







[image: image]


For my family – Mum, Dad, Coco and Chris


By the pricking of my thumbs,
Something wicked this way comes.

William Shakespeare, Macbeth
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The Fall

Master Frederick Shiverton squashed a fly against the windowpane with his thumb. It produced a satisfying pop, and went some way to calming the itch of anger that had become quite unbearable. He had been watching the hubbub from his nursery window for nearly an hour, and still no one had come to tell him what was happening. It annoyed Frederick to be left in the dark about important family matters. It more than annoyed him, in fact: he would make sure that Nanny paid dearly for not coming up to tell him what was afoot.

He wiped the sticky fly-blood on the back of his velvet breeches. Messengers had been galloping in and out of the courtyard below all morning, and all of the servants wore a look of clammy terror. Frederick’s mother would still be in bed. Her headaches usually kept her in her chamber until the afternoon, and no one would dare to wake her before then, even for the gravest of news. Groad, the butler, paced the length of the Shivertons’ enormous town house, occasionally swapping tense words with some of the staff. Normally immaculate, Groad’s dyed-black hair was sticking out in tufts, and Frederick could see a trickle of sweat, grey with hair dye, staining his white, starched collar.

What was going on? Frederick wondered again, his nose pressed against the cold glass, leaving a greasy smear. And where was Nanny? He had been reduced to dressing himself this morning! She would pay for that too.

A sudden thought occurred to Frederick, accompanied by a little twitch of excitement. He went to his wardrobe and reached deep into its recesses, past the broken toys and specimen jars filled with dead spiders that he had forgotten to throw away. His fingers brushed what he was looking for and he snatched it up, first checking that no one was coming: he was quite alone.

He brought out the little doll. It was a figure made of felt, crudely sewn by his own small, elegant hands from scraps and thread stolen from the maids. Its eyes, two jet beads, stared back at Frederick blindly. The figure was full of pins – stuck precisely through where the heart, lungs and other organs would have been if it were real – and Frederick handled the doll delicately, conscious of pricking himself. The material was scorched in places from occasional acquaintance with Frederick’s bedtime candle, and the trace of a footprint could just be seen – the result of an afternoon spent being crushed beneath his ornate, buckled shoes. He turned the doll over, and its head lolled to one side; it was half-torn off the body, the wiry horsehair stuffing spooling out of the broken neck like cut veins.

The nursery door opened and Frederick jumped, quickly hiding the figure behind his back.

‘Oh. It’s you,’ Frederick said in his thin, cold voice.

Nanny hovered in the doorway. When she had arrived as nursemaid, she had been plump and rosy-cheeked, but years of looking after the young master had made her as scrawny and skittish as a foal: if anyone were to peel back the sleeves of her dress, they would find her as pin-pricked and burned as Frederick’s doll. Though Frederick liked to torment her more directly, springing out to press on her spoons heated by his candle, or catching her with his lepidoptery pins.

‘Where have you been all morning?’ he asked, taking a step towards her.

Nanny flinched. ‘Please forgive me, Master Frederick,’ she whispered, ‘but the house has been in much confusion this morning.’

‘I can see that with my own eyes,’ he sneered. ‘What I want to know is why it is so.’

Nanny’s eyes darted around the room nervously, checking for one of Frederick’s traps.

‘Well?’ he demanded.

Nanny hesitated. Frederick took another step nearer.

‘Your father is dead!’ she cried, desperate to prevent him from coming any closer.

Frederick stopped. ‘Dead?’ he whispered.

Nanny nodded.

‘Are you sure?’

‘He fell off his horse this morning,’ Nanny replied quietly. ‘He broke his neck.’

Frederick stood blinking at her, shocked. For the first time since he was a baby Nanny felt a rush of sympathy for the boy. He looked so small and fragile, as any boy of thirteen might, having lost his father. She wondered whether she should put her arms around him, but just as she was about to console him, he did a most extraordinary thing. He leapt up on to the day bed and began to bounce and squeal with joy.

‘Dead!’ he sang. ‘Dead! Dead! Dead! But, Nanny, how marvellous!’

Nanny was so jolted that she didn’t know quite what to do.

‘Frederick!’ she hissed, terrified that Groad might come up at any minute and see his appalling reaction. ‘Stop that this moment! Frederick, please!’

Frederick stopped bouncing and fixed her with his pale eyes. ‘It’s Lord Shiverton to you now, Nanny.’

He jumped off the bed and pulled her towards him by her shoulders. ‘Has anyone told Mother?’ he asked, shivering with anticipation.

‘She’s not yet awake,’ Nanny answered warily.

‘Wonderful,’ Frederick breathed. ‘I’ll tell her.’

He scampered off before Nanny could stop him, whooping and rubbing his hands with delight.

Later, when Frederick slipped back to the nursery, he tossed his little homemade figure on the fire – after all, he had no further use for it. As he watched the doll shrivel and burn, he marvelled at what a good likeness it was: the coal-black eyes and livid, red hair – exactly like his father’s.
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Arthur Bannister
23B Sudden Street
Hammersmith
London
W6

Dear Mr Bannister

Shiverton Hall is pleased to offer you the Coleman Scholarship for Academic Excellence commencing at the beginning of the new school year.

The scholarship includes full board, uniform and a book allowance for the duration of your school career.

Please let us know if you would like to accept this offer. If so, we will see you at the beginning of Michaelmas Term.

Yours sincerely
Professor Esther Long-Pitt

Headmistress
Shiverton Hall


Chapter One

Arthur Bannister was ignoring his mother. Or rather, he was ignoring her voice, which travelled into his bedroom from the hallway below at exactly the same pitch and volume as a train whistle. He scrabbled frantically around his room, desperately trying to pack, knowing that any second now, his mother would burst into the room and discover just how appallingly behind schedule he was.

Arthur had been reading when he was supposed to be packing and had failed to notice how much time had passed. Now, in a panic, he started grabbing a collection of increasingly random and useless items. He had so far selected his new football boots (a fourteenth birthday present), his underwear, a handful of mismatched socks, a scuba mask and a hideous tie with smiley pigs on it. As he heard the ominous sound of his mother angrily ascending the stairs, he flung open his wardrobe, pulling things out of it indiscriminately: shirts, Christmas jumpers, a homemade planet costume he’d worn in a school play, aged ten.

The door opened with a bang to reveal May Bannister, red-faced and wearing a violently pink suit and matching hat.

‘Arthur!’ she cried, taking in the apocalyptic mess of his room. ‘What on earth are you doing?’

‘Packing,’ Arthur replied, quickly hiding an empty crisp packet in his bag.

‘You’re not packed yet?’ May squeaked. ‘We’ve been waiting for you downstairs. We were supposed to leave twenty minutes ago!’

‘I know!’

‘It’s a four hour drive as it is. If we hit the traffic too then –’

‘I know!’

‘You need to make a good impression, Arthur,’ she said, suddenly fretful. ‘You won’t get another opportunity like this after –’

‘OK, Mum, I get it,’ Arthur interrupted.

Arthur’s mother sighed – it was impossible to stay angry with him. She hated telling him off; one wounded look from her handsome son and she had flashbacks of him as a little boy, patching up his cuts and bruises, or pushing him on the swings. She shook the concern out of her eyebrows and smiled.

‘Come on, then,’ she said, nudging him aside and removing some of the more insane items from his bag. ‘I’ll help you. It would be a good idea to pack your uniform, for starters!’

May pulled out the scuba mask with a look of bewilderment and silently set it to one side.

Arthur began to take in his mother’s outfit. ‘Mum,’ he said casually, pretending to fold some jumpers, ‘what is that on your head?’

She put her hand up to the enormous pink confection. ‘It’s my new hat. Jean made it. Smart, no?’

‘Mum.’ Arthur tried to keep his cringing to a minimum. ‘Don’t you think it might be a bit much?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We’re just going to my new school – we’re not exactly having lunch with the Queen.’

His mother looked crestfallen and Arthur immediately felt horrible.

‘I just want to make a good impression, that’s all,’ she mumbled.

Arthur put his arm around her. ‘I know, Mum. And I appreciate it, I do. The hat’s fine, but it’s hard enough going to a school where I don’t know a single person. I just don’t want to make a scene, you know?’

May smiled. ‘I understand, petal. No hat.’

‘And no “petal”.’

In no time at all May had slotted the last neatly folded shirt into the suitcase with a satisfied clap of her hands.

‘Right,’ she said as she swept out of the room, ‘you have five minutes to get into your uniform. If you don’t come down in time then your brother can have your scholarship.’

Rob, Arthur’s half-brother, sat yawning at the kitchen table. Even though only eleven, he was almost identical to Arthur, with the same scarecrow blond hair and hazel eyes. Both boys had taken after their mother, with barely a hint of their different fathers. The only marked contrast was that Rob was a foot shorter than Arthur and wore a pair of enormous glasses that stood out from his face like bug’s eyes. Rob was not nearly as innocent as his appearance implied – nothing gave him more satisfaction than winding up his brother. From the moment he was old enough to crawl, he was slipping spiders between Arthur’s bedsheets and filling his shoes with golden syrup. But today any jokes had been forbidden by May, on pain of gruesome and painful death, so Rob had to be content with the memory of some of his finer moments, snickering to himself as he recalled the prank a few years earlier that had resulted in Arthur turning up to school with one of his mother’s bras hooked on to the back of his blazer.

Rob looked up as May came into the kitchen, minus her hat. ‘Mum!’ he cried. ‘What happened to the hat? It looked amazing!’

He knew full well how mortified his brother would be if May turned up to the prestigious Shiverton Hall School looking like she was on her way to a Vegas wedding, and wanted to encourage this as much as possible.

May, unaware of Rob’s real intentions, giggled and ruffled her son’s hair fondly. ‘Thank you, Robbie,’ she replied, ‘but I think your brother wanted something a bit more low key for his first day.’

‘Don’t listen to him,’ Rob pressed on, grinning. ‘Why don’t you bring it in the car just in case?’

‘No, petal. But I’ll tell you what, why don’t I wear the hat to your football match this weekend? That’ll show all the other mums up!’

Before Rob had the opportunity to prevent his idea backfiring terribly, Arthur entered the kitchen, awkwardly wearing his uncomfortably woolly new uniform: a rather unusual pair of humbug-striped black-and-white trousers and a grey blazer with the school crest embroidered over the breast pocket.

‘Arthur!’ May said dramatically, tears welling up in her eyes. ‘You look so smart.’

Rob pretended to well up himself, clasping his hands to his chest. ‘Arthur, you look so . . . lame.’

Rob ducked as Arthur’s hand swiped the back of his head.

‘Stop it, boys,’ their mother snapped. ‘It’s going to be a long journey and the last thing I need is you two going at it like rats in a bag.’

‘Does he have to come?’ Arthur moaned.

‘Yeah, do I have to?’ Rob echoed.

‘Enough. Car. Now,’ their mother growled.

The boys, admitting defeat, trudged towards the car, pinching each other when she wasn’t looking.

The scenery rushed past the car window, and gradually the orange light and concrete of London slid away into the green of the countryside. It was raining and nearly dark. Arthur tried to push down the squirming in his stomach; he hadn’t even touched the sandwich his mum had packed for him. Rob had spent the past four hours kicking the back of his seat. If there was one perk to attending a boarding school in the middle of nowhere, he thought, it was getting away from Rob.

‘Robert Bannister,’ May said through gritted teeth, ‘if you don’t stop tormenting your brother I swear I will stop this car and leave you here. The wolves can have you.’

Rob looked dubiously at the empty fields and the black forest that stood on the horizon. He was pretty sure that there weren’t any wolves in England, but he definitely didn’t want to find out first-hand.

‘How much further is it?’ Arthur asked, anxiously fiddling with his seat belt.

‘I think,’ May said, peering ahead of her, ‘we’re almost there.’

Arthur swallowed.

They took a turning off the main road through a patchy wood, filled with twisted, pale trees that looked as though they had died centuries before. They continued on for a few miles, and the wood thickened, until every shard of evening light had been pressed out by the thatch of branches. The car’s headlights bounced off the withered trunks, their shadows giving the illusion of faces trapped beneath the bark. Even Rob, who wasn’t easily spooked, was relieved when the trees thinned into a clearing.

Up ahead, Arthur could just make out a huge, stone gateway.

‘That must be it!’ May said.

They slowed as they reached the gate – two stone columns, each with its own crumbling angel perched on top. The angels held up a rusty, wrought-iron arch that read, in curling, serpentine letters: SHIVERTON HALL. Carved into the columns was the Shiverton coat of arms, the same one as on Arthur’s blazer, with its peculiar collection of symbols: a ship, axes, skulls and a pair of iron shackles. The gate was open, not that it would have mattered if it hadn’t been; it was so old and corroded that a small push would almost certainly have sent the whole thing tumbling to the ground.

‘Creepy,’ Rob whispered as they drove through the gate and up the drive.

Out of the grey sky and the grey, flat land, the outline of an imposing, grey building could just be seen, a few lights studded in its stern face. Shiverton Hall. A Gothic, turreted behemoth, all ridges and spines and gargoyles.

Arthur stared at it and gulped; it didn’t look anything like the jolly, welcoming place in the school prospectus.

May glanced over at her son, who was looking as though he might throw up. ‘Very grand, isn’t it?’ she said brightly.

Arthur didn’t dare answer. He wanted to go home. He wanted to go back to London, to their poky flat and his messy bedroom. Was it too late to change his mind? They could just turn around – surely he could find a school in London that would take him? But then Arthur remembered his last day at St John’s. The cold water, and what had happened afterwards. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to force the memory back into the dark crevice of his mind.

When he opened his eyes again, Shiverton Hall didn’t look half so bad – after all, it was only a pile of stones.

They followed a queue of cars round to the side entrance of the school, a huge, cobbled courtyard filled with expensive estate cars. The Bannisters stepped out of their beat-up wreck self-consciously. Everywhere parents and pupils hastily carried leather trunks and tuck boxes out of the rain and into the school.

Arthur looked down at his old, battered suitcase and tried to muster up a smile.

May smoothed down her fuchsia skirt. ‘I think I’m more nervous than you are,’ she whispered, gripping Arthur’s hand.

‘I doubt it,’ he muttered, quickly removing his mother’s fingers before anyone saw.


Chapter Two

The hall was perhaps the most intimidating room, in a building made up entirely of intimidating rooms. The walls, covered in ancient weaponry and stony-faced portraits, led up to a high, vaulted ceiling from which swung a dusty chandelier. A gigantic, carved staircase swept round one side of the room, while the other side was taken up almost entirely with a fireplace so large that it could have comfortably roasted an elephant over its hissing fire.

The hall was filled with students, all of them completely at ease in their striped uniforms, tanned from their holidays abroad, laughing and greeting one another after the long summer break. A few eyes flickered over to Arthur, giving him the uncomfortable impression that people were talking about him.

Rob looked up at the chandelier and whistled. ‘It’s pretty swanky,’ he admitted.

‘Well, maybe if you pay a bit more attention in maths you might get a scholarship here too,’ his mother replied.

‘I wouldn’t count on it,’ mumbled Rob.

As the Bannister family took in the grandeur of the place, a tall, gangly, curly-headed boy of Arthur’s age squelched up to them, soaking wet from the rain.

‘Hullo,’ he boomed. ‘Are you the Bannisters by any chance?’

‘Yes, we are,’ May replied in a slightly posh accent that neither of her sons recognised.

‘Excellent! Sorry, I’ve been waiting for you outside. I should’ve thought to look in here first!’ He grinned affably at them. ‘And you must be Arthur?’ He stuck out a large, dripping hand, and Arthur shook it, grateful to meet someone. ‘I’m George Grant. I’m in your house and, luckily for you, I’m going to be your shadow.’

‘Shadow?’ Arthur asked uncertainly.

‘I’m here to show you the ropes and make sure you don’t get into any trouble.’ George winked at May, who giggled slightly. ‘Come on,’ he continued, ‘I’ll show you the house. We’re in Garnons, about five minutes away.’

‘We’re not in here?’ Arthur replied, looking up the staircase.

‘Here? Oh God, no. This is the main building. We have lessons and meals here but we sleep in our houses. They’re dotted around the grounds.’ George leaned down and grabbed Arthur’s suitcase. ‘Here, let me give you a hand.’ He glanced over at May and Rob. ‘If you two just go to the drawing room through there, there’s drinks and stuff for the families before the welcome assembly. Mum’s in there, you can’t miss her – she’ll be the one making a spectacle of herself.’

As he said this, a shrill laugh echoed from the drawing room, and George groaned. ‘There she is. Just follow that laugh.’

Arthur and George crunched down the gravel path that led through the school grounds. It had stopped raining and, though Shiverton Hall seemed a little less gloomy, it still didn’t look like the sort of place you would want to wander around alone. At the moment the grounds were teeming with students, rushing to their houses in packs, hooting with laughter, but Arthur guessed that when it was empty it would be quite unnerving.

George was an enthusiastic guide and he pointed out some of the school’s more unusual features as they strode along. In the middle of the lawn behind the school sat a large, lichen-embossed fountain where water trickled from the mouth of a rather ugly, dead-eyed mermaid. To their left was the maze; one of the most beautiful and complex of its kind, boasted the school literature, although it looked a little patchy and bedraggled to Arthur. It was ‘out of bounds’ to the students – ‘But don’t let that stop you,’ George said with a mischievous grin. To their right were the woods, looking a little livelier than the ones the Bannisters had driven through earlier, but only just. The trees rustled mournfully as the boys passed them, as if they wished to be pointed out themselves.

The school’s boarding houses differed greatly in style and size, and George gave Arthur a potted description of each as they went by. A square, concrete slab was Jaggers, ‘where all the sports fiends go’; a crumbly ex-stable block was Pootle, ‘swots only’; an ornate folly had become Starling, ‘with the prettiest girls in the school’; a state-of-the-art glass building was Temple, ‘for the completely minted’. George also listed the three houses that they didn’t pass: Foxley, ‘for the wannabe bohemians’; Garret, ‘for the academically challenged’; and, finally, Craven, ‘for the psychotic’.

Arthur tried to take it all in. ‘So what’s Garnons, then?’ he asked.

George frowned. ‘Huh. I’ve never thought about that. We don’t really have a category, we’re not particularly swotty or sporty, so I guess we’re the leftovers.’

‘The leftovers?’ Arthur said.

‘You know what I mean,’ George said vaguely.

Arthur didn’t really, but he decided to change the subject. ‘The school’s massive.’

‘Yup,’ George agreed. ‘It’ll probably take you a while to find your way round, but don’t worry – you’ll get used to it.’

‘I hope so.’

‘Good old Shivers,’ George mused. ‘They let pretty much anyone in here. It’s the place students come when they’ve been expelled from everywhere else – or they’re too thick to pass entrance exams, like me!’ He knocked the side of his head as though it were empty.

‘They didn’t put that in the brochure!’ Arthur laughed.

‘No.’ George snorted. ‘But I guess they’ve got to have a few nerds like you to boost the league tables a bit. A scholarship, eh? You must be pretty clever.’

‘Nah.’

‘What made you want to apply for a scholarship here? It’s a bit out of the way, isn’t it? Aren’t you from London?’ George asked.

Arthur nodded.

‘I can’t imagine why you wanted to come to this dreary place. It’s so far away from everything. I’d much rather be in London. How did you even find out about Shiverton? Did your mum push you into it?’

‘No, no. Nothing like that,’ Arthur replied. ‘It’s weird actually. I had to leave my last school . . . I was a bit stuck and didn’t know where I’d be going, and then a couple of months ago this letter came, saying I’d got a place here and a full scholarship. I hadn’t applied. I’d never even heard of this place.’

George frowned. ‘Odd,’ he admitted. ‘But then, this is an odd place. You’ve heard the stories, I suppose?’

‘What stories?’

‘Oh, well, Shivers has the most terrifying history. Murders and madmen and all sorts. They say it’s teeming with ghosts – students are always claiming they’ve seen horrible things. Last term one of the boys in our year fainted with fright in the library. His parents took him away from the school. Apparently he’s in some sort of loony bin now.’

‘Come on!’ Arthur said.

‘It’s true!’

‘Yeah, right. You’re just trying to freak me out because I’m the new guy. Ghosts? Come off it! Is that the best you can do?’

George shrugged. ‘You can believe what you want, but there are books and books about it. My grandfather even wrote one of them.’

‘Really?’ Arthur asked cynically.

‘Hand on heart. I’ll lend it to you if you like. Accounts of the Supernatural and Preternatural at Shiverton Hall and Its Surrounds.’

‘Catchy.’ Arthur laughed.

‘He can be a bit of a pompous old windbag,’ George agreed, ‘but his books are absolutely cracking!’

Ahead of them was a square, red-brick building, choked in ivy, with warm light blazing from its sash windows. It was the friendliest house Arthur had seen so far, and he was relieved when George announced it as Garnons.

‘It’s quite small compared to the others,’ George said as they approached the green door. ‘There are only fifty of us and you get your own room. Toynbee’s our house-master. You’ll love him – he’s a complete walkover!’

Inside, Garnons looked more like a snug country cottage than the home of fifty messy teenagers. The walls were covered in team photos and jolly collages of boys muddy from rugby, and in the hall just below the stairs was a cabinet filled with house trophies, mostly for second or third prize. George steered Arthur into the ‘library’, a book-filled common room with a surfeit of chintz sofas and the faint smell of trainers and aftershave.

Dwarfed by one of the sofas was a small, wrinkled man with greying sandy hair and a pair of tiny, gold spectacles. On noticing Arthur and George, he leapt up in a far more sprightly movement than his fragile appearance would suggest was possible.

‘George Grant!’ he cackled. ‘There you are! And this must be Arthur Bannister.’ He shook Arthur’s hand vigorously. ‘I’m Doctor Toynbee, your housemaster. I hope Grant has been helpful?’

‘Very helpful, thank you,’ Arthur replied.

George beamed.

‘Welcome to Garnons and may I extend my heartiest congratulations to you for getting the scholarship,’ said Toynbee.

‘Thank you, sir,’ Arthur mumbled modestly.

‘He didn’t even apply for it!’ George blurted out. ‘He just got the letter in the post. Mysterious, eh?’

Toynbee turned to Arthur, his eyebrows raised. ‘Is that so?’ he asked good-naturedly.

Arthur shuffled his feet awkwardly. ‘Yes,’ he admitted.

Toynbee studied Arthur over his glasses, an infinitesimal flash of curiosity in his watery, blue eyes, which neither boy noticed.

‘Well,’ the housemaster said after a moment. ‘Thank you, Grant. I’ll show Bannister to his room.’

‘Thanks, sir,’ George replied. ‘Arthur, I’ll come and pick you up for assembly.’

George noisily disappeared up the stairs, and Toynbee watched him go. ‘Be careful that one doesn’t get you into trouble,’ Toynbee chuckled indulgently. ‘I’m always getting him out of some scrape or other. But he’s a good egg really.’

‘He’s been very nice,’ Arthur agreed.

‘So, are you excited about your first term here? Or nervous?’ Toynbee asked.

‘A bit of both, I guess,’ Arthur responded truthfully.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll keep my eye on you. Come on, I’ll show you to your room.’


Chapter Three

Arthur’s room looked as though it had come straight out of a Victorian attic, the sort of place where a mad wife or an unwanted child might have been stuffed out of the way. It was in the eaves of Garnons, and its slanted ceiling had a lattice of beams, heavily carved by decades of schoolboy penknives. The walls were papered with a blue, swirling pattern that might once have been floral but that had faded into Stilton-like veins, and there was one small, round window that gave a doleful creak when it was opened, casting a patch of moonlight on to the bare, wooden floor. The room had been sparsely furnished with a desk, a chair, a wardrobe, a small bookcase, a leaky sink and a rickety brass bed, on which Arthur’s bright duvet cover looked jarringly out of place.

Toynbee had left him to unpack, and Arthur was slotting his school books into the bookcase when his door was kicked open with a slam. Standing in the doorway was a trio of freakishly muscular, ruddy-faced triplets. With the same square jaw and curly, red hair they were completely identical, except for one notable difference. All of their noses had at some point been broken, but in different directions, so that one nose sneered upwards, one lurched to the right and the other pitched to the left, giving the unnerving, almost comical impression that the gargantuan triplets were one person being reflected in a warped fairground mirror.

The boy whose nose turned to the right sneered at Arthur. ‘Bannister, is it?’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ Arthur replied. ‘Can I help you?’

‘May I help you, Bannister.’ The boy smirked. ‘May I help you. And no, I shouldn’t have thought so. We just thought we’d stop by and say hello to our new neighbour.’

The triplets sniggered to themselves.

‘Do you want something?’ Arthur snapped. ‘Or have you just come here to wind me up?’

‘Ooooh, touchy!’ The boy laughed. ‘We just wanted to have a look at you, that’s all. It’s quite a novelty to have a state-school boy living next door.’

‘Really?’ Arthur replied angrily.

‘We’re placing bets on how long it’ll take you to crack. I said two weeks.’

Arthur felt like hitting him, but he figured the odds were against him considering this particular giant had two clones. He swallowed down the surge of anger.

‘Look, why don’t you three go back to whichever backwater you came from so I can unpack,’ Arthur said, his voice shaking.

The smug smiles fell from the triplets’ faces. They moved towards him with perfectly synchronised steps, until they were standing over him threateningly.

‘Careful, Scholarship,’ the boy whispered menacingly. ‘All sorts of nasty things happen here at night. You wouldn’t want to find yourself the victim of something unpleasant.’

Arthur held the bully’s gaze and replied, ‘I’ll try my luck.’

The boy pushed his head towards Arthur’s so their faces were just inches apart. ‘See you around,’ he sang through a cruel smile. And then, as he turned, he whispered, ‘Peasant.’

His brothers followed him out, guffawing, and between them they nearly knocked over George, who had just arrived to fetch Arthur for assembly.

‘I see you met the Forge triplets,’ George said after they’d gone, rubbing his newly bruised arm.

‘Nice guys,’ Arthur replied sarcastically.

‘Dan is the worst – he’s the mouthpiece. The other two just stand around doing his bidding. I wouldn’t get on their bad side if I were you.’

‘Maybe they won’t want to get on my bad side,’ Arthur muttered darkly.

‘Yeah, right!’ George scoffed. ‘No offence, mate, but I think you’d be punching above your weight there. Just keep your head down and they’ll get bored . . . eventually. Come on, we’ll be late for the welcome assembly.’

The assembly hall was a large, concrete, semi-circular auditorium, and the only truly ugly building Arthur had seen at Shiverton Hall. It looked like an outsized nuclear bunker, with some reddening creepers making a halfhearted crawl across its bulging front. George and Arthur hurried towards it as the bell rang, the last students to enter the building.

‘George,’ Arthur said, as they jogged down the hall, ‘is there a toilet here?’

‘Hold it in, mate,’ George said. ‘We’re late.’

Arthur stopped. He didn’t know whether it was his nerves but the urge to pee was completely overwhelming. ‘You go ahead,’ Arthur said, hopping from side to side. ‘Just tell me where it is.’

George pointed Arthur down the hallway. ‘I’ll save you a place,’ he said apologetically, and ran into the auditorium.

Arthur dashed towards the bathrooms, and, as he did, nearly knocked over a girl who was rushing in the opposite direction.

‘Watch it!’ she said.

‘I’m so sorry!’ Arthur gasped. ‘Are you OK?’

‘I’m fine,’ the girl replied. ‘Wait, you’re the new boy, aren’t you?’

It took Arthur a second to answer, partly because of his painfully full bladder, but mostly because the girl who stared at him was just about the most beautiful person he’d ever seen. She tilted her blonde head and cracked a smile that left Arthur half-stunned.

He managed to recover himself – just – and stammered, ‘Yes, yup . . . I’m the new . . . I’m the new Arthur.’

‘Hello, the-new-Arthur. I’m Amber,’ she laughed.

‘Amber,’ Arthur repeated gormlessly, letting the syllables roll on his tongue.

Amber, clearly used to having this effect on the male species, pretended not to notice. ‘Well, Arthur,’ she said, ‘lovely to meet you, but I’m now very late.’

‘Hmmm?’ Arthur breathed. ‘What? Oh right, yeah. Sorry.’

‘No problem.’ She grinned, turning towards the doors. ‘See you around.’

Arthur gaped after her for a moment, before sprinting to the loos.

The assembly was already underway when Arthur slipped in through the doors. He crept, embarrassed, towards a beckoning George, with all of the students and parents looking at him in amusement. He could see his mother, hard to miss in her pink suit, sitting with Rob on the other side of the auditorium.

On stage stood the headmistress, Professor Esther Long-Pitt, a woman for whom the word ‘formidable’ could have been created; ‘terrifying’ might also have covered it. At over six feet, with spider-thin limbs and a hooked nose that stood out of a narrow, sallow face, she looked like a spindly shadow puppet that some deranged puppet-master had jerked into life. She paused as a mortified Arthur made his way to his seat, and resumed only once he had sat down.

‘A very warm welcome to those of you who have just joined the school,’ she said in a reedy voice that was neither warm nor welcoming.

