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  CHAPTER 1




  INTO THE WEB (FRIDAY 31ST OCTOBER 2014)




  ‘Let me out! Please, please, let me go. I’ll do anything.’ The girl thumped hard on the glass. ‘Please!’




  They wanted her to be happy, but they wouldn’t let her go. She had to stay until they could all make the journey.




  Thick darkness hung on either side of the dual carriageway. A lorry sped past, throwing up misty spray, its driver focused ahead, oblivious to the surroundings.




  No one noticed a vehicle turning down the narrow road that snaked through empty fields. The car followed the road through a barren valley, then climbed up to where rocks replaced grass, before

  stopping by Loch Dreich, a cold and windswept place, one of the highest and most remote locations in the Scottish mountains. Trees bravely clung to the soil nearest to the lake, and here, where the

  road met the water’s edge, the men left their car and took a track on foot.




  One man carried a crowbar; another a hammer; the third, who was shorter and stockier than the others, had a large spanner along with six large plastic bags in his rucksack. Out of the night came

  the gentle lapping sound of water on rock. In the middle distance, perhaps half a mile away, they saw one glinting light and were drawn along the track towards it, like moths to a flame. Torchlight

  made pale circles in front of them as they strode closer through the misty moonless gloom. They were arrogant. Foolish.




  Castle Dreich was an ideal target: isolated, grand, full of prizes. In this deserted valley, mobile phones did not receive: the residents would be helpless.




  It would be easy . . .




  

Sneak

: quietly approach, shrouded by darkness.




  

Crack

: force the window open.




  

Thud

: three thieves arrive next to the most valuable items.




  The benefits of a prison education.




  Greedy thoughts of rich jewellery and golden ornaments filled the men’s minds. Farmhouses had been easy targets. This would be better.




  Their torches shone across a web of tyre tracks, but there were no cars, and not a sound came from the large building.




  ‘Look,’ said the short, stocky one. He pointed at a slightly open window and chuckled. ‘Fan-bloody-tastic. Easier than ever.’




  For a moment the half-moon shone on the loch, reflecting off its iron-like surface, and a smear of light ran up the hillside. But the three men were interested only in the window and the rewards

  beyond.




  Unseen figures in cloaks, briefly illuminated by the moonlight, watched the men. One breathed in through glistening teeth and licked his lips. Then the deep black returned and those on the

  hillside were invisible again.




  The castle was more or less square, traditional in its turrets and reddish-brown stone, medieval-looking apart from modern garage doors on the side facing away from the loch. Thirteen broad

  steps led up to a large oak door studded with metal. The men didn’t know it – but the door was unlocked. To the right of it, along a narrow ledge, the open window tempted them

  closer.




  

Come in!






  The men crept up the steps, rising above the lowest level of blank windows, and shuffled a few feet along the stone shelf to the opening. A quick flash of the torch revealed the treasure that

  lay inside. ‘Let’s do this,’ said the tallest, nudging the window wider. Within seconds they were in an Aladdin’s cave – a sitting room packed with valuables.

  ‘Whoever lives here is going to get one hell of a surprise when they find this lot has gone.’




  The shorter man leaned against the thick interior door, listened intently and then eased it open. He saw the inside of the front door and a wide central staircase. It had the faint air of a

  hotel lobby rather than the entrance hall of a private house. He crept to the next door on his right and opened it; his torch flashed across long dining tables until it reached a dumb waiter, there

  to bring up food from the kitchens below.




  Back in the entrance hall, he could see a door at the far end that differed from the others – it was larger, older and not the same type of wood. Something made him edge down the hallway

  towards it. It was unlocked.




  ‘Come on,’ said one of the others in the first room. ‘Let’s get this done.’ Items were smoothly swept into plastic bags from mantelpieces and tables: candlesticks,

  small twisted sculptures, dark paintings of mythical creatures.




  Outside, figures surrounded the castle. They raised their hoods.




