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‘You are Master Luke A. Manchett, correct?’ the Vassal asks.

‘Yes,’ I say, still gripping the skewer in case they rush me. ‘That’s my name.’

‘Your father is Dr Horatio Manchett,’ he continues.

‘Was,’ I say. ‘He’s dead. Is this about the money? Because I don’t have it. The lawyers didn’t give me it yet, I’m still waiting. I don’t have the money.’

The men exchange a puzzled look.

‘We have precious little use for money these days,’ the Vassal says slowly. ‘We are part of your father’s Host. I take it you don’t understand the term?’

‘Clearly I don’t.’

‘We’re his Host,’ says the Judge, ‘his crew, his boys, his power.’

‘We are – were – your father’s servants,’ says the Vassal. ‘And in the event of his death, dominion over his Host transfers to the eldest living heir. Which, so far as we are aware, means you, Luke.’




1

THE CIRCLE OPENS





The first thing that happens is that I unseal an envelope and Dad’s death falls out onto the breakfast table. I always thought I’d learn about it from the papers first, or that maybe news like this would be delivered by an angel, holding out a gilded scroll, its perfect face scribbled with sorrow. Instead I’m sitting with morning hair, wearing inside-out pyjamas, reading a letter printed in ordinary black ink on white office paper. The letterhead reads ‘Berkley & Co’, and they’ve sent a short message informing us of his death. I’m requested at a meeting with his solicitor this afternoon, ‘with regard to my inheritance’.

There’s no mention of Mum, which is strange. It’s addressed only to me. I’m not really sure what to feel. I was halfway through a bowl of cereal when I opened the letter, and my wheat flakes have melted into something that looks like wet brown sand. I pick up the remains of my breakfast and move over to the sink. Outside, in the back garden, Ham whimpers and batters at the door. I put him out there and forgot; he must be soaked by now. Leaving my bowl in the sink I cross the kitchen and let him in. I get the door open and he shoots past like a dog possessed, streaking wet prints across the tiles.

I haven’t seen Dad, except on television, since I was six. He isn’t – wasn’t – exactly famous famous, but most people would probably recognise him. His face comes up a lot if you go rooting through the discount book bins in supermarkets, or watch the late-night reruns of his various paranormal shows. I’d get a card on my birthday up until a few years ago, and since then not even that. I think I could’ve spoken to him on the phone if I’d made a big effort to, left lots of messages at his office, but I never tried. He made it clear that he didn’t want much to do with us. I always assumed we’d have some awkward reunion when I was older, but now it looks like I won’t even get that. I look out at the garden, autumn apples hanging red on the tree. Past the trees there’s a dry-stone wall, and then grass and sheep. The sky is grey, the clouds sagging and out of shape.

I hear Mum on the stairs, and before I really think about what I’m doing I’ve rushed back across the kitchen and hidden the solicitor’s letter in my pocket. Of course I should tell her. It should be the first thing out of my mouth: Dad’s dead, two small words, but I don’t say it. I stand pretending to examine my orange juice as she comes in, dressed in the poncho-type thing she wears every morning, and starts clattering around looking for eggs. Does she know already? It doesn’t seem like it. She barely dealt with their separation; if she knew he was dead I doubt she’d be standing upright. I’m worried about how she’ll handle this. He was famous enough that it’ll be in the news somewhere. She’s going to find out. I really ought to tell her now.

‘Morning,’ I say cheerily to Mum, as if nothing unusual was happening.

‘Morning, love,’ she says, turning half around, giving me a sleepy grin.

Mum cracks an egg on the side of the pan. She’s clearly not in a vegan phase. The time to tell her seems to pass, and I stand doing nothing. Ham reappears, claws clicking with every step he takes on the tiles. He’s a hunting dog, a compressed spring of grey fur and sinew. His snout is long and regal, but his head is topped by a crown of pale fluff, which reminds me of a newly hatched chick. He presses his damp head against my hand. Despite all the crimes I’ve committed against him – the vet visits and worming tablets and forced walks in the rain – Ham believes I’m a good person. He grumbles as I knead his shoulders.

Mum’s name is Persephone, though she’s keen on reinvention, and I think her actual birth certificate might say something different. She’s not close with my granddad. Mum is tall and wiry, with blonde hair like fraying rope. I think the best way to explain her is to say that she doesn’t do a lot, or more that she starts things and then doesn’t finish them, whether that’s a letter or a book or a meal or her long-running plan to set up a crystals shop. She’s interested in the restorative power of crystals. She’s also interested in tarot cards, numerology, past life regression, ancient astronaut theories, reiki, and books by people who’ve met angels or changed their lives through positive thinking – the perfect partner for a professional ghost expert like Dad. Or should’ve been, at least. Mum’s less interested in getting a job or cleaning the house or going to parent-teacher conferences. I think Dad must still handle the money side of things, despite the split, so don’t go thinking I’ve had it rough – power cut off, empty boxes at Christmas or anything like that. We’re good customers at the organic food shops, and since the start of high school I’ve always had the right trainers, the proper haircut, stuff from the right brands, which is important if I want to keep hanging around with Kirk and Mark and the rest of them. I don’t know what’s going to happen about money, now Dad’s gone. Mum’s looking out over the garden with a glazed expression, which makes me think she’s already had one of her pain pills.