As the headmistress went over the previous year’s exam results, the school’s excellent facilities and the sports calendar, Arthur scanned the crowd for Amber. It wasn’t easy since almost all of the Shiverton girls seemed to have long, blonde hair. Arthur glanced over at his mother, who was listening earnestly, and Rob, surreptitiously playing a game on his mobile, and thought how weird it would be, living miles away from them.

Long-Pitt seemed to be reaching the end of her address. ‘May I remind you all,’ she said, peering sternly into the crowd, ‘that although there are a great many enjoyable activities to do here at Shiverton Hall, we are, first and foremost, a place of learning. We have a fine reputation as a school, and I ask all of you here today to help us to uphold that reputation.’

Just as the words left her mouth, the main door of the auditorium slammed open with a bang. The crowd jumped and a few girls squealed with fright. Standing in the doorway, wet and shivering from the rain, was a small, pale, teenage boy, dressed in a pair of grubby pyjamas. He fixed the headmistress with a furious, deranged stare and shouted, ‘LIAR!’

The audience looked to Professor Long-Pitt, shocked but riveted, waiting to see what would happen next.

The headmistress smiled tightly, quickly covering any surprise with an impassive and calm gaze. ‘Tristan,’ she said.

Tristan staggered into the auditorium, his bare feet leaving muddy prints on the stone floor. He pointed a crooked finger at the headmistress. ‘Reputation!’ he spat. ‘What reputation is that, Professor? The reputation for evil and witchcraft? For murder?’ The words rang out over the wide-eyed audience.

Long-Pitt shook her head. ‘You’re not well, Tristan.’

Tristan let out a strangled laugh. ‘That’s what you want them to think, isn’t it? That I’m mad?’

The headmistress didn’t say anything – Tristan’s bedraggled appearance spoke for itself.

He whimpered suddenly, clutching at his hair. ‘I’m not mad, I’m not mad,’ he muttered, pacing in a circle. He turned to where the parents were sitting, his breath coming out in ragged gasps. ‘Please,’ he begged, ‘take your children away. It’s not safe.’

Two burly teachers sprang towards Tristan, but he darted between them, running towards the crowd. The nearest students flinched away from him.

‘Something terrible is about to happen,’ he cried desperately.

The teachers caught him and he struggled against them. ‘Let go of me!’ he sobbed, trying to free himself as they dragged him from the hall. ‘The friends!’ he howled, as he disappeared from sight. ‘The friends are coming!’

The friends are coming.

It echoed around the hall, over the heads of the bewildered onlookers, dumbfounded by what they had just witnessed.

Professor Long-Pitt hushed the ensuing whispering with a bony finger. ‘I’m terribly sorry about that,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid Tristan was removed from Shiverton Hall last year due to mental difficulties. He’s a very troubled boy, but don’t worry, he will be taken care of. He won’t disrupt us again.’


Chapter Four

Arthur sat in his bed, a rogue spring digging uncomfortably into his thigh, and felt a little homesick. Saying goodbye to his family had been difficult. Even Rob had seemed a bit sad to be leaving his brother; the dead arm he had inflicted on Arthur as he climbed back into the car had been distinctly half-hearted. He wanted to text them, just to make sure they’d got home all right, but Shiverton had a strict ‘no phones policy’, and Arthur had handed his mobile in to Toynbee before bed. George had cunningly brought two with him, one to hand in and one to hide, and Arthur wondered whether he’d be allowed to borrow it. They weren’t even permitted computers at the school because the focus was on ‘good, old-fashioned learning’. Arthur was used to spending hours on the internet every evening, and wasn’t sure he was capable of writing an essay without spell check.

Arthur tried to read his book, a collection of ghost stories by M.R. James, but looking round his shadowy room, he wished he had brought something more cheerful with him. He was so used to the sounds of London traffic outside his window that the silence of the countryside made him uneasy, and he jumped every time an owl hooted or a tree creaked. When there was a knock on his door he nearly dropped his book in fright.

George poked his head around the door. ‘You awake?’ he asked. ‘I thought I’d check that you’re settling in.’

Without waiting to be invited in, George walked over to Arthur’s chair and sat down. Arthur realised that he might as well give up on attempting to read.

‘So, are you going to tell me?’ Arthur said.

‘Tell you what?’ George answered, bemused.

‘About what on earth happened in assembly tonight.’

‘Oh,’ George said, raising his eyebrows, ‘that.’

‘Yes, that. You’re not going to say that happens at the beginning of every term, are you?’

‘No, not quite.’ George chuckled. ‘That was Tristan Maynard, the boy I was telling you about earlier.’ He put on a spooky voice. ‘He saw something nasty in the library.’

‘You said they put him in a mental hospital.’

‘They did, but it looks like he escaped.’

‘Poor guy.’

‘Yes, it was very weird,’ George said, getting up to look out of Arthur’s window. ‘Of course, everyone’s already started saying it’s the curse.’

‘The curse?’ Arthur laughed.

George looked offended. ‘Don’t laugh. It’s true.’

‘Come off it, George! One poor nutter isn’t going to make me believe that this whole school has some hex on it.’

‘Oh, there’s been more than one,’ George said darkly.

‘Well, go on then,’ Arthur said, sitting up.

‘Are you sure?’ George asked with a half-smile. ‘You might have to sleep with the light on.’


The Curse

Frederick, Lord Shiverton was only thirteen when his father, the first Baron Shiverton, fell off his horse and broke his neck. The first baron was the son of a minor landowner, and had acquired his fortune and his title by importing slaves from West Africa. He liked to whip his slaves as brutally as he whipped his horses, but the horse he had been riding on the day of his death, a chestnut stallion, had had enough of his master’s sharp spurs and stinging whip, and bucked him head first into a stream.

Even though the first baron was a brutal and violent man, it was his son whom everyone feared. Frederick was only just out of childhood, but his capacity for cruelty was already well honed. He lived in a large house in Bristol with his mother, a frail, consumptive woman who tried to keep out of his way as much as she could, and a huddle of terrified servants. A fearsomely clever and unscrupulous boy, he transformed his father’s business in a few short years, becoming England’s largest importer of slaves, and one of the richest men in the country. Much to Frederick’s relief, his mother succumbed to one of her many ailments in the winter of 1756. To celebrate he decided to build a house, away from the city, where he would have the privacy to do as he pleased.

Lord Shiverton wanted his house to be a masterpiece, a symbol of his wealth and status. He bought an enormous stretch of land, ensuring that his home would have no prying neighbours for miles around, and employed one of the leading architects of the day. As he had an endless supply of slaves, and no interest at all in their welfare, the house was completed in record time, shortly before his eighteenth birthday.

Alone and unsupervised, Lord Shiverton turned his house into a centre of wickedness. His friends, rich young gentlemen with a taste for more unusual diversions, would travel from London and Oxford to Shiverton Hall, where they knew that they could do whatever they wished, with no one else around, and no parents to stop them. It became one of the most popular destinations for the meetings of the Hellfire Club, whose motto was carved above the hall’s enormous front door, Fac quod vis (Do what thou wilt), and which became part of the Shiverton family crest. The club members stuck true to the motto – they did what they pleased, how they pleased, no matter how immoral – with the shadowy figure of Lord Shiverton watching over them with silent approval. To the outside world, Lord Shiverton showed a respectable – indeed, very handsome – face, but cloistered in the stone walls of his house, the monstrousness of his true self was set free.

As the years wore on, as is often the case with such men, Lord Shiverton became increasingly solitary and strange. His Hellfire Club friends had grown up and put their years of vice behind them, they had married and become upstanding gentlemen, some of them even members of the clergy. Rumours had begun to spread around Bath and London that Lord Shiverton was a practitioner of dark magic. The only men who still frequented Shiverton Hall were the blackest of the lot, tricksters, criminals and reprobates, and even they had begun to keep their distance.

Lord Shiverton’s business interests were disintegrating, and because of his complete disregard for the health and well-being of the people he was trafficking, his ships were hotbeds of disease. One ship had sailed into harbour with only a few slaves still alive, the corpses of the rest having been tipped overboard. Once this news had circulated, people were unwilling to buy Shiverton’s slaves – not because they had an ounce of pity for the poor souls who had perished on his ships, but because they didn’t want their own households exposed to infection.

Alone in his enormous house, his wealth and status leaking away, Lord Shiverton’s already twisted mind became increasingly disturbed. His fingernails grew to yellow talons and his greying hair curled down his back in greasy tendrils. He drank, and beat his slaves so savagely that they could barely walk.

It was around this same time that girls began to disappear from Grimstone, the nearest village. What exactly happened to these girls was never discovered. The villagers suspected Lord Shiverton, but such was his power, and their terror of him, that they were unable to do anything. In 1799, four young girls went missing, never to be seen again, and if it weren’t for the last girl, Rose Watkins, many more might have vanished too.

Rose Watkins worked as a barmaid in the Grimstone Tavern. She was seventeen, rather plump and very pretty. Rose herself was not unusual, but her mother, Ma Watkins, was very unusual indeed. Ma Watkins was in her early seventies when she gave birth to Rose, her only child. Under normal circumstances, a woman having a child out of wedlock would have been enough to have her hounded from the village, but no one dared approach Ma Watkins. Ma Watkins was commonly thought to be a witch, and the fact that she was able to conceive at such an advanced age only proved this belief. When Rose was born, other children were warned away from her, and for many years she was referred to behind closed doors as ‘the devil’s child’. However, the sweetness of Rose’s nature eventually convinced even the most hard-hearted of the villagers otherwise, and the strange circumstances of her birth became a distant memory.

That is, until Rose went missing. She had been walking back to Ma Watkins’s cottage on a balmy June night, a pink velvet ribbon in her hair, carrying some leftover pie from the tavern. The last person to see her was the landlady, who had begged that Rose wait until her son could walk her home, as it was no longer safe for girls to walk alone at night. Rose had laughed, waving gaily as she cut across a field towards her house. But Rose never arrived there.

Ma Watkins scoured Grimstone, hobbling on her crooked stick from house to house, muttering under her breath. People no longer feared her claw rapping on their doors, or her tattered cloak and misty, blue eyes; they pitied her. Soon, the entire village went out in search of Rose, battering bushes and peering down wells. The fields echoed with her name, but still Rose was not found. Days went by and the search petered out, but still Ma Watkins combed the fields, looking for a clue as to her daughter’s whereabouts.

The warm weather dissolved into rain. It became the stormiest, wettest June for over a century and all the crops were spoiled. The villagers began to whisper that it was Ma Watkins’s fault, that she was taking her grief out on them, calling the clouds with one of her spells. After the river had flooded and swept away a herd of cows, the menfolk of Grimstone gathered at Ma Watkins’s house, determined to make her leave.

Ma Watkins had already left. She was staggering, through the rain and the mud, the ten miles to Shiverton Hall, her cloak clinking with bottles and a frayed, leather tome weighing her down.

It took the old lady three days to reach the hall, for she was weak and grief-stricken. She arrived at five minutes to midnight, a bloated, yellow moon lighting her way.

Only one servant remained at Shiverton Hall, the rest having fled, terrified of their master. The butler, a man too ancient to risk leaving the warmth of the hall, answered the door to find a foul-smelling old crone on the doorstep. He tried to shoo her away, fearing his master’s wrath, but the crone barged through with surprising strength and limped, her stick screeching along the stone floor, towards Lord Shiverton’s study.

The butler watched through a crack in the study door as the old lady approached his master. Lord Shiverton, though still a large, sturdy man, appeared immobilised in his armchair, sweat beading on his brow as he struggled against an invisible force that kept him glued to the seat. The hag encircled him, mumbling words that the butler did not recognise and sprinkling a fine, blue powder on the floor. The powder fizzed and crackled, filling the room with purple smoke. She reached into her cloak and pulled out a yellowing book, chapped and peeling like dead skin, and began to read from it.

The fire in the grate burned a rushing green as Ma Watkins spoke in a low hiss. The words that left her mouth traced themselves briefly into the smoke, the letters curling up towards the ceiling. The butler plugged his ears but watched the words as they danced over Lord Shiverton’s head. It was a hex so powerful and disturbing that the butler would refuse to ever repeat it. He would only recall the last word that hovered in a thin, red vapour before Lord Shiverton’s mouth: murderer.

Lord Shiverton tried to hold his breath, but his lungs were too weak from choking on the purple smoke. Gasping, he inhaled, drawing the word in through his nose. For a moment, all was still. Ma Watkins watched Lord Shiverton, with a toothless grin. Suddenly, he convulsed, clawing at his throat, his eyes bulging as he struggled for air. He reached into his mouth, tearing at what was lodged in his gullet, and drew out a long, gold chain with a locket at its end. He gagged as it clattered to the floor. But this was not the last of it. Spluttering and wheezing, he retched as he pulled out a plaited lock of auburn hair, a rabbit’s foot and, lastly, a pink velvet ribbon. The choking stopped, and Lord Shiverton slumped back in his chair, exhausted.

Ma Watkins stooped to the floor and picked up the pink ribbon, lacing it through her quivering fingers. She secreted it in her cloak, along with the other missing girls’ items, the terrible evidence of Lord Shiverton’s crimes, summoned by her spell. Then she calmly turned to walk out of the room.

Lord Shiverton, some of his strength returning, stood up and began to shout, calling her a ‘stinking crone’ and a ‘devil woman’. He began to cough again, staggering after her, screaming insults at her back. He called to his butler, who remained cowering in the shadows, to stop the old woman, but she had already opened the door.

Lord Shiverton stopped in the middle of the hall, and the room was suddenly filled with a sickening gurgling as he convulsed and doubled over. Ma Watkins slammed the door behind her as he began to pull something wet and pink from his mouth. It seemed endless, this slithery tube, and with a muffled, repulsed cry, he realised what he was pulling at. Lord Shiverton desperately tried to push it back in, swallowing at the sliminess of his own intestine. But he could not stop it – it poured out of him, landing in a coiling heap at his feet.

‘Help me,’ he gasped, his mouth full of guts. ‘Help me.’

The butler could not have helped even if he had wanted to. He stood transfixed, watching as his master’s intestines were followed by his lungs, kidneys, liver and, finally, with a wet thud, his beating heart. Lord Shiverton staggered back, dragging his insides along with him, and threw himself, screaming, on to the hall’s enormous fire, leaving a bloody trail behind him.

*

‘It sounds like he deserved it,’ Arthur said, more repulsed by George’s story than he cared to admit.

‘He most certainly did,’ George replied, ‘but Ma Watkins’s curse didn’t stop with Lord Shiverton. It can strike any male who enters the hall.’

‘Go on,’ Arthur urged, intrigued.

‘Nope.’ George grinned. ‘You’ve had quite enough excitement for one night. It’s late, I’m going to bed.’ He got up from the chair.

‘Come on!’ Arthur protested. ‘I want to hear the rest.’

‘No, no!’ George replied loftily. ‘You’re clearly too cynical to believe me.’

‘Well, you’ll have to convince me then, won’t you?’

George pondered this. He knew he really should be getting to bed, but he never could resist the opportunity to tell one of Shiverton’s dark tales. He sat back down.


The White Arm

After Lord Shiverton’s unnatural death, his solicitors had a difficult time finding any of his relatives. Neither of his parents had had siblings, so the solicitors needed to climb very far back up the family tree to locate his heir. His beneficiary turned out to be Sir Jack Flipp, a third cousin on Lord Shiverton’s mother’s side, who had racked up a mountain of debt with some very unsavoury characters in London, and had fled to America with his wife and children.

The news of his inheritance could not have come a moment too soon, as Sir Jack was hiding from a rather fearsome debt collector in Boston, and had already pawned most of his wife’s jewellery. They sailed back to England in style, his wife in a brand new fur, and his two young boys in silk and the finest lace, and they arrived in Bristol with their heads held much higher than when they left.

Lady Flipp and the boys, Thomas and Cedric, squealed with delight when their carriage deposited them at their enormous new home. Sir Jack was not quite so keen – he preferred the gambling houses of Mayfair and the smell and pace of London, and did not feel at all ready for a life in the middle of the countryside. Apart from anything else, he would have to spend time with his children, whose names he could barely remember as it was. He decided that he would write to his solicitors to enquire about selling the carbuncle of a house – it would probably fetch a pretty penny and then they could live a life of luxury in the capital.

Cedric and Thomas raced around the house, cart-wheeled through the gardens and tore through the maze, as their mother worked out how best to decorate the hulking masculinity of the interior. Sir Jack had skulked down to the cellar to sneak out a bottle of wine while his wife was distracted.

Lady Flipp was inspecting one of the bedrooms, when she looked out of the window and spied her boys by the fountain. They appeared to be talking animatedly, but not to each other – rather, they were both talking to a patch of thin air. Lady Flipp smiled to herself – how young boys amused themselves! She couldn’t clearly remember being six or eight, but she was sure she wouldn’t have been so silly as to have a conversation with nothing at all at their age!

While she was humming to herself, examining the bed linen, she heard a large splash, followed by another. She rushed to the window, but her boys were nowhere to be seen. Calling wildly to her husband, she hurtled down the stairs and towards the fountain, losing one of her velvet shoes in her hurry.

The fountain was large, much larger than it had looked from the window and far deeper than any ordinary fountain. The water was green, and glassy still. Lady Flipp sighed. Her sons must have simply thrown some stones into the water and wandered off. With huge relief, she turned to retrieve her lost shoe, but she heard a bubbling splash, and a desperate cry of ‘Mother!’.

Cedric was being pulled by some unseen force beneath the water of the fountain. He struggled back to the surface, only to be yanked down again, spluttering and screaming. At first, his mother thought that it was Thomas scaring his younger brother, and she yelled angrily for the game to stop. But the terror in Cedric’s eyes, and the brute force with which he was wrenched into the water, made her realise, with prickling alarm, that it was something else altogether.

Lady Flipp tried desperately to reach for her son. She could not swim and knew she would only sink like a sack of kittens were she to leap into the deep water. Cedric was too far away and was being dragged towards the hideous mermaid statue in the fountain’s centre. She screamed for her husband, but he was far below the house, unable to hear anything and already drunk on some rum he had unearthed.

Cedric clawed at the statue, trying to scrabble up the stone, but the slimy, green algae made it impossible to get a grip on it. By sheer will and fright, he eventually managed to grasp the mermaid’s tail, and he clung on to it, hoisting himself, shivering, out of the water. For a moment all was still, but what happened next was the reason that Lady Flipp would spend the rest of her life chained to the wall of an asylum.

From the depths of the fountain, a thin, tallow-white arm reached up to Cedric. It was twice as long as any arm Lady Flipp had ever seen, with extended, bony fingers and barnacled nails. Cedric whimpered as the hand groped blindly towards him, while his mother stood, frozen to the spot, too terrified to do anything, praying under her breath that it would disappear. The hand felt Cedric’s leg. It paused, as though it did not recognise human flesh, then continued to feel around the fountain, passing Cedric over. He looked at his mother, wide-eyed, with an expression she could not fathom. Cedric was now blue with cold from the freezing water. He reached for his nose, but could not prevent his sneeze. The hand, sensing the movement, skittered back towards him and, in a single movement, grabbed him around the waist and pulled him into the icy pool.

Neither boy’s body was ever recovered. The fountain was drained, revealing nothing but a slimy stone floor with a few shining coins on it. Lady Flipp babbled about the long, white arm and insisted that the fountain be dug up, as there was sure to be some subterranean river beneath it. Sir Jack would do no such thing – it was inconvenient enough to have lost two sons, but to have a mad wife and a broken fountain was really too much. A doctor took her away, and Sir Jack was left alone.

Naturally, Sir Jack was curious as to what had happened to his two sons, but he had never really summoned anything close to love for them, and since inheriting such a great deal of money, he had worried that having a family to look after would cramp his style. Although he had never actively wished ill on his children, he couldn’t help but think that their unfortunate disappearance was rather a spot of luck. Now he could gamble and drink to his heart’s content.

To his annoyance, Sir Jack found that selling a house the size of Shiverton Hall was much more difficult than he had thought. Instead he rented it, and its contents, and planned to live a life of unbridled luxury in London on the proceeds.

On his last night at the hall, Sir Jack had taken rather a quantity of wine, and decided to go for a final walk around his house. He had sent his valet to London ahead of him, and the house was completely empty now that the cook had been sent home. Sir Jack swayed down the corridors, a bottle of wine and half a bottle of port swilling around in his stomach, peering in at the bedrooms, the furniture all covered in swathes of sheets to keep the dust at bay.

Towards the back of the house, he found a room that he had not yet seen. This was not unusual – the house was extremely large, after all, and Sir Jack had taken very little interest in it – but he was sure he should have remembered this room, for it was splendidly proportioned, with mirrors covering the whole of one wall and windows on another. This mirrored effect made the room appear even more palatial than it already was, as the moonlight bounced from the windows to the walls and back again. As in all the other rooms, the furniture was draped in dust sheets, giving the unsettling impression of a room full of hunched ghosts.

Sir Jack took a swig from his hip flask and lifted the corners of the sheets. He was peeking at an ornate chest of drawers, when he heard a rustle. He looked up sharply, convinced that he had seen one of the sheets move out of the corner of his eye. But all seemed still, and Sir Jack shook his head, assuming that the wine had taken its toll on his senses. As he went back to his nosing, he heard a thudding, like the sound of a man dragging a wooden leg across the floor. Sir Jack whirled around unsteadily to see one of the sheets lurching towards him. With a cry and the confidence that only a very drunk man can summon, he ran at it and whipped the sheet off, ready for a fight and expecting to find an intruder. Only a bookshelf lay beneath the wrapping.

Sir Jack blinked and examined the bookshelf, thinking that perhaps someone had hidden something behind it. Nothing. There was another rustle, a flurry of movement, a flapping of fabric behind him. He turned, slowly this time, and now full of fright. Moving towards him, jerking like stooped and hobbled beggars, were several figures, indistinct beneath the dust sheets. It was as though the furniture had come to life, and Sir Jack, trying to shake himself into sobriety, backed away from them. He glanced over at the door, but a large, oak dresser blocked his escape. The sheets moved closer, encircling him, making creaking, whining sounds that seemed half-wooden, half-human.

Sir Jack screamed and called desperately for help, but the only living thing to hear him was a barn owl, sitting in the tree outside.

When his coachman came to collect Sir Jack the next morning, he was surprised that his master was nowhere to be seen. After ringing the doorbell a dozen times, looking in through the windows and waiting patiently for a few hours, he entered the house. It was very cold, as all of the fires had burned out and a draught whistled down the stairs and into the hall.

The coachman thought he heard something, like the beating of a bird’s wings. He followed the sound to the first floor, down the corridor and into the mirrored room. What he saw was very strange indeed. The enormous room was completely bare except for, in the middle of the room, huddled in a circle like the slabs of Stonehenge, the dust-sheet-swaddled furniture. The sight gave the coachman a little prickle of anxiety; it reminded him somehow of a cluster of veiled mourners at a graveside. He walked towards it, shouldering the furniture aside, his heart beating faster as he neared the centre of the circle.

There on the floor lay Sir Jack, stone dead, ash grey and stuck in a rictus pose of terror; his glassy eyes wide with fear and confusion, his mouth set in a wide, silent scream.

The coachman leaned down to close his master’s eyes out of respect. As he did so, he noticed something glinting at the back of Sir Jack’s throat. Curiosity got the better of the coach man and he tentatively reached into the dry mouth and retrieved it. He turned the object over in his palm, intrigued.

‘Now how on earth did this get in there?’ he muttered to himself.

It was a tiny, gold key, the kind that would ordinarily be found in the keyhole of a dresser or a cabinet, and Sir Jack had apparently choked to death on it.

George waggled his eyebrows at Arthur. ‘Eh, eh?’ he said. ‘Pretty spooky, right?’

Arthur rolled his eyes. ‘Death by cabinet key. Terrifying. I’d better keep an eye on my desk,’ he said.

George groaned. ‘You’re impossible! When my grandfather told me that one I didn’t sleep for a week!’

‘Sorry to disappoint you!’ Arthur laughed.

‘Well, those two stories are just the beginning – there are plenty more. This place isn’t just cursed, you know. It’s a mecca for ghouls and ghosts.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Arthur yawned.

‘I haven’t even told you what happened when Shiverton was an asylum,’ George said.

‘It’ll have to wait. I’m knackered and I don’t really fancy being late for lessons on my first day.’

‘Fine, fine.’ George sighed, admitting defeat. ‘I’ll see you at breakfast.’


Chapter Five

Arthur squinted at his watch in the moonlight. It was 2 a.m. and he still couldn’t sleep. Now that the lights were out and he was alone, George’s stories crept back to him and he had to admit that he was a little spooked.

There was a creak outside Arthur’s room and he snuggled deeper under his duvet, his ears pricked. There was another creak and what sounded like something shuffling along. What was that? Arthur sat up, his heart beating faster.

Something was scratching at his door.

Arthur leapt out of bed, reaching for anything that might serve as a weapon. The only thing suitable was a large, heavy copy of Shakespeare’s Complete Works. He stood by the door, the book raised above his head. The brass doorknob began to rattle; Arthur held his breath.

The door opened slowly to reveal three tall, hooded shadows. Before Arthur could act, he felt a rush of icy water hit him square in the face.

The light was turned on to reveal the Forge triplets, shaking with laughter, wearing their school hoodies over their pyjamas, and an empty bucket at their feet.

‘Classic!’ Dan hooted, pointing at a soaking wet and very angry Arthur. ‘You should have seen your face!’

‘And what’s this?’ one of the triplets asked, pulling the book out of Arthur’s hands. ‘Shakespeare? What were you going to do? Bore us to death with one of his poems?’

‘Shut up!’ Arthur growled through gritted teeth. He squeezed his eyes shut, his anger rising like bile in his throat. The freezing water had brought a flash of fear, the sharp sting of memory.

‘I wish I had a camera!’ Dan laughed, wiping a tear from his eye.

‘I said, shut up!’ Arthur shouted, and shoved Dan to the floor. The triplets stopped laughing, and Arthur immediately regretted his action.

‘Oh dear,’ Dan said calmly, getting up and cracking his knuckles. ‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.’

The triplets walked towards Arthur, backing him against the wall. Arthur flinched as Dan raised his fist.

‘WHAT’S GOING ON IN HERE?’ a voice thundered from behind them.

Dan’s fist stopped a millimetre from Arthur’s nose.

Toynbee was standing in Arthur’s doorway, staring at the triplets. ‘Bed. Now,’ he said furiously.

The triplets scarpered, leaving Arthur standing self-consciously, soaked to the skin.

‘Are you all right, Bannister?’ Toynbee asked, his demeanour softening.

‘Yes, sir,’ Arthur replied.

‘I’m afraid some of the boys like to play pranks on our new students. It’s not a practice I encourage.’

‘No, sir.’

‘If you have any more trouble with the Forges, please tell me.’

‘I will, sir.’

‘Good,’ Toynbee replied. ‘Now get some sleep.’

Arthur nodded and his housemaster left.

Luckily, his mother had packed some spare pyjamas for him, and soon Arthur was back in bed, wishing that all of George’s ghouls would appear and scare the living daylights out of the Forge triplets. He had hoped this school would be a fresh start, but he seemed to be right back where he started. He didn’t know what it was about him that invited bullies. He only wished that, as George had predicted, the Forges would grow bored of him – there was no telling what might happen if they didn’t.

*

The next morning, after finally snatching a few hours’ fretful sleep, Arthur found himself having breakfast with George in a vast, dark room that Count Dracula would not have looked out of place in.

The dining hall at Shiverton was a long, stone room that took up most of the east wing, with vaulted archways along its length. The ceiling was a Gothic masterpiece, with studded stalactites hanging from it, like diseased icicles or octopus tentacles. The impression it gave, at first glance, was that of a spectacular cathedral, but peer a little closer, and the stone carvings and etchings were of a far less godly kind. Horned devils spun around the columns while eerie, cloven-footed imps danced along the walls accompanied by a cornucopia of deformed monsters. Arthur studied a panel near their table that depicted an unnervingly graphic scene of cannibalism.

George noticed his look of surprise. ‘Gross, right? Long-Pitt tried to get rid of all this stuff, but it’s protected apparently – it’s a listed building and all that.’

‘Why would you want to protect this?’ Arthur pointed at a grisly picture of a head on a spike.

‘Beats me.’ George shrugged.

As the boys were going over that morning’s timetable, Arthur saw a pretty, round-faced girl with a mess of curly blonde hair bound up behind George. She winked at Arthur, raising a finger to her lips, then put her hands over George’s eyes.

‘Guess who?’ she giggled.

George felt her delicate hands. ‘Hmmm . . .’ he pondered. ‘Hairy, gnarled hands, smelly aroma . . . it must be Penny!’

The girl yelped and flicked George’s ear. ‘Scumbag!’ she cried and plonked herself down next to him. ‘Well,’ she said, nodding her head towards Arthur, ‘are you going to introduce us?’

‘Oh yeah,’ George said. ‘Penny, this is Arthur Bannister. Arthur, this is Penny Pennyworth.’

Penny held up a threatening finger. ‘Don’t laugh!’ she cried before Arthur even had a chance to respond. ‘I know it’s ridiculous! I’m changing my name the moment I turn eighteen. I’m thinking of something dark and mysterious, like Storm.’

‘I don’t think you’re much of a Storm, Pen,’ George replied. ‘A Drizzle, maybe.’

‘I hate you,’ Penny grumbled as she stuffed some toast into her mouth.