  Inside, the shorter man opened the door at the end of the hall and peered into an old chapel that ran the entire length of the far side of the castle, bigger than most churches. Up and to his

  left, looking down on rows of chairs, was a sort of viewing gallery. And to his right a table, with something lying on it. The man frowned.




  Two torches darted around the first room, beams crossing, as the men moved faster and more greedily. Then one stopped: ‘What the hell?’ He was looking at a picture inside a gold

  frame. It was of a baby’s body with a goat’s head and horns. ‘Weirdos.’ His torch beam fell on to the next picture on the cabinet: it was of a dead pig.




  At the far end of the room a music box started playing a simple tune, making them jump. They trained their torches on the box and the music stopped with a long screech. The two men froze.




  ‘This isn’t right. Where’s Jay?’ In unspoken agreement, they started towards the window they had entered by.




  There was a gentle hissing sound above them. They instinctively shone their torches upward. Carved gargoyles leered down from the ceiling, words painted around them. The men read them aloud as

  each was illuminated: 

Welcome to the Castle by the Loch.






  Then: ‘Let’s get outta here. Now!’




  Suddenly the window snapped shut from the outside and a key turned in the lock of the door. For a moment there was light under the door, but then, bit by bit, it disappeared.




  A peppery smell began to fill the room.




  ‘Smash the window!’ Neither one was sure who said it.




  The crowbar was swung back, ready to come crashing against the glass and lead. But at that moment, melting out of the darkness, from behind the glass, came a face with wild eyes and an open

  mouth.




  The smell was intoxicating – drugging the men.




  Now the face at the window had horns.




  The drug was taking effect.




  Heads of snakes appeared from his ears, then slowly slithered out.




  The man dropped his crowbar.




  There was a voice: ‘We will empty you of yourself.’




  Shadows appeared to move inside the room. Their hazy edges became sharper as the shapes gathered into human form. They swirled round and round, faster and faster, distorted, twisted and

  ugly.




  The tallest thief started to whimper as he saw that every figure had snakes’ heads for eyes. The peppery-sweet smell in the room was overpowering. The man realized he was screaming. He

  sank to his knees as the faces came closer and closer until he was smothered by them.




  Outside, someone laughed, the sound echoing off the hills and reaching out over the loch.




  In the old chapel, the shorter man, Jay, edged towards the table. On the wall he could make out a painting of a large yellow circle with jagged spikes or rays firing out of it. Walking forward,

  he saw that a set of golden armour lay on the table. If he could carry this out, it would fetch a fortune.




  Then he smelt something. Something sweet, even sickly, but also like pepper. Greed fought with uneasiness as the room started to swirl around him.




  The armour twitched and spun. The hallucination had begun. Metal jolted and clanked.




  ‘What the . . . ?’ he slurred.




  The helmet lifted off.




  The visor was pulled up.




  But there was no head inside – only bees gathering into a swarm. They were coming to get him.




  The thin beam from the pencil torch made the patient’s pupils constrict only very slightly. The doctor shouted to make himself heard over the screaming: ‘Please

  sedate him.’




  A needle was pressed into the man’s arm, but he still struggled against the restraints that pinned him to the bed.




  ‘Another dose.’




  Eventually the man’s struggling faded away into just the occasional twitch.




  ‘Are the other two in the same state?’




  Another doctor, holding piles of thick files against her chest, nodded. ‘They seem to be terrified – we can’t get them to speak or respond to more than basic

  stimuli.’




  ‘The brain scans?’




  She shook her head. ‘Extraordinary. Very unusual brain activity. Some important regions of the brain are dormant, and others overactive. I don’t think the frontal lobe will ever

  return to normal.’




  The man on the bed roared and tried to shrink away from the serpents that coiled down from the ceiling towards him. His world was a blur of terrible images. Fear clung to him like clothes; his

  blood was thick with treacly dread.




  The three men had been found earlier that day on Edinburgh’s Royal Mile. One month before, on the night they lost their minds, these same men had arrived at the edge of Loch Dreich in the

  Highlands, intending to burgle a castle.