See, Mum has these things called cluster headaches. Now I feel bad enough when I have a normal, standard-issue headache, like someone’s wrapping a rope around my skull, but cluster headaches are the premier league of headaches. They’re so bad it’s like someone is driving a red-hot spike into your face, according to the leaflets they give family members to help us understand the condition. When Mum has an attack going on she has to retreat to her bedroom with the curtains firmly drawn and stay in there for days and days, with a blindfold, and ice on her forehead.

So that’s how things are with Mum. She’s not that bad, to be honest. We get on pretty well because she’s really not too interested in how I do at school or who my mates are and how long I stay out with them, which is what my friends fight with their parents about. She’s weird, but at least she doesn’t drink on week nights like Kirk’s mum, doesn’t have a rictus smile and flowchart of polite questions like Mark’s mum, who I think is a maternal android that his dad constructed from a mail-order kit.

‘Bit of a blue day,’ Mum says. There’s nothing about the day that could remotely be described as blue, but the comment confirms she’s not heard the news. I have no idea how to bring it up.

‘Yeah,’ I say, pummelling Ham’s shoulders and back. I’ve realised I’ll have to skip school today. I’m already very late thanks to the letter, not that Mum’s noticed. My meeting with Dad’s solicitor is in the early afternoon, but the buses to the city take the long route, and it’s easier to just not go to school rather than try and sneak out at lunch break. If they ask where I was, I’ve got a nuclear-grade trump card. The teachers’ll be scrambling over themselves to accommodate me when they find out what happened. I’ll have a couple of months of them jumping through any hoop I like.

‘Hope we’ll see some birds today,’ Mum says, gesturing at the feeder she’s got hanging from one of the apple trees. This is a recent project.

‘I bet they’ll go nuts for it,’ I say.

She scrapes her egg onto a plate.

‘You know…because it’s full of nuts.’

Mum’s smile comes on slowly. She doesn’t turn around, but I can see the ghost of it in her reflection. It only lasts a few moments.

I walk over to her. Ham follows me, snorting and butting at my legs. ‘I’ve got to get ready for school now,’ I say, ‘and I’ll be a bit late back. I’ve got rugby practice tonight.’

I don’t, but I’m not sure how long the meeting will take.

‘Do good things today,’ she says. ‘You’re a special person.’

When I hug her, I can feel all the bones in her back.

 

My name is Luke Manchett and I’m sixteen years old. I live in a town called Dunbarrow, up in the hills of north-east England. I was born in the Midlands but Mum, once the separation was in the works, had a romantic idea of escaping to a house in the country, which turned out a lot less romantic after ten years of relentless downpour and small-town gossipmongering. Don’t get me wrong: I’m sure this is a great place to visit on a tour bus during a bank holiday, if you’re sixty years old. There are plenty of historic churches and burial mounds and Celtic sacrifice stones and whatever. When you’re sixteen, Dunbarrow is a tacky high street, one pub that might not ID, wet fields of sheep and a maze of red-brick council estates, where you don’t want the kids to catch you unless they know your face. I live on Wormwood Drive with Mum, which is posh because we have a back garden and a front garden. We’re on the outskirts of town and the garden wall separates us from the sheep paddocks, which stretch from here to pretty much forever. Mum is enthusiastic about this because it’s natural and organic, and the sheep are so incredibly organic and rural, and totally don’t make you want to commit suicide if you mistakenly meet their flat dead eyes.

We excuse the fact that Dunbarrow has nothing going on because we’re closer to the region’s only city – Brackford – than Throgdown and Sheepwallow and all the other pathetic tiny towns further out into the moors. Brackford is a rusting iron giant, fallen, still getting up on its feet decades after they closed the mines and shut down the shipyards. The sky is always grey and the wind comes hard off the concrete-coloured sea, running wild through the rows of terraced houses.

Anyway, what happens next is I walk down our hill like normal, with my school bag and everything, and then I go to the bus station and change out of uniform in the toilets there. I spend forty-five minutes being driven to Brackford. Once I’m there I get lunch (burger and chips) and wander around some music shops, look at DVDs, look at fancy pairs of football boots. Everywhere’s all decked out, ready for Halloween: there are paper skeletons and garish bloodstains and plastic witches dangling in shop windows. Usually when we skip school it’s because Kirk has a free house and we can crack out some of his mum’s beers and play Xbox. I’d prefer that to meeting with my dad’s lawyers. I really should’ve told Mum about this. She ought to be with me. I tell myself I should go back home and tell her and then arrange to come in another day, but come 1.45 I’m sitting in the reception area of Berkley & Co. At the desk opposite me is a blonde secretary, who scans her computer screen with the compulsive head movements of a trapped bird. After half an hour she gives me a harried nod and I make my way in.