As she glared at George, a rather small boy, with white blond hair and little rectangular glasses, appeared beside them. George leapt up and gave him a hug.

‘All right, Jake,’ he said. ‘Where’ve you been?’

Jake pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘Mum tried to stop me coming back – she said “boarding schools are incubators of disease”. I had to catch the train first thing this morning when she was asleep.’

‘Still mad then?’ George said sagely.

‘Still mentally ill, yes,’ Jake corrected with a sigh. He was clearly used to George’s tactlessness.

‘Arthur, this is Jake Tuttle,’ George said. ‘If you ever need to copy someone’s homework, Jake is your man.’

Jake beamed in spite of himself, and took Arthur’s hand warmly.

The group gossiped for a while, trading summer stories and moaning about their parents and siblings, until Penny steered the conversation on to Tristan Maynard and his strange appearance the night before.

‘It was really weird,’ Arthur said.

‘It gets weirder,’ Penny whispered, leaning in towards her friends. ‘Mum knows Tristan’s mother, and I just happened to accidentally eavesdrop on one of their conversations last weekend.’

‘What did you hear?’ George asked, his eyes lighting up.

‘Well, Tristan used to have this imaginary friend. It was a little boy called Charlie, who Tristan talked to for years and insisted was totally real. I remember going to play there when we were little and it was always “Charlie says this, Charlie says that”.’

‘That’s not that crazy, is it?’ Arthur asked. ‘Loads of kids have imaginary friends.’

‘Mine was called Stripes,’ George said matter-of-factly. ‘He was a clown with a green bowler hat.’

The group stared at him, amused.

‘What?’ he said defensively.

‘Anyway,’ Penny pushed on, ‘this one was different. Tristan didn’t grow out of having an imaginary friend, even years after everyone else did. The whole thing became really strange and Charlie was always “making” Tristan do all sorts of awful things.’

‘Like what?’ Arthur asked.

‘When Tristan was eleven he drowned the neighbour’s dog because “Charlie told him to”.’

‘That’s horrible,’ Jake said.

‘Yeah. So, obviously Tristan’s mum was really worried and sent him to therapy and everything. Then one day, a few months before Tristan came here, Charlie just went away.’

‘He grew up.’ Arthur shrugged.

‘You’d have thought so. But just before Tristan had that breakdown last term, Charlie came back.’

There was silence for a moment as the group digested this.

‘All Tristan said, over and over, when they took him away to the hospital, was “Charlie’s still there, Charlie’s still there”,’ said Penny.

‘What?’ George asked. ‘Charlie’s still where?’

‘I don’t know. Here, I guess. At Shiverton.’

Jake shuddered. ‘Creepy.’

‘That would explain the scene in assembly,’ Arthur said. ‘I guess no one would want their maniacal imaginary friend let loose on all their mates.’

‘Speak for yourself! Stripes wouldn’t hurt a fly!’ George said. ‘Well, actually, he couldn’t – he didn’t have any arms.’

Penny giggled. ‘George,’ she sighed, ‘you might very well be a psychopath!’

Arthur stood in an empty hallway, frantically consulting the small map on his school almanac. The bell had just gone and he had absolutely no idea where the history department was. From the silence in the building, it seemed lessons had already started.

He heard some footsteps behind him and turned to ask for directions. Walking towards him was Amber, the beautiful girl he had nearly knocked over the night before.

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Late again?’ she asked.

Arthur blushed. ‘Er . . . yup,’ he stammered. ‘I’m looking for Doctor Toynbee’s classroom.’

Amber sighed. ‘Well, I guess I can help you, just this once.’

She leaned in closer to point out the room on his map, and Arthur caught the smell of lavender, with a note of wet earth, in her hair.

‘Did you get that?’ Amber asked, looking at him as though he were an imbecile. She repeated her instructions.

Arthur realised he was staring. ‘Thanks so much,’ he said, no longer concerned that he was late.

‘Don’t mention it,’ Amber replied, lowering her eyes flirtatiously. ‘See you around.’

Arthur watched as she sauntered off, and promised himself that he wouldn’t behave like such an idiot the next time he saw her.

That evening, in the Garnons common room, George stared at Arthur with barely concealed delight.

‘Amber Crighton,’ George said. ‘The Amber Crighton?’

‘I guess.’ Arthur shrugged. ‘I don’t know her last name.’

‘It must be,’ George said dreamily.

‘I’m going to ask her out,’ Arthur said decisively.

‘Mate,’ George laughed. ‘I admire your confidence, I do. But you have more of a chance with Professor Long-Pitt. Amber’s the most popular girl in school. And she’s going out with Dan Forge, or at least she was. Either way you do not want to get involved there.’

Arthur’s heart sank. ‘Maybe it’s not her. Maybe it’s another Amber,’ he said hopefully.

‘Nice try,’ George sighed. ‘But there’s only one Amber, and I hate to say it, but she’s out of our league.’

‘Maybe she’s out of your league.’ Arthur grinned.

‘Fighting talk.’ George slapped Arthur on the back. ‘I wish you luck!’

Toynbee entered the common room, his eyes settling on Arthur. ‘Hello there, Bannister,’ he said jovially. ‘How was your first day?’

‘Great, thank you, sir,’ Arthur replied.

‘Good, good. You didn’t find my lesson too dreary?’

‘Not at all,’ Arthur insisted.

Toynbee chuckled.

‘Arthur’s already a hit with the ladies, sir,’ George piped in.

Toynbee raised an amused eyebrow at a furiously blushing Arthur. ‘Is that so?’ he said. ‘Perhaps you can teach young Grant here the secrets of your success.’

‘Sir!’ George protested, as Arthur snorted.

Toynbee abruptly looked out of the window at the dark grounds, as though he had seen something pass by. George and Arthur followed his gaze, but saw nothing.

‘Arthur,’ Toynbee said, suddenly grave, ‘you’ve not noticed anything strange today, have you?’

‘How do you mean, sir?’ Arthur asked, puzzled.

‘Oh, nothing,’ Toynbee said, a hint of relief in his voice. ‘No doubt Grant has been filling your head with ghastly tales. I just wanted to make sure none of it has alarmed you.’

‘If I get chased around the maze by a headless horseman, you’ll be the first to know, sir.’

‘Indeed,’ Toynbee said quietly.

Arthur and George exchanged a quizzical look.

‘Right,’ Toynbee cried, snapping out of his reverie. ‘I’d better be off. I have to embark on marking the first years’ take on the Cuban Missile Crisis.’ He rolled his eyes in a dramatic ‘God help me’ gesture, and tootled off with a renewed spring in his step.

‘What was going on there?’ Arthur asked, nodding towards the empty window.

‘Haven’t the foggiest.’ George shrugged, dunking a biscuit into his tea. ‘Toynbee’s a bit bonkers sometimes.’ He munched on his biscuit thoughtfully. ‘He jokes about it, but he’s every bit as obsessed with Shiverton’s ghosts as I am.’

At two thirty in the morning George was dreaming about winning the house cricket cup. In his dream, he held the cup aloft as a gaggle of beautiful girls fought to stand beside him. The cup was cold on his palms, and the sun shone on his face as schoolmates and a bevy of super-models congratulated him on his single-handed win. Suddenly, a wind began to blow, and the sun disappeared behind the clouds. The group of well-wishers and fans melted away, until George was standing alone on the steps of the cricket pavilion. In the distance, at the other end of the cricket field, he noticed a lone figure. It was just too far away for George to make out its identity, but he knew that whoever it was, it was looking at him. The figure started to move towards him. George tried to walk to the safety of the pavilion, but found himself completely immobile, as though his bones had been replaced with lead.

The wind whipped George’s face as he squinted to see what thing it was that was quickly making its way across the field. The nearby woods began to creak and whine, but the noise seemed metallic, and not at all natural.

George opened one eye, the sounds from his nightmare still ringing in his ears. He sat up when he realised that the creaking hadn’t been in his imagination: it was in his room. Resisting the impulse to throw himself back under his duvet, George slowly turned his head towards the corner of the room.

Someone was sitting in his grandfather’s rocking chair.

It was too dark to see who sat there, rocking and watching him.

‘Hello,’ George rasped. ‘Who’s there?’

There was no reply, only the sound of the wood grinding against the floor as the chair moved back and forth.

‘Who’s there?’ George repeated, his voice catching in his throat like cat’s claws.

Outside the clouds skidded past the moon, illuminating George’s room with silver light for just a moment, but it was long enough for George to see a tangle of bright, copper hair, a cobwebbed bowler hat and a hunched, armless torso.

The figure smiled a thin, red grin and said, in a high whisper, ‘Hello, friend.’

Arthur was demolishing his full English breakfast in the dining hall and talking to Jake, when George weaved his way through the tables towards them, looking dazed and a little shaky.

‘All right, mate?’ Arthur asked as George slumped on to the bench beside him. ‘You look rough.’

‘I feel it,’ George groaned.

‘What’s up?’ Jake asked, surprised. George was always cheerful and bouncy, even at breakfast.

‘I think our conversation yesterday, the one about the imaginary friends, must have freaked me out,’ George said, unable to look them in the eye.

‘Why?’ Arthur asked.

‘Because last night I think I saw . . .’ George went a little green and whispered, ‘Stripes.’

His friends were silent for a moment, then let out a simultaneous hoot of laughter.

‘Guys,’ George said seriously, ‘I’m not kidding.’

‘Stripes!’ Jake giggled.

‘I’m serious,’ George continued. ‘Stripes was in my room in my grandfather’s rocking chair.’

George’s friends could tell from the stricken look on his face that he wasn’t joking, and their laughter subsided. Arthur glanced nervously at Jake.

‘It was probably just a nightmare,’ Jake said.

‘I thought so too at first,’ George replied quietly. ‘But it was so vivid I’m certain I was awake. I know I talk about Shiverton being filled with ghosts and ghouls and all that, but have I ever been genuinely freaked out by anything?’

Jake shook his head.

‘Exactly! I swear to you, last night wasn’t a dream. It was . . .’ George shuddered.

‘What happened?’ Arthur asked, intrigued and rather unnerved himself.

George thought for a moment. ‘The thing is, although he was Stripes, he sort of . . . wasn’t. There was something different about him, something not quite right.’

‘Maybe you just don’t remember him properly,’ Jake added.

‘Maybe. But I was never scared of Stripes, and last night I was scared. Really scared.’

‘So what was different about him then?’ Arthur asked.

George squeezed his eyes shut, trying to summon the memory of the night before. ‘Stripes’s voice. It wasn’t like his voice. There was something . . . something vile about it. He sort of crouched over my bed. His breath stank of something sweet, like rotten flowers, and he whispered . . .’ George paused.

‘What?’ Arthur asked. ‘What?’

George shook his head and threw his hands up. ‘I can’t remember.’

The group jumped as a bedraggled Penny appeared out of nowhere and dumped her satchel on the table next to them.

‘Well, I’ve just had the worst night’s sleep ever!’ she announced. ‘That conversation we had about Tristan must have really got to me. I had a dream that my imaginary friend Lola was in my room!’

The boys looked at each other uneasily as Penny went on, speaking through a croissant she had grabbed from Jake’s plate.

‘It was terrifying. It was Lola, but it sort of . . . wasn’t. She was all dusty and grey, like she’d been left in an attic for years. And the way she looked at me . . .’ Penny shivered involuntarily. ‘The worst thing was,’ she continued, leaning in closer to her friends, ‘when I woke up I was standing on my window ledge, with the window wide open, like I was about to jump. Can you imagine how dangerous that is? I’ve never sleepwalked before. I could have killed myself!’

George clasped his hand to his mouth.

‘Are you all right, George?’ Penny asked, not realising the import of what she had just said.

‘That’s it,’ George said, the night before rushing back to him with frightening, burnished clarity. ‘That’s what Stripes said.’

‘What did he say?’ Arthur asked, urgency creeping into his voice.

George took a deep breath and looked up at his friends.

‘Jump,’ George whispered. ‘He said “Jump”.’


Chapter Six

Professor Long-Pitt’s classroom had once been Lord Shiverton’s study. Dark, almost black, oak panelling inlaid with gold brambles and thorns covered the walls and gave the impression, as the pupils were reflected in it, of a glinting, living forest. The desks were set out in a semicircle around Long-Pitt’s desk, which had a clutter of strange items on it: a bell jar containing a stuffed cat in a spotted pinafore; a half-broken clock, still ticking, but with its springs and cogs tumbling out; a lamp shaped like a branch with a preserved bat hanging from it; and a pile of mouldering books.

The desks were already half-filled with students as Arthur and Penny found a seat together, opposite Dan Forge, who bared his teeth at Arthur.

Penny rubbed her red eyes and slumped over her desk. ‘I’m just going to rest my eyes. Wake me when Professor

Long-Pitt comes in,’ she mumbled.

‘Too late,’ Arthur replied, nudging Penny.

The light chatter in the room died and the students stood up as the professor entered. Arthur, not yet used to the formality, got to his feet a little later than the others and received a glare from Long-Pitt for his trouble.

‘Please sit,’ Long-Pitt said icily, as she cleared some room on her desk for the books she was carrying.

She was wearing a long, grey dress, with her hair in a tight bun, and looked exactly like the sort of evil governess who would lock children in toy chests in horror stories. She surveyed her pupils and made an unconvincing attempt at a smile.

‘Good morning,’ Long-Pitt said. ‘As you all know, this year we’ll be studying the Romantic poets. How did you all get on with your summer reading? Penny, what did you think of William Blake?’

Penny, sleepily doodling on her book, panicked. ‘Blake?’ she said hazily. ‘Oh, er . . . he’s good, I guess.’

‘He’s good you guess?’ Long-Pitt said witheringly. ‘The masterpieces that are Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience are just OK, are they?’

Penny blushed as the professor turned on Arthur.

‘Arthur Bannister, our resident genius,’ she continued, with a hint of malice, ‘surely you have something illuminating to say. How did you enjoy Blake?’

Arthur shifted uncomfortably in his seat. ‘Actually,’ he said awkwardly, ‘I wasn’t aware that we had any summer reading.’

Long-Pitt stared at Arthur incredulously and the rest of the class tittered behind their textbooks.

‘Weren’t aware?’ Long-Pitt enquired, wide-eyed. ‘Forgive my surprise, Mr Bannister, but I sent out the reading lists myself and I distinctly remember sending one to you. 23B Sudden Street, Hammersmith, London. Is that correct?’

Dan and a beefy friend of his looked appalled at the idea that anyone should live in a flat and not an enormous country house. Arthur resisted the urge to throw something at them.

‘Yes, Professor,’ he replied as steadily as he could.

‘Yes,’ Long-Pitt agreed. ‘Try harder, Mr Bannister. We don’t hand out scholarships to just anybody and I wouldn’t want to have to put you on a train back to London so soon.’

‘What a witch!’ Penny said as she and Arthur made their way towards the lower-school common room after the lesson.

‘Is she always like that?’ Arthur asked.

‘Pretty much, but that was uncalled for – it’s only your first week!’

‘I don’t understand,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘She can’t have sent me the reading list in the post because it never arrived.’

‘Maybe she’s trying to sabotage your scholarship?’ Penny said conspiratorially.

‘And Dan Forge,’ Arthur said. ‘He was absolutely loving it, watching me squirm and laughing about my address.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about Dan. He’s just a snob. Who cares? I’d love to live in London.’

‘Thanks, Penny,’ Arthur said, squeezing Penny’s arm gratefully.

Penny flushed a little and replied lightly, ‘Don’t mention it.’

Jake and George were already ensconced on a huge sofa in the lower-school common room, with piles of jammy toast balanced precariously on its arms. The common room had been a ballroom, so it was light and spacious. It was the only part of the school that made any concession at all to the modern world: the shining wooden floor was furnished with brightly coloured sofas and beanbags; the faded, flocked wallpaper was covered by posters and photos; and where once butlers and maids would have stood were vending machines and football tables.

‘This is awesome,’ Arthur said, eyeing up the huge television in the corner.

‘I know,’ Penny said, as they made their way towards their friends. ‘Professor Long-Pitt loathes it, but someone’s dad paid for the revamp a few years ago, so she was backed into a corner. You should see the sixth-form common room – they’ve got a basketball hoop.’

Just as Arthur was about to sit down, he was blinded by a flash of light. Someone had shoved a camera in his face. When his eyes had recovered, he saw a small girl, with wonky pigtails and enormous braces, holding a Polaroid camera and looking at him with undisguised adoration.

‘Hello,’ she breathed. ‘I’m Xanthe Fry. I’m Head of the Lower School.’

She stuck out a damp hand that was covered in ink, and Arthur shook it.

‘You nearly blinded me,’ Arthur said.

Xanthe squealed with laughter. ‘Oh! You’re so funny!’ She snorted, trying to swat his arm flirtatiously and missing.

Penny giggled and Xanthe shot her a look of pure, bubbling poison.

‘What’s the photo for?’ Arthur asked, once it was clear that Xanthe wasn’t going anywhere.

‘Oh, it’s not for me! No, of course not. I’m not some mad stalker or anything!’ She let out a peal of embarrassed laughter. ‘It’s for the lower-school photo board.’ Xanthe pointed towards a large collage composed of a photo of every student with their name written underneath. She fanned her face coquettishly with Arthur’s developing photo and then looked at it. ‘Oh dear.’ She frowned. ‘I don’t think this one is any good. Let’s do another.’ She took another snap, discreetly slipping the first into her pocket.

‘Wow,’ Penny said, as Xanthe ran off to fix Arthur’s photo next to her own on the board. ‘I think you have a fan club!’

‘Paparazzi after you again, Arthur?’ George grinned.

‘No!’ Arthur said, a little too curtly.

George looked surprised. Arthur cleared his throat; he couldn’t let on how anxious he was about having his photo taken.

‘I’ve been thinking about the imaginary friends,’ Arthur said, quickly changing the subject. ‘Do you think what Tristan said is true? That we’re in danger?’

George frowned. ‘To be honest, mate, the more I think about it, the more I reckon it was just a dream. I was seriously tired this morning and I may have blown things out of proportion.’

‘What do you think, Penny?’ Jake asked.

Penny sipped her tea and considered it. ‘George is right,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s so weird – what happened felt so real a few hours ago, but now I can hardly remember it.’

‘What does Lola look like?’ Jake asked.

‘She’s a doll,’ Penny replied. ‘Lola Lollipop. I saw her in Hamley’s when I was really small. She had red ringlets made of real hair, and huge, glass, blue eyes, and she came with her own china tea set. I wanted her so much, but she must have cost a fortune because I went home with a different toy. But I pretended that Lola had seen me in Hamley’s too, and had followed me home to be my friend. She was the same size as me and she knew all of the gossip about the other toys at the shop and she spoke like a princess. But she was only my imaginary friend for a few months because Mum bought me the real Lola Lollipop doll for my birthday, so I didn’t need the pretend Lola any more.’

‘A giant doll,’ George mused. ‘Creepy. What about you, Jake? Did you have an imaginary friend?’

A pained expression crossed Jake’s face. ‘It’s a bit cringe,’ he said.

‘It can’t be worse than Stripes!’ Arthur laughed.

Jake sighed. ‘Well, he was called Brian –’

‘Very imaginative.’ George cut in.

‘– and he was a morris dancer.’

The group tried to hide their mirth.

‘A morris dancer!’ George repeated gleefully. ‘What? One of those beardy blokes who prances around with a stick on May Day?’

‘Morris dancing is a very important part of British culture!’ Jake said indignantly.

‘If you say so, mate,’ George chortled. ‘Hey, they wear bells on their shoes, right? At least you’ll hear him coming.’

Jake tried to move the spotlight on to Arthur. ‘Come on, your turn.’

Arthur shrugged. ‘I didn’t have one.’

‘What?’ Penny said in disbelief. ‘Everyone had one!’

‘Nope,’ Arthur said. ‘Not me. I had these weird things called “real friends”.’


Chapter Seven

A few weeks went by, and soon the strange nightmares and Tristan’s doom-laden prophecy were lost in the demanding timetable of the new term. Jake had offered to help Arthur with some of the subjects he was already lagging behind in, bringing him up to speed in maths and biology. If Jake thought it odd that a student as spectacularly unacademic as Arthur had won a full scholarship, he was too polite to mention it.

Luckily, Arthur was far better at sport than he was at equations, and he successfully tried out for the Garnons football team, much to the annoyance of the Forge triplets, who tried to foul him at every opportunity even though they were on the same team.

Arthur was walking back to house after a particularly brutal game, covered in mud, when he spotted Amber, glossy and beautiful and walking in the other direction. Knowing that he wasn’t looking his best, he hid behind a nearby tree and waited for her to pass, praying she hadn’t seen him.

‘Arthur?’ he heard from behind his hastily chosen hiding place. ‘I can see your feet.’

Arthur sheepishly stepped out from the tree.

‘Were you hiding from me?’ Amber giggled.

‘No! What? No! Of course not,’ Arthur said, peering at the grass around the tree. ‘I lost a contact lens. I was just looking for it.’

Amber nodded sagely. ‘Ah yes, of course.’

Arthur thought he’d just about got away with his fib, when Amber grinned. ‘I’ll help you look,’ she said, and knelt down.

Mortified, Arthur did the same, and began the futile and humiliating task of searching for an imaginary contact lens.

‘So how are you finding school?’ Amber asked, feeling under a rock.

‘It’s great,’ Arthur replied, shaking a bug from his sleeve. ‘Professor Long-Pitt is a nightmare, but apart from that it’s amazing.’

‘The reputation didn’t put you off?’

‘What? All the ghost stories? I don’t really believe in ghosts.’

Amber frowned. ‘How can you be at Shiverton Hall and not believe in ghosts?’

‘It’s people you ought to be scared of,’ Arthur said quietly. ‘They’re much more dangerous.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that.’

‘Well, if I see a ghost I’ll let you know.’

Amber smiled. ‘Deal.’

They continued to search on the ground, and Arthur found his fingers edging closer to Amber’s. As though sensing Arthur’s nerves, Amber shifted a little towards him and smiled beatifically.

‘Do you miss home?’ she asked. Her breath on his face smelled like violets.

‘Not right now,’ Arthur replied.

‘Don’t you miss your friends?’

Arthur really didn’t want to think about his old school; the memory of it creeping towards him, threatening to ruin the moment.

‘I hated my last school,’ he said, hoping to put an end to it.

‘Why?’ Amber asked.

‘Something happened to me there,’ Arthur said hoarsely, fighting the impulsive desire to tell Amber everything.

‘What happened?’ Amber asked, taking Arthur’s hand. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

All of the things he had managed to blot out over the past few weeks came roaring back to him like a freezing blast of wind through a reluctantly opened door. He struggled to breathe, panic clogging up his throat.

‘Arthur,’ Amber said. ‘Are you OK?’

Arthur stood up suddenly, yanking his hand from Amber’s, angry with himself for losing it in front of her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered.

Amber smiled sympathetically. ‘Please don’t be sorry,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s my fault. I didn’t mean to pry – I shouldn’t have asked.’

‘Forget about it,’ Arthur said, calming down a little. ‘I’m just exhausted after football.’

‘Of course,’ Amber replied. ‘But, Arthur, if you ever need to talk about anything, you know you can always talk to me. I like you a lot.’

The dread that Arthur had felt slipped away. ‘You like me?’ he asked, dazed.

Amber blushed. ‘I’d better go. The bell’s about to ring.’

Arthur watched her go, all anxiety forgotten, completely smitten.

George was so jealous that he could barely speak: Amber Crighton actually liked one of his friends. Arthur had edited out the part of the story where he had nearly suffered a panic attack. Later, in the dining hall, George just couldn’t resist telling Penny and Jake.

‘Amber?’ Penny said, trying to sound light-hearted. ‘She’s very pretty.’

‘I think you’re prettier,’ Jake said quietly.

George hooted with laughter so Penny threw a bread roll at him.

After the excitement of a potential romance between Arthur and the prettiest girl in the school had subsided, the friends discussed the trip to Grimstone the following day. The lower-school students were allowed to visit the small town once a term, and Arthur and his friends had all organised their passes for the same Saturday. The Shiverton students saved up their pocket money so that they could spend it on hot chocolate piled with whipped cream and marshmallows, and sweets from one of Grimstone’s many sweet shops. Arthur was looking forward to the trip; as much as he had enjoyed Shiverton so far, he was beginning to feel a little cabin-feverish.

The next day they all waited outside for the minibus, dressed in their own clothes. Arthur noticed with surprise that Penny looked rather lovely in a green jumper and jeans instead of the usual humbug-striped skirt. George looked absurd in a pair of extremely tight red trousers that he thought made him look like a rock star but that everyone else thought made him look like his mum. They piled into the bus and cheered as the ancient motor rumbled towards the town.

Grimstone had won many awards over the years for its picturesque appearance, and on this particularly crisp, sunny autumn day it was putting on a splendid show. Arthur had only ever seen places like Grimstone in the period dramas his mother forced him to watch on television, and consequently half-expected a man in a top hat to gallop past on a stallion or a bonneted woman to swoon in the street. In reality, the quaint, meandering streets were filled with tourists wearing bumbags and taking photographs of ‘ye olde’ tea rooms.

George wanted to try his luck in the pub, but the others managed to dissuade him. Instead, they hit Aunt Bessie’s Sweet Shop to stock up on tuck.

Aunt Bessie wasn’t remotely like the plump, jolly lady depicted on the shop’s painted sign. Thin and wiry, with frazzled, bleached hair and a brown cigarillo permanently in her hand, Aunt Bessie loathed children and could not remotely recollect why she had opened a sweet shop in the first place. She glared at Arthur and his friends as they walked in, coughing from the acrid smoke.

‘No time-wasters in here!’ Aunt Bessie barked.

She grudgingly took their orders, shaking some lemon bonbons and space dust on to her ancient set of scales, with a gimlet eye looking out for shoplifters. When Arthur asked her for some fizzy-cola bottles, she studied him with interest, the small cigar hanging off her dry lower lip.

‘I know you, don’t I?’ she sneered.

‘I . . . I don’t think so,’ Arthur replied.

‘I’ve seen you somewhere.’ She stubbed out the remains of her stinking cigarillo and leaned forward so that she could peer at him properly.

Arthur shrugged her off and brushed his fringe over his face.

‘You was in the papers!’ she said triumphantly.

‘No,’ Arthur said quietly.

‘Yes, you was,’ she continued. ‘You was that boy in London, wasn’t you?’

‘I don’t want anything, actually,’ Arthur said, his mouth dry, backing out of the shop. ‘I don’t need any sweets.’

His friends looked at him in surprise.

‘Let’s go,’ Arthur said firmly.

The group didn’t move, unsure of what was happening.

‘I said, let’s go!’ Arthur barked, making Jake jump.

Penny looked at Aunt Bessie and her cruel smile as she chewed open-mouthed on a pink shrimp.

‘OK, come on, guys,’ Penny said, sensing something brewing and leading George and Jake away from the counter.

‘You watch out for that one,’ Aunt Bessie sang after them, nodding at Arthur. ‘Careful how you go.’

The bell tinkled as the door slammed behind them. Arthur was covered in a sheen of sweat.

‘What was all that about?’ George said. ‘How could she possibly know you?’

‘She’s bonkers,’ Penny said quickly. ‘She probably thinks Arthur is a celebrity or something.’

Arthur smiled at Penny gratefully.

‘Let’s go get a pizza,’ George said, his mind already wandering towards the prospect of food.

‘Good plan,’ said Jake.

George and Jake walked on ahead, discussing the merits of pizza versus pasta.

‘Do you want to talk about what just happened?’ Penny whispered to Arthur. He looked as though he hadn’t fully recovered.

‘She just made a mistake, that’s all,’ Arthur mumbled back.

‘You haven’t been in the papers, have you, Arthur?’ Penny asked.

‘She just mistook me for someone else,’ he snapped. ‘Like you said, she’s bonkers.’

Penny knew better than to press the matter, but she didn’t like to see Arthur so distressed.

‘I might skip the pizza actually,’ she said, stopping. ‘I’m going to pick some stuff up from the pharmacy. I’ll meet you back at the bus.’

Arthur was relieved that this would put an end to Penny’s questions, and he waved her off absentmindedly, conscious that his hands were still shaking.

Once the boys were out of sight, Penny retraced her way to Aunt Bessie’s Sweet Shop. There were more students in there, getting the full furious treatment from Bessie, so Penny pretended to look at some out-of-season Easter eggs. When the other customers had gone she approached Aunt Bessie gingerly.

‘You again?’ Aunt Bessie coughed. ‘We’re out of flying saucers.’

‘I don’t want any flying saucers,’ Penny said. ‘I want to know where you recognised my friend from.’

‘Do you now? You’re not going to buy anything from me then?’ Aunt Bessie tutted.

‘Fine,’ Penny said irritably. ‘I’ll have some cinder toffee.’

Aunt Bessie reached for the jar slowly. ‘Now, let me see . . .’ she said, scarcely containing her enjoyment. ‘He was in the paper all right, but what was it for?’

Penny waited, shaking her head.

‘I’m just trying to remember the details! Now, what was it?’ she murmured to herself. ‘A hammer? No. A rock? No. Ah, yes!’ Aunt Bessie cackled with satisfaction. ‘I remember the story. He was bullied very badly at this school. Regular beatings and all that. They even tried to drown him and then –’

The bell went as the shop was flooded with students again. Penny turned and fled.