  





  CHAPTER 2




  NEW BOY (FRIDAY 31ST OCTOBER 2014)




  YEAR 10 AT GOSPEL OAK SENIOR SCHOOL, LONDON




  ‘Incoming!’




  The tennis ball bounced off the whiteboard. A good throw: via Megan’s desk, it made it all the way to the back wall and nearly hit the poster about the Highlands of Scotland.




  ‘Jake. Your go!’ There was a murmur of excitement and some cheering. Jake had broken the clock and a fluorescent tube already this term.




  Jake Taylor had grown in all directions in recent months and now shaved daily. He pointed at a boy with plastic-framed glasses sitting near the front: ‘Leo, keep an eye out for

  Fanny.’ Leo trudged forward, reluctant to do Jake’s bidding but frightened to show actual opposition. Miss Frances was always late, especially when she had Year 10 for geography. As Leo

  peered through the glass panel in the middle of the door, Jake drew back his arm and let the ball fly.




  It was one of those throws so strong and direct that the ball didn’t rotate in the air, right until the point where it hit Asa in the ear.




  ‘Ooooh! Sorry. I didn’t mean that,’ said Jake, clearly as the introduction to an insult. ‘I meant to hit your boyfriend.’




  Adam, who was still waiting for his growth spurt, stood up and faced Jake as he had so many times before. ‘You’re 

such

 a knob.’




  ‘Please, 

please

 don’t hurt me,’ mocked Jake. ‘Please don’t throw me out the window, special one.’




  As so often, Adam’s mind was dragged back to the events of the previous Christmas, captured by a cult, then fighting at the top of a London skyscraper, sending a man falling to his death .

  . . the police investigation that followed, and the attention – most of it unwelcome – that he faced at school. True, he enjoyed the admiration of the younger boys and the flattering

  attention of girls of all ages, but this was scant compensation for the lack of a normal life. He would have given up all of the flattery to just be normal. Worst of all, teachers were keen to be

  sympathetic to him and Megan.




  Someone had passed the ball back to Jake. ‘Let me have another go . . .’




  There was frantic waving from the door and Leo scurried back to his desk. ‘Fanny’s coming.’ This would usually have resulted in a leisurely and partial return to order.

  ‘With Sterling.’




  There was an urgent return to an unnatural standard of behaviour. Miss Frances walked in followed by Mr Sterling, the deputy head, who mumbled, ‘I thought I heard a bit of noise. Must have

  been upstairs.’ He turned to the doorway. ‘Come in, Oliver.’




  Oliver was blond and good-looking in the way that appealed to mums rather than to girls. He had large blue eyes and a round pale face. Adam’s mum would have called him 

sweet

. He

  carried a brown leather satchel – not the usual rucksack – and a strangely shaped case that Adam feared contained a violin.




  ‘This is Oliver Arkwright,’ said Mr Sterling. ‘His parents have recently returned from Hong Kong. Oliver is a keen musician.’ Mr Sterling paused and looked at the boy as

  if he was an unusual specimen under a microscope. ‘I am sure you will fit in well, Oliver.’ Everyone could tell that this remark was more in hope than expectation. A boy like this would

  have to adapt 

very

 quickly to Gospel Oak.




  ‘Thank you very much, sir,’ said Oliver in a high-pitched whisper.




  ‘Why don’t you sit next to . . .’ Mr Sterling scanned the room, but the only spare seat was on Jake Taylor’s table. ‘Er – how about . . . ?’




  Adam held his breath and tried to look away, but Megan was keen to catch Mr Sterling’s eye. She was even nodding slightly, indicating their table.




  ‘Megan!’ hissed Adam.




  ‘Yes, why don’t you join Megan and Adam over there? I’m sure they can squeeze one more on.’ Mr Sterling smiled faintly at Miss Frances and left the room.




  Immediately there was a rush of noise.




  ‘Are you going to show us your big instrument?’ said Jake.




  There was the usual sniggering from the back, but the silence that followed caught Adam’s question: ‘What sort of music do you like?’




  ‘The usual,’ said Oliver politely. ‘Bach mainly.’