Mr Berkley’s office is what I expected – sterile and businesslike. The only furniture is a heavy black desk, some filing cabinets, and a wall-calendar covered in annotations. His desk is barren of everything but a fountain pen and an antique gold clock with a bright wagging pendulum. There are no family photos.

Mr Berkley has plenty of lines on his face, but he’s still pretty striking, one of those old people you can tell used to be really good-looking, with ash-white hair that he slicks back like the leading man in a 1930s movie. He’s got a neat beard, and large even teeth that look like they cost more than some people’s cars. He’s dressed in a light grey suit and a pink shirt, no tie, and he’s scribbling something in a little notebook, which he tucks into a desk drawer as I enter the room. He stands and nearly blinds me with his smile, before reaching over his desk and firmly shaking my hand and guiding me down into the seat opposite him all at once. He smells of peppery aftershave. It’s a bit overwhelming.

‘Luke,’ he says, grinning like we both just won the lottery. ‘Master Luke A. Manchett, I presume? Son and heir of the late Dr Horatio Manchett?’

‘Uh, hello,’ I say. His eyes are so blue that the irises look artificial, like they’re made of plastic. He’s friendly, but I feel like he’s sizing me up for something. I shift in my seat.

‘I do apologise for the wait,’ he continues. ‘I’ve had a lot to deal with today. Unexpected petitions, old friends asking to renegotiate agreements… I’ve been overwhelmed. I do hope you’ll forgive me.’

‘It’s alright, really.’

‘Thank you, my boy. Forgiveness is a great virtue, wouldn’t you say? The unburdened soul floats easily in the cold river.’

‘Is that, like, poetry?’ I ask.

‘No,’ he says, ‘not really. It’s advice, I suppose. But I forget whom it is from. Anyway! I wanted to say, before we get down to the details, that I like to think I was rather close with your late father. Horatio was a great man. Your loss is all our losses.’

I’m not sure that hosting a cheesy paranormal-themed TV show qualifies you as ‘great’, but it doesn’t seem like the right time to argue this point.

‘I didn’t really know him that well,’ I say, instead.

‘He regretted your estrangement. I can assure you of that.’

‘I’d rather… I don’t know you. Sir. I’d rather not talk about it. Sorry.’

‘Apologies, apologies. Well, Luke, as you know, we asked you to come in with some urgency regarding your inheritance. It was your father’s express wish you be contacted as soon as possible. I appreciate the short notice may have been somewhat inconvenient. I hope your tutors were understanding.’

I shrug.

‘Anyway. Let’s get down to business. Luke, I’ve brought you here today to inform you that you are the only named beneficiary of Horatio’s will. You stand to inherit his properties, both domestic and overseas, as well as future royalties from book and digital video sales. There is also the matter of a bank account intended for your personal immediate use, containing a sum in excess of six million dollars, which when converted into sterling—’

He keeps talking, but his voice has faded to a whisper compared to the thundering fireworks display that just lit up in my head. I feel like my chair just sent a thousand volts into my body. I assumed Dad did alright from his TV show, but I didn’t know it was this good. I’m a millionaire. Not just that, a multi-millionaire. A series of magazine-exposé photographs is flashing through my head: VIP tables, bottle service, penthouse suites. I can’t believe just yesterday I was worried about my exams. Who cares? I won’t need to beg Mum for my own car, either, which is great because she’s been completely deaf to my hints, and never notices the car magazines I’ve been leaving around the living room for the past six months. I picture myself at the wheel of a bright orange Ferrari, with Holiday Simmon in the passenger seat, her hair glowing in the light of a tropical sunset as we—

‘Luke?’

‘Yeah,’ I say, not having listened to a word Mr Berkley was saying.

‘So you understand what I’m telling you today?’

‘Uh huh. Dad’s estate. Six million dollars. Domestic and overseas. DVD sales.’

‘That was the general outline, yes. Now, as sole beneficiary of the will, there are certain steps you’re required to take in order to inherit—’

‘He didn’t leave any of it to anyone else?’ I always thought there must at least be another woman: blonde, thin, half his age.

‘As I said, Luke. Sole beneficiary. He required that you alone be contacted about this matter, not your mother or anyone else. He was very clear about that. Now, the first thing you need to do is sign some documents, indicating you understand what I’m telling you today and that you’re willing to accept full responsibility for your father’s estate.’

Bring it on, I want to scream at him. Whatever it takes. Show me the money. I came in expecting to inherit some cufflinks or a watch. Berkley roots around in a desk drawer for a few moments. I watch the clock pendulum swing.