‘Don’t you want to know the rest?’ Aunt Bessie called after her, but Penny was gone.

Penny ran down a side street into an empty pub car park and leaned against a wall to catch her breath. She ran over what Aunt Bessie had just said, her mind crowded with terrible, fragmented images. No wonder Arthur had never liked talking about his last school, she thought. The bullies had tried to drown him – and then what? Penny was horrified. Poor Arthur. She wanted to talk to him, but she knew he would be furious if he discovered she had returned to the sweet shop; she felt a little guilty that she had done so. She would just have to pretend she had never heard his story, and hope that one day he would trust her enough to tell her about it himself.

There was a creaking from the other side of the car park, and Penny looked up, paranoid that someone from school had seen her. But the noise was just a rusty, old swing set moving by the breeze. Penny pushed her hair back and took a deep breath, trying to compose herself before rejoining the boys. The creaking grew louder, and Penny glanced back at the swing.

Swinging back and forth was Lola Lollipop.

She was taller now, almost as tall as Penny, and her porcelain face was cracked and dirty. Her red hair had fallen out in clumps, exposing a pitted, china skull scattered with remaining tufts. One glass eye had fallen out, leaving an empty, black socket where a spider had spun a web. Lola’s porcelain legs scraped together underneath her tattered lace dress as she pushed herself on the swing. On her painted face was a frozen, malevolent smile.

Penny knew instinctively that she should run, but she felt as heavy and immobile as a doll herself, unable to even scream.

‘Hello,’ Lola rasped, her one grey eye fixed on Penny. ‘You’ve been a very bad friend.’

Lola creaked off the swing, her movements the unsteady, inhuman jitter of a puppet. She took a jerky step towards Penny.

‘Why did you leave me, Penny?’ The voice was mournful, desperate, with the grinding quality of a ceramic pestle and mortar.

Penny couldn’t answer, couldn’t move and could barely breathe. The sight of the broken marionette hobbling towards her made her feel faint with terror.

The temperature dropped to a biting chill as Lola twitched nearer and nearer. Soon she was close enough for Penny to see the fat spider sitting in her eye socket and close enough to see the sharpness of the china teeth.

Penny found her knees bending against her will, and her hands groping the ground. Unable to control what she was doing, her fingers closed around a sharp rock.

Lola’s eye glinted and her red smile widened.

Penny struggled against herself. She knew what Lola intended – the rock would split Penny’s skull in two with a single blow – but she could not stop her own arm as it moved towards her head. Lola is making me do it. She remembered when she’d spilled nail polish on her mother’s dress. Lola made me do it. When she’d traipsed mud into the house. Lola made me, Mummy. Lola made me.

Lola looked on with glassy approval, her moth-eaten dress fluttering in the wind.

Penny extended her arm, the pointed corner of the rock ready to strike her own temple, as Lola began to skip and dance with excitement, her patent shoes scuffling wildly against the concrete ground. Penny squeezed her eyes shut.

‘Are you all right?’

Penny opened her eyes to find a mustachioed man in an apron standing in front of her.

‘What are you doing back here?’ he asked. ‘Not smoking, I hope?’

Penny looked at the rock in her still-outstretched arm, then peered apprehensively behind the landlord.

Lola was nowhere to be seen.


Chapter Eight

The bus journey back to Shiverton Hall was tense. Penny felt cold with fear and was still shaking with shock as she recounted in a faltering whisper what had happened in the car park. None of the boys really knew how to comfort her or what to say. Jake put an awkward arm around her and offered his jumper, and they returned to the school in an uneasy silence. The possibilities of this unsettling new development weighed heavily on all of them: it was one thing to have a strange dream in the middle of the night, but it was quite another to see a doll come to life in a pub car park at three in the afternoon.

Penny swore the boys to secrecy – she didn’t want to do anything that might anger Lola – but George persuaded her to let him speak to his grandfather that night. If anyone would know how to handle something like this it was him.

‘Are you sure you wouldn’t be safer at home?’ Arthur asked anxiously.

‘No.’ Penny shivered. ‘If that thing can follow me to Grimstone it can follow me home. I don’t want it near my family.’

Later, George sat in Arthur’s room before lights out, dividing his sweets with Arthur and discussing his less than helpful phone call with his grandfather: ‘George, you nincompoop, stop bothering me when I’m watching the golf!’

‘I thought you said he was an expert on this stuff?’ Arthur said.

‘He is, but he’s a bit doddery these days,’ George admitted, sucking on a liquorice twist.

‘Great! So we’re done for then?’

‘I thought you didn’t believe in the supernatural?’ George said smugly.

‘Well, it’s all pretty weird. Even I have to admit that.’

‘Maybe another of Shiverton’s terrible tales will tip you firmly into our camp of believers?’ George said, itching to crack open the leather tome written by his grandfather, Accounts of the Supernatural and Preternatural at Shiverton Hall and Its Surrounds, which sat heavily on his knees.

‘Oh, go on then,’ Arthur sighed, pretending to be far less interested than he was.


The Picture

Sir Jack Flipp was hastily buried in the Shiverton Hall mausoleum. While his solicitors scrabbled around to find his heir, they saw no harm in upholding the contract with the family who had agreed to rent the house, though they felt it prudent not to inform them of the circumstances of Sir Jack’s death. The Gordon family were already on their way: it wouldn’t do to scare them off.

The Gordons arrived in a procession of elaborate, gilt carriages, pulled by white horses with plumes of feathers in their manes. An ostentatious display of wealth that they were mildly annoyed to discover no neighbours were there to see. Mr Gordon, a rotund man in a silvery coat and a foot-high powdered wig, helped his wife and four daughters out of their carriages. Having made their money in textiles, it seemed that each member of the Gordon clan felt compelled to wear all of their materials at once; each of them was bedecked in a startling rainbow of colours. Against the severe, grey landscape, a servant remarked that it looked like ‘a cage of parrots had been released’.

The Gordons were a jovial, excitable lot, still not quite accustomed to the extreme wealth that had poured from their factories like smoke, and they ran through Shiverton Hall in a flurry of silks, squealing and laughing and pointing at all of the staid furniture and pictures. Mrs Gordon planned to paper the walls purple and silver the moment she could hire a specialist from London, and Mr Gordon planned to host an enormous ball as soon as he could get the invitations out. The teenaged Misses Gordon squealed even more loudly at this idea, since it was an opportunity to have new dresses made and to flirt with all the local gentry. As Mr Gordon loved nothing more than indulging his daughters, the date was set and the theme planned before they had even sat down for their first lunch.

The servants, some fresh from London, others experienced hands from Grimstone, were thrilled to have Mr Gordon as their master. There had been some initial mutterings below stairs that the Gordon family were not appropriate tenants for such a large and famous house as Shiverton Hall, but these reservations melted away in the warmth of the Gordons’ good temper. The servants wondered, between themselves and under their breath, whether they should inform the family of the Shiverton curse, but the hall itself felt so light and joyful that after a few weeks they rather doubted that such a thing had ever existed.

The house, for so long a cold, dark place, had become a bustle of happy activity. In one room, a daughter would be hammering away at the harpsichord; in another there would be a raucous game of sardines; in the ballroom someone would be practising their dancing. The hall echoed with Mrs Gordon’s ebullient laugh because Mr Gordon felt obliged to tickle her every time he asked her a question about anything, so that an enquiry as to what they were having for supper was invariably punctuated with Mrs Gordon’s delighted squawking.

One morning, as the Gordon daughters and their mother gossiped over their poached eggs, Mr Gordon appeared at the breakfast table with a rare furrowed brow.

‘Whatever is the matter, my love?’ Mrs Gordon asked, ladling lamb kidneys on to her husband’s plate.

Mr Gordon glanced nervously at the servants and leaned confidentially towards his family. ‘I must admit, my dears, I had not a single wink of sleep last night,’ he said, mopping at his forehead with his napkin.

‘Why ever not, Papa?’ the youngest daughter asked. ‘It takes at least three attempts to wake you most mornings!’

Mr Gordon raised his eyebrows at his daughter, but had to concede that this was true. Usually he would say goodnight to his wife and walk across the hall to his bedroom, where he would immediately fall into a heavy sleep for a full ten hours. But on the previous night nothing could have been further from normal.

‘It was most extraordinary,’ he said, poking at the kidneys. ‘I got into bed, put out the light, and was just beginning to doze off, when I had the peculiar sensation of someone tickling my nose.’

‘Tickling?’ Daughter Number Two giggled.

‘Yes,’ Mr Gordon continued quite seriously. ‘As though I were being tickled by a feather.’

‘Well!’ Mrs Gordon said, eyeing her offspring. ‘That’s easily explained. I expect our girls were playing a trick on you.’

The Misses Gordon denied this vehemently, with the eldest bursting into tears at the accusation. Once Mr Gordon had calmed her down and assured her that he had not for a moment suspected his darling daughters, he described what happened next.

‘I lit the candle and found nothing in my bed or its surrounds that could have caused the sensation. Having made quite sure that nothing was amiss, I settled down to sleep once more, but no sooner had I blown out the flame than something began to tug at my sheets. I struggled to pull the sheets back, but the thing at the other end was quite forceful and whipped the covers clear off the bed!’

‘Who was it?’ Mrs Gordon asked, her eyes widening.

‘Well, that’s the puzzle, my dear – there was no one there. I was quite shaken and dared not sleep afterwards.’

The Gordon women agreed that this was very odd indeed and the two servants who were waiting on them glanced at one another uneasily. Mrs Gordon decided that the best course of action was to have Daniel, the most sensible of the footmen, keep watch in Mr Gordon’s room that night. Mr Gordon thought this a splendid plan and felt at last that he could give full attention to his breakfast.

That evening, Daniel peered behind every curtain and under every piece of furniture to make absolutely sure there were no intruders before his master arrived. Once he had given the all clear, Mr Gordon leapt into bed and, secure in the knowledge that Daniel would alert him to any shenanigans, fell into a deep and grateful sleep.

Spending ten hours doing nothing but watching a sleeping man was a tedious task indeed. Daniel had never learned to read, so he could not pass the time with a borrowed volume from the library, nor was he a particularly imaginative fellow who might have passed the hours daydreaming. In spite of his best efforts, Daniel found his eyelids sagging at three o’clock in the morning and more than once had to haul himself up to stretch, but it was no use, and by four o’clock he was snoring almost as loudly as his employer.

Daniel woke with a jerk, to the uncomfortable sensation of his leg being pulled. He looked down to discover that both of his shoes had been removed, to reveal his holey stockings drooping sadly off his feet. He searched under his chair, hoping that he had flung them off during his slumber, but they weren’t there. He silently crept around his sleeping master’s bed and glanced beneath the rug, but they weren’t to be found anywhere in the room. He flushed at the idea that one of his fellow servants had looked in, caught him asleep on the job and made off with his shoes to teach him a lesson. Yes, Daniel thought, that must be it. It was exactly the sort of thing Mr Gordon’s sly valet would have done.

Daniel settled back in his chair, worrying about how he would explain his stockinged feet to Mr Gordon, when he heard someone laugh mockingly. The sound was muted, but it was definitely coming from within the room. Daniel sprang up and cupped his ear, trying to seek out the location of the laughter. It was emanating from the spot just above Mr Gordon’s head, as though it were travelling through the wall. There was a painting above the bedstead, and Daniel lifted it up in order to see whether there was a peephole behind it.

‘Unhand me, you filthy scoundrel!’ the voice suddenly cried, shocking Daniel into dropping the painting on the floor. Luckily, Mr Gordon wasn’t woken by the clatter – he simply muttered a few nonsensical words and turned over.

The painting had landed face down on the rug and muffled curses were flying out of it. Daniel circled the painting, then tentatively flipped it over, revealing a portrait of a very angry, red-faced gentleman with a flamboyantly feathered cap.

‘You rogue!’ the painting yelled.

Daniel begged the portrait to be quieter, but it continued to swear at the bewildered servant. Daniel noticed that the gentleman was wearing his pilfered buckled shoes, which did not at all match the magnificence of his own clothing or the period to which he belonged.

‘I beg your pardon, sir,’ Daniel said, wringing his hands, ‘but are those my shoes?’

‘Of course they are!’ the man scoffed. ‘I thought I’d give you a fright. Not a very good lookout, are you?’

‘Does that mean you can leave your portrait?’ Daniel stammered.

‘Of course it does! Normally I don’t have to, but that fat wretch who sleeps below me snores so abominably loud that I’ve been forced to wake him so that I might get some sleep myself.’

Daniel admitted that this must be most unsatisfactory and vowed that he would find a solution, if only the portrait would agree to give his shoes back.

The next morning, Mr Gordon sat, open-mouthed, in his bed as Daniel related his encounter with the moving portrait sitter. Mr Gordon examined its every brush stroke, but the painting remained stubbornly still. The solution that Daniel proposed, and that Mr Gordon sensibly seconded, was to hang the painting in one of the uninhabited rooms and replace it with another picture.

It was decided not to tell the ladies, as Mr Gordon feared for their delicate constitutions, therefore at breakfast he told them that he had slept wonderfully well and that Daniel had seen nothing. The portrait was removed to the furthest reaches of the house, and replaced by a still life of a bowl of fruit.

For weeks, Mr Gordon slept as soundly as he had ever done. The ball was held with great success, the Gordon daughters attracting much attention from the local gentry. Shiverton Hall was beginning to feel very much like home. Christmas approached, and the entire house was threaded through with sprigs of holly and filled with the scent of warm spices.

Christmas morning with the Gordons was a sight to behold, and the Gordon family lavished gifts upon one another. Mrs Gordon received a sapphire necklace, and each of her daughters had new bonnets sent up from London. When it came for Mr Gordon to receive his gift, he was beside himself with excitement and tore at the paper like a child.

‘Well,’ he cried, ‘how wonderful!’

The gift was a small portrait of a smiling, rosy-cheeked girl carrying a basket of flowers. It was undoubtedly the sort of painting that only five ladies could pick out, and most men would have cringed to look on it and hidden it away, but Mr Gordon thought it delightful, and vowed to hang it in his room so that he was always reminded of his beloved family. A maid was dispatched to replace the still life of the bowl of fruit with the portrait of the girl, while the Gordons spent the rest of the day playing games and feasting.

That evening, after far too much food and a bottle of good wine, Mr Gordon went to his room filled with gladness. He had just slipped into his nightshirt, when he looked upon his new picture and noticed something odd. It may have been the low candlelight of his room, but the little girl no longer appeared to be smiling, and her rosy hue had changed to a sallow grey. Mr Gordon peered at it more closely and found that the flowers in her basket had all dried up. Rather than the sweet, innocent face that Mr Gordon had so taken to earlier, there was a hint of malevolence around the girl’s black eyes, which followed him around the room as he made his preparations for bed.

Mr Gordon was just slipping towards slumber, when he felt something shifting in the darkness around him. He couldn’t be sure, but he had the troubling intuition that there was another presence in the room, and that its face was only a few inches from his own.

Mr Gordon whimpered, fumbled for his tinderbox and lit a long piece of straw with the flint. In the sickly, sulphurous glow, he could just make out the figure of a small child scampering across the rug away from him. Its limbs were a mottled blue and its hair hung down its back in a lank, dark curtain. He could not see its face.

The straw burned out before Mr Gordon had the chance to light his candle, singeing his fingers. He dropped it with a yelp, plunging his surroundings into darkness. He waited for a moment, frozen still, aware that the figure stood somewhere in the room, hidden in the blackness, perhaps even encroaching on him at that very moment, creeping towards him silently.

Mr Gordon hastily lit a candle with quivering fingers. It guttered briefly, throwing jagged shadows around the room, then extinguished itself. He heard a giggle and the light scamper of feet moving towards him. He struck the flint again and again, but each straw he tried to light was blown out before it could illuminate anything more than his hand.

There was another giggle, but it was lower this time and closer to him. Panicking, Mr Gordon flung his arms out in front of him and swung his legs out of his bed, blindly groping towards the door.

As he reached the doorknob, he felt cold, dry hands clasp his ankles.

Mrs Gordon and her daughters were awoken by a cry and a thud, and rushed from their beds to Mr Gordon’s room.

Mr Gordon was lying half under his four-poster, his arms spread out and his fingers clutching at the rug as though he were being dragged beneath the bed. He was white, his eyes glazed over, and quite dead.

Mrs Gordon pointed shakily towards the portrait that she and her family had so happily bought. Apart from a discarded basket of rotting flowers, the picture was empty: the little girl had vanished.


Chapter Nine

When Penny sat down next to Arthur in Long-Pitt’s classroom on the following Monday, she seemed confused. She had had a while to consider what had happened in the car park, and the more she tried to focus on the events, the more they seemed to slip from her memory. She confided in Arthur that she was no longer sure that she had really seen Lola.

‘I don’t understand.’ Arthur frowned. ‘You were terrified when we saw you afterwards. Now you think – what? That you were hallucinating?’

‘I don’t know,’ Penny admitted. ‘I can’t explain it.’

‘You weren’t making it up, were you? As a joke?’ Arthur asked.

Penny’s eyes widened. ‘Of course not!’ she cried, hurt. ‘I would never –’

‘It just all seems a bit strange. I don’t see how you can be so sure one minute and then not at all the next.’

‘Well, I’m sorry you don’t believe me,’ Penny snapped.

‘Penny!’ Arthur sighed. ‘You don’t believe it yourself. You just said you weren’t sure.’

‘Well, I was at the time. It feels different now. Maybe it was just my imagination. I was feeling a bit stressed and –’

‘Stressed?’ Arthur asked quietly. ‘About what?’

‘Oh, nothing!’ Penny said quickly. ‘Girl stuff.’

Arthur wrinkled his nose – he certainly didn’t want to have a conversation about that.

Luckily Long-Pitt swept in a moment later and put a stop to any chatter with a bony finger to her lips.

‘Right,’ she said in her clipped voice. ‘I trust you all have your Blake essays to hand in.’

Arthur’s heart sank. He knew exactly where his essay was: on his desk in his bedroom. Long-Pitt caught his expression.

‘Mr Bannister,’ she said, a smile flickering on her lips, ‘why don’t you read your essay out to the class?’

Arthur took a deep breath. ‘Sorry, Professor,’ he said. ‘I think I left it back at house.’

Long-Pitt snorted, her thin nostrils flaring. ‘A likely story,’ she said. ‘See me after class.’

*

The students filed out of the classroom when the bell went for break. Arthur remained in his seat as Penny gave him a sympathetic glance and left. Dan Forge hung back, pretending to read a notice on the back of the door, itching to see Arthur get a ticking-off.

‘Can I help you, Mr Forge?’ Long-Pitt asked.

‘No, Professor,’ Dan admitted and trudged off.

Long-Pitt glared expectantly at Arthur.

‘I’ve done the essay, Professor, I swear,’ Arthur said. ‘I can go and get it for you right now.’

‘I don’t think you understand,’ the professor said coldly. ‘You’re sailing dangerously close to the wind. We expect our scholarship pupils to excel, not to fall at the first hurdle by neglecting to even do the work.’

‘But I have done it!’ Arthur protested.

Long-Pitt held up her bony hand for silence. ‘You will come to my office during your recreational time this afternoon for detention.’

‘But I have football practice,’ Arthur said.

‘See you this afternoon,’ Long-Pitt repeated, sitting down and opening a book.

Arthur could see that this was the end of the discussion, and to argue would only make it worse, so he reluctantly turned on his heel and walked to the common room.

Penny had a cup of tea and a supportive smile waiting for him.

‘Detention,’ Arthur said furiously, snatching the tea and burning his mouth on it as he took a petulant swig.

‘Bad luck, mate,’ Jake said.

George spotted Xanthe elbowing towards their sofa and rolled his eyes.

‘Hello, Arthur,’ Xanthe breathed, hugging a clipboard. She had coiled her hair up on to her head in dozens of tiny plaits, which made her look, unintentionally, like an off-duty Medusa.

‘Hi, Xanthe,’ Arthur answered weakly.

‘I just wanted to know if you want to sign up for the London bus for half-term.’ Her pen hovered over the clipboard as she stared intently at Arthur, her glasses gleaming.

‘How long does it take?’ Arthur asked.

‘Four and a half hours, and there are stops on the way.’ Xanthe sensed Arthur hesitate at this and she ploughed on briskly. ‘But it’s by far the best mode of transport.’

‘OK.’ Arthur nodded. ‘Fine, count me in.’

Xanthe could barely write Arthur’s name fast enough and she nearly dropped the pen in her haste.

‘Excellent,’ she said. ‘I’ll put you next to me then, shall I?’ She gazed at Arthur longingly.

‘Go on then,’ Arthur sighed, ignoring the kissy face that George was making.

Xanthe scuttled off, tripping over her sensible shoes.

‘Poor Xanthe,’ Penny said. ‘She’s completely besotted.’ George snorted. ‘Can’t think why.’

That afternoon, Arthur sat in Long-Pitt’s classroom, copying out Blake’s poetry from a musty book, feeling furious that he was missing football practice. Long-Pitt, having grown tired of lecturing him at last, had left him alone with the door open. Arthur watched as her decrepit clock ticked by with agonising slowness, its loose springs making an occasional, bored twang.

He heard a noise and looked up to find Amber in the doorway, looking extremely pretty in her hockey skirt.

Arthur put his pen to one side and grinned.

‘I just thought I’d say hi,’ Amber whispered.

‘Hi,’ Arthur replied.

‘Detention. Bad luck.’ She walked over and sat on the edge of Arthur’s desk. ‘What did you do?’ she joked. ‘Murder someone?’

Arthur blushed. ‘Nope, just forgot my homework,’ he mumbled.

They looked at one another for a moment, and Arthur racked his brains for something witty and charming to say. Nothing occurred to him.

The clock made another twang and Amber glanced over at it.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I just thought I’d look in on you. I’d better get to hockey practice.’

‘Which pitch are you on?’ Arthur asked. ‘My detention ends soon – I could walk you there.’

Amber looked uncomfortable. ‘Arthur,’ she said, ‘I’m not sure it’s such a good idea that we’re seen together.’

Arthur could barely hide his disappointment. ‘Oh, right. Yeah. Of course.’ He stumbled over every word. ‘Because . . . of Dan?’

Amber smiled suddenly. She seemed relieved. ‘Exactly – Dan. It’s complicated. It would just be better if nobody knew about us.’

‘Us?’ Arthur asked.

‘You know . . .’ Amber rolled her eyes, ‘. . . that we’re friends.’

‘Friends,’ Arthur said in the jolliest voice he could muster.

Amber winked at him. ‘I knew you’d understand!’ She got up and peered out of the room. ‘The coast is clear,’ she whispered. ‘See you later.’

It was impossible for Arthur to concentrate on the last ten minutes of his detention after Amber’s visit. He thought he couldn’t have disliked Dan Forge any more than he already did, but now he had found a whole new reason to push him off a cliff.

Eventually, Long-Pitt swept back in and snatched up his work, transferring it in one swift movement from his desk to her bin without so much as a glance.

‘Thank you,’ she said, as Arthur tried to swallow down his outrage. ‘You may go.’

The week rushed by, and soon Arthur was sitting grumpily next to an extremely animated Xanthe on the London bus as they headed home for half-term. Xanthe talked about her award-winning history essay from the moment they exited Shiverton’s gates to the time they pulled into Victoria bus station nearly five hours later.

Arthur’s mother and brother were waiting at the station, and he hugged them both awkwardly, embarrassed that anyone should see.

Xanthe drifted close by, dearly hoping to be introduced.

‘Mum, this is Xanthe,’ he sighed.

‘Hello, Xanthe, dear. Are you Arthur’s girlfriend?’ May asked.

Xanthe went an electric, flamingo pink and snorted unbecomingly.

‘We’ll take that as a “no” then,’ Rob muttered.

‘OK, Xanthe,’ Arthur said as firmly as he could. ‘I’ll see you next week.’

‘See you then!’ Xanthe trotted off to her mother, who looked exactly like Xanthe, right down to the crazy hairstyle, which today was a high, pineapple ponytail.

Back at home that night, Mrs Bannister cooked Arthur’s favourite dinner, spaghetti Bolognese, and begged him to tell them every single thing about Shiverton, even though Rob huffed loudly at this and looped an imaginary noose around his neck.

Arthur told them about George and Jake and Penny, and about Garnons and Toynbee and the football team. He omitted Long-Pitt’s dislike of him, and the Forge triplets’ snide comments and, most of all, he neglected to mention that the school seemed to be filled with strange forces intent on doing his friends harm. Now he was away from school, he felt a little more cynical. The imaginary friends seemed silly, childish even, and he reminded himself that he was only taking other people’s words for it – he himself had never seen anything remotely unusual.

This fact played on Arthur’s mind as he got into his old bed, with its familiar lumps. What if the imaginary friends were all an elaborate hoax? He had been made fun of his whole school career and perhaps it was happening all over again, but he had been too naive, too pathetically happy to have friends, to believe it. This idea upset him deeply, and he spent the night going over and over George and Penny’s stories, combing through them for holes. Finally, he fell into a fitful, shallow sleep.

Half-term slid by slowly. Arthur loved his mum, and it was even nice to see Rob, but he missed his new friends and the excitement of Shiverton. Mrs Bannister suggested they go to the Stanlake mall to get Arthur some new clothes. Arthur, who loathed clothes shopping even more than he hated going to the hairdresser, reluctantly allowed himself to be dragged there.

Stanlake was a vast, fluorescent, indoor city on the outskirts of London, The Largest Mall in England, a sign boasted on the way into the car park, as though this were a good thing. It had opened to much fanfare, but the hard times of the intervening years had left every third shop depressingly empty, with faded SALE signs hanging despondently in the windows. Even when it was full of people, it felt as though no one was there.

Christmas had kicked in at the mall months before, and tinny carols trickled from the speakers while garishly dressed fake Christmas trees were decorated with coupons. Arthur thought it might be the most depressing place in the world, but his mother loved it; if there was a bargain to be had, it was at Stanlake. May forced Arthur to try on some jeans, and ignored him as he hid, mortified, in the underwear section as she bought him some new boxers.

After an hour of traipsing around the shops, both mother and son had had enough of each other, and Arthur was allowed to wander by himself for a bit while his mother went off in search of a cappuccino.

Arthur was flipping through some posters in a music shop when he heard a voice outside that thinned his blood. ‘IAN!’ the voice yelled. ‘I-AN.’

Arthur slipped behind a display of postcards, watching fearfully through the gaps. The owner of the voice appeared in the window. Arthur glimpsed the shaved, blond head and the scarred lip. The boy leaned his tall, wiry frame on the door as he waited impatiently for ‘Ian’, who soon appeared next to him. Ian had hardly changed. He had the same pug nose and the cluster of angry spots on his neck. A thick, pink scar ran through his eyebrow.

The boys put their heads together, sniggering, and passed something between them. Arthur couldn’t hear what they were saying through the glass, but he heard Ian laugh.

‘Shut up, Ant!’ Ian sniggered.

Ian Mitchell and Antony Batch. Two boys he had hoped never to see again. Arthur gripped the wire display that held the postcards so hard that there were red cross-hatches on his fingers. He held his breath. Don’t come in, he begged silently. Don’t come in.

But the bell on the door rang as the boys lurched inside, whispering and laughing, glancing over at the shopkeeper, who flicked despondently through a music magazine. Arthur stepped further back into his hiding place, sweat gathering on his top lip. Ian was pretending to look through the dusty records while Antony stuffed anything close to hand into his pockets, with one eye on the shopkeeper. Arthur could see Antony’s freckled hand sneaking towards the postcard rack. Arthur held his breath as Antony grabbed a stack of postcards, the same ones that had been hiding Arthur’s face. Antony was still concentrating on stuffing them down his trousers, but Arthur knew that in a second Antony would look up and he would be discovered.

‘Excuse me,’ the shopkeeper said, causing all three boys to jump. ‘Are you going to buy anything?’

Antony stepped away from the postcard rack to face the shopkeeper and relief flooded through Arthur.

‘So what if I’m not?’ Antony snarled.

‘Not you,’ the shopkeeper answered. ‘Him.’ He nodded over at Arthur.

Arthur panicked and pushed the rack over Antony, sending a flutter of postcards flying. In the confusion he managed to barge past Ian and out of the shop, his trainers squeaking as they hit the mall’s marbled floor.

‘Get him!’ Antony screamed.

Ian belted after Arthur, pushing shoppers roughly out of the way, screaming abuse at Arthur’s back.

Arthur ran so hard that his lungs burned. He didn’t dare to turn around to discover how close Ian was. Jingle Bells rang in his ears, pumped out by the mall’s old sound system, along with the sound of his blood rushing. Arthur skidded round a corner. Antony had caught up with Ian and he stretched out his arm to grab at Arthur. He missed, lost his balance and swore furiously. Arthur saw his chance and hurtled round another corner and into a clothes shop. He flew into a dressing-room cubicle. He waited for a moment, trying to catch his breath, and frantically listened for footsteps.

He didn’t have long to wait for the curtain to be ripped back. Arthur yelped, instinctively holding his arms up.