  The room fell about laughing, even Adam’s friend Leo, who was relieved that a wonderful gift – an even greater geek than him – had arrived.




  Megan 

tried

 to help. ‘I’m sure you like modern stuff as well.’




  ‘Yeah – Megadeth and Slayer,’ shouted Jake.




  Oliver might have been quiet, but he didn’t lack nerve. ‘Actually, I do like some of the heavy sounds.’




  

Thank God

, thought Adam.




  Oliver continued: ‘Yes, I’m rather fond of the Beatles.’




  





  CHAPTER 3




  DOGS (FRIDAY 31ST OCTOBER 2014)




  Little warnings were all around Max.




  

Champion Swimmer Goes Missing

 shrieked the board next to the newspaper seller.




  A boy was borrowing the book 

Kidnapped

.




  Special DVD offers by the door included 

Taken 2

.




  He came out of the library and plugged himself into his iPod.




  Max was a chess champion and had been in the paper under the headline 

New Scientist – The Best GCSE Physics Result in Britain

. He had a free place at the poshest school in the north

  of England.




  He walked in time with the beat of his music.




  Behind, a man and a woman walked in time with him, but with slightly longer paces. Step by step, they drew closer. At the corner they waited to cross, all three together, closer than was

  natural. It was instinct that made Max pull the cords from his ears.




  

I’m safe here

, he thought. 

This is my area. And there are lots of cars

.




  It was then he felt a tiny sharp pain on the back of his neck, like one single hair being pulled. But when he put his hand up there was nothing there. He glanced at the woman; she gave a fake

  smile, showing her teeth, but her eyes were blank, like a dog’s.




  The man put the thin needle back in his coat pocket.




  Max walked on, but despite speeding up and slowing down, he couldn’t get more than a couple of paces away from them. His wariness developed into fear and then something more like terror.

  He imagined sharp teeth set in protruding jaws.




  He heard a yelp. 

Stupid imagination

, he thought. Then, in the distance, he heard a howl.




  When he came to the path after the bridge the people were no longer there, but his fear remained; it was like the fear that makes you check behind the sofa and under the bed after watching a

  horror film, the fear that makes people want to sleep with the light on. Every little sound was a threat.




  

Don’t be stupid! Why can’t you think properly?






  The instant he put the music back on he was surrounded. Shadowy, vague shapes appeared. He could hear growling, then barking, getting sharper and louder.




  Dogs. His worst fear.




  His eyes were blurred and he couldn’t blink them away. Yelping and howling, ever closer. The shapes became more like people, but not quite 

people

 . . . they were hunched over, with

  bent legs and arms.




  Max could see their hair – dogs’ hair. Their faces: DOGS’ HEADS.




  

What’s happening to me? I’m going mad.






  They were around him, jostling, barking furiously – slobbering against his face – making his heart race. Terror bolted through him like lightning. He tried to shout for help but it

  emerged as a strangled gasp.




  They were inside his head, the noise echoing in his brain. He tore at his own face. He barked and howled like a wolf. He put his paw to his face and felt bristly fur.




  He bit his hand and shook his head from side to side, trying to shake his arm from his body.




  Max fell to the ground.




  When he woke up, he was 260 miles away.




  Max wasn’t the only one. Eleven other children were taken in the second half of that year.




  

Champion Swimmer Goes Missing

.




  

Brilliant Young Musician Disappears

.




  

School Maths Genius Vanishes Without Trace.






  Other papers carried similar stories. An artist, a computer designer, a linguist (seven languages) and a writer all disappeared without a trace. All were aged between fourteen and sixteen. All

  were considered prodigies – the best of their generation.




  They were taken by people willing to wait for the ideal opportunity to take the right person. It was important that no talent was missing.




  When Max awoke, he could see eleven other captives. But there was one place remaining. A central place. A 

thirteenth

 place.




  Those who had taken Max had a very strong belief about who must fill it. Someone who had already proved himself unique.




  ‘Let me out! Please, please, let me go. I’ll do anything.’ Max hammered on the glass. ‘Please!’