‘Here we are,’ he says, laying some sheets of paper on the desk. I leaf through them. The top few are normal legal documents, computer-typed, printed on A4 paper. I sign them with Berkley’s fountain pen. The bottom sheet is different, and I pause. It’s a rough, yellowing sheaf of parchment, and the text has been written by hand in weird brown ink. The script is tiny and ornate, a frantic mess of gothic lettering. I squint but I can’t read any of it.

‘What is this? Is this in English?’ I ask Berkley.

‘Latin, my boy. Is there a problem?’

I run my fingers over the parchment. It feels rough, fibrous.

‘Vellum,’ says Mr Berkley. ‘Made from goat skin. Difficult to source these days, as I’m sure you can imagine. We have a man in Cumbria.’

I rest the pen on the blank space at the bottom of the page. Berkley leans forward in his chair. I withdraw the pen nib. The gold clock ticks, a steady, brittle sound.

‘What am I signing?’ I ask.

‘As I explained, Luke, your father—’

‘What am I signing right now? Why is this written in Latin on goat skin?’

Berkley runs a hand over his slick hair. He blows air out of his nose.

‘Luke, I know this probably seems…unusual, but Horatio was assuredly not a paint-by-numbers man. There are a number of stipulations before you can receive any of his money or property. The first of these is that he required this particular document be signed by you, today. This is a very specific request, made in a legally binding last will and testament. Unless you sign this document, here, now, I am under instructions to dissolve the late Dr Manchett’s estate and contribute the proceeds to various charitable organisations. You and your mother will not receive a single penny. All very noble, I think you’ll agree, but probably not the outcome you’d like, and frankly not the outcome I’m looking for today either. If you want to read your father’s instructions for me on this matter I have the papers here.’

Berkley reaches into another drawer and pushes some ring-bound documents at me. There are more paragraphs and sub-clauses than I could read if I sat here all day, but it’s unmistakeably Dad’s signature on each one. I recognise it from the birthday cards he used to send.

I look down at my trainers. The whole thing is just off. Dad leaves everything, every last thing, to a son he hasn’t spoken to for a decade? Why not Mum? Did he not trust her with the money? Is that one of the reasons they broke up? He just decides to make me a multi-millionaire? If I didn’t know better I’d almost expect there to be a hidden camera watching what I do, like this is a set-up for a prank show. And Mr Berkley is starting to creep me out, smiling far too much, asking me to write my name on some goat skin…

I decide there isn’t much of a choice. The image of me and Holiday driving through the Alps is too strong. I’m being given more than I ever thought I would earn in my life, and that’s just for starters. Freedom from exams, from having to get a job, freedom from Mum, even… Who’d say no? I press Berkley’s pen into the vellum and create a passable version of my signature. The nib gets stuck in the fibres and I need to use more force than normal. As I lift the pen the clock seems to hold its tick in for a moment longer than it should, golden pendulum frozen in space, like the room decided to skip a beat.

Mr Berkley relaxes, leaning back in his chair. For the first time his smile reaches his eyes.

‘I think you made the right decision,’ Berkley says. ‘I should note that there are some other conditions which must be met before the final account and property transfers can be made, which I’m not currently at liberty to disclose. I will contact you within the fortnight to furnish you with the details. Oh, and there are some miscellaneous items you’ve inherited, which I’m under instructions to give you immediately.’ He reaches into another drawer and brings out a bundle of papers tied together with ribbon, a dull metal case that looks like something you’d keep a pair of glasses in, and a green book.

‘What’s this?’ I ask, picking up the book. It’s small and thick, only a bit larger than the bibles they leave in the desk drawers of hotels. It smells old, almost ripe, and the paper is yellow as a smoker’s teeth. It’s bound in pale green leather, with no visible title or author. There’s an eight-pointed star embossed in gold on the front cover. The book is fastened shut with a pair of dull metal clasps. I try to open them, but they’re stuck somehow, and they dig painfully into my fingers.

‘An antique, I’m given to understand,’ Berkley is saying. ‘Quite what it meant to your father I’m unclear, but he was insistent that you be given it immediately. It’s – do be careful – it’s rather valuable. I suggest you treat it gently.’

I put the book down, and pick up the metal case. It rattles when I move it, sounding like there are a lot of small loose objects inside. It opens at one end. I tilt it and a shower of rings falls out onto the dark wood of the desk: golden rings, rings set with red stones, blue stones, black stones. A ring in the shape of a lion, and another with a grinning skull set into it. I count nine in all. I pick up a few of the rings at random, turn them over in my hands. They feel cool, heavy. I’ve never seen Dad without them; they were sort of his trademark. Someone must’ve pulled them off his fingers after he died.

I put the rings back down.

‘He didn’t expect me to wear these, did he?’ I’m saying.