‘If you’re not trying something on then get out,’ a small shop girl with a nose ring said accusingly.

Arthur begged her to be quiet. ‘I’ll try that on!’ he whispered, pointing at a pink cardigan. He glanced out into the shop for his pursuers. They weren’t there.

‘That’s a woman’s cardigan,’ the shop girl said flatly.

‘I know,’ Arthur replied, trying to sound calm.

The shop girl rolled her eyes and passed it to him. ‘If you’re a weirdo I’m calling the police,’ she said.

Ten minutes later Arthur hesitantly stepped out of the shop, checking that the boys had gone, and hastily made his way to the coffee shop where he was late meeting his mother. Arthur didn’t dare tell her about Antony and Ian – he didn’t want to upset her.

On the drive home Arthur felt like rolling down the window and screaming. Instead he sat, sullen and silent and desperately trying not to think of what might have happened if they had caught up with him. May could sense that her son was uneasy about something.

‘Is everything all right, petal?’ she asked as they turned into their street. ‘You are enjoying school, aren’t you?’

‘What?’ Arthur said, pulling his mind away from the darkness. ‘Oh, yeah. It’s great.’

‘Because you know,’ his mother continued, trying to sound casual, ‘if you don’t like it you don’t have to go back. I know I didn’t believe you at first last time, but if you’re being bullied or –’

‘Mum!’ Arthur snapped. ‘I like it, OK? It’s nothing like last time. It’s safe there. I’m safe there.’

What Arthur didn’t want to admit was that he wasn’t entirely convinced this was true.


Chapter Ten

George bounded into the Garnons common room the colour of a chestnut, with white rings around his eyes.

‘So skiing was good then?’ Arthur asked. He was skimming through some poetry for Long-Pitt’s class the following day – he was determined to start the second half of term on the right foot.

‘It. Was. Brilliant,’ George said, throwing himself on to the sofa beside his friend. ‘How about you? Good half-term?’

Arthur smiled half-heartedly. ‘Yeah, it was OK.’

The front door burst open, ushering in a biting wind, a handful of dead leaves, and Penny and Jake, who had already unpacked in their own houses. Penny’s face brightened on seeing Arthur, but Jake looked miserable.

‘All right, Jakey?’ George asked.

‘Yeah,’ Jake said sadly.

‘What’s up?’ Arthur said.

‘It’s just Mum,’ Jake began hesitantly, looking at the floor. ‘She’s got worse.’

‘What’s happened?’ Arthur asked.

Jake sat on the edge of the sofa and took his glasses off to rub his eyes. ‘She thinks there are germs everywhere,’ he sighed. ‘She spends all night cleaning everything over and over again. She chucked out half the things in my room while I was away because they’re “contaminated”.’

‘That doesn’t sound good,’ George agreed.

‘Can she see a doctor?’ Arthur suggested.

‘She won’t leave the house.’ Jake bit his lip and took a deep breath. ‘I thought she was getting better.’

‘I’m sorry, Jake,’ Penny whispered.

‘What if they take her away while I’m here?’ Jake sniffed. ‘I’ll have to go and live with Dad and Dawn.’

‘That would suck,’ George agreed. ‘Dawn’s awful.’

Penny flicked George’s ear crossly, but Jake smiled in spite of himself. Dawn really was awful.

The group chatted about their half-terms, all of them trying to be funny to cheer Jake up, with George regaling them with his most embarrassing anecdotes from his holiday. Eventually the bell rang and it was time for Jake to go back to Pootle and Penny to return to Starling. Penny gave Jake a hug, which seemed to pep him up more than any of George’s jokes, and they went their separate ways.

Jake trudged down the empty path, his hands shoved in his pockets against the cold. It was dark, his way lit by the dim, yellow lamps that were posted every few metres. Everyone else must have been by the fires in their houses, having decided not to brave the winter wind to visit friends in other houses that night, because Jake cast a lonely shadow. He had always prided himself on being sensible, rational – it was why he was so good at maths and why he had been able to look after his mother almost single-handedly when his father had left them – but the moonless dark of the night and the rustling of the trees in the forest to his left made him walk faster than he normally would.

As he hastened towards Pootle, the lamplight began to flicker suddenly, with a low buzz, then shut out entirely. Jake yelped as he was hurled into darkness, and then scolded himself for being so easily spooked. He carried on tentatively, taking small steps to make sure he didn’t trip over something as his eyes adjusted to the blackness. The wind swirled through the trees, creating a doleful sigh that sounded almost human. Jake hurried ahead, all sorts of monsters in his mind, not worrying whether he slipped now and willing the warm light of his house to tip into sight.

Jake stopped. What was that? There was a scuffling in the forest only a few metres away from him. Jake stayed as still as stone. The sound was moving away from him, deeper into the forest. It didn’t sound like an animal; the movements were precise, slow, deliberate, like Jake’s own footsteps a moment before. There was the crunching of leaves and sticks underfoot and the brushing away of branches, as though someone were carefully picking their way along.

‘Hello?’ Jake said, his voice faint. ‘Is someone there?’

There was no answer, just the strange footsteps and the wind in the trees.

Jake began to walk again, as fast as he could, when another sound made him pause again: the faint jangling of bells from the belly of the forest, tinkling through the dead leaves towards him. Jake, too frightened to turn his head, but too frightened not to, glanced between the tree trunks.

A figure, dressed in white, was standing alone between the trees, facing Jake. Through the darkness Jake could see the tattered, coloured ribbons trailing off its elbows, and the drooping hat covered in wilted flowers, terrifying in its familiarity. The bells around its ankles and wrists grew louder, purling a discordant, hypnotic tune that made Jake want to stop his ears. The figure beckoned with a long finger.

Jake felt his legs move, but they weren’t travelling towards Pootle – they were taking him into the forest.


Chapter Eleven

‘Arthur!’ Penny said, exasperated.

Arthur jerked his attention back to her. They were talking in the lower-school common room at break, and Arthur had been distracted by the arrival of a girl who at first glance had looked like Amber.

‘I was listening!’ Arthur protested.

‘Yeah, right,’ Penny replied. ‘You’re so transparent. But I wouldn’t bother looking around anyway. Amber never comes to break – she has to go back to house to put on more make-up.’

Arthur laughed.

‘It’s true!’ Penny said, with only the tiniest hint of enjoyment. ‘I’ve seen her. You don’t think she looks that good naturally? Smoke and mirrors, my friend.’

Before Arthur could reply, George appeared next to them, panting.

‘What’s wrong?’ Penny said, suddenly serious.

‘Have either of you seen Jake?’ George asked, looking stricken.

‘No, why?’ Arthur asked.

‘He didn’t check in at house last night and he didn’t turn up for lessons this morning. All the teachers are looking for him.’

‘Maybe he went home?’ Arthur suggested. ‘He seemed pretty worried about his mum.’

‘No,’ George said, ‘they’ve already thought of that. His housemaster called his home and he’s not there.’

‘You don’t think –’ Arthur began.

‘Don’t!’ Penny said, horrified. ‘I’m sure it’s just a mix-up.’

But Penny didn’t sound convinced.

The bell rang and the trio made their way along the gravel path to the science block, silent and tense. Just as they reached its entrance, there was a commotion in the forest next to them. Voices shouted urgently, and a few students gathered on the edge of the wood, craning their necks to see what the fuss was all about. Penny, Arthur and George ran over, nudging the others out of the way.

Deep within the forest, they could make out two teachers struggling to carry a limp, lifeless body. The white blond hair was unmistakable.

Another teacher arrived to corral the students away. ‘Go back inside,’ he said urgently.

‘What’s going on?’ Penny said, a sob in her throat.

‘Get inside, now, all of you,’ the teacher repeated.

‘That’s our friend,’ George said angrily. ‘What’s happened to him?’

The teachers emerged from the forest with Jake deathly pale in their arms.

‘No!’ Penny cried, running towards him, shrugging off the teacher who tried to hold her back.

‘He’s unconscious,’ said one of the teachers carrying Jake. ‘Please get out of the way – we need to get him inside.’

George let out a groan that was part relief, part horror. Arthur put an arm around him.

‘Will he be OK?’ Penny asked, running alongside the teachers as they hurried towards the school.

‘I don’t know,’ one replied. ‘He needs an ambulance.’

Penny stopped and watched them, trembling, as they carried Jake away.

Arthur, George and Penny sat in the empty Garnons library waiting for news. Penny’s face was blotchy from crying. George and Arthur had long given up making small talk. It was nearly six o’clock in the evening, and all of them were dreading the knock on the door in case it brought bad news. When it came, they leapt up, bracing themselves, squeezing each other’s hands.

It was Toynbee.

‘Jake is stable,’ he said as he entered, to a rush of relief. ‘But we still don’t know how grave the situation is. He’s in a coma.’

Penny gripped Arthur’s hand tighter.

‘Jake hit his head very hard, and he was in the woods all night, in freezing temperatures,’ Toynbee explained. ‘The doctors say he also has hypothermia.’

‘Will he be all right?’ Arthur whispered.

‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you any more than I already have. But Jake’s a strong lad – it’s a miracle he survived the night in this weather, and that’s got to be a good sign.’

George nodded dumbly, not trusting himself to speak.

‘How did it happen?’ Penny asked, dreading the answer.

Toynbee took off his glasses and cleaned them on his cardigan, apparently deliberating whether or not he should say. ‘It appears,’ he replied hesitantly, ‘that Jake climbed to the top of a tree –’

‘And threw himself out,’ Arthur interrupted.

‘Yes!’ Toynbee said, shaken. ‘How did you know?’

‘Just a guess,’ George said quickly.

Penny shot him a look.

‘I’m afraid that young Jake has been having a difficult time at home,’ Toynbee said sadly. ‘His housemaster should have been keeping a closer eye on him.’

‘Jake would never do something like that to himself,’ Penny said angrily.

‘Sometimes it’s difficult to see the warning signs,’ Toynbee said quietly. ‘Unless you know something that I don’t?’

Toynbee peered at them over his spectacles, and they glanced uncertainly at one another.

‘If you do know something, you’d better tell me now. I’m a more sympathetic ear than you might think,’ Toynbee continued, failing to completely mask the urgency in his voice.

‘We don’t know anything, sir,’ George muttered.

Toynbee looked as though he didn’t quite believe them, but decided not to push the matter. ‘All right,’ he said with a sigh.

‘When can we see Jake?’ Penny asked.

‘His mother is with him at the moment. I expect you’ll be able to see him soon. Hopefully in a couple of weeks he’ll be as right as rain,’ Toynbee answered, forcing a smile.

Toynbee turned to leave and shut the door softly behind him. Once his receding footsteps could no longer be heard, Penny turned on George angrily.

‘Why wouldn’t you tell him?’ she cried. ‘This is serious, George. The teachers need to know that it’s not safe here. We need to tell them about the friends.’

‘What? And get carted off to the loony bin like Tristan?’ George said defensively. ‘No thanks! We have to be here at Shiverton if we’re to have any chance of putting an end to this.’

‘Arthur, you tell him!’ Penny implored.

Arthur looked nervously between his two friends and sighed. ‘George is right – they won’t believe us. At the moment, it seems like we’re the only people who have any idea what’s going on. Although how we can help, I’ve got no clue.’

Penny nodded, defeated.

‘Come on, Penny,’ George said softly. ‘It’s dark – let me walk you back to Starling.’

They left the library, and Arthur sat alone, staring at the fire and trying to work out how to fix the mess they’d all got into somehow.

A rap at the window made him start. It was Amber. Arthur rushed over and opened the window. She looked upset.

‘Arthur, I’m so sorry about Jake,’ she blurted out the moment the sash was up. ‘Are you OK?’

‘Yeah, I’m OK,’ Arthur said, feeling anything but.

‘I just wanted to come and see you to make sure you’re all right. I sneaked out of prep.’

‘You shouldn’t be walking around alone at night. It’s not safe,’ Arthur said.

Amber laughed. ‘Not safe?’ she said, bemused. ‘Arthur, this isn’t London. I hardly think I’m going to get mugged on my way back to house!’

‘It’s not that,’ Arthur said, not knowing whether to tell her.

‘What is it then?’

Arthur decided not to mention anything – without proof he would sound mental, and that wasn’t quite the impression he wanted to give her.

‘Nothing,’ he said quietly. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

Amber was just about to say something when Toynbee re-entered without knocking, and she dived beneath the window sill.

Toynbee looked at Arthur strangely. ‘Who were you talking to, Bannister?’ he asked.

‘Oh . . .’ Arthur mumbled. ‘No one, sir.’

‘Right. Well, I just came to remind you that it’s prep time,’ he said.

‘OK, sir. I’ll go up to my room now,’ Arthur answered.

Toynbee narrowed his eyes, sensing something. He glanced around the library but, finding it empty, he nodded at Arthur and left the room.

Arthur waited until Toynbee had closed the door and then leaned out of the window to find Amber, but she had gone.


Chapter Twelve

The next few weeks were the grimmest and coldest of the year and a freezing, miserable fog hung around Shiverton Hall like bad breath. All of the students had been affected by Jake’s accident; they called it an ‘accident’ because no one dared say what they really thought it could be: that Jake had thrown himself out of the tree deliberately. The whole place seemed quieter, filled with whispers and secrets that hid in the folds of the fog.

Jake hadn’t woken up from his coma, and each day that he didn’t wake compounded the feeling of hopelessness in his friends. They still had no more information, no clues as to what the imaginary friends were or what they wanted. The more they combed the library and went over the facts between themselves, the further away an answer seemed, until one morning, when George appeared at breakfast with a smile for the first time in ages.

‘What are you so cheerful about?’ Penny asked, poking sadly at her fried egg.

‘I just called my grandfather,’ he said smugly.

‘Here we go,’ Arthur sighed.

George put his arms up tetchily. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘If you don’t want to know . . .’

‘We do!’ Penny said, kicking Arthur under the table.

‘OK.’ George grinned, retrieving a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket. He smoothed it out on the table, peering at his own hastily scrawled writing. ‘So Grandpa did a little investigation regarding the imaginary friends. Once he finally listened to what I was talking about he was tickled pink. He kept on yelling out “FASCINATING” every time I told him something. I think he’s got a new respect for me now. He was always massively disappointed that I’ve never seen anything here; he used to call me “the idiot boy”.’ George beamed, basking in the recollection of his grandfather’s praise.

‘But won’t he tell the school?’ Arthur asked.

‘I doubt it.’ George snorted. ‘He’s far more interested in getting another Shiverton tale for his new book than he is in my welfare!’

‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ Penny said sympathetically.

‘Oh, it is!’ George replied breezily. ‘I think I’d have to be half-eaten by a werewolf before he’d try to put a stop to it. Stories are what he’s after. If Toynbee called him up and pressed him he might spill the beans, but for the moment I reckon he’ll keep our secret.’

‘So what did he say then?’ Arthur asked.

‘Well, Grandpa did a little digging, pulled out some of his old files about Shiverton Hall and the surrounding area, and guess what?’ George couldn’t resist pausing for effect here. ‘This has happened before.’

Penny and Arthur sat up, intrigued.

George cleared his throat. ‘It happened in a little village called Threapleton, about twenty miles away. But it was ages ago. Literally hundreds of years ago. According to local folklore there were phantoms there who used to change into childhood companions, dead siblings, schoolfriends, things like that, in order to gain the trust of their victims. Most of them were harmless, and played pranks and stuff on the villagers. But one year a whole bunch of people died. According to the church records, the cause of death for every one was the same. They were all,’ here George squinted down at his piece of paper and read, ‘Dryvenne unto madnesse by a fantasm in the lyknesse of a friende.’

‘How many died?’ Arthur asked reluctantly.

‘Twelve.’

‘Wonderful!’ Arthur muttered.

‘Well, it’s a start,’ George said defiantly.

‘Does your grandfather know how to stop it? What happened before?’ Arthur asked.

‘History doesn’t relate. He’s looking into it.’

‘When was this?’ Arthur asked.

‘1532,’ George replied, consulting his notes.

‘But that was before Shiverton Hall was even built,’ Arthur said. ‘It doesn’t make any sense. How can it have something to do with the curse the witch put on the house?’

George thought for a moment. ‘It’s funny, isn’t it? I was wondering why Lola tried to hurt you, Penny. The Shiverton curse doesn’t usually hurt girls.’

‘So what you’re saying is that this might not be the curse at all? That it might be something else?’ Arthur said slowly.

‘It’s possible,’ George admitted. ‘There were ghouls in this area long before the Shiverton curse – why do you think that Ma Watkins wanted to live around here in the first place? The whole county has always been crawling with spooks.’

‘Evil attracts evil,’ Penny said quietly. ‘It would make sense that after so many awful things happened here, the place would be a magnet for all that stuff.’

They sat for a while and considered this grim possibility.

‘There is, of course, another explanation,’ George said.

‘What’s that?’ Arthur asked.

‘That the Shiverton curse is back, but this time no one is safe.’

*

At lunchtime, Arthur and his friends were walking past the maze when something occurred to Penny.

‘George,’ she began, ‘you said that those things in Threapleton were phantoms. What exactly is a phantom?’

‘It’s the same as a ghost,’ Arthur said.

‘No, no, no, my friend,’ George said, wagging his finger knowledgeably. ‘That’s where you’re wrong. Ghosts are human spirits that have got stuck in the mortal realm. They might be spooky, but they’re harmless – they can’t touch you or hurt you.’

‘Why don’t I like where this is going?’ Arthur said warily.

‘Whereas a phantom can harm you,’ George said. ‘In fact, a phantom’s sole reason for existing is to harm. They know what scares you and they can take on any form. They can even become inanimate objects if it serves their purpose. Once Grandpa swore that a watering can in his house was a phantom.’

‘Was it?’

‘No, actually, it was just a watering can.’

‘So,’ Penny said, frowning, ‘a phantom can touch you then?’

‘If it grows strong enough, sure. It can certainly move things around.’

Penny shivered. ‘That’s horrible,’ she whispered.

‘Ghosts are fine,’ George continued. ‘Ghosts are brilliant compared to phantoms.’


The School Master

Edmund Coleman hadn’t been a teacher for long, but he already knew that he wasn’t very good at it. After serving in the army during the Great War and trying a few clerking jobs, he had managed a few years at a grammar school in Pewsey, but the boys didn’t like him and he didn’t like them much either. The only reason he had taken the job was because he needed the money to look after his brother, who had been blinded by mustard gas ten years earlier, in 1915.

In spite of his lack of enthusiasm for the job, when Coleman was offered a post at Shiverton Hall, a boys’ boarding school that had just opened, he grudgingly accepted it because the pay was good and the holidays were long. He left his brother in the care of their mother and arrived on the doorstep of Shiverton with a grim face and a heavy heart.

The headmaster had inherited the house from an unknown relative and transformed the hall into a charitable school for boys whose fathers had been killed in action. He was a kind and enthusiastic man whose indefatigable energy made Coleman feel exhausted and cranky just by looking at him. Coleman marvelled that anyone who had inherited such a monstrous eyesore as Shiverton Hall could be so unfailingly good-tempered, and comforted himself with the fact that the headmaster wouldn’t be quite so happy after receiving the first heating bill.

The boys looked as though they’d been through the mill, Coleman thought; sickly, whey-faced creatures who cried at the merest hint of a lashing. They didn’t like him any more than his last pupils had, and he heard his nickname whispered behind small hands in his classroom: Cruelman. He wrote to his brother, complaining of the food, the cold, the other teachers, the boys’ insolence. His brother, a much kinder, more patient man than he, wrote back (their mother transcribing his letters) reassuring him that things would improve and reminding him that boys tended to be kinder when they themselves were treated with kindness. Coleman screwed up these letters and threw them on the fire. He wasn’t spared the rod at school and he had turned out all right, he said to anyone who would listen in the staff room.

*

During Coleman’s second term, the music master took ill and, being able to play the organ a little, Coleman was asked to conduct the choir. Coleman accepted reluctantly; he did not like music, and he particularly abhorred hymns. In the trenches during the war, the men had sung hymns to boost morale, and the very sound of them dragged Coleman back into the mud and the darkness. He had successfully steered clear of the chapel every Sunday morning thus far, in order to avoid the sound of the hymns, and now he would be forced to listen to them three times a week.

There was one, a hymn that the men had been singing when a sudden rain of artillery had ripped most of them to pieces, that Coleman dreaded hearing: Nearer, My God, to Thee. The lyrics, with their strange combination of joy, resignation and fear, were enough for Coleman to shakily reach for a glass of brandy and knock it back in one. In his diary he recorded that he had terrible nightmares of the dead men reaching out from beneath his bed, singing it.

Coleman stuck to safer tunes in choir practice and services and, to his great surprise, almost began to enjoy his new post. When the boys were singing, they seemed rejuvenated, happy, and the atmosphere was contagious. Coleman laid down his well-worn cane, and began to heed his brother’s advice, praising the boys instead of punishing them. His students started to look forward to his lessons, and he even tried out a few jokes as the summer term drew to a close.

Coleman’s diary, once a dark and confused scrawl of anxiety, filled up with hopes and dreams, and talk of a rather pretty schoolmistress at the nearest girls’ school. To his brother he admitted that he had been quite an embittered soul after the war, but that the feelings of bitterness were beginning to fade, and that he looked forward to starting a new year as a humbler, more patient man. The music master, his illness more protracted than had been expected, retired, and Coleman was offered his job for the next year.

One evening in the following term, Coleman was locking up the chapel after one of his choir rehearsals; they had been practising Christmas carols and a new arrangement by Coleman himself, of which he was most proud. Coleman was whistling the tune merrily as he stuffed his keys in his pocket, when he heard a noise coming from within the chapel. It was the sound of the organ, muffled and quiet through the door. Coleman knew the melody from its first note, that plaintive, mournful strain that turned his blood to ice. He was certain that all of the pupils had left the chapel, that he had been quite alone in there for fifteen minutes as he gathered up the hymn sheets, but he supposed that one of the boys must have hung back to play a trick on him. Coleman was shaking with indignation, his old wartime fear replaced with anger as he fumbled with the chapel lock. His fingers already itched for the cane, his fragile peace of mind shattered in an instant. Coleman flung the door open, puce with fury.

‘Who is that?’ he yelled, expecting to see one of his boys sniggering on the organ stool.

No one was there, and the music had stopped, although the last wheezing note still lingered in the chapel air. Coleman looked between the pews, beneath the altar, behind the curtains in the vestry, but still he could find no one. They must have used some escape route, he thought; the boys knew the school’s secret passages far better than the masters, and there must be some door unknown to him that he had overlooked. Coleman’s anger intensified – he had wanted the immediate satisfaction of punishing whoever was responsible, but now he stood, alone and sweating, and a little unnerved too.

At the next choir rehearsal he shouted at the boys, reducing a few of the younger ones to tears, but they refused to identify the guilty party. He beat each boy soundly, threatening them with expulsion, but still no one would admit to the trick. The rehearsals became a strain; Coleman no longer trusted his boys, and they feared him, and the singing became feeble and tuneless.

After one particularly dismal practice, Coleman dismissed the boys early, and they trudged out, shooting looks of hurt and disappointment back at him. When the door closed behind the last boy, Coleman sighed and began to go over the new arrangement of In the Bleak Midwinter. He had been playing for a few minutes when he became aware of something odd: someone was singing along to his organ playing, but it was not the high, clear voice of a boy. It was the low, hoarse voice of a man.

Coleman stopped playing and turned quickly, but he was once again confronted by silence and thin air. This time he didn’t want to search the chapel, realising with dread that he dared not for fear of what he might find. He hastily left, scattering sheets of music behind him.

Coleman’s nightmares returned, the injured comrades with their long, twisted fingernails and rotting flesh after so many years dead, that dreaded hymn crashing away in the background. His diary was no longer filled with the pretty schoolmistress and pride at the boys’ progress, but with these men who loomed over him the moment he closed his eyes.

It was Coleman’s brother who made the suggestion. He believed that Coleman had become fixated on this hymn and that the only way of exorcising the inexplicable hold it had over him would be to, as he put it, ‘face the music – as it were’ and play out the hymn in its entirety. Coleman loathed the idea, but he realised that something must be done. The headmaster had already suggested a period of leave so that Coleman might ‘rest his nerves’, and the boys and teachers had surely noticed how much weight he had lost, and how patchy and thin his beard had become.

Coleman chose a night in mid-December. He would rather have done it during the day, but the chapel was open to the boys and teachers and was rarely empty during daylight hours. As the time approached his nerves jangled. He was hopeful that his brother would be proved right, but what if it did not work? Would he be forever sleepless and terrified?

He opened the chapel door showing more confidence than he felt and strode down the aisle with some bravado, flipping the back of his gown boldly over the organ stool. He placed the music on the stand, though he didn’t need it; the fat, black notes were already clustered in his head like an infestation of lice. He stretched his fingers and began to play. It took a few false starts to get going, for he was hesitant and nervous and this made his hands move clumsily over the keys, but soon his years of experience triumphed and he was playing, if not well, then easily.

As Coleman approached the end of the dreaded hymn, he became aware of some movement behind him, but he was determined to finish. He feared that if he stopped midway it would have all been for nothing. There was the sound of footsteps, not only among the pillars but also above his head in the chapel gallery. Coleman squeezed his eyes shut, forcing his fingers to continue, reminding himself forcefully that it was just his imagination. The piece was over, and Coleman slumped over the keys, gasping, as though he had just completed a great feat of physical strength.

The first voice began to sing, as Coleman had known it would. It was joined by another and then another, until the chapel was filled with the ghostly noise. The hymn didn’t sound hopeful, as it had in the trenches, but instead had a quality of accusation. It was too loud, and too slow. Coleman willed the hymn to stop, but as soon as it finished it started up again, even more loudly than before.

There were a dozen of them at Coleman’s first, horrified glance, scattered around the chapel, shuddering and twitching towards him. One soldier’s eye hung out of its socket against the wasted, grey flesh of his cheek; another’s arms had been blown apart, revealing the mangled bones and tendons; one’s mouth had been ripped, and as he sang his jaw dangled gruesomely; yet another had lost his legs, and he dragged himself bloodily along the floor towards Coleman. All of them had long, ragged fingernails, yellow and opaque, and sharp as knives.

The boy who found him early the next morning had to be taken away from the school. The only explanation that the police could come up with was that a wild animal must have got into the chapel somehow, for Coleman was covered head to foot in deep clawmarks, and his clothes had been shredded to tatters. The only thing about his person that remained untouched, apart from a few drops of blood, was a hymn sheet clutched in his mutilated hand.

*

Penny and Arthur looked at George in horror.

‘I didn’t think it was possible for me to feel worse. So well done, George,’ Penny said crossly.

‘Hey,’ he replied. ‘You asked me what phantoms can do. That’s what they can do.’


Chapter Thirteen

Although George had spooked Penny and Arthur with his grandfather’s story, it turned out that the person he had frightened most was himself. Of course, he had read the Shiverton stories hundreds of times and knew them inside out, but they took on a whole different meaning when there was a growing possibility of something similar happening to him. So it was that at midnight Arthur found George knocking on his door, dragging his duvet behind him.

‘You don’t mind if I sleep on your floor, do you, mate?’ George asked sheepishly.

Arthur rolled his eyes, but secretly he was relieved. He was having trouble sleeping himself, as visions of the injured soldiers kept on marching into his mind. ‘Go on then,’ he sighed.

‘Thanks, Arthur.’ George grinned and went about making a bed for himself out of cushions and rugs.

George woke two hours later to the sound of a dripping tap. He groaned and stumbled up to Arthur’s sink, making sure the taps were fastened as tight as they could be. Arthur had kicked off his duvet and was sleeping with his mouth wide open, and George was tempted to cover his face in toothpaste. He thought better of it, considering Arthur had kindly lent him his floor, so he climbed back into his makeshift bed and closed his eyes.

The dripping began again, more insistently than before. George tried to ignore it, but its irritating irregularity was enough to keep him awake. He got up again and turned the taps with all his might, yet the sound continued. He stuck his hand underneath the faucet and was puzzled to find no dripping water. He peered under the sink at the pipes: there was no leak there either. He checked to see if it was raining: it wasn’t. Now he was awake enough to think more clearly, he tilted his head, straining to identify where the sound was coming from. It wasn’t within Arthur’s room, he realised. It was in the corridor.

George tiptoed across the room to the door, and opened it as quietly as he could, checking that he hadn’t inadvertently woken his friend, but Arthur remained sprawled inelegantly on his bed, dead to the world.

The dripping was louder in the hallway. George walked slowly, feeling his way towards the sound. The hall lights were on a central system that was turned off after midnight, and the lack of windows meant that it was pitch black. George stopped. Was that someone breathing on his neck?

He bolted blindly towards the bathroom and crashed the door open, relieved to be greeted with the buzzing, fluorescent light. He peered back down the corridor and laughed nervously when he found it reassuringly empty. The dripping was loudest in the bathroom; someone had obviously failed to turn off the shower properly.

There were ten boys to a bathroom at Garnons, so the rooms were necessarily large. The bathroom on Arthur’s floor was the biggest in the house, with six showers on one side and six loo cubicles directly opposite, with everything painted or tiled a dazzling, hygienic white. The cubicle doors were shut, as were the shower curtains, and George, a little nervous after scaring himself in the corridor, felt a burst of childhood apprehension at the idea of having to peer behind them. He walked up to the first curtain and tentatively pulled it back as the dripping grew louder. The overhead light flickered, and George turned around with his hand still on the damp polyester.

