it seemed her new friend was a whack-job. Finally Caro stopped dead on the pavement and spun around.

‘I haven’t quite nailed it, but there’s something going on at school. Something bad. I know you probably don’t want to hear all this on your first day but I’d feel bad if I didn’t tell you and then something happened to you.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Well, for a start, the school’s incredibly private. No one knows who’s behind it. It’s some sort of educational trust set up about ten years ago, but beyond Hawk there seems to be no hierarchy or management.’

‘Hawk?’

Caro smiled. ‘The headmaster, Mr Sheldon. It’s his nickname. You know, the way he looks at you as if he’s deciding whether to swoop down and eat you?’

‘Oh, I get it. But how do you know? About the management, I mean.’

‘I did a little digging. Well, make that a lot of digging, but I can’t find any information on how the school is funded. And no one seems too bothered by that.’

‘That’s not exactly evidence of a cover-up though, is it?’

‘I know I sound like a mad conspiracy nut, but I’m convinced of it. I mean, have you seen the staff? The teachers may look  like the usual losers with patches on their elbows, but let me tell you, most of them are geniuses. Pick any one and Google them, they’ve all come from Oxbridge or Ivy League professorships, they’re the best in their fields. And they have to be; they’re about the only ones who can keep up with the kids. I asked a few of the teachers why they’re here and they made a joke along the lines of “they made me an offer I couldn’t refuse”. Obviously private schools have a lot of money, but we’re talking a serious wedge here - and that’s before you start getting into the NASA-standard computer and science equipment they have in the basement.’

April thought it through. ‘But that doesn’t mean there’s a conspiracy, does it? I mean, it could be funded by some eccentric billionaire, like that Microsoft guy, who wants to keep his name out of it.’

Caro slapped April on the back, making her stumble forwards a few steps.

‘Ha! I knew you’d get it!’ She laughed. ‘Yes, I thought of that - maybe it’s even a corporation like Coca-Cola wanting to make money from the science breakthroughs or whatever. What do you think?’

‘It’s interesting - odd accounts, supercomputers and all. But I don’t see the scandal.’

Caro held up a finger. ‘The scandal is in the vanishings.’

‘Vanishings?’

‘People are disappearing. Not just from the school—although eight kids have vanished in the time I’ve been at Ravenwood.’

‘Vanished where?’

Caro shrugged. ‘The official line is that those kids returned home, Korea, India, Russia or wherever, or moved out of the area. But I knew three of them, and I could never get in contact with them again.’

‘So what do you think happened to them?’

‘I think they got them.’

‘“hey”? Who’s “they”?’

Caro paused dramatically then leant forward and whispered, ‘The vampires.’

April laughed, but the smile faded when she realised Caro wasn’t laughing along with her. Is she serious? Surely she’s winding me up? She waited for a moment, hoping there was going to be a big punchline, but Caro just looked at her, her expression completely serious.

‘The vamp—’ began April, but her phone rang. She fumbled it out of her bag and looked at the screen. It was Fiona.

‘Sorry, Caro, I’ve got to take this.’

‘That’s okay. I’ve got to get home anyway and that’s my bus,’ she said, pointing towards the bus stop. ‘Maybe mention it to your dad, eh?’ she shouted as she sprinted across the road. ‘It’d be great to discuss it with him.’

April smiled and nodded, waving as Caro turned the corner.

‘Hi, Fee,’ she said into the phone.

‘Hi, hon. How’s things?’

‘Okay. I think.’

‘I wanted to check on you. I’ve been feeling crappy all day for telling you about the Neil Stevenson and Miranda thing when you have way bigger things going on.’

For a second April wondered what she was talking about. After today, life in Edinburgh felt so distant and removed.

‘Oh, that. Forget about it, life moves on.’

‘Okay then. Tell me all about Ravenwood!’

April watched Caro get on the bus, forcing a smile as she waved from the top deck. ‘You’re never going to believe this, Fee,’ she said. ‘I’m surrounded by loonies.’
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