‘He intended for you to have them,’ Berkley replies. ‘What’s done with them is entirely for you to decide.’

‘What about these?’ I ask, pointing at the loose papers.

‘Items from your father’s desk, I believe. Correspondence, and so forth. He wished for you to read them.’

I look at the tattered stack of papers.

‘I’ve got GCSEs, you know?’ I say.

‘And I’m sure your father would be thrilled to hear how devoted you are to your studies,’ he says, smiling, without a detectable trace of sarcasm. ‘In their present state they’re somewhat inconvenient to transport… here, let me get you a document wallet.’ Mr Berkley stands, and moves over to a cabinet at the back of the room. He comes back with a heavy brown card folder. ‘Don’t want to be caught without one of these in my line of work. Never know when you’ll need somewhere to keep a contract… There. All safe.’

The lawyer stuffs Dad’s papers into the folder, and then arranges the green book and ring case alongside it. He pushes them towards me.

‘Is that everything?’ I ask. My mind flashes again onto the money, and then I wonder again if this is some kind of trick. I’m half hoping he’ll pull out a briefcase full of fifties.

‘For now. As I said, you won’t receive the money right away. There are some other conditions that need to be met, tax to be negotiated, that sort of thing. Details, details. I’ll be in touch once they’re all settled.’

‘OK,’ I say, scooping Dad’s ring collection back into their case. I stand up and put the book and rings into my coat pocket. The documents are tucked under my arm. Mr Berkley springs to his feet, thrusts his arm at me. I shake his hand.

‘May I say once more how sorry I am for your loss, Luke. Horatio was very dear to me. It’s been extremely interesting to finally meet his heir. I hope very much that if there is ever anything you need, anything I can help you with, you won’t hesitate to contact me.’

‘It’s nice to meet you as well,’ I say, prising my hand from his grip. Once I get Dad’s money I will never speak to this man again, for any reason. I’ve never been more sure of anything. I want to get as far away as possible from his clicking golden clock and his creepy stare. I step backwards, away from him, waving goodbye with my free arm.

‘A pleasure,’ Mr Berkley says, ‘a pleasure, Luke. I feel certain we shall meet again.’

 

I take some more time to wander around Brackford afterwards, so it looks like I’ve been to training after school, and I get the bus back into Dunbarrow at six o’clock. As I sit on the top deck, watching the darkening sky unroll endlessly above the motorway, bits of my day ricochet around my head like pinballs. Golden dreams of wealth, of shoes, new jeans, cars, houses, mixed with darker thoughts: the letter, Mum standing at the sink saying today was a blue day. Berkley sizing me up, peering without any warmth through his vivid blue eyes. The parchment I put my name on, the green book that I’ve got tucked in the pocket of my raincoat. I feel like I got offered something I couldn’t refuse, and in return I agreed to something I don’t understand. Why did Dad only name me in his will? What about Mum? How did he die, and why does nobody but me and Berkley seem to know anything about it? What happened to Dad, exactly?

The last time I saw him – other than the day he left us, other than glimpses of his face on the cover of discount paperbacks – I was fifteen, staying off school with flu, slumped in front of our TV. My forehead was crying sweat and my body felt inflated and sore, like someone had stuck me with a bicycle pump. I was channel-surfing, and Dad’s face came up on the screen.

He’d been eating well, you could see that, and his white suit looked a size small for him. His beard was like something you’d pull out of a drain, his fingers laden with rings.

Dad was talking intently with an old woman who was convinced her dead husband was still lingering in their house. She had seen him in his favourite chair, she said, or not seen him exactly, but she had sensed him. She had smelt his scent, the aftershave he’d always worn, since his days in the army. She mentioned this point several times, that he’d been in the army, giving it greater weight than the fact he was dead. A man of habit, Dad said, sympathetic, and she agreed. The woman said she’d seen cushions pressed back, as if by an invisible head. And every morning, she said, his shoes would be laid out beside the welcome mat – no matter how many times she put them back in the attic. She said this last part with the breathy intensity of the truly batshit insane.

My dad nodded and said he’d like to see the chair, if he might. The camera followed through to the living room. She solemnly indicated the chair her husband still favoured and Dad took a big gold amulet on a chain out of his suit and starting dangling it over the chair and saying, ‘Yes, yes, I can feel his spirit lingering here. He has not crossed over.’ He took the widow’s hand in his, and, looking into her eyes, told a grieving old woman that her husband needed help getting himself to the afterlife, and he was the one to provide it.

Seeing the feigned look of love and concern on his face – because he looked at me like that, before he left, when I fell down in the play park or came to talk about the monsters in the under-the-stairs cupboard – hurt an amazing amount, like being stabbed, and I changed the channel and was careful not to watch his show again.