There was a rustling of material and the clinking of curtain rings two cubicles away from him. The light flickered again, accompanied by a muffled laugh. George ran and ripped open the remaining curtains one by one, hoping that the Forge triplets were playing a trick on him. But he found each one empty, and none leaking enough to merit the almost deafening drips. The cubicle door behind him began to rattle. He kicked it open: nothing.

‘Come on,’ George said weakly. ‘I’m not frightened of you.’

All the doors began to rattle at once and the curtains twitched and quivered, opening and closing themselves, pulled by some invisible hand. George immediately regretted provoking whatever it was that was in there with him.

Whatever it was. George knew what it was: Stripes.

The chuckle sounded again, and the lights blinked to a low buzz as a shadow materialised from behind a white curtain directly in front of George. He could make out Stripes’s vile silhouette: the hat, the deformed body, even, faintly, the redness of the hair.

The light went out entirely and George yelped.

‘Come and play with me, friend.’ The voice whispered so close to George that he could smell the clown’s dank breath.

George lashed out in the darkness, but struck nothing. The voice laughed again, this time from the other side of the bathroom.

George groped up ahead of him and his hands grasped the steel curtain rod. He tugged, painfully aware of a stirring in the darkness near him. George somehow managed to pull the rod free and he brandished it in front of his face.

‘Get away from me,’ he screamed, as he felt something brush past his back. ‘Leave me alone!’

The cruel laughter echoed around the room as George felt his hands move involuntarily. The rod clattered to the ground and he felt the damp material enclose his face. George struggled against himself as his hands pulled the curtain tighter around his nose and mouth. He could hear Stripes circling him, his breathing ragged and excited. The waxy material gagged George, making it impossible to cry out.

‘George!’ a voice shouted. But it wasn’t the scraping voice of Stripes. ‘George!’

George lurched to the ground. In the back of his mind he was aware of a light coming on and the curtain being removed from his face, but that awareness lasted only a moment before he lost consciousness.

George opened his eyes to find Arthur staring down at him apprehensively.

‘Thank goodness!’ Arthur breathed. ‘I thought you were a goner.’

George propped himself up drowsily. ‘Did I get knocked out?’ he asked.

‘Only for a few seconds,’ Arthur assured him.

‘He could still be here!’ George said, sitting up with alarm.

‘Who?’ Arthur asked.

‘Stripes,’ George whispered. ‘He was here. He tried to make me suffocate myself with the shower curtain.’

Arthur shook his head. ‘Sorry, mate, but I think you hit your head. When I came in you were all caught up in the curtain – it looked like you slipped when the light went off and got tangled up.’

‘How would that even happen?’ George said indignantly.

‘I promise, George,’ Arthur replied, ‘there was no one here when I came in. Only you. Are you sure you weren’t sleepwalking?’

‘I was wide awake!’

‘OK, OK,’ Arthur said.

‘Why did you come to look for me then if you’re so sceptical?’

‘I woke up and saw you weren’t on the floor, then I heard a crash in the bathroom.’

‘I think you just saved my life.’

‘Death by shower curtain,’ Arthur said. ‘Classy.’

Penny was far more concerned than Arthur when George explained his unpleasant experience the following morning.

‘Arthur!’ she scolded. ‘Why don’t you believe him?’

‘I do!’ Arthur replied. ‘I’m sure George thought it was Stripes, but when I walked in George was alone. If Stripes wanted to kill George, he could have made him do it with me in the room – I couldn’t have stopped it.’

‘Do you think you could have imagined it, George?’ Penny asked softly.

‘No!’ George said, hurt.

‘You actually saw Stripes? Definitely?’ she persisted.

‘Well, I saw his shadow. But then the light went out, so not exactly . . .’ George faltered. ‘But he spoke, I heard him! And the doors were rattling off their hinges.’

‘You were half-asleep,’ Arthur said.

‘Thanks a lot, guys!’ George fumed. ‘I always believe you. Always.’

Arthur felt guilty. ‘Fine. You’re right. What do you want to do then?’

‘I think we need to tell someone now,’ Penny said.

‘Who?’ Arthur said.

‘As much as it pains me to say it,’ she sighed, ‘I think we need to speak to Professor Long-Pitt. She’s the headmistress – she needs to know.’

Arthur and George protested, but Penny surged on. ‘Jake is in hospital. I almost dashed my own brains out. George nearly suffocated himself. We should have gone to Long-Pitt ages ago.’


Chapter Fourteen

Long-Pitt stared in amazement at the students who were standing in front of her desk. She put down her pen carefully and pursed her lips.

‘Correct me if I’m wrong,’ she began, ‘but are you telling me that there are phantoms inhabiting this school that are taking on the forms of your childhood imaginary friends and attempting to make you kill yourselves?’

‘Yes,’ Penny said, relieved to have it out in the open.

Long-Pitt struck her desk with her hand, making them all jump. ‘I’m shocked,’ she said.

‘I know,’ George replied. ‘It’s terrible.’

‘No, you misunderstand me. I’m shocked at your behaviour.’

‘What?’

‘I know that it has been a traumatic time for everyone since Jake’s accident, but that is no excuse to indulge yourself with these silly lies.’

‘We’re not lying!’ Penny said angrily.

‘And to have the audacity to come to me and waste my time with such nonsense. It’s beyond reproach.’ She glared at Arthur. ‘I imagine this is your doing. You thought it might be amusing to play on the school’s reputation and scare your new friends?’

‘No!’ Arthur cried.

‘No? I understand that it can be hard to get attention when you’re the new boy, but to use another student’s unfortunate experience to frighten everyone is frankly appalling.’

Arthur felt his face burning with the unfairness of this accusation. ‘Professor, I –’

‘Don’t interrupt me! Have you told anyone else this ludicrous fantasy?’

‘No,’ they all murmured.

‘Good. Keep it that way. The last thing we need at this time is students becoming hysterical over some ridiculous theory of yours. If I hear anyone repeating the things you’ve told me, each of you will be suspended.’

Penny opened her mouth to speak.

‘Enough!’ Long-Pitt said. ‘Get out.’

‘That went well,’ George said as they made their way out of the building.

‘I’m sorry, Arthur. You kind of took the rap for us,’ Penny said.

‘Yeah, Long-Pitt really doesn’t like you, mate,’ George said.

‘What’s her problem?’ Arthur growled. ‘There was no need for her to scream at us like that.’

‘She gets a bit snappy if she hears any, you know, ghouly stuff,’ George said. ‘Shiverton’s reputation has been quite hard to shake off.’

‘Well, thanks for letting me know that beforehand!’ Arthur cried.

‘She still should have believed us,’ George muttered.

‘Why should she?’ Arthur sighed. ‘You have to admit that it all sounds pretty insane. Why would she believe us?’

‘Because she knows it’s true,’ George said firmly.


The Lonely Child

Peter Long-Pitt was just an ordinary schoolmaster when Jenson and Bunch knocked on his front door. They were an odd pair to look at; Jenson was reed-thin and so pale as to be almost albino, while Bunch was small and round and covered all over with freckles. They wore matching grey flannel suits and grey bowler hats, which they took off as they ducked through Peter’s low doorway.

‘Long-Pitt!’ Bunch chuckled, settling himself into Peter’s best chair. ‘What a relief it is to finally meet you! We’ve been looking for you for a not inconsiderable length of time.’

Peter looked at them nervously, and called for his wife to fetch some tea.

‘Please excuse me, gentlemen,’ Peter said quietly, ‘but you say you’re solicitors? I cannot for the life of me think why you wanted to find me.’

Jenson and Bunch exchanged a glance.

‘We have come,’ Jenson said, folding his long legs into a chair, ‘with good news –’

‘Oh yes, indeed!’ Mr Bunch interrupted excitably. ‘With very good news.’

Peter’s wife, Annie, arrived with a pot of tea, looking askance at her husband.

‘Oh, I think Mrs Long-Pitt will want to stay and hear the news, don’t you, Mr Bunch?’ said Jenson.

‘I do indeed, Mr Jenson, I do indeed,’ Bunch replied, almost bouncing on his chair.

Politely Annie sat next to her husband.

‘Have you ever heard of Shiverton Hall?’ Jenson asked, leaning towards the couple with a sly wink.

‘I can’t say I have,’ Peter replied.

‘Ah! Well, there is no reason why you would have done,’ said Jenson. ‘It is quite far from here, and though it is a house of some proportion and beauty it has never quite gained the fame of Wentworth or Hardwick Hall. Still, it is a very fine house.’

‘Oh, it is a very fine house,’ Bunch interjected, winking at Annie.

‘Please forgive me, sir,’ Peter said, bewildered, ‘but I’m not entirely sure what this has to do with me.’

Jenson and Bunch looked at one another, wide-eyed and ebullient.

‘Would you like to inform him, Mr Bunch?’

‘No, no, dear fellow, you do the honours!’

Jenson took Annie’s hands and gathered them up in his, biting his lip dramatically. ‘You, madam, are now the mistress of Shiverton Hall!’

Peter gulped down his cup of tea in one to steady his nerves.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t quite follow you. How is it that this house has come to be in my – in our – possession?’

‘Oh, well, it has been quite a struggle!’ Bunch answered. ‘None of the previous inhabitants left a male line to speak of, and we have been trying to identify an owner for simply years. You, sir, are a distant relation of the original owner, Lord Shiverton, through your father’s cousin’s family. It took quite some detective work to track you down. Are you aware that every man in your family has come to a premature end?’

Peter immediately thought of his father, who choked to death on a piece of venison when Peter was only three.

‘Oh yes!’ Jenson said. ‘It is mysterious in the extreme. Some have called it a curse.’

Bunch kicked Jenson’s ankle, his joviality slipping for a moment.

‘Of course, such notions are ridiculous!’ Bunch said quickly.

‘Quite!’ Jenson agreed, nodding emphatically. ‘Entirely ridiculous.’

Jenson and Bunch stood up as one.

‘All that remains,’ Jenson said, ‘is to hand over the deeds.’

‘I’m indebted to you,’ Peter said weakly, ‘but I have a few questions.’

‘Certainly, dear boy,’ Jenson said, clipping open his briefcase. ‘But first you must take the deeds and we must witness your signature.’

Bunch pulled out the papers and unscrewed the lid of his pen. ‘Sign here, please,’ he said, indicating the relevant part of the papers to Peter.

‘Excuse me,’ Peter said, ‘but I feel I really must –’

‘SIGN THE DEEDS!’ Jenson and Bunch shouted in unison, all of their blustering charm gone.

Peter and Annie jumped in fright.

‘My apologies,’ Bunch said quickly, smoothing his hair over. ‘But we have travelled rather a long way, you see, and all we ask for is your signature.’

Peter sighed and looked at his wife, who smiled back at him.

‘Indeed. Then pass me the pen.’

Shiverton Hall wasn’t looking its finest when Peter and Annie Long-Pitt arrived on a drab day in early 1923. They stepped out of the cab and gaped up at the gargoyled frontage.

‘What on earth do we do with all this?’ Annie said shyly, conscious of her old, plain dress.

Inside the house was a mess; it had been used as a hospital during the Great War, and the soldiers hadn’t cleaned it up after their hasty departure. Metal beds lined every room and there were still disconcerting traces of dried blood in places. Most of the west wing was charred and damaged from a fire.

Annie shuddered. ‘It’s awfully spooky, Pete,’ she said, tracing her finger along a dusty table.

But Peter wasn’t spooked in the least – in fact, his eyes were sparkling.

‘My dear, don’t you see?’ he said. ‘Why, this would make the most tremendous school.’

Annie looked cynically at the mess and the dust and the gloom.

‘It only needs a clean. And look!’ he said, striking one of the bed frames. ‘We already have the beds!’

Luckily they had inherited, along with the house, some funds that had been part of Lord Shiverton’s estate and that had, over the many years since his death, become rather a lot of money. It was more than enough to restore the west wing and to convert the house into a school, with enough left besides to act as bursaries for those boys who had lost their fathers in the war.

The school opened in the September of 1924, the same year that Annie gave birth to their first child, Jeremy.

The school was full before it even opened because it was cheaper than most as Peter was too kind to charge exorbitant fees, conscious as he was that many war widows could hardly afford bread and jam. The boys enjoyed their time at the school, and so did Peter and Annie.

The unpleasantness with the unfortunate music teacher, Mr Coleman, could not have been foreseen. Peter was devastated by the incident, frightened that a wild animal could be roaming the estate, still posing a threat to the boys. He hired some local men to patrol the grounds at night, armed with guns, but he came to the conclusion that the guns themselves were probably more dangerous than the animal, and sent the men away after the first two nights.

There was a boy at the school called Bertie Collins, whom Peter had particularly taken under his wing. Collins was an orphan of a very sickly disposition, which made the other boys tease him. In spite of this he was good-natured, bearing the taunts stoically and pouring all of his talents into his work. At just fourteen he could read Latin, Ancient Greek, French and Italian, and he was outperforming much older boys in philosophy and arithmetic. He came to the Lodge, where the Long-Pitts had made their home, every Thursday evening for tea and cake, and additional lessons with Peter, who felt that Collins could benefit from more complex and difficult work.

Collins adored Peter, and looked forward to his Thursday evenings as the other boys looked forward to cricket. In Peter he had found the father he had never known, and Peter himself began to look on Collins as a kind of surrogate son.

One Thursday in the summer term, Collins arrived at the Lodge, white and shivering.

‘Come in, come in,’ Peter said, concerned. ‘Whatever is the matter?’

Collins shook his head. ‘Nothing, sir,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m all right.’

Peter didn’t want to press him, so they sat down by the fire and began a lesson on Dante’s poetry.

After half an hour, Collins relaxed visibly, and was soon animatedly discussing the Inferno, which he had been reading in the original Italian – something that even Peter couldn’t manage.

Annie appeared and quietly set down a pound cake in front of them. Collins, still talking, leaned forward to take a slice.

‘Collins!’ Peter said, disturbed. ‘What is that?’

Peter was looking at Collins’s wrist, which was horribly bruised. Collins hastily pulled his sleeve down and blushed.

‘Please, sir, I had an accident. I . . . I shut my wrist in my desk, that’s all,’ Collins stammered.

Peter gently took Collins’s hand and pulled up his sleeve. The bruise was unquestionably not of Collins’s own doing, for it was plain to see that it was made up of purple, mottled fingermarks. Collins tried to pull back his arm.

‘Who did this?’ Peter said calmly.

‘No one, sir, I promise!’

‘Was it Bellamy? He can be a thug, I know.’

‘No! It wasn’t him!’

‘Then who?’

Collins shook his head emphatically, suddenly fearful.

‘Collins, I realise that it’s not the done thing to tell tales on your fellow students, and normally I wouldn’t encourage it, but this person has done you a serious injury. Tell me who it is and I’ll have a word with them.’

Collins fidgeted around in his chair, obviously distressed. ‘Please don’t,’ he whimpered. ‘You’ll make it worse.’

‘I very much doubt it. The next time this brute tries to hurt you, send him to me.’

Collins gasped. ‘Take that back, sir,’ he cried. ‘Take it back!’

‘I will not, Collins. Really, you must get a hold of yourself. Send the blighter to me and we’ll speak no more of it.’

Collins went as pale as the milk on the tray before them. ‘You won’t want to see him,’ he said in a terrified whisper.

‘I absolutely do,’ Peter said, slightly exasperated.

Collins slumped back in his chair and Peter realised that the boy was crying. Peter felt awful, and put an arm on the boy’s back. Collins shrugged him off violently.

‘You shouldn’t have made me tell you!’ he sobbed. ‘It’ll be my fault.’

‘What will be your fault?’ Peter asked, puzzled.

Collins looked at him accusingly through teary eyes. ‘You’ll see.’

Peter and Annie discussed the matter after Collins had fled the Lodge.

‘He’s just upset, darling,’ Annie said. ‘He’ll calm down once you find the culprit.’

Even so, Peter was unsettled. The fear in Collins seemed disproportionate; surely it was only a matter of schoolboy bullying, and Collins was usually such a sensible boy.

Later that evening, Peter was in his study looking at the following year’s scholarship applications. Annie came to tell him she was going to lie Jeremy down then go to bed herself. She kissed Peter on the head and closed the door quietly behind her.

Peter found sorting through application forms hard work because he tended to want to give all of the boys scholarships, even though this wasn’t sensible in the least financially. He worked until near two in the morning, yawning as he went over a boy called Dapping’s many achievements. Peter felt his head begin to nod and soon he was snoring quite loudly and had dribbled on poor Dapping’s essay.

There was a soft knock on the door and Peter woke with a snort.

‘Hello? What?’ he said in the confusion of half-sleep.

He was greeted by the sound of the grandfather clock ticking staunchly in the corner of the room. It was past three now and Peter should be in his bed. He got up, stretched, and was placing a paperweight on his work when he heard it again, soft yet clear: a knock at the door.

Peter was perplexed. Annie would be fast asleep, and they had no live-in servants, but there was the knock again, more insistent this time.

‘Come in,’ Peter said, bemused.

The doorknob turned slowly and the door opened. It was dark in the corridor, and at first Peter couldn’t see what it was that stood in his doorway.

‘Hello?’ Peter called, squinting into the darkness.

It was the figure of a boy, but it lingered just beyond the door frame, just further than the light of Peter’s study.

‘Is that you, Collins?’ Peter asked. ‘What the devil are you doing here at this hour?’

The boy shook his head.

‘No? Not Collins, eh? Well, come in then, whoever you are.’

The boy took a small step forward and Peter caught a better glimpse of him.

He wasn’t one of the Shiverton boys, Peter was sure of that. He was bone-thin, with hunched shoulders and a pale, almost translucently pale, pointed face. Peter stood up and the boy flinched.

‘I won’t hurt you,’ Peter said gently. ‘Are you lost? Did you see my light on from outside?’

The boy nodded slowly.

‘Where are your parents?’ Peter continued.

The boy didn’t reply.

‘Would you like me to telephone someone? Your mother?’

The boy cocked his head.

‘No, of course not,’ Peter said, looking at the boy’s tatty clothes, realising that if his parents couldn’t afford to clothe him properly they would hardly own a telephone.

The boy remained silent, and Peter felt a snap of annoyance. He didn’t like this boy, and didn’t want him in his house. He had an urgent desire to take him by the ear and throw him out. Peter scolded himself. Throw a lost boy out of his house into the cold night! What had come over him?

But there was something about the boy, and his sly face and his menacing silence, that made Peter feel quite threatened. Why wouldn’t he talk? Why wouldn’t he come in so Peter could see him properly?

‘You’ll have to talk to me if you want my help,’ Peter said, an edge not quite buried by the softness of his voice.

The boy just stood there waiting. Waiting for what? Peter thought.

‘Why on earth are you here if you won’t tell me what you want?’ Peter burst out.

The boy smiled, and Peter knew who he was. This was the boy who had hurt Collins. The boy he had demanded to see, who Collins had begged him not to. Peter had invited this boy here, into his home.

The boy stared at Peter, as though he were peeling back his skin and bone and staring right into his core. Peter had a sudden, grotesque premonition. There was a fire; boys were choking, throwing themselves out of windows to escape the flames. An accident on a river; a boat carrying a class of students overturned with the boys trapped beneath it. A lunatic with an axe, opening doors and entering dormitories filled with sleeping students. And all the while, in the background, this boy, this diabolical child, watched them die, with a smile playing on his lips.

Peter opened his eyes with a gasp.

‘I’ll close the school,’ he threatened.

The boy shook his head.

‘Then what? What can I do?’ Peter was shouting now, becoming hysterical.

His shouts must have woken their baby; through the ceiling came a little mewl, and then a full-blooded squall.

The boy looked up at the ceiling and smiled.

‘No!’ Peter cried, and rushed towards the boy.

But the boy was gone. And the baby had stopped crying.

Peter tore up the stairs and flung open the door to the nursery, but he was too late.

The cot was empty, except for a small teddy bear and a single baby’s sock.

‘What happened to the baby?’ Arthur asked.

George shrugged. ‘They never found him,’ he said.

‘And what about the fire? The crazy guy with an axe?’ Penny asked.

‘Those things never happened. Peter Long-Pitt seemed to think that the baby was what the boy wanted all along.’

‘How do you know all this?’ Arthur asked.

‘Grandpa spoke to Peter Long-Pitt just before he died. Peter had lived with it for fifty years and he made Grandpa promise not to tell anyone until after his death. When Grandpa published Peter’s story he wasn’t popular with the Long-Pitts, as you can imagine. Any hint of a ghost story and our headmistress throws a hissy fit.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ Penny said, feeling a little sorry for Professor Long-Pitt. ‘It’s such a sad story.’

‘That’s not all of it though,’ George said grimly. ‘Peter and Annie had three more children, who were all fine. But then another child died at the hall, of whooping cough apparently, but Grandpa doesn’t believe that.’

‘Which child?’ Arthur asked.

‘Peter Long-Pitt’s grandson. Professor Long-Pitt’s brother.’


Chapter Fifteen

‘Hi, Arthur!’

Arthur looked up from his book. It was Xanthe, wearing a side ponytail tied up with an orange ribbon and brandishing two mugs of tea.

‘Do you mind if I sit here?’ she asked.

The common room had been empty. Arthur was excused games due to a cold he had caught the day before and was planning a quiet afternoon catching up with his homework.

‘Sure, Xanthe,’ he said politely, moving a chemistry textbook so she could sit down.

She handed him a mug of tea, which she had filled with far too much sugar. Arthur tried not to grimace as he took a sip. Xanthe leaned over his work and pointed at a chemical equation.

‘It’s KMnO4,’ she said. ‘Potassium Permanganate.’

‘Thanks!’ Arthur said, gratefully pencilling it in.

Xanthe beamed. ‘Chemistry’s my favourite subject – I’m the best in the year,’ she remarked matter-of-factly. ‘Well, joint best with Jake.’

Arthur nodded.

‘Oh no!’ Xanthe slapped her hand over her mouth. ‘I’m sorry, Arthur, I forgot he was your friend.’

‘Was?’ Arthur said. ‘He’s still alive, Xanthe.’

‘Of course! I didn’t mean . . .’ Xanthe trailed off, embarrassed.

They sat in an awkward silence for a moment, and Xanthe fidgeted nervously with her ribbon. Arthur resumed his homework.

‘So, what are you doing for the Christmas holidays?’ Xanthe blurted out.

‘Nothing much,’ Arthur replied distractedly, as he wrote down another equation. ‘Just going home.’

Xanthe nodded. ‘Me too.’

Another silence ensued as Xanthe searched for something else to say.

‘Have you got any plans for New Year’s Eve?’ she asked.

‘Not yet,’ Arthur mumbled, trying not to encourage her. ‘It’s a while away.’

‘Right. Sure.’ Xanthe peered at his exercise book again. ‘You might want to take another look at question two, Arthur.’

‘Xanthe!’ Arthur snapped. ‘I’m just trying to do my homework in peace! Stop nagging me, will you?’

Xanthe winced. ‘Sorry, Arthur,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’

She ran out of the common room, her hair ribbon flying behind her.

Arthur sighed and put his book aside. He felt bad; he hadn’t meant to hurt Xanthe’s feelings. He was just about to follow her when Amber poked her head round the door.

‘What did you do to Xanthe?’ she asked, coming in and lying on the sofa opposite.

Arthur explained and the two of them sat talking for ages, Amber listening sympathetically as he talked about Jake.

‘It’s terrible what happened to Jake,’ she said sadly. ‘You’d have to be pretty unhappy to try something like that.’

‘But it wasn’t him!’ Arthur said.

‘What do you mean?’ Amber asked, sounding confused. ‘I thought –’

‘Nothing,’ Arthur replied quickly. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘You can trust me, you know,’ Amber said.

Arthur nodded and took a deep breath.

*

When Arthur had finished, Amber was sitting right on the edge of the sofa, staring at him.

‘Have you told anyone else about this?’ Amber asked slowly.

‘No. Only George and Penny know.’

Amber nodded. Arthur sensed her demeanour towards him had changed; there was a coldness that hadn’t been there before.

‘Good,’ she said finally. ‘I don’t think you should tell anyone else. No offence, but it makes you sound kind of nuts.’

‘Don’t you think I know that?’ Arthur said, a little hurt.

‘I think maybe you’ve let your imagination run away with you,’ she said.

Amber stood up awkwardly and, smiling sadly, left the common room, the second girl Arthur had driven away that day. He was no longer in the mood for homework, so he packed his stuff up and went back to house.

During prep that evening, Arthur drafted a letter to Amber, but chucked it in the bin, realising that the more he attempted to explain himself, the madder he sounded.

Later, George came in and tried to tempt Arthur with another ghost story, but Arthur wasn’t in the mood and turned him away. The ghost stories weren’t fun any more.

Arthur went over what he had told Amber and had to admit that it didn’t sound likely. His old paranoia returned; he still hadn’t seen a thing himself. He had simply trusted George and Penny, and for all he knew they were imagining things – or, worse, playing a trick on him. Maybe Jake actually had climbed the tree himself; he had seemed genuinely miserable. Arthur was filled with doubt.

Arthur dragged himself to breakfast the following morning.

‘Sleep well?’ Penny asked.

‘Fine, thanks,’ Arthur said curtly, sniffling through his cold.

Arthur, Penny and George ate in silence, occasionally opening their mouths to speak, but thinking better of it.

Two girls from Penny’s house sat down at the end of their table, deep in conversation, speaking in a low, urgent tone, with their heads together. Arthur couldn’t help but prick his ears.

‘Who found her?’ whispered Asha Khan, a small girl with a waterfall of shiny, black hair.

‘Miss Foxton,’ replied Calypso Woods, pushing her red, plastic glasses up her nose. ‘Apparently there was blood everywhere.’

Arthur looked at his friends in alarm to see if they had heard too. They had, and they all leaned towards Asha and Calypso to hear better.

‘What happened?’ Asha asked.

Calypso shrugged. ‘I don’t know, but Miss Foxton was screaming blue murder.’

Asha looked surprised. ‘I slept right through it.’

Penny couldn’t bear it any more. ‘What are you talking about?’ she blurted out.

Asha and Calypso glanced at one another, then shifted up the bench closer to Penny.

‘Xanthe fell out of her window last night,’ Asha said quietly.

Penny gasped. ‘Is she all right?’

‘Broke both her legs,’ Calypso answered breathlessly. ‘Someone said that you could see the bone poking out of the skin.’

‘Why on earth would you throw yourself out of a window?’ Asha asked, uncomprehending.

‘Wouldn’t you if you were Xanthe?’ Calypso said unkindly. ‘I mean, she’s pretty sad. She doesn’t have any friends.’

Arthur felt a twitch of rage. ‘I’m her friend,’ he said.

‘Really?’ Calypso said with a cool smile. ‘Apparently Xanthe spent all last night crying in her room because you’d told her to push off.’

Arthur blushed as Penny and George looked at him in surprise.

‘I didn’t!’ he said guiltily. ‘I mean, I didn’t mean to.’

Calypso stood up with her tray. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said spitefully. ‘I’m sure it wasn’t entirely your fault that she threw herself out of a window. Come on, Asha.’

Asha got up and scuttled off behind Calypso.

‘Is that true, Arthur?’ Penny asked after a moment.

‘I snapped at Xanthe,’ Arthur admitted, ‘but I didn’t realise she was that upset. I should have apologised.’

‘It’s not your fault, mate,’ George said. ‘We know who’s really behind it.’

‘We need to speak to someone who’ll actually listen to us,’ Arthur said grimly. ‘Let’s go to Toynbee.’

Toynbee’s classroom always looked as though a gale had recently blown through it. Papers were scattered everywhere, covered in Toynbee’s purple scrawl, and a strange array of historical artefacts peopled the Prussian-blue room: a suit of armour leaned casually against the blackboard; a black-and-gold-striped Egyptian sarcophagus was propped up in a corner; a huge, deactivated, spiked naval mine acted as a hatstand; and a collection of Iron Age spears rusted quietly on the window sill.

Toynbee had just finished a lesson with the sixth form and looked surprised to find Arthur and his friends standing in front of his table at break time.

As Arthur spoke, with interjections from Penny and George, Toynbee thoughtfully cleaned his gold glasses on what looked like a piece of the Bayeux Tapestry. When they had finished, Toynbee remained silent, staring broodingly out of the window, until Arthur began to wonder whether he had been paying attention.

Finally Toynbee answered in his clear, quiet voice. ‘Many of the students here, and indeed the teachers, seem to have forgotten the more, shall we say, unusual forces that share Shiverton with us. We’ve been safe here for some time now, but that’s no reason to be complacent. I should have known that poor Jake wouldn’t have done such a foolish thing without something forcing his hand, and now it seems my naivety has led to another student being hurt.’

‘We should have told you sooner,’ Arthur said.

Toynbee smiled sadly. ‘And I should have been more direct with you. I had an inkling that something was going on. I suppose I didn’t want to believe it.’

‘What happens now?’ George asked. ‘Will you shut the school down?’

Toynbee shook his head. ‘It’s not as simple as that. If these phantoms have chosen you, they won’t be put off by mere geography. As Penny learned in Grimstone, they’re now strong enough to follow you out of the school.’

