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  PROLOGUE




  Lewis Grome awoke to find himself on fire.




  He stared, bleary-eyed and blinking, at the bright yellow flame dancing along the leg of his shabby school trousers and wondered what, if anything, he should do about it.




  It was a warm September evening and he was lying on his back in a wide grassy field bordered by neatly trimmed hedgerows. Above him, the sky was an unending expanse of blue interrupted only by a

  worrying ribbon of thick black smoke. The air was still and swallows skimmed the ground. A butterfly jittered past on wings the colour of scrambled egg.




  The flame on Lewis’s trousers crackled. Lewis tried to ignore it but he knew he was only putting off the inevitable. He reached out a cautious hand and patted his leg. The flame died away

  quickly. He withdrew his hand and looked at it. The centre of the palm was black with soot but there was no pain in either his hand or his leg. On the back of his hand was a strange blue mark about

  the size of a penny. It looked a little like a flower – a daisy perhaps? He held the hand up to his face to get a better look but as he did so, the blue mark seemed to shimmer and fade away.

  He frowned, examining both sides of his hand again. But the strange blue mark had vanished.




  Clambering to his feet, Lewis picked up his schoolbag, which was now lying next to him, and checked inside. Sandwiches, Chocky-Crocky bar, can of drink, books, pencil case. All in

  order.




  Lewis was eleven years old, short for his age, with a round, pudgy face and an untidy spray of fair hair. The school uniform he wore was ill-fitting and threadbare, a grubby patch of white shirt

  visible through the frayed elbow of his jumper.




  He looked at the wreckage of the lorry, which lay sprawled before him on the grass like the decaying carcass of an enormous beast, and at the column of oily black smoke that puffed from the

  charred remains of its fuel tank, and suddenly remembered what had happened.




  He had been walking in the lane near his house, sauntering home from school, when he heard the lorry approaching from behind. Lorries often used the lane as a shortcut from the town to the

  motorway, so he wasn’t surprised to hear one coming. He stepped out of its path automatically, flattening himself against the hedgerow, waiting for it to pass. But the lorry never came.

  Instead, Lewis heard its brakes emit a sudden piercing shriek that sent a cold thrill surging through his entire body. He had turned just in time to see the lorry skidding into the hedgerow. It

  looked like the driver had swerved to avoid something in the road – some small dark object – and lost control of his vehicle. Lewis could only watch as the lorry smashed through the

  hedgerow into a field, its length first folding and then splitting into two sections – jackknifing, that was the term they always used on the news, he had thought – and then toppling

  over on to its side with a sound of tortured metal and shattering glass. The lorry had rolled several times before becoming still.




  Sprinting towards the huge ragged hole the lorry had torn in the hedgerow, Lewis tried to get a closer look. His heart pounding, he stepped through into the field. As he did so, two things

  happened in quick succession. The first was that, from the corner of his eye, he saw the object that the driver had been so keen to avoid. It was a squirrel, and it was crouching in the centre of

  the narrow lane. Oblivious to the carnage it had caused, it regarded Lewis with glassy, unknowing eyes and then scurried away, its long soft tail rippling.




  The second thing that happened was that the lorry’s fuel tank chose that moment to explode.




  Now, his head clearer, Lewis paced in a slow circle round the wreckage of the lorry, ignoring the smell of singed nylon rising from his trousers. The explosion had been a small

  one. A few patches of grass around the vehicle were still charred and smoking. In other places, strange patches of undamaged bare earth were visible, as if the grass covering them had simply

  vanished. The lorry itself was still mostly intact, save for the fact that its container section had snapped in two. The driver’s cab lay on its side surrounded by the smashed remains of its

  windscreen, the shards of glass gleaming like chips of ice. Lewis peered inside. A large man in grey overalls sat in the driver’s seat, his hands still clutching the steering wheel, as if the

  lorry’s current predicament were no more than a tight parking space that he might manoeuvre out of with a little concentration. He was horribly still.




  The container section of the lorry was made of thin metal and painted white. It had broken midway along its length. Lewis peeked inside both halves. Empty. He was about to turn and leave when he

  heard a noise: a slow, steady pattering. It was coming from the far end of the container’s rear half. Curious, he climbed into the container, his school shoes clattering against the

  metal.