 

It’s fully dark, spotting with rain, as I walk down the drive and come in through the front door. I realise with a jolt of annoyance that I’m not muddy or carrying my sports bag, which calls my rugby story into question, but Mum doesn’t come close to noticing. She’s sitting on the sofa, with a face mask packed with ice strapped to her head, which is never a good omen. She’s ignoring a soap opera. Ham lies like a living rug at her feet.

‘Hello, love.’

‘Alright, Mum.’ I squeeze her hand.

‘We had some sparrows in the garden today. I’ve always been so glad we came out here. Real birds, you know? Not just pigeons. How was your day, love?’

I discovered my estranged father – your ex-husband – is dead. I met Dad’s weird solicitor and signed for six million dollars, conditional upon who knows what. I don’t know if I did the right thing.

‘School was alright. Nothing happened.’

Mum smiles in a half-focused way.

‘Are you OK?’ I ask.

‘I’ve been getting some fireflies, just this past hour. Don’t worry yourself.’

The ‘fireflies’ are sparks and flashes Mum gets in the corner of her eyes when a big headache is coming on. I should have said something to her this morning. She’s barely going to be able to stand up for the rest of the week. I’m not going to get any help from her. I decide we can talk about Dad when she gets better. She looks strange in her neon-blue ice mask, like an extra on a cheap superhero show.

‘Get some rest, Mum. I’ll get myself tea.’

‘Good lad. Glad to hear it. Be a darling and feed Ham, would you? He’s been doing my head in all day, scratching and yelping.’

‘Alright.’

I feed Ham a tin of Mr Paws’ Doggy Deluxe before shoving him outside. I put some pasta on and by the time it’s done Mum has dragged herself off up to bed. She probably wanted to go hours ago, but I know she likes to wait until I’m back in the house, so I don’t come home to empty rooms. There’s a proper rainstorm starting, and when I let Ham back in he’s soaked to the skin, his downy grey fur plastered over his thin back and legs. He gives me a pained look when I laugh, and slopes off to lie under a radiator. I check my texts. Kirk sent one this afternoon, saying he and Mark set Nick Alsip’s tie on fire with a bunsen burner in chemistry today. Kirk says it was ‘legendary’. I obviously missed a big day at Dunbarrow High. I wash up and then, on a whim, go into the hallway and take Dad’s green book from my raincoat pocket. The wind rises outside. I look the book over in the dim light of the hall. Berkley said it was valuable. What’s so special about it? I run a finger over the eight-pointed star on the cover. The leather is smooth and cold.

I go and sit on the sofa in the living room, with the TV still burbling in the background. I mute it, and try to undo the book’s clasps. They’re stuck, stiff as corpses. There’s no give on them at all. I try to work out how to force them, but I don’t want to damage the book. It looks so old. I definitely don’t want to break it open, that’ll ruin the value if I ever decide to sell it. I put it aside and watch the football on TV. The white ball is a tiny speck against green grass.

 

I don’t know what time it is. The windows are black eyes in the wall. The TV is on standby, projecting a hollow blue light. Ham lies asleep in front of it, furry chest inflating and contracting as he whines in his dream. The wind is a muted rushing noise outside, and I can hear something – a pipe, maybe – rattling in the walls. I’m lying on the sofa. Dad’s green book is sitting on my chest, clasps closed.

I sit up slowly, feeling like I’m still asleep. I move the book off my chest and onto the arm of the sofa. The boiler must have gone off or something, because I can see my breath hanging in clouds. I stand and walk quietly across the living room into the kitchen. There’s no light except the fluoro glint of the microwave control panel. Weren’t the lights on, when I sat down on the sofa? Did Mum come back and switch them off? As my eyes dilate the darkness seeps into me and I see more clearly, the way you do when there’s no light, see the kitchen in soft shades of grey. Outside the window, in the garden, the apple trees are thrashing. The noise of the wind is louder in here. The sky is a whirl of blacks, the horizon stained dirty orange by distant streetlights.

The cold from the stone tiles is climbing my legs, heading for my insides. I want to turn the lights on but something stops me, saying that if I turn on the lights then whatever is outside the house will be able to see me.

This is stupid. I’m scared because it’s dark and cold and my deeply buried monkey brain has been programmed by millions of years of evolution to be freaked out in situations that are dark because my eyes are not as adept at seeing in the dark as our predators’ eyes used to be. This is the reason I’m afraid. There’s nothing outside the house. I listen for Mum coughing or moving, but there’s no sound from upstairs.

Walking with deliberate care, I exit the kitchen and stand in the hallway. There aren’t any windows in here, and even though this makes it darker than the kitchen, I feel calmer. This is ridiculous. I’m sixteen, not a six-year-old with a night-light.

Before I can think this over any more I stride back into the kitchen and flick on all the lights. For added defiance I turn on the kettle. The house echoes with the sound of bubbling water and angry steam. I relax completely, walking over to the fridge and pulling out a packet of processed turkey. As I eat one of the delicious, if rubbery, slices, I congratulate myself. It’s perfectly natural to feel uneasy when alone in a dark place but giving into such animal fears is shameful. I am a candle of reason in the demon-haunted world, etc.