‘Great!’ Penny said dismally. ‘So it’s hopeless.’

‘Not quite. I’ve always been interested in the strange history of this place, and I’m therefore not without my own theories as to what might be going on. But let’s leave them aside for now. I’ll put out a message to all of my friends who deal in the supernatural, including your grandfather, George, even though I’m more than a little annoyed with him for sitting on this information. In the meantime, I suppose this advice will seem rather silly, but try to stay cheerful. If there are phantoms at work then they thrive on your unhappiness. At the moment happiness could be the one thing to keep you safe. I know it’s a pretty tough order under the circumstances.’

Arthur tried his best to smile, but he didn’t feel very cheerful.

‘I think it might be time for you to go and visit Jake in hospital,’ said Toynbee. ‘I realise it isn’t likely to contribute to your good cheer, but he might benefit from hearing some friendly voices.’

‘Of course,’ Penny said. ‘We’re desperate to see him.’

‘There’s someone else you might like to talk to at the hospital while you’re there. He’s in the psychiatric ward,’ Toynbee continued. ‘Tristan Maynard.’


Chapter Sixteen

St Swithin’s Hospital was on the outskirts of a crumbling, boarded-up town an hour from Shiverton Hall. The hospital looked in need of an operation or two itself: its once-white exterior was brown with damp and the paint flaked off it in patches. Outside the main doors a cluster of grey patients in grubby dressing gowns were trying to get some fresh air, shivering in the cold and trailing their drips behind them.

‘This is horrible,’ Penny whispered as the automatic doors slid open.

The lobby had made a gesture towards jolliness, and had been painted lime green and orange, but it only served to make the whole place even more depressing. They enquired after Jake at the reception desk, and were directed to a room on the third floor.

Before they reached the lift, Penny spotted a small gift shop, and stopped George and Arthur.

‘Hold on a minute,’ she said, darting into the shop.

She emerged a minute later with a bunch of rather drooping lilies.

‘It’s all they had,’ she explained with a sad shrug.

The third floor was painted a minty, sickly green and the plastic floor was sticky from disinfectant. Arthur and his friends hesitated for a moment, apprehensive about seeing Jake for the first time since the ‘accident’. They walked through a ward of people, many of them elderly, who looked at their faces hopefully then, on realising that they weren’t there to visit them, returned to the blaring television that hung on the wall.

The friends walked down yet another corridor, this one a septic yellow, until they reached Jake’s door. They knocked, out of politeness rather than necessity, and entered with trepidation.

Jake lay on the bed, covered in plastic tubes and attached to a cumbersome monitor which bleeped out his heartbeat. He was as white as the pillow he lay on, and his blond hair had been brushed into a neat side parting that he would never have worn had he been awake. The side table was crowded with unread get-well cards, a pot of wilting roses and his glasses, which were unfolded within reach in case he woke up.

The sight was too much for Penny, who stifled a sob with her sleeve.

George self-consciously sat down in the chair next to Jake’s bed. ‘Hello, mate,’ he said, patting Jake’s hand. ‘How’s it going?’

George talked and talked, much to the relief of Penny and Arthur, who were too nervous and upset to speak. He relayed all the Shiverton gossip, what was happening in the news, how well Jake’s football team was playing. He didn’t mention Xanthe or the phantoms, and managed to ramble good-naturedly for nearly half an hour.

When George’s chatter started to stall, Penny approached Jake’s bed and arranged the lilies in a vase next to him, hastily wiping a tear away with the back of her hand. Arthur stood awkwardly at the foot of the bed, not knowing where to stand and feeling like an idiot.

A young doctor entered the room, consulting a clipboard, and it took her a moment to notice that Jake had guests.

‘Oh!’ she said in surprise. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know that you were in here. I’ll come back.’

‘No!’ Penny said. ‘Please, we were just on our way out.’

The doctor smiled. ‘I’m glad to see that Jake finally has some visitors.’

‘What do you mean, “finally”?’ Arthur asked.

‘Well, Jake hasn’t had many visitors,’ replied the doctor. ‘Only one, actually – his mother, and she’s only here for a few minutes at a time. The hospital seems to make her uncomfortable.’

‘Poor Jake,’ Penny said guiltily. ‘We should have come sooner.’

‘Well, you’re here now,’ the doctor said reassuringly, ‘and I’m sure it’s done him the world of good.’

‘How long do you think he’ll be . . .’ George’s voice dropped, ‘. . . you know?’

‘In a coma?’ the doctor answered. ‘I’m afraid I can’t say. It’s a very unusual case – the first I’ve ever heard of, in fact.’

‘How is it unusual?’ Arthur asked.

‘It’s unusual because there’s nothing wrong with him,’ she replied. ‘Jake’s body is in perfect working order. He suffered a few small scratches from the fall and mild hypothermia from the cold, but he was remarkably unscathed considering.’

‘Then why hasn’t he woken up?’ George asked.

‘That’s just it – we have no idea. We had a specialist come up from London and he’s as baffled as we are. Jake’s brain scans are totally normal . . .’ she hesitated, ‘. . . except for one thing.’

‘What?’ Penny asked.

‘There’s one part of his brain where the activity is far more intense than it should be under the circumstances.’

‘Which part?’ Arthur said.

‘The part that’s responsible for fear. The activity there indicates someone experiencing extreme and sustained terror. You’d expect to see these levels in a person who was about to be eaten by a tiger, say – not someone asleep in a warm bed. It doesn’t make sense.’

Arthur, Penny and George looked over at Jake, outwardly sleeping peacefully, but in reality silently suffering some unknowable torment.

‘Let me get this straight,’ Arthur said. ‘You think that it could be fear that’s keeping Jake unconscious?’

‘It’s conceivable, yes,’ the doctor replied. ‘This case is highly unusual though, perhaps even unique.’

‘So if we could stop what’s frightening Jake, he might wake up?’ Arthur continued.

‘I suppose so . . .’ said the doctor doubtfully.

Arthur crouched down next to Jake’s bedside. ‘Don’t worry, mate,’ he said quietly. ‘We’re going to get them.’

George shut the door quietly behind them so that the doctor could perform her check-up. The corridor stank thickly of antiseptic and some brown-smelling hospital food that a nurse was pushing down the hall on a rattling cart. The trauma of seeing Jake, coupled with the doctor’s disturbing diagnosis, was crushing.

‘I can’t bear it,’ Penny whispered. ‘He’s been in there terrified and totally alone.’

‘But we can help him,’ Arthur said. ‘You heard what the doctor said: there’s nothing wrong with him physically. If we can stop the phantoms, he’ll wake up.’

‘But how do we stop them?’ she replied desperately.

‘I don’t know,’ Arthur admitted, ‘but there is someone who might.’

The psychiatric ward was in a separate building around the back of the hospital. Squat and pebble-dashed, the place itself looked enough to make anyone go mad. It was dark now, at five o’clock, and the damp evening air was a welcome change to the institutional gravy-and-medicine aroma of the main hospital. The lobby had been half-heartedly decorated for Christmas with balding, silver tinsel. A surly nurse sat behind the reception desk.

‘No visitors after five,’ she said as they entered, her eyes remaining on her gossip magazine.

Penny faltered, but George stepped in confidently.

‘It’s only two minutes past,’ he said. ‘Do you think you could make an exception just this once?’

The nurse sighed and looked up at him, unmoved. ‘No visitors past five o’clock,’ she repeated.

Penny stepped forward. ‘Please, we got stuck in traffic,’ she lied. ‘We’ve come all the way from Scotland.’

The nurse raised an eyebrow. ‘You don’t sound Scottish,’ she said.

‘We’re at school there,’ Arthur cut in.

‘We’ll be no more than a few minutes. Please,’ Penny pleaded.

The nurse looked at her beadily. ‘Who do you want to see?’ she asked.

‘Tristan Maynard.’

The nurse clucked triumphantly. ‘Well, you couldn’t see him anyway,’ she crowed. ‘He’s in the special ward, only family can see him.’

‘We’re Tristan’s cousins!’ George said quickly. ‘We’ve been here before – the other nurse always lets us see him.’

The nurse eyed them as they tried to look casual.

‘Fine,’ she said gruffly. ‘You’ve got five minutes.’

‘Thank you!’ Penny cried.

‘But don’t excite him,’ the nurse instructed. ‘I’ll hold you responsible if I can’t get him to sleep tonight.’

They lingered at her desk, waiting hopefully for directions to Tristan’s room.

‘Well, get off with you then,’ the nurse said. ‘You know where his room is, don’t you?’

‘Yes, of course!’ Arthur lied. ‘Thank you.’

It was a grim walk from the reception to Tristan’s room. Fearful, emaciated patients shuffled down the corridors, mumbling gibberish, and the halls echoed with the sound of manic laughter. Arthur, Penny and George peered in through the window of each room they passed, hoping to see Tristan. They saw a woman eating the stuffing out of a decapitated teddy bear, an elderly man conducting an invisible orchestra, a girl tearing at her clothes in a frenzy as though they were filled with bees. Every window brought another glimpse of desperation.

The very last window showed Tristan. He was sitting quietly on his bed, cross-legged and still. The walls around him were crowded up to the ceiling with disturbing pictures that he had clearly drawn himself, and his sheets were stained with ink.

Penny knocked. There was no response; Tristan didn’t even look around. Penny steeled herself and opened the door.

Tristan didn’t seem to notice as Arthur and his classmates entered the room; he was humming quietly to himself and tapping his thumb on his leg to the beat in his head. Arthur nudged George and nodded towards the wall. Above the bed, and made up of twenty or so sheets of lined A4 paper, was a drawing of Shiverton Hall. Tristan had caught its imposing splendour so perfectly it could almost have been traced from a photograph, but it was not such a straightforward likeness as that. There was something in the slant of the windows and the curl of the spires that gave it an unnerving presence, as though the hall itself were quietly breathing, watching out from the paper.

‘Tristan?’ Arthur said, pulling his gaze uneasily from the picture. ‘We’ve come for your help.’

Tristan continued his humming and tapping.

‘We’ve come from your school, from Shiverton Hall. Everyone is in danger there and we think you know why.’

Tristan stirred. The humming stopped. ‘Shiverton . . .’ he repeated, furrowing his brow, trying to recall the meaning of the word.

‘Shiverton Hall,’ Arthur said. ‘Your school, remember? You went there to warn us about something. Can you remember what it was?’

‘Shiverton . . .’ Tristan repeated again.

‘Yes. Shiverton.’

Tristan gave a little yelp and his eyes lit up in a moment of recognition. He stood on his bed and pointed to the picture of the school.

‘Yes!’ Arthur cried. ‘Yes, that’s Shiverton!’

Tristan pointed at the picture again, jabbing it with his finger. ‘Don’t go here,’ he said urgently. ‘Never go here. There is something bad.’

‘We’re there already, Tristan, and some terrible things have happened already. One of our friends is in this very hospital – he jumped out of a tree. Another girl has broken her legs. We need to stop it.’

Tristan nodded. ‘Yes, they’re all in danger,’ he agreed, his voice like that of an automaton.

‘From what?’ Arthur asked.

Tristan shook his head violently.

‘Tell us, Tristan,’ Arthur said more forcefully.

Tristan squealed and crumpled on to his bed, where he resumed the humming, more loudly this time.

‘You have to tell us what they are. We don’t have much time!’ Arthur cried.

‘Arthur, go gently,’ Penny whispered, watching as Tristan began to whimper.

Arthur carefully took Tristan by the shoulders and looked directly at him.

‘What are we in danger from?’ he said slowly.

‘The friends,’ Tristan whispered.

‘Like your friend Charlie?’ Arthur said. ‘What are they? Where do they come from?’

‘They make you do bad things.’

‘How can we stop them?’ Arthur asked.

Tristan shook his head violently.

‘How can we stop them?’ Arthur repeated.

Tristan looked straight into Arthur’s eyes. ‘Your friend is the worst,’ he whispered. ‘Your friend is coming for you.’

Penny looked over at Arthur, who was clearly quite taken aback.

‘Please, Tristan, what can we do?’ George asked.

Tristan shook his head. ‘They want to play. You have to play with them.’

Tristan threw his head back and let out a screech of demented laughter. He stood up on his bed once more and pointed at Arthur.

‘Yours is the worst,’ he shouted gleefully, dancing on his mattress. ‘Yours is coming to get you, Arthur Davies.’

Arthur staggered forward as a flurry of nurses rushed into the room, concerned by the noise. The nurse from the reception desk looked at the trio accusingly.

‘Look what you’ve done!’ she shouted. ‘I told you not to excite him! We’ll have to sedate him now.’

Penny looked away as one of the nurses plunged a syringe into Tristan’s arm.

Tristan lurched on to his knees, his eyelids fluttering, struggling to fight the potent sedative. He looked over at Arthur and said, lucid and sharp for a moment, ‘Look at them. You need to look at them, all of you. They hate to be looked at.’

Then Tristan’s eyes closed and he slumped forward.

‘Out!’ a nurse yelled. ‘Out now!’

‘Arthur,’ Penny hissed, as they were pushed out of the room. ‘Look!’

She pointed at one of the pictures on the walls, scrawled in black ink. The likeness was unmistakable. It was a portrait of Arthur.


Chapter Seventeen

The three of them were crammed into the back of the taxi and Arthur stared out of the window in shocked silence. The driver was singing along loudly to the radio, while Penny and George whispered urgently about what Tristan had said. Arthur turned over his childhood memories in his head, sifting through birthdays, play dates and trips to the zoo, but none of these hazy recollections featured an imaginary friend.

‘Arthur. Arthur!’ Penny hissed, nudging him in the ribs.

Arthur pulled himself away from a faraway, sunny afternoon building sandcastles with his mother, and forced his attention back to the cramped car.

‘Tristan said your imaginary friend was the worst,’ Penny whispered, ‘but you said you didn’t have one.’

‘I didn’t!’ Arthur replied, rather exasperated. ‘I wish I could tell you more, but I can’t! I didn’t have an imaginary friend and I can’t just make one up for your benefit.’

‘All right, mate, calm down,’ George said.

‘I am calm,’ Arthur replied tetchily.

‘Maybe it was another Arthur,’ Penny mused. ‘I mean, he got your name wrong. Did you notice? He called you Arthur Davies.’

Arthur felt the dread again, creeping up his neck. He didn’t trust himself to respond.

‘But Tristan had definitely drawn a picture of Arthur,’ George said. ‘How could he? They’ve never met.’

Arthur guided the subject away from him. ‘He said the friends don’t like to be looked at,’ he reminded them. ‘That’s something, isn’t it? Now we know something about them.’

‘It’s not much,’ George complained.

‘But it’s a start,’ Arthur said.

‘But I looked at mine,’ Penny said, ‘and that didn’t seem to stop her.’

‘Well, maybe you weren’t looking hard enough,’ Arthur said.

‘I hate hospitals!’ George said with a shudder. ‘They freak me out.’

‘Me too,’ Arthur agreed.

‘You know Shiverton Hall was a hospital during the First World War?’ George said, glancing at the darkness beyond the window.

Arthur nodded. ‘Your grandfather mentioned it in his book.’

‘That wasn’t unusual though, was it?’ Penny said. ‘A lot of big houses were hospitals during the war.’

‘But Shiverton wasn’t an ordinary hospital,’ George said pointedly.

‘Of course it wasn’t,’ Arthur sighed. ‘Go on then.’


The Babbel Bit

Doctor Gregory Thorne studied under the maverick genius Professor Babbel for ten years in Vienna, after which he decided to set up his own practice in London. Babbel’s methods, and his investigations into the brain’s workings, had been treated with utter hostility by the rest of the medical profession, but the educated public adored them, and every time he came to England he was fêted like a celebrity.

The Babbel Bit, a facial harness whose invention was designed to pacify prisoners, caused a sensation at the Royal Society in 1907 when Babbel demonstrated it on a notoriously violent criminal. The criminal arrived in a straitjacket, swearing and spitting, but after five minutes in Babbel’s contraption, he was as quiet and calm as a lamb. The doctors and scientists who watched the experiment didn’t care for it; the harness itself looked extremely painful and distorted the face grotesquely. However, the papers thought it was the greatest invention of the century and called for a Bit on every criminal in Britain.

Doctor Gregory Thorne had helped Babbel with the design of the Bit and many of his other innovations – the Spine Clamp, the Iron Hat and the Gagger to name but a few – and on his arrival in London he was celebrated as the future of his field. Thorne’s practice was a collection of spacious, white rooms in Harley Street, where he discreetly ‘corrected’ lunatic baronets and wayward daughters of the aristocracy. One such girl, Lady Annabel Watson, had spoken of a desire to go to university, much to the horror of her father, but after one session with Thorne she had placidly agreed to be married off to an elderly earl. He became the favourite doctor to the great and good, so when the First World War broke out, Thorne wasn’t at all surprised to receive a telegram from the government asking him to take charge of a hospital in the country.

Shiverton Hall Hospital didn’t treat physical wounds; it treated those whose minds had been disturbed by the ordeal of the trenches. One such man was Martin Sutherland, a poet who had narrowly survived the Battle of Ypres. Sutherland had caused the government a great deal of trouble by publishing anti-war poetry and writing ‘unpatriotic’ letters to The Times. When he began to make a little too much noise, the home secretary thought it prudent to send him somewhere that might make him more agreeable.

And so it was that Doctor Thorne stood on the steps of Shiverton Hall, flanked by hatchet-faced nurses, as the car rumbled up to deliver Martin Sutherland. Thorne bowed obsequiously as the poet exited the car with his arms tied behind his back.

‘Welcome, welcome, Mr Sutherland,’ Thorne said. ‘I trust you had a pleasant journey.’

‘Not at all pleasant, no!’ Sutherland bit back. ‘I woke with a stranger in my bedroom, who promptly put a bag over my head, tied me up and brought me to wherever this godforsaken place is.’

‘I’m afraid these methods are sometimes necessary,’ Thorne said calmly. ‘I very much doubt that you would have come willingly.’

‘No, I most certainly would not!’

‘There we are then. The first sign of a disordered mind.’

Sutherland opened his mouth to protest, but Thorne shushed him with his palm.

‘Welcome to Shiverton Hall Hospital. I’m Doctor Thorne.’

Sutherland looked alarmed and began to struggle, trying to slip his hands out of their restraints.

‘No use, my boy.’ Thorne smiled. ‘The more you fight against it the more painful this process will be.’

‘I know about this place,’ Sutherland said, his panic audible. ‘I’ve heard about you!’

‘Then you know that I’m the only man who can help you,’ Thorne replied with glacial calm. He gestured to an orderly. ‘Please take Mr Sutherland to his room.’

Sutherland reluctantly allowed himself to be frogmarched through the hospital. The whole place was bitingly cold as the windows were constantly propped open even in the depths of winter, and dead leaves had blown in, collecting in corners and under beds. There were metal beds everywhere, filled with shell-shocked, desperate men who looked at Sutherland in quiet agony as he passed by.

Unlike the other patients, Sutherland wouldn’t be allowed to share a room as Thorne felt that he could be a negative influence on the other men. Sutherland’s room seemed more of a cupboard, with a narrow bed shunted at an angle in the corner and a tiny, barred window.

‘Here you are,’ the orderly grunted as he shoved him through the door.

‘Could you untie my hands, please?’ Sutherland asked.

The orderly sneered and slammed the door. Sutherland could hear the metallic scrape of a deadlock being pushed into place. He sat down on the bed, reeling.

The sounds of the hospital were dreadful. Disembodied moans and screams swirled in through Sutherland’s keyhole along with the teasing jangle of keys.

Hours passed and no one came. Sutherland couldn’t even rest, for his arms were beginning to cramp up. Night appeared, yet no one turned on a light or lit a candle.

‘Pssst!’ he heard suddenly from somewhere near the right wall.

Sutherland got off his bed, squinting in the direction of the noise.

‘Down here!’ the voice said in a distinctly cockney accent.

Sutherland knelt down and peered at the bottom of the wall. He could see now that a brick was loose.

‘Pull out the brick!’ the voice whispered.

‘I can’t, my hands are tied.’

‘Well, turn around to do it then!’ the voice hissed.

Sutherland glanced nervously at his door, but dropped to his knees, twisting awkwardly around, fumbling to work the stone away. It fell to the floor with a crack.

‘There we are!’ the voice said, pleased.

Sutherland peered through the gap in the wall and found a bright, green eye staring back at him.

‘Hello!’ the eye said. ‘New, are you?’

‘Yes,’ Sutherland said, relieved to have someone to talk to.

‘You must’ve done something wicked to be in there! What was it? Spying?’

‘Certainly not!’ Sutherland snapped. ‘I’ve done nothing at all. I only wrote a few letters to the papers.’

‘Letters, eh? Well, no wonder you’re in there. They don’t like letters. You’re a writer then?’

‘How did you know?’

‘The one before you was a novelist.’

‘What happened to him?’

The eye didn’t reply.

‘I’m Martin Sutherland,’ he said after a moment.

‘Robbie Cartwright.’

The men nodded to one another, as the hole was too small to shake hands – or even fingers – through.

‘How long can I expect to be here?’ Sutherland asked.

‘Depends,’ Robbie Cartwright said, sniffing, ‘on whether you’re good or not.’

There was the sudden clink of a key, and Sutherland instinctively turned around, blocking the hole with his back.

The door opened to reveal Doctor Thorne, wearing a blood-splattered white coat.

‘Please excuse my attire, Mr Sutherland,’ Thorne said with a tight smile.

Sutherland didn’t respond.

‘Untie the patient,’ Thorne said curtly to the nurse who stood beside him.

Sutherland tilted his body so that his hands could be freed, while his shoulder still blocked the hole in the wall.

‘This is an outrage,’ Sutherland said. ‘What right have you to keep me here?’

‘Please calm yourself,’ Thorne said with weary disdain, ‘or we’ll be forced to restrain you.’

‘I’m quite calm, I assure you,’ Sutherland replied in a careful, measured tone. ‘I’m only asking why I’m here.’

‘You know perfectly well why you’re here. To pretend otherwise only further demonstrates your confusion.’

‘That’s preposterous!’

Thorne licked his lips. ‘We have our first appointment tomorrow morning,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you’ll speak sense then.’

Thorne turned on his heel, and the nurse bolted the door.

‘Could you at least turn a light on?’ Sutherland shouted as they walked away.

Robbie sucked the air through his teeth. ‘Your first appointment with Doctor Thorne himself. They’re not mucking about.’

‘What will they do?’ Sutherland asked. He didn’t know why he bothered asking though – he’d heard the stories.

Robbie changed the subject. ‘You married?’ he asked.

‘No,’ Sutherland replied.

‘I am. Dolly, her name is. Got a kid too. Mary.’

‘I’m sure you’ll see them soon.’

Robbie laughed bitterly. ‘You’d better get some sleep, squire,’ he said. ‘You’ll need it for Thorne tomorrow.’

*

The following morning Sutherland was pulled clumsily from his bed by a new but similarly thuggish orderly and taken to Thorne’s office. The place was filled with archaic contraptions and had the metallic miasma of congealed blood.

Thorne indicated for Sutherland to sit. He stood defiantly.

‘Have you heard of the Babbel Bit?’ Thorne asked.

‘Of course,’ Sutherland replied. ‘It’s a very cruel device used to subdue prisoners.’

‘Cruel,’ Thorne agreed, ‘but very effective. Do you know how it works?’

Thorne opened a drawer and brought out the Bit. It looked rather like a horse’s harness, but with leather straps to tie it to a human face and a metal bar for suppressing the tongue.

‘These screws here,’ he said, indicating them, ‘press down on the temples, creating nausea and affecting coordination, and the metal bar makes it difficult to breathe. The wearer has to spend all of his energy fighting off the adverse effects of the Bit and therefore has no time to cause trouble.’

‘It’s medieval!’ Sutherland said.

‘It’s interesting that you should say so, because its roots are indeed from that time. Have you ever come across a scold’s bridle?’

Sutherland shook his head.

‘It was an instrument similar to this one. It was used in the sixteenth century to silence heretics and hysterical women. It was a muzzle with a blade inserted into it. It could be worn completely painlessly so long as the wearer was silent, but if they spoke the blade would cut their tongue.’

Sutherland dared not speak.

‘There are those who want you silenced, Mr Sutherland.’

Thorne retrieved something from a cabinet behind him and caressed it affectionately.

‘I had it made specially with you in mind.’

Two orderlies burst into the room before Sutherland could react and held him down. He shouted and kicked out, fighting against the arms that pinned him to the chair.

‘Don’t struggle, Mr Sutherland,’ Thorne said. ‘It’ll only hurt you more.’

At some point during the fitting Sutherland must have passed out, because he awoke to a throbbing pain in his jaw and was lying on his bed.

Sutherland felt the bridle. It wasn’t just buckled but bolted to his head. The blade, a whisper away from his tongue, already had blood on it. Sutherland tried not to panic as he groped at his face, but he was desperate for some release.

‘Oi.’ He heard Robbie’s voice through the crack.

Sutherland staggered up with some effort and slumped down next to the hole, the bridle glinting horribly in the thin light. Robbie’s green eye widened.

‘What’s that?’ he gasped.

Sutherland shook his head.

‘Can’t talk?’

Sutherland carefully opened his mouth to reveal the vicious blade.

Robbie tutted and his green eye narrowed.

‘Thorne’s gone too far now,’ he muttered darkly. ‘Don’t you worry, lad, we’ll fix this right up for you.’

Sutherland lay awake in bed that night. The harness was agonising, and he didn’t dare sleep in case he spoke in his dreams and cut off his own tongue.

In the middle of the night, Sutherland heard a commotion outside his room; the sound of running and the smell of smoke. He sat up. If there was a fire he would be burned alive.

He kicked at his door and was surprised to find it open. He shrank back as an orderly ran past, but the orderly ignored him. A few others ran past after him, screaming and turning to look behind them as though they were being chased. Sutherland saw that the doors to all the other rooms were open too, and that patients were beginning to walk hesitantly into the hall. Sutherland followed the stream of bodies running away from the unknown terror. The smell of smoke was stronger now.

As another nurse passed him, he grabbed her sleeve.

‘Let go of me!’ she squealed, battering his arm.

He held fast.

‘Let go! They’ll catch me!’

Sutherland tilted his head questioningly.

‘The morgue,’ she whispered. ‘The morgue is empty. It was full this evening, but the bodies are gone. They’re coming to get us.’

Sutherland let go, shocked, and the nurse fled.

There was a clanking and a wet crunch, and Sutherland turned to see the bodies, the stench unmistakable, as they walked blindly down the hall. Some were wearing the Babbel Bit; others trailed chains behind them; all looked as though they had been tortured to death. They groaned and shuddered down the hallway, ignoring the patients, towards Thorne’s office. One of them, whose face was burned beyond recognition, turned a bright, green eye to Sutherland, and winked.

The police didn’t believe Sutherland, and nor did they believe any of the other astonished witnesses, when they arrived at Shiverton Hall Hospital the following day. It was a hospital for the disturbed after all; why would they believe Sutherland when he said that Thorne’s patients had come back to life, murdered him and his workforce, and set half the hall on fire? It was exactly the sort of gobbledegook that a madman would say. It looked like a straight-up riot to them; the prisoners were the culprits and had made up some cock-and-bull story to cover their tracks.

The police were just about to reapply Sutherland’s bridle and boot him into the back of the truck, when a small, bespectacled man in a bowler hat arrived. The gentleman seemed very agitated. He was from the government, and was concerned that the riot might draw the public’s attention to the hospital’s unsavoury methods. The police were given no choice but to discharge all of the patients.

Sutherland wrote his most famous poem, The Scold’s Bridle, about the event and it was dedicated to the late Robbie Cartwright, with all proceeds going to Dolly Cartwright, his widow. It was hailed as an excellent piece of fiction, but Sutherland maintained its veracity until the day he died. Whenever a critic asked Sutherland what proof he had, he always replied with a question: what other hospital morgue is filled with corpses who are smiling?

Shiverton Hall was waiting for them in the darkness as the taxi dropped them off at the main entrance.

Penny looked up at it and shivered. ‘If only we had an army of the undead at our disposal,’ she sighed.


Chapter Eighteen

When Arthur got up to his bedroom he called his mother on a phone borrowed from George.

‘Hello, petal!’ she said, clearly thrilled to hear his voice. ‘How are you getting on?’

Arthur hesitated. ‘Great, thanks, Mum,’ he said.

They chatted about Arthur’s schoolwork and their plans for the Christmas holidays, then Arthur cut to the chase.

‘Mum,’ he asked, ‘did I ever have an imaginary friend?’

May laughed. ‘What makes you ask that?’

‘It’s for an English project.’

‘Oh, right.’ May hummed as she racked her brains. ‘No, I don’t remember you ever having one. Rob had one, of course. Don’t you remember –’

‘Pom Pom,’ Arthur finished for her. ‘How could I forget?’

‘I’m glad we don’t have to put up with that little rascal any more. But I don’t think you ever had an imaginary friend.’

‘All right, never mind.’ Arthur sighed; he didn’t feel as relieved by this information as he thought he would.

For the next few days, Arthur, Penny and George remained as cheerful as they could, and it seemed to work. There were no strange nightmares, and no imaginary friends.