  They wanted him to be happy, but they wouldn’t let him go. He had to stay until they could all make the journey.




  





  CHAPTER 4




  OLIVER (FRIDAY 31ST OCTOBER 2014)




  At lunchtime, Asa sidled alongside Adam, his face knotted with worry. ‘Adam, mate, I have a crisis.’ Asa was often having crises. Three-quarters were girl-related,

  and most of the rest were to do with clothes.




  ‘Yeah? Has Rachel discovered the size and shape of what’s in your pants?’




  ‘No, she hasn’t.’ All sorts of thoughts were bubbling up in Asa’s head. ‘Well, maybe she has.’




  ‘Ah. That 

is

 a crisis.’




  Asa looked Adam right in the eye. ‘Biology. After lunch. Mrs Cook. Homework. Not done. Me no comprendo. You’re my only hope.’




  ‘No way!’ said Adam through his teeth. ‘You’re not copying mine.’




  ‘Adam, man, you’re my saviour. And you copied my history last week.’




  ‘I got a detention for that, you idiot. I’m telling you, you’re not copying mine. No. Can. Do.’ He put his hands up in a double-stop signal. ‘Look: mine’s a

  copy of Meg’s with a few mistakes thrown in to make it look genuine, which I got as long as I didn’t let you anywhere near it.’




  ‘That girl wears the trousers in your relationship.’ Asa’s face had the cheeky look that usually preceded something rude, but another thought soon occurred to him. ‘In

  that case, I’ll have to copy Leo’s. Greedy bastard. Come on – I’ll have to get to the shop: his price has gone up – it’s a Dairy Milk 

and

 a Galaxy.

  You’d think I’d get a reduction as his best customer.’




  Going out of the school grounds was strictly forbidden for anyone below Year 12, but Adam and Asa had made the journey a handful of times, despite the warnings and threats (and alleged dangers)

  associated with such an expedition. As they headed across the playground, Megan and Oliver walked towards them.




  ‘Hi, Meg,’ said Adam. ‘We’re just going for a walk.’




  She immediately looked suspicious.




  ‘Yeah,’ Asa added, ‘just off for a bit of fresh air.’




  Megan was about to do her best to stop what was obviously a trip to the shop, when Oliver mentioned that he would like to join them on their walk.




  ‘You’ll be fine with us,’ said Adam, pleased to take Oliver with them. ‘Nothing can go wrong.’




  ‘Look after him,’ Megan said, smiling.




  ‘OK, Mum,’ said Asa, who kept talking as they wandered across the playground. ‘Oliver, you’re gonna have your first lesson into the dark side of Gospel Oak.’




  Adam took over, his arm on Oliver’s shoulder. ‘Oliver, let us show you the three S’s.’ They went down some steps and passed what used to be bike sheds. A few boys and

  girls with black hair and pale skin were hanging around. ‘

Skivers

. If you want to bunk off a lesson, this is the best place to come.’




  The trio were met with blank stares and silence.




  After the disused weather station they passed a tatty brick-built bungalow. ‘The old caretaker’s house,’ said Asa. On the far side were two entangled couples.

  ‘

Snoggers

.’




  One of the girls opened her eyes and saw the passing trio. ‘Hi, Asa, Adam,’ she said in a brief pause. One of the boys waved.




  Ahead there was a narrow opening in a line of bushes and a bit of worn grass that indicated a track. Inside there was a sheltered area about eight feet square. Boys and girls from Years 12 and

  13 sat on logs. ‘

Smokers

,’ said Adam.




  ‘Adam, dude,’ said one of the boys.




  Then they dashed into the shop, which was right next to the track’s exit. ‘You break my heart,’ said Asa as he saw Adam buying some liquorice, obviously for Megan.




  Oliver had been quiet for most of the journey, but now he spoke up as he looked out of the window. ‘That blue Toyota was in the school car park earlier. Same number plate. And I saw the

  driver in assembly.’ The car was reversing into a space opposite.