I’m interrupted during these thoughts by a gigantic crash upstairs, like someone just dropped a bowling ball through the roof. Ham starts yowling. He rushes into the kitchen and presses himself against my leg.

I put the turkey back in the fridge – I should make it clear that my hands are definitely not shaking as I do this – and reach over into the fancy cutlery drawer and take out the sharpest meat skewer that we own. Feeling braver now I’ve found a weapon, I force myself across the kitchen and into the dark hallway. Ham follows with his head bowed, moaning softly.

‘Shut up,’ I tell him, and he obeys. I try to ignore the sick feeling in my stomach like I just stepped off the side of a bridge and am plummeting towards black, frozen water. I focus on the skewer. I am an alpha male with testosterone leaking out of my sweat glands. Ham, my loyal and subservient pack member, is looking to me for guidance in this situation.

‘Mum?’ I ask, projecting my voice upstairs.

The trees creak.

‘Mum!’

Ham pushes his head harder against my legs. It would be just like her to sleep through this, but the stillness upstairs is freaking me out. I need to know that she’s alright.

I take a deep breath, straighten my spine, and quietly put one foot and then another onto the stairs, and then the landing. It’s hard to say exactly where the noise came from. Was it the bathroom? Ham pads past me and points his nose towards Mum’s room.

‘You’re sure?’ I whisper. He whines.

I stare at the white wood, breathing hard.

There’s nothing inside the house…

I put my hand on the door.

Ham shifts his weight and whimpers.

I close my eyes and imagine that Holiday Simmon, blonde and gorgeous, is watching me somehow, on TV maybe. She wants to see me win. This is where I prove I’m worthy.

I grip the skewer tightly and then before I can think twice I burst into Mum’s room, ready to stab as many burglars with my meat skewer as I can before they take me down.

There’s nobody in the room.

I whirl around in case they hid behind the door, but there’s simply nobody here.

I also can’t help but notice that Ham didn’t actually follow me into battle. He’s still standing out on the landing, with just his shaggy head peering around the doorframe.

‘Judas,’ I spit at him, waving my skewer. ‘You furry little Judas.’

He pads into the bedroom and licks my hand.

Cowardice aside, it seems Ham was right about coming in here. The windows are completely open, and wind is ranting into Mum’s bedroom. This must’ve been the source of the bang. Mum’s green and orange curtains are flapping about, but apart from that, nothing seems out of place. Her tribal masks are still hanging on the wall, her map of the stars is still in prime position. She’s lying in bed, hair tangled over her pillow.

‘Mum?’

She raises her head like a swimmer, takes a breath.

‘Yes, love…?’

‘Mum, your window just flew right open. You didn’t hear anything?’

‘No, no. Oh gosh…what a mess…’

‘You didn’t—’

‘Luke, love…please. I need to rest.’

‘OK,’ I say, unable to believe she didn’t notice her window blowing open in the middle of a storm. Her doctors aren’t shy with the prescriptions.

She’s already sinking back down onto the bed.

I close her window, making sure to latch the bolt properly. I stare into the garden, which is lit by the lights still burning in the kitchen. Mum’s breathing becomes deeper and slower. There’s nobody out there, or rather, no evidence of anyone that I can see. I don’t know what I was looking for, whether I expected to see Mr Berkley out on the lawn, or what. It starts to rain and the droplets are like little diamonds on the glass. Soon there are too many of them for me to see anything.

‘It was probably just the—’ I start to say to Ham, and then stop myself. Whenever someone in a film says it’s just the wind they’re immediately murdered.

‘Let’s not let our guard down.’

Ham rubs his head on my thigh. Outside the storm roars. Mum sighs and turns over. Two of her pills and she’s out of it. No help.

‘Look,’ I say to Ham, as we leave, ‘this will be a one-time-only event, but how do you feel about sleeping in my bedroom tonight? On the floor, obviously.’
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SUNNY SIDE UP





I wake with a woozy headache and a mouthful of sticky grey fluff. There’s a warm weight on my back, which turns out to be Ham, who decided at some point during the night that the floor was the raw end of the deal. He whines bitterly when I push him off the bed.

In the sunlight, last night seems like a strange dream. Dad’s green book is sitting on my bedside table. I remember trying to get it open, and then sleeping, waking up, Mum’s window… I lie still, looking at the ceiling, and think about Dad. I decide that I’m going to be fine about it. What was I expecting, that he’d come back and apologise to me, beg my forgiveness? Whatever final grovel I’ve missed out on, it’s probably for the best. He’s gone and he left me his money and that’s all I need to think about. Me and Mum are going to be fine.