  There in the corner lay a grey metal box about the size and shape of a safe. It was hidden in the semi-darkness, so he had missed it on his initial inspection. Odd, he thought, that this huge

  lorry had been used to transport this one fairly small object. There was a door set into the box’s front, although it seemed to have no dial or keyhole or even any handle. The door had

  buckled in the crash and hung limply on one of its two chunky metal hinges. Within the box, Lewis could make out an unidentifiable blue shape. He swung open the damaged door. Inside was a squat

  cylindrical container made of sturdy transparent plastic. It was filled with a viscous blue liquid, which was slowly dripping out through a deep, jagged crack in the front, creating slow, circular

  ripples in a thick blue puddle beneath.




  He rummaged in his schoolbag and pulled out the first thing that came to hand, one of his school textbooks. He tore out a page and allowed a single drop of the thick blue liquid to fall on to

  it.
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  CHAPTER ONE




  THE GRANDFATHER CLOCK





  The girl watched as the warm morning breeze whirled dust around the base of the grandfather clock. Blinking away the tears, she took a tissue from her bag and blew her nose.

  The clock’s face read ten past eight. Plenty of time before school to linger.




  The grandfather clock stood in the centre of a patch of wasteland near the edge of town; a square of bare, cracked concrete hidden from the road by trees and a tall fence, dotted with litter,

  weeds and broken bricks. The clock was tall, nearly two metres, and made of a rich, dark wood. Its long case was slender and well proportioned. Two elaborately wrought needle-like hands crossed its

  face. It was probably very old, thought the girl, or at least a copy of something very old.




  But what was it doing here?




  She closed her eyes in concentration, mentally filtering out the growl of distant traffic and the chatter of magpies in the nearby trees, until all she could hear was the deep, stately beat of

  the clock’s ticking.




  That was the other odd thing: it was ticking.




  Here was a beautiful old grandfather clock standing in the middle of nowhere, quietly ticking away the minutes and hours to itself, offering no clue as to how it had got here or to whom it might

  once have belonged.




  Despite her tears, the girl found herself laughing at the sheer peculiarity of it all. This was the third morning in a row she had come to this place and each time she had been surprised and

  delighted to find the clock still here. It was a thing out of place, an oddity.




  She knew how that felt.




  The girl breathed in deeply, letting the sound of the clock’s gentle ticking fill her mind and body until it became like a second heartbeat.




  For the past two mornings, the young man had been waiting for her outside her house in a car. He had long, greasy hair and a thin strip of fluff on his top lip that held ambitions to be a

  moustache. He was armed with a digital camera and kept trying to take her photograph as she walked to school. The girl had told him that she didn’t want to be photographed; she wanted to be

  left alone so she could walk to school in peace. But the young man just laughed and asked her to smile, all the while continuing to take her photo. When she ran, he followed in his car. When she

  screamed at him to go away and stop harassing her, he laughed again and said he was just doing his job and that she shouldn’t be such a freak if she didn’t want to be treated like this.

  Each morning she had managed to lose him by slipping through a gap in the fence next to the railway bridge and then crossing the patch of wasteland. And each morning she had found the grandfather

  clock waiting patiently there for her. Seeing it was becoming a ritual, she realised, one that helped her to forget the unpleasant earlier encounters and prepare for the day ahead.




  A sudden tuneful clang made the girl’s eyes snap open. The clock was striking; it was a quarter past the hour. She hadn’t heard it do that before. The chime was lovely, a dignified

  echo of some age long gone. She smiled, enjoying the miniature musical performance – and then frowned, shaking her head in puzzlement. She twiddled a strand of her hair thoughtfully.




  Something wasn’t right.




  The girl got down on her knees and examined the base of the clock and the ground around it. Behind the clock were a few dandelions, each one a few metres apart from its neighbour, forming a

  rough straight line. She had noticed this row of yellow flowers yesterday. The clock was level with the third dandelion. She checked again. Definitely the third. There were no severed stalks in the

  line where a dandelion might have been growing recently until nibbled away by some passing creature, and she was pretty sure that dandelions couldn’t sprout and bloom in a single day. She

  hadn’t made a mistake. What she was observing was a fact. There was no other explanation. She gave a nervous laugh.




  The clock had moved since yesterday.
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  CHAPTER TWO




  HONOURABLE DEATHS





  If there was anything fun about being in Year Eight at Blue Hills High School, Barney Watkins had yet to discover it. True, he had only been at the school less than a fortnight

  and hadn’t been looking very hard, but nothing he had encountered during that time had given him cause for hope.