  ‘You’re right,’ said Adam, exchanging impressed nods with Asa. ‘It’s Mr Baxter out to buy a packet of fags.’




  They paid very quickly – the shopkeeper keen to assist regular customers – and ran.




  Adam and Asa handed in their work to Mrs Cook. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘This looks good.’ The boys were very pleased with themselves.




  

Infectious diseases

 had started off as a topic with lots of potential, but most of the class had long since lost interest filling in worksheets and copying from the board. Adam and Asa

  had somehow evaded the seating plan and were together on the back row, behind Megan and Rachel.




  ‘Great scenery,’ said Asa, just loud enough to be overheard, as Rachel bent over to get something from her bag.




  The lesson – a double – had reached that happy point, about halfway through the second period, when Adam and Asa realized that the interest of the few, and the general misbehaviour

  of the many, made it possible to get their phones out.




  ‘Candy time,’ said Asa as he started playing his latest obsession. Upright textbook as a shield, Adam was risking Angry Birds Star Wars when he heard Oliver.




  ‘The majority of infections start as asymptomatic,’ Oliver was saying. Megan and Leo seemed to understand what this strange language meant. ‘And the book isn’t right

  about Japanese encephalitis. It comes from pigs more often than birds.’




  ‘Ha!’ said Adam, leaning over to Asa. ‘That’ll put a sock in Leo’s gob. Oliver knows it all.’ He glanced at Asa’s phone; now he certainly wasn’t

  playing 

a game

 – there was an image of a very attractive woman wearing not very much. ‘LDR?’ he asked.




  ‘Yep.’ Asa was admiring a picture of Lana Del Rey. ‘Fit. And look at this.’




  Oliver’s detailed explanations of diseases receded into background noise. This time it wasn’t Lana Del Rey. It was a blonde girl on a beach, topless.




  ‘Great tits!’ said Asa.




  Adam nodded and grinned in enthusiastic agreement.




  Somewhere in the distance, Oliver again corrected Leo on a point of detail.




  Then—




  ‘I’ll take that.’ It was Mrs Cook, plucking the phone, image still on display, from Asa’s hand. Megan and Rachel flanked her as she peered at the screen. ‘You two

  are disgusting. You’re coming to Mr Sterling’s office right now.’




  Adam could feel his face redden as Megan looked up from the picture and shook her head, lips tighter than usual. ‘But – it – we –’ he stammered.




  ‘They suddenly popped out,’ mumbled Asa, searching for the right words to plead with Mrs Cook. ‘I mean popped up. I mean . . .’




  Phone first, held at arm’s length like a dangerous specimen, Mrs Cook marched the boys to Mr Sterling’s office. She outlined the course of events with worrying accuracy.




  Mr Sterling waited until Mrs Cook had left the room. He didn’t know how to make the picture disappear from the screen so put it face down on his desk. He asked all the usual questions that

  didn’t really have answers. ‘Why were you not concentrating?’ and ‘Don’t you want to learn?’ and ‘Are you unaware that phones are banned in

  lessons?’




  Adam and Asa answered everything with apologies.




  ‘And what lesson was this in?’ he asked.




  ‘Sorry,’ said Asa.




  ‘Biology,’ said Adam.




  Mr Sterling glanced at the picture as he handed the phone back. ‘Evidently.’




  





  CHAPTER 5




  ABBIE (PAST AND PRESENT)




  ‘You can’t cross without paying respect to us, and that means money. Now.’ He held out his palm.




  The wasteland was easily the fastest route home from the centre of town. ‘Yeah? And you three psychos are going to make me, are you?’ Abbie Hopkins sneered. Her blue eyes, narrowed

  and fierce, glared from boy to boy.




  The middle boy, holding a stick, was emboldened by having his mates on either side of him. ‘Pay now. Or else . . .’ He tapped the stick in his palm.




  It was a stupid territorial matter. No one was allowed to pass through this wasteland without giving respect to the gang leader. The boys were fourteen- or fifteen-year-olds playing at being

  gangsters.