I spend a little bit longer in the shower than usual to wash every trace of Ham from my hair, then wrap myself in a towel and take a good look at my face – the face of a millionaire, I remind myself, with a sugary thrill. I’m not looking like a millionaire, it has to be said. My midnight adventure took a toll. My eyelids are dark and baggy, and my teeth are kind of furry because I forgot to brush them. I do two swirls of mouthwash rather than one, and then spend ten minutes taming my hair with gel. I’m working on a new type on fringe where it kind of swirls to the right rather than the left, but I’m not sure about it yet.

When I feel my face is in order I stroll back into my bedroom and put on my uniform – black trousers, grey jumper – and my newest trainers. They’re Lacoste, green accenting on white leather. You can’t wear trainers to lessons, obviously, but it’s not done to turn up at school wearing school shoes. You come in your trainers, have a kickabout, let everyone see them. I keep my school shoes in my locker. Since I woke up in good time I have a little look at the trainers from various angles in my full-length mirror, before heading downstairs to feed and reassure Ham. I have yet another think about the money Dad left for me. I can have new shoes every day of my life if I want.

I walk into the kitchen and my good mood vanishes like there was a bucket of fear balanced above the door. The kitchen is empty. The sun is starting to highlight the storm clouds nearest the horizon. Everything is perfectly still.

The reason I’m so unnerved is that there’s a full English breakfast sitting on the kitchen table at my spot. There shouldn’t be a full English breakfast sitting on the table. There shouldn’t be a full English breakfast anywhere in this house because I’ve only just woken up and Ham, to my knowledge, is unable to operate the stove or tin-opener. Mum’ll barely stand up today, and besides, she won’t ever cook meat for me, so there’s no way she’s responsible. I move tentatively over to the breakfast, like it’s attached to the tripwire of a bomb. I examine the eggs, the bacon, the mug of tea. There’s even a side plate of toast, a napkin folded into a triangle, a small glass of orange juice.

Hypothesis: I’ve started sleep-cooking.

I walk past the impossible breakfast and try and locate Ham, who is the other piece of this puzzle. Why hasn’t he eaten the breakfast? Unless food is carefully guarded Ham will devour it, with extreme prejudice. He’s been downstairs more than half an hour now.

I find him in his crate in the laundry room. He rolls his eyes at me when I walk in, but won’t get up to greet me. He’s shivering, convulsing even, with cold.

‘Ham?’

He still won’t move. I run upstairs and get my meat skewer again. I do a swift check of the upstairs and downstairs rooms, but nothing is out of place or missing. I don’t understand. Who would break into my house and lay out a cooked breakfast for me? Some sort of nonconsensual butler service?

Hypothesis: there is no breakfast. I’m going nuts.

I stride back into the kitchen, but it’s still there, steaming away, tea the exact shade of brown that I like.

I want to call someone but I’m unsure what to say. Can I report an unauthorised breakfast? I take my phone out of my pocket. I’m not going to be a victim, even if I’m not sure what I’m a victim of. I dial nine three times and then stand there with my finger on the call button. I imagine various conversations with the police, none of them especially productive. Maybe I could just say someone broke into my house? But then they’re going to ask what they took and I’ll have to explain what happened, and then they’re going to laugh at me.

OEBPS/contents.htm

Contents


Chapter 1 The Circle Opens


Chapter 2 Sunny Side Up


Chapter 3 The Host


Chapter 4 Grey Skies


Chapter 5 Echoes and Relics


Chapter 5.5 The Lash


Chapter 6 Barren Earth


Chapter 7 Dogsbody


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11 The Devil’s Footsteps


Chapter 12 The Undiscovered Country


Chapter 13


 


Acknowledgements


Q&A with Leo Hunt


Dedication


Copyright


If you liked this, you’ll love…







OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
\wwun
\mﬁi

B V “-E WB'

13

DAYS
NIGHT

LEO HUNT

| LUKE'S JUST INHERITED
. S6M... AND 8 GHOSTS

"WHO WANT HIM DEAD.






OEBPS/images/innercover1.jpg
LEG
HUNT ®

was born in Newcastle upon Tyne in !
1992. He grew up around books, and :
his mother’s job at Seven Stories in
Newcastle left a strong impression
on his choice of career. He realised
he wanted to either be an author or
an archeologist - but when he learned
that archaeologists didn’t unearth
piles of perfectly preserved dinosaur
bones every time they put a spade in ;
the ground, he decided on the latter. ,q

Leo started writing THIRTEEN DAYS ¥
OF MIDNIGHT when he was 19, in 4

his first year at the University of
nglia. He graduated in 2014
~ with a First Class Honours degree
in American Literature and Creative






OEBPS/images/innercover2.jpg
LUKE AND ELSA WILL RETURN...

LOOK OUT FOR
THESEQUEL
T0 3

DAYS
| NIGHT





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
13

DAYS o
MIENIGRT

LEO HUNT

ORCHARD