  It was lunchtime and Barney was sitting alone in the playground with his back to the wall. He was of average height, button-eyed and snub-nosed in a way that endeared him to older sisters,

  mothers and grandmothers. Despite the near deafening noise of the children playing around him, all his attention was focused on the screen of his mobile phone.




  Blue Hills High was a collection of grime-smeared sandstone buildings surrounded by tall iron railings. It was a small school and all the children seemed to know each other. None, though, had

  shown any interest in getting to know Barney.




  Not that he cared. He had plenty of friends already, ones he had grown up with at his old school in Kent. There was Michael Taylor, with whom he played badminton and acted in silly plays they

  wrote together; Richard Lee, a would-be businessman who spent his spare time hunting for lost golf tees on a nearby course and then selling them back to the players; and Darryn Lavery, who loved to

  fish in the local brook in search of sticklebacks. Three interesting, devoted mates who made him laugh and who stuck up for him in fights. There was just one tiny problem, though, and that was the

  fact that since Barney’s family had moved to the small town of Blue Hills in north-west England three weeks ago, because of his father’s new job, Michael, Richard and Darryn were now

  over 200 miles away.




  Barney scrolled through the photographs stored on his phone: images of him and his friends messing about with a hosepipe and water pistols in his garden one summer afternoon. The photos had

  seemed forgettable at the time, but now they felt like sacred historical documents to Barney – a solemn reminder of a life he no longer had. Of course, he still kept in touch with his friends

  online, but it just wasn’t the same as before.




  Still, it was all he had.




  A foot tapped Barney’s elbow, pulling him from his thoughts.




  ‘Put that away,’ said a voice. ‘No phones allowed in school. If Gloria sees that, you’ll be for the high jump.’




  Barney looked up and saw a tall, thin boy standing over him. He had closely cropped red hair and a freckly nose. The boy’s expression was blank, not outwardly hostile but not friendly

  either.




  ‘Sure,’ said Barney, pocketing the phone. ‘Thanks for the warning. What does this Gloria teach?’




  The boy snorted. ‘Come on. We’re playing Honourable Deaths.’




  ‘I don’t really feel like playing anything, thanks.’




  ‘Yeah, like you have a choice,’ said the boy and hauled Barney to his feet by the collar.




  The tall boy with the freckles, whose name it turned out was Duncan, marched Barney over to a group of older boys who were waiting in a corner of the playground. They grinned when they saw

  him.




  ‘Go up there,’ said Duncan and pushed Barney towards a wheelchair ramp leading to a fire exit at the back of the school canteen.




  ‘I really don’t want to play,’ said Barney. ‘Sorry. Nothing personal, guys.’




  ‘We’re just trying to be friendly to a new kid,’ said Duncan with a sickly smile. ‘Now go up there.’




  Barney heaved a sigh and trotted up the ramp. ‘What do I do?’




  The boys cackled with laughter.




  ‘You die,’ said Duncan. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘have a hand grenade,’ and threw one at Barney.




  Barney opened one eye, keeping the other squeezed tightly shut. Light streamed in, white, foggy and confused. He allowed the blurred image on his retina to resolve itself and

  saw the group of boys standing at the bottom of the ramp. They were falling about with laughter.




  ‘Go on,’ said Duncan. ‘Die!’




  Barney squinted at him. ‘I’m sorry?’ he said.




  ‘Look, you little moron. I’ve just thrown a hand grenade at you. Now you have to die.’




  Barney looked down at the ground, frowning. ‘Have you?’ he said.




  ‘Not a real one, you berk!’ said Duncan.




  ‘Oh,’ said Barney. ‘I see.’




  ‘The genius gets it,’ said Duncan, turning to the other boys and clapping sarcastically. ‘So now you have to die. Go on.’




  ‘Right,’ said Barney and staggered back against the fire exit, groaning.




  The boys jeered. ‘Pathetic,’ said Duncan. ‘Put a bit of effort into it. You’ve just been blown up by a hand grenade. Explode!’




  Barney straightened up. ‘Right, gotcha,’ he said. ‘How about this?’ He threw himself into the air, arms wheeling, and made a loud, spittle-fuelled noise like an

  explosion.




  Duncan shook his head. ‘You look like my uncle dancing at a wedding,’ he said. The other boys sniggered. ‘But,’ he went on, ‘we haven’t got all day, have we,

  genius? Make this one better. All right, next!’ He stood aside and let another boy take his place opposite Barney at the bottom of the ramp.