  ‘Just show 

respect

,’ said the scrawniest of the three in a voice that was not quite broken. ‘This is our land.’ He kept glancing at his mates.




  ‘Or maybe we’ll make you give us something else . . .’ Now it was the tallest one on the right, who really fancied himself. His square jaw and broad shoulders meant that he was

  the only one with any hint of menace. He looked at Abbie’s tight grey T-shirt and shoulder-length blonde hair.




  Their victim snarled. ‘I’ll give you my knee in your balls so hard they’ll pop out your eyes.’




  Victim? Abbie stood with her head on one side, showing no fear at all: a stand-off with three boys on one side and one girl on the other. 

Fair odds

, she thought.




  She tried going left, but was blocked, so shoved the boy backwards with both hands. He caught one foot against a piece of metal and sprawled on to some bricks. He looked up at his mates,

  silently urging them to do something.




  Without warning, the stick came towards Abbie, catching her on the chin. Instinctively her hand went up to the wound, returning covered in blood.




  Before she could react, all three boys ran, fast. From a safe distance away, they whooped and gestured rudely.




  ‘Come back here . . . Come on! I’ll take you on all at the same time!’ Abbie hurled a series of insults at them as blood ran off her chin and dripped on to weeds.




  That was how she got her scar. She was thirteen at the time.




  The next three years had not been easy for Abbie. Her father’s work took him away from home for long periods, and it was during one of these times that her mother became

  sick, going from slender to skinny, and then becoming pale and weak. It was after two months that the doctors used the term 

cancer

, but that word was never said again. ‘Six months to a

  year to live’ actually turned out to mean a scraping-down-a-blackboard decline over about two years until finally life was wrenched from her.




  At the funeral, Abbie was surprised by how little she knew of her parents’ friends – and how little she knew about her dad.




  Abbie thought it was stupid having a party after the funeral. She spent a while shrugging off embarrassing adults simpering the same unhelpful drivel, then went up to her room and listened to

  ‘One’ by Metallica over and over again until everyone left.




  ‘Abbie, come down,’ called her father. ‘We need to talk.’




  Half-eaten pork pies, cake wrappers and other detritus of the party were left scattered around. ‘Yeah?’ said Abbie, turning up the depressing music her dad was playing.




  Her dad pressed stop. ‘Now is the time for us to think about the future.’




  She looked at her dad. He was virtually a stranger. ‘OK.’




  ‘I’m into something at work and want to see it through. It’ll mean some time away. Maybe a month or so. You can stay with Uncle Brian and Aunt Anne. You like them.’ Uncle

  Brian and Aunt Anne were the type who still went to Ibiza in their fifties.




  ‘Sure.’ Abbie wondered what was going on behind her dad’s heavy-lidded eyes. ‘OK.’ She turned and went towards the photo albums that were lying on the table. These

  were the old pictures – the ones that weren’t on the iPad. The front page had a photo that had been taken at school when her parents were not even Abbie’s age. Everyone else was

  looking at the camera, but her mother and father, arms around each other’s shoulders, were only smiling at one another.




  ‘Did you ever have any girlfriends other than Mum?’ Abbie asked.




  ‘No.’ The word sounded like 

Of course not

.




  Abbie flicked through the pages. Uniform turned to casual clothes, school to university, and then to their first small house – but the two of them were always together. Finally, pictures

  began to include Abbie: the three of them very close, on beaches, in amusement parks, on a hilltop.




  Things had been different before the illness came.




  Abbie wasn’t just trying to say the right thing; she meant it when she said, ‘We’ll never forget Mum, even though she’s dead now.’




  Her father flinched, then frowned. ‘Dead?’




  ‘Yes. She’s gone. She died!’




  ‘No. You’re wrong,’ her dad muttered, turning away.




  ‘She’s not dead. I think I know where she is.’




  ONE MONTH LATER




  The sitting room was lit solely by small candles along the windowsill and running down the middle of the table between the two men.




  A slim but imposing man turned over cards with strange runes drawn on them. ‘She’s thinking of the special place you went to on holiday.’
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