  This boy was squat and pug-like, with tight brown curly hair. ‘Kalashnikov AK-47,’ he barked and mimed shooting Barney with a machine gun, spraying him with imaginary bullets and

  making a high-pitched staccato noise.




  Dutifully, Barney writhed and screamed as if being hit by a fusillade of machine-gun fire, before collapsing in a heap on the ramp.




  ‘You haven’t got a clue,’ said the brown-haired boy. He spat on the ground and gave way to the next in line.




  ‘Dagger to the throat,’ said the next boy. Wearily, Barney got to his feet.




  Lunchbreak wore on. The boys chopped off Barney’s limbs with imaginary axes; they gutted him with imaginary broadswords; they watched with disdain as he died slowly and painfully from

  imaginary poison, kicking and convulsing.




  ‘You’re not very good, are you?’ said Duncan when all the boys had taken a turn. ‘I’ve never seen such bad dying.’




  ‘Sorry,’ muttered Barney, rubbing his elbow. He was sore all over from continually throwing himself on the ground. ‘It’s not something I’ve had much practice

  at.’




  Duncan glanced at his watch. There were only a couple of minutes to go before the end of lunchbreak. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Last chance, genius. I’m going to chuck another hand

  grenade and this time I want you to blow up like you mean it. You got me?’




  Barney nodded. Then his attention was distracted by a sudden flash of white light at the opposite end of the playground. Shielding his eyes from the sun, he squinted into the distance. It was a

  small white bird with a long, streaming white tail, unlike any bird Barney had ever seen before. He could just make out a smallish boy standing alone nearby watching the bird as it swooped and

  flitted. The boy clicked his fingers and the bird fluttered towards him obediently and then disappeared inside his schoolbag. The boy slung the bag over his shoulder and hurried towards the school

  building. It was then that Barney recognised him. They were in the same form.




  ‘Did you see that?’ Barney asked the other boys, pointing. ‘Lewis Grome has got a trained bird in his schoolbag! A bird!’




  ‘Put a sock in it!’ barked Duncan. ‘Now get ready!’ He mimed plucking a hand grenade from a box of ammunition. He tossed and caught it a few times in one hand and then

  raised it to his mouth and pulled out the pin with his teeth. He drew back his arm and hurled the invisible grenade at Barney with all his force, covering his ears with his hands.




  This time Barney was ready. In slow motion, he reacted to the oncoming grenade, a look of horror dawning across his face. He crouched into a protective ball, as he imagined a soldier might do in

  such a situation. Then, with an ominous rumbling that began in his belly and grew steadily in volume and intensity, the noise of the explosion began to erupt from inside him. As the sound swelled,

  so did his panic, his eyes growing huge, his mouth opening wide in a scream . . . building . . . building . . . to a nerve-shredding crescendo of pure terror. And then the blast hit him. With

  shocking suddenness, he flung back his head, his arms. He was a sapling in the throes of a hurricane. He was a matchstick caught in a tornado. No one, Barney was making clear, had ever been blown

  up by a hand grenade quite as thoroughly and spectacularly as he himself was now being blown up. He railed and reeled, shaping the sound of the explosion with his mouth like a musician modulating

  the tone of his instrument, spraying out a fine mist of saliva droplets, and then hurled himself against the fire exit as hard as he could. He ricocheted off the door, the air slamming from his

  lungs, and fell on to the ramp with a painful crunch.




  He lay there motionless for a moment, panting, to allow the magnitude of his performance to sink in.




  When he looked up, the others had gone.




  He stood up and brushed himself down, feeling his face redden. A light tinkling sound came from his coat pocket. Curious, he put his hand in and drew out the smashed remains of his mobile

  phone.
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  CHAPTER THREE




  GABBY





  When lunchtime came the next day, Barney loitered inside the main school building, hoping to stay out of the imaginary weapon sights of Duncan and his friends. He roamed the

  empty corridors, his footsteps echoing on the dusty floor, and felt like some lonely ghost condemned to wander around the building until the end of time – or at least until afternoon

  registration.




  As he neared the front entrance, Barney suddenly heard voices and saw a weary-looking member of staff with a ragged beard and a mug of coffee shooing pupils outside into the playground. Barney

  ducked round a corner and saw some more kids studying a notice outside the head teacher’s office. He sidled up and stared at the piece of paper. If nothing else, he figured, standing here all

  lunchtime was preferable to going outside.
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