One morning break, they walked into the common room, which had been decorated with a large Christmas tree and hundreds of fairy lights, and found a hubbub in the corner. At the centre of a circle of students was Xanthe, with both legs in full casts, in a wheelchair. They approached her.

‘Hi, Xanthe,’ Arthur said a little nervously.

Xanthe pretended not to hear him and carried on chatting to her well-wishers. After her brush with death, even the most popular students wanted to talk to her. Penny and George drifted away to find some tea, but Arthur stuck stubbornly to Xanthe’s side until she acknowledged him.

‘What do you want, Arthur?’ she said coldly.

‘I want to apologise,’ he said quietly, aware that some people were eavesdropping.

‘For what?’ she asked breezily.

‘For snapping at you.’

‘And . . .?’

‘And . . . What else did I do?’

Xanthe tossed her crimped hair. ‘You could have sent me a card in hospital.’ She sniffed.

‘I’m really sorry,’ Arthur said.

‘It’s OK, Arthur.’ Xanthe beamed, incapable of being cross with him for more than a few seconds. ‘You can carry my books to my next class.’

‘Right. Yeah. Of course.’

Arthur walked slowly alongside Xanthe, who hadn’t quite mastered the wheelchair and kept veering off in the wrong direction.

‘So what happened?’ he asked as they made their way down the hall.

‘When?’ she asked.

Arthur rolled his eyes. ‘Your legs, Xanthe! You broke them, remember?’

‘Of course I remember, silly.’ She giggled. ‘I don’t know, I don’t remember anything. I must have been sleepwalking.’

‘You don’t remember anything?’ Arthur pressed.

‘Nope!’

‘Nothing? You weren’t having any weird dreams?’

Xanthe frowned and slowed down a little, concentrating.

‘Nope! Nothing!’ she said finally.

‘OK.’ Arthur sighed as they reached Xanthe’s classroom.

‘Arthur?’ Xanthe asked as he handed over her books.

‘Yup.’

‘Will you sign one of my casts?’

Arthur took the purple sparkly pen that Xanthe was dangling in front of him. His hand hesitated over the cast as he wondered what to write. Eventually he plumped for: Hi, Xanthe. Get well soon! Arthur Bannister. He drew a few stars around the message for good measure and returned the pen.

Xanthe craned forward to read it and said quietly, ‘You should have signed your real name.’

Arthur frowned. Had he heard her correctly?

‘What?’ he asked, licking his lips anxiously. ‘What did you say?’

‘I know who you are,’ Xanthe said. ‘I know no one else can be bothered to read the papers at this school, but I always do. I knew it was you the moment I saw you.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Arthur said, stumbling away in panic.

‘I don’t mind though,’ Xanthe called after him. ‘Arthur!’

But he was gone, racing through the corridors. As he skidded round a corner, he saw Amber hurrying towards a classroom.

‘Amber!’ he called.

She pretended not to have seen him, but he stepped into her path.

‘I need to talk to you,’ Arthur said urgently.

‘I have to go to class.’

‘Look, I realise you think I’m nuts, but if you don’t believe me ask Penny and George. They know that everything I’ve said about the imaginary friends is true.’

Amber looked uncomfortable.

‘I know it sounds mad – imaginary friends suddenly appearing and –’

‘Arthur!’ Amber snapped. ‘I really need to get to class. I’d appreciate it if you stopped talking to me about this, OK? It’s crazy.’

She strode past him, leaving Arthur standing alone in the hall, his face burning, and a full ten minutes late for Long-Pitt’s class.

Back at Garnons that evening, Arthur wrote a letter to Amber, and this time he was determined to send it. It explained in detail what had been going on at Shiverton Hall, what Toynbee had said, and the danger that they were all in. Arthur also told her how he felt about her and how brilliant he thought she was.

He gave the letter to Penny to drop off to Amber in Starling.

Penny pinched the envelope between her fingers distastefully. ‘It’s not a love letter, is it?’ she asked, sniffing it for aftershave.

‘Not completely,’ Arthur said, embarrassed.

‘Arthur!’ Penny said. ‘Honestly, Amber’s awful!’

‘You don’t know her like I do,’ Arthur said, a little dramatically.

‘Yeah.’ Penny snorted. ‘I know her better.’

In spite of her reservations, Penny gave the letter to Amber, who read it with a sneer of contempt. She casually tossed it in the bin once she had finished it and flicked her hair.

‘Your friend Arthur,’ she said to Penny, ‘is clinically insane.’

During football that afternoon, the Forge triplets were more than usually violent towards Arthur, fouling him more than once, until the referee was forced to send Dan off. After the game, Arthur hobbled towards house, rubbing his leg where one of the triplets had kicked him.

‘Painful, is it, Scholarship?’ he heard from behind him.

Suddenly Arthur’s head was in the crook of Dan’s elbow and all he could see were three pairs of enormous trainers on the ground below.

‘It’ll be a lot more painful in a minute,’ Dan hissed through gritted teeth.

Arthur received a blow to his stomach and fell to his knees, winded. The Forge triplets circled him slowly.

‘I’ve never liked you, Scholarship,’ Dan said, grinding his fist into his palm. ‘You don’t really belong here, do you?’

Arthur tried to stand, only to find himself brutally pushed back on to the ground.

‘I’m very angry with you,’ continued Dan. ‘Do you know why I’m angry?’

Arthur struggled to get the word out. ‘No.’

‘No?’ Dan said.

One of the brothers kicked Arthur’s back.

‘Any idea now?’ Dan asked, pressing his crooked nose against Arthur’s.

Arthur stared him out, and got another kick for it.

‘I’ll tell you then,’ Dan growled. ‘I’m angry because you’ve been hassling my girlfriend.’

‘Amber’s not your girlfriend,’ Arthur gasped, as a hand smacked his ear.

‘What? She’s yours, is she?’ Dan sneered and his brothers laughed.

Dan pushed the spikes of his football boot into Arthur’s neck. ‘I’m asking you nicely, Scholarship, and I’m only asking once. Leave Amber alone. She thinks you’re a creep.’

With a final kick, the Forge triplets ambled off, sniggering and slapping each other on the back, leaving Arthur to slowly hoist himself up and resentfully beat the pieces of mud and twigs from his football kit.

‘Woah!’ George gasped, as Arthur limped into his bedroom with a bloody nose. ‘What happened to you?’

Arthur slumped on to George’s bed. ‘The Forges,’ he replied grimly.

‘No way! Are you all right, mate?’

‘Did you tell anyone about me and Amber?’ Arthur asked.

‘No – no one, I swear,’ George replied.

‘Well then how on earth did Dan find out?’

George shrugged. ‘He must have seen you together.’

‘No, we’re always really careful. I think she knew he would react like this.’

‘Maybe she told him herself,’ George suggested.

‘No way. She wouldn’t.’

George looked down at the floor.

‘What?’ Arthur said.

George sighed. ‘I didn’t want to be the one to tell you this, mate, but Penny told me what Amber said when she gave her the letter.’

‘What did she say?’

‘She said she thought you were insane.’

Arthur digested this blow, his eyes prickling. It hurt a lot more than the Forges’ beating.

‘I’m really sorry.’

‘I shouldn’t have told her,’ Arthur muttered, ‘but I wanted to warn her.’

‘About the imaginary friends?’

Arthur nodded.

‘Maybe that wasn’t the wisest move,’ George agreed. ‘If Professor Long-Pitt finds out, we’ll all be for it.’

‘I need to talk to her,’ Arthur said decisively, standing up.

George rushed to the door and blocked Arthur’s path. ‘Why don’t you leave it, mate?’ he said.

‘Thanks, George, but I’ll take my chances.’

‘Amber isn’t interested,’ George blurted out. ‘She says she never was. She thinks you’re imagining it all.’

‘Imagining it!’ Arthur sat dumbly back on the bed.

‘Maybe you’ve blown it out of proportion,’ George said kindly, ‘and just thought she was interested when she wasn’t. We all do that sometimes – it’s an easy mistake to make.’

Arthur didn’t know how to respond. He knew that Amber had liked him; she’d even said as much! But he could see that George wouldn’t believe him. Arthur realised he shouldn’t have told her about what was going on at Shiverton, but for her to deny their whole friendship and set Dan on him seemed unnecessarily cruel. He traipsed out of George’s room, ignoring his pleas to stay, and unhappily threw himself face down on his own bed.


Chapter Nineteen

December was always a hard month at Shiverton Hall. The old buildings were poorly insulated, with ancient, clanking central heating, and it wasn’t uncommon for students to go to bed wearing jumpers, socks and scarves. Arthur was miserable, sick of the cold and, for the first time all term, properly homesick. Penny and George tried to perk him up, conscious of Toynbee’s advice to ‘remain cheerful’, but nothing helped.

In the last week of term, Penny and Arthur were sitting in Long-Pitt’s classroom for their evening English class. The lesson started late, so it was already dark and so wincingly dim that it was almost impossible to read the blackboard. They had been studying a poem by Robert Browning, My Last Duchess, and Long-Pitt handed back their essays covered in her jittery, red hand.

She paused at Arthur’s desk, dangling the papers above him. He braced himself for another lecture and a poor grade.

‘This is better, Mr Bannister. Much better,’ Long-Pitt said.

Arthur stared at the A in shock, as Penny nudged him excitedly.

‘Well, it’s no wonder he got an A,’ Dan Forge sneered, tipping himself back on his chair. ‘It’s his specialist subject, isn’t it? Murder.’

Arthur’s essay fluttered out of his hand.

‘Would you care to elaborate on that remark, Mr Forge?’ Long-Pitt said as she continued to return the essays.

Arthur felt his pulse quicken in his neck.

‘I only meant that Scholarship here knows a lot about murder, don’t you?’ Dan paused and licked his lips. ‘Arthur Davies.’

Penny looked at Arthur, puzzled. ‘What’s he talking about?’ she asked.

Arthur swallowed. ‘Please,’ he begged Dan. ‘Don’t.’

‘I always thought there was something fishy about you,’ Dan continued maliciously, ‘but I had no idea I’d dig up anything like this.’

He retrieved an old newspaper from his bag. Arthur sprang up and tried to snatch the paper from Dan’s hands. Dan whipped it out of his grasp.

Long-Pitt looked coolly at Dan. ‘Is there a point to this diversion, Mr Forge?’ she asked.

‘Oh yes!’ Dan replied, his eyes glinting.

He picked up the newspaper and showed it to the classroom. The students gasped and looked nervously at Arthur, who felt as though he might faint.

‘Arthur,’ Penny said slowly, ‘is that you?’

The headline simply read, NOT GUILTY. There was a picture of Arthur, younger and thinner, trying to hide his face with his hands. He was standing outside a courthouse.

Dan allowed the students a moment to take this in and then continued, ‘It seems that last summer our friend Arthur tried to beat two boys to death with a brick.’

Arthur gripped the back of his chair as the room seemed to lurch around him.

‘Nearly managed it too, didn’t you, Arthur?’ Dan sneered. ‘But, like everything else you do, you weren’t quite up to it.’

Dan triumphantly tossed the newspaper on to Arthur’s desk.

‘All right,’ Long-Pitt said. ‘I think that’s enough.’

The students’ eyes flickered from the paper back to Arthur, suddenly fearful. He opened his mouth to speak, and then fled.

*

Penny and George found Arthur in his room, shoving clothes into a suitcase.

‘Arthur –’ Penny began.

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ Arthur said, wiping his eyes with his sleeve. ‘Leave me alone.’

‘We just came to see if you’re all right,’ George said.

‘What do you think?’ Arthur shouted.

‘Please, we only –’

‘Go away!’ Arthur yelled.

‘Not until you tell us what happened,’ Penny said, crossing her arms.

Arthur sank on to his bed and buried his face in his hands. He felt the water in his lungs, the dirt in his mouth. The dreadful thing. He would have to go back again.


The Water

Ian Mitchell and Antony Batch. The names alone sent a tingle of fear through the hallways of St John’s School. If you were lucky they’d only shake you down for your lunch money or trip you up as you were rushing to class, but if you were unlucky there was no telling what they would do.

Antony was tall for his age, gleaming white and wiry, with a shaved head. Ian was small and square, with a rash of purple acne and a right hook that could knock out a teacher in one. Ian and Antony were general bullies; they dished out regular beatings when they felt like it, but usually in an unfocused, indiscriminate way in order to pass the time at the school that couldn’t get rid of them.

That was until Arthur arrived in year seven. Perhaps it was because of his good looks and the fact that he got on with the girls; or perhaps it was because he did all right in class; maybe it was the fact that he lived on the same estate as they did. Whatever the reason, Ian Mitchell and Antony Batch hated Arthur Davies.

When Arthur passed them in the halls they would slam his fingers in his locker. At lunchtime they would drag him out of the dining room and bully him in the toilets, shoving his face on the dirty floor and making him lick it. Occasionally they brought along some cronies from the upper years, and a whole group of them would chase Arthur home, pelting him with stones. They tore up his school work, filled his bag with dog mess, prank-called his mobile incessantly and threatened him over the internet. It may not have been the most original bullying campaign, but it was certainly effective, and before long Arthur stopped talking to the girls or handing his homework in or sometimes even turning up at school.

No one was allowed to be friends with Arthur – Ian and Antony had decreed it. If anyone was seen talking to him they would get it too, so after a while, when Arthur did go to school, he drifted through the halls alone, his eyes lowered, as the rest of the student body pretended he didn’t exist. At home Arthur managed to keep up the pretence that everything was all right, but he spent a lot of time in his room anticipating the next morning with thickening dread.

*

It was a blistering day in May when years seven and eight went on their annual geography field trip to the Paradise Project, a protected forest just outside London. They were supposed to be collecting soil samples and classifying the insect life, but mostly it was an excuse to skive off regular school and to play games in the woods. Arthur had been trying to get out of it for weeks; he had booked dentist appointments, faked illnesses, and in a moment of desperation the night before thought about throwing himself down the stairs in the hope that he might break something. He didn’t do it. His mother packed him off to the coach the following day, completely oblivious to his terror.

Trips to the Paradise Project were barely supervised, and the teachers who were there let the students muddle along with it. It was the perfect place for Antony and Ian to get Arthur, as they had reminded him every day for a fortnight. Arthur sat on the muggy bus by himself, his back wet with perspiration, as the other students shrieked and sang. By the time he stepped off the coach he was soaking wet, and almost delirious with apprehension.

The students were given a long, tedious lecture about health and safety by a bearded man in green shorts, whom Antony and Ian heckled. The Beard testily passed them all a small notepad and a Petri dish each, and told them to be on their way. Arthur tried to slip into the forest unnoticed, not quite running – for he knew that would attract unwanted attention – and he felt his knees knocking together as he made his way through the trees, never daring to look back.

Arthur walked for nearly half an hour, until he came to a clearing with a large, rocky reservoir. There was obviously some building work going on nearby, because there was a cement mixer, a portable cabin and a pile of bricks, but there didn’t appear to be any builders. Arthur sneaked behind the cabin and waited. Surely Antony and Ian hadn’t followed him all this way? He peeked his head out to check: he was alone. He nearly sobbed with relief; all he need do was wait here until the end of the day – he had his packed lunch and he could get on with his work here, and the area was open so he could see if anyone was coming. Or so he had thought.

‘Trying to run away from us?’ came a sneering voice behind him.

Arthur turned to see Ian holding a jagged plank of wood, and Antony a length of frayed, blue string.

‘Wanted to go for a swim, did ya?’ Antony said, twisting the string around his own thumb so that it went purple.

Arthur wanted to make a run for it, but Ian held up the plank threateningly.

‘Well, go on then. Jump in.’

Arthur shakily peered at the brown water. He wasn’t a strong swimmer.

‘All right then, we’ll have to help you out,’ Antony sniggered.

Antony and Ian walked around him in slow, menacing circles. Ian grabbed Arthur, while Antony tied his hands tightly behind his back with the string.

‘Come on then,’ Ian said. ‘Jump in!’

Arthur looked at them disbelievingly. ‘But . . . my hands are tied,’ he whispered.

‘Aw. Diddums,’ Antony replied, and frogmarched him to the bank where the water looked deepest.

‘Please,’ Arthur repeated under his breath. ‘Please.’

Antony and Ian looked down at the water. There seemed to be a moment of hesitation from Ian.

‘Maybe we shouldn’t,’ he said quietly.

‘What?’ Antony said angrily, turning on his friend. ‘You wanna stop now?’

‘He might drown,’ Ian replied.

‘So?’ Antony snapped. ‘If we leave him he’ll tell.’

Ian digested the logic of this as Arthur held his breath, waiting for the verdict.

‘OK,’ Ian said finally, ‘but you do it.’

Arthur felt the sole of Antony’s trainer as it booted him into the water. It was freezing, and impossible to see through the cloudy mud, and he was sinking to the bottom. He tried to kick out towards the surface, but his legs were rigid with panic and cold. Arthur struggled with the knot in the string: it wasn’t knotted properly, but it had been tied repeatedly. His fingers worked fast as he unlooped one layer after another, fighting to stay conscious, his lungs screaming for oxygen.

He unworked the knot enough to get his hands free, then somehow managed to claw his way up to the surface, taking a huge gulp of air when he reached it, spluttering and drained.

Antony and Ian had run off. Arthur clambered out of the water and sat by the side, sobbing and shivering and trying hopelessly to swallow down the sick and stagnant water that rushed up his throat.

After a few minutes he wiped his eyes and took a deep breath. A sudden and deadly calm spread through his numb body, followed by a rush of hot, crimson rage. He walked to the pile of bricks, picked up the largest and walked quietly into the forest.

Arthur could see them just ahead of him in a thicket. Ian was pacing and biting his fingernails.

‘Just chill out.’ Antony laughed.

‘We should go back. We’ll get done,’ Ian said nervously.

Antony’s smile dropped and he pinned Ian against a tree, his elbow under Ian’s chin. ‘It’s too late to think about all that now,’ he snarled, ‘so shut it.’

Arthur ducked behind a tree, accidentally stepping on a twig as he did so. The other two boys paused.

‘What was that?’ Ian whispered.

‘Shhh . . . Wait,’ Antony said, a finger to his lips. He walked past Arthur’s hiding place, craning his neck to hear.

Arthur held his breath.

Antony narrowed his eyes. ‘You know,’ he said loudly, ‘his brother’s coming to school next year. Maybe we can give him the same welcome we gave Arthur.’

The brick hit the side of Antony’s face with a crack.

Ian stood completely immobile. Arthur straddled Antony, his eyes glazed and his face emotionless, hitting Antony again and again.

Ian started screaming.

Arthur emerged by the bus a few hours later, shaking, blood spotting his damp uniform. The geography teacher saw him first, as Arthur dropped to his knees and pointed back towards the woods.

Penny and George stared at Arthur.

‘I wanted to kill them,’ Arthur said quietly. ‘I thought I had.’

‘You didn’t kill them though,’ George said, not quite catching Arthur’s eye. ‘They’re fine now, right?’

Arthur winced. ‘I saw them during half-term. They were all bandaged up during the court case and now they’ve both got scars.’

‘But they left you to drown,’ George said, trying to justify it to himself.

‘That’s not an excuse,’ Arthur replied.

‘Why did you do it?’ Penny asked.

‘I snapped, I guess. Hurting me was one thing, but the idea that they’d start on my brother . . .’ He paused and took a deep breath. ‘The weirdest thing was, I was angry, really angry, but I was calm. It felt like I was doing what I was supposed to do, like all along I’d had this thing, this violence inside of me, just waiting to come out.’

‘Everyone has that,’ George tried to reassure him, but even he didn’t sound convinced.

Arthur shook his head sadly. ‘I changed my name. We thought maybe no one would notice. I did look very different in the photos in the papers. And then I got the scholarship here. If they knew about what happened they didn’t say anything. I thought it was a fresh start.’

‘What should we call you now?’ George said, after a moment. ‘Since you’re not really a Bannister, but you probably want to leave Davies behind too?’

‘I don’t know. Bannister was my stepdad’s – Rob’s dad’s – name. Mum and Rob still use it, even though he ran off when we were little, so I figured that would make the most sense. Davies was my mum’s maiden name. I don’t know. I guess I should take my real dad’s name, but there’s a problem with that.’

‘Why?’ Penny asked.

‘I don’t know what it is,’ Arthur said. ‘Mum never told me. She doesn’t like to talk about him.’

‘That’s OK,’ Penny said, putting her arm around him. ‘Whatever your surname, you’re still our friend Arthur.’


Chapter Twenty

Penny and George stood protectively either side of Arthur as they walked into the dining hall. The students’ deafening chatter died in an instant, as hundreds of heads turned to look. Dan’s newspaper had passed through dozens of hands, and the gossip had spread through the school like a virus. Arthur, who few people had paid much attention to before, was suddenly the most-talked-about person at Shiverton Hall. The students stared openly at him, searching his face for signs of the violence beneath the surface.

‘What are you looking at?’ George shouted.

There were a few sniggers from the back of the room. Dan and his brothers were sitting on a long table in the centre, identical smiles of smug satisfaction on their faces.

‘Let’s go,’ Arthur muttered to his friends, his face on fire.

‘Arthur! Arthur!’ someone called from a faraway table. It was Xanthe, and she was waving frantically. ‘Come here, I’ve saved you a spot.’

‘Come on,’ Penny whispered.

They picked their way through the silent hall, with everyone watching, to Xanthe’s table, and sat down.

‘Thank you, Xanthe,’ Arthur said gratefully.

‘No problem,’ Xanthe said loudly, throwing a withering look to a nearby group of gossiping girls. ‘Just ignore them. There’ll be something else to talk about by tomorrow.’

Sure enough, the interest in Arthur subsided once he’d sat down, and the noise of the chatter increased again. Arthur ate his dinner quietly, barely tasting it, while his friends tried to keep some small talk going.

On the way back to Garnons, George looked sideways at Arthur.

‘Xanthe’s right, you know,’ George said. ‘It will blow over.’

‘I guess.’

‘And look on the bright side – it might keep the Forges off your back now that they know you’re a badass.’

Arthur smiled weakly. ‘It’s not something I’m proud of, George.’

‘No, of course not.’

They walked along quietly for a while, hugging themselves against the cold.

‘Can I borrow your phone?’ Arthur asked as they arrived at their house, stamping their feet on the doormat.

Arthur shut his bedroom door behind him and dialled his home number. No one answered, so he left a short message for his mum, giving her George’s number. He tried to keep his voice light, but he thought he could hear his own misery in it. What would she say when he told her that everyone at Shiverton knew? She would try to take him away, he realised glumly. Maybe it was best that she did.

Arthur struggled to concentrate on his homework that evening. He could see his own breath in the freezing air, and no matter how many layers of clothing he put on he still couldn’t keep warm. His window rattled, delivering an icy blast every few minutes and scattering his papers everywhere.

Eventually Arthur gave up and got into bed to get some sleep, his teeth clattering together. Whenever he closed his eyes, however, his mind wandered out of his room and back to the Paradise Project. He tried to block out the unwelcome snatches of memory – the light filtering through the trees, the shock of the water, the blood underneath his fingernails – but it was useless.

When George tentatively knocked on his door before lights out, Arthur was still wide awake.

‘How are you feeling?’ George asked.

‘I’m all right,’ Arthur lied.

‘You’ll feel better in the morning.’

Arthur nodded. At just that moment he thought that he’d never feel better again.

George’s phone started ringing then. Arthur picked it up from his bedside table, expecting to see his home number, but it was a number he didn’t recognise. George didn’t know it either.

‘Pick it up,’ George urged.

‘Hello?’ Arthur asked.

‘Arthur?’ The voice on the other end of the line was crackly and distant. ‘Arthur?’

‘Who is this?’ Arthur asked.

‘Arthur, it’s Amber.’

‘Amber! Hi!’ Arthur couldn’t help but sound surprised. George gave him an encouraging thumbs-up.

‘Arthur, I need you to help me!’ Amber said. Arthur noticed a trace of desperation in her voice – fear, even.

‘Where are you? What’s happened?’ Arthur asked.

‘You were right,’ she whispered. ‘You were right about everything. The imaginary friends – they’re here.’

‘Where are you?’ Arthur repeated.

‘I’m in the common room. I’m hiding. They’re after me. Arthur, please help me.’

‘Yes, I’m coming,’ he said, but the line had gone dead.

‘Is she all right? What’s happened?’ George asked.

‘It’s the friends,’ Arthur said. ‘They’ve got Amber.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ George said.

‘No. Toynbee will notice if we’re both gone. You need to cover for me.’

Before George could stop Arthur, he had slipped past him into the dark corridor.

It was only after Arthur had climbed out of the library window that he noticed he was still wearing only his pyjamas. He ran across the empty grounds towards the main building, where not a single light shone and, now shuddering with cold, he shimmied through an unlocked classroom window.

His footsteps echoed through the dark hall and he held out George’s phone ahead of him, using its weak blue light to guide him. He strained his ears, but the place was completely quiet. As he was making his way up the stairs, the silence was punctured by an ear-splitting scream. Arthur began to run, taking the stairs two at a time.

He kicked the common-room door open. The tinsel on the Christmas tree sparkled in the moonlight, but he could not see Amber.

‘Amber,’ he whispered, not daring to turn on the light. ‘Amber?’

There was a sudden, shrill sound, and it took Arthur a moment to identify it as the ringtone on George’s phone. He answered it hastily.

‘Arthur? Arthur?’ It was his mother.

‘Mum,’ Arthur whispered, ‘I’m going to call you back. Now is really not a good time.’

Arthur thought he heard a door slamming somewhere else in the building.

‘Arthur?’ his mother said. ‘I can’t hear you, petal. I was just answering your message and I remembered something. It’s probably no use to you now, but I remembered your imaginary friend.’

Arthur froze.

‘What?’ he said slowly.

‘Your imaginary friend – you asked me for that project. Well, I was going through some old photos the other day and I suddenly remembered. You did have an imaginary friend, just after Rob was born, but she only lasted a few weeks and I’d clean forgotten about her.’

Arthur felt his mouth go dry. ‘She?’ he asked hoarsely.

‘Yes. She. A girl called Amber.’

Arthur dropped the phone. There was the sound of footsteps in the hall behind him. He rushed to the student photo collage that Xanthe had made and desperately scanned it. With a lurch in his stomach he found what he was looking for: the name Amber Crighton. Above it was a photo of Amber; she was beautiful, with long, red hair and green eyes, and he had never seen her before in his life.

The door opened.

George anxiously paced around Arthur’s room, wondering whether he should go and find Toynbee. He had promised Arthur he wouldn’t, but it seemed crazy letting him go all by himself. He jumped when there was a knock at Arthur’s door, and stood guiltily in the middle of the room as his housemaster entered.

‘Grant!’ he said. ‘I thought I might find you here. I’ve just been on the telephone to your grandfather, who’s made a very interesting discovery.’

Toynbee peered behind George at Arthur’s empty bed.

‘Where’s Arthur?’ he asked, puzzled.

George cleared his throat awkwardly. ‘I don’t know, sir.’

‘Grant,’ Toynbee said gravely, ‘where is Arthur?’

‘Hello, Arthur,’ Amber said, a smile playing on her lips.

‘I know who you are!’ Arthur replied, backing further into the room.

Amber threw back her head and laughed, her sharp teeth glinting. ‘It took you long enough,’ she said.

As Amber walked slowly towards Arthur, the moonlight caught her face, and Arthur gasped. Her blonde hair was matted and covered in grey cobwebs, and her skin looked jaundiced and wasted, as though she had been locked away from daylight for years. Her clothes were no longer the striped Shiverton uniform, but a floral sundress, tattered and stained with something dark and putrid.

‘I knew you’d remember me, friend,’ she said, stroking his face with her long, gnarled fingernails.

Arthur flinched.

‘Oh,’ she pouted, ‘but I thought you loved me.’

‘Get away from me,’ Arthur said, looking frantically for some escape.

‘It’s not as easy as all that,’ Amber whispered, her breath foul on Arthur’s cheek. ‘You made me. You can’t run away from me. I’m in your head.’

‘Why me?’ Arthur whispered. ‘What have I done?’

Amber gazed at him with bloodshot eyes. ‘You know what you’ve done, Arthur,’ she said.

A flash of the forest, and Antony’s mangled face returned to Arthur. He gasped.

‘See?’ Amber said with a thin smile. ‘I’ve been waiting a long time for someone like you to arrive here. You’re not like the others. I knew it the day you came. You have bad blood, Arthur. Bad, bad blood.’

‘I don’t,’ Arthur said.

‘Only you and I know what you’re really capable of, don’t we?’

Arthur shook his head. ‘It wasn’t my fault.’

‘I had to show the students, Arthur. You must understand. They all hate you now. It’s better for them that they hate you.’

‘My friends don’t hate me.’

‘I am your only friend!’ Amber rushed towards him, her voice transforming into a throbbing, rasping roar. ‘They know your secrets now. They’re only pretending to like you. They fear you. I know, I can see it.’

Arthur felt black dread pour glutinously over him, suffocating him.

‘Don’t worry,’ Amber said, sweetness and sunlight suddenly in her voice. ‘I can make it all better.’

Arthur closed his eyes, trying to calm himself, but when he opened them he saw her restored to her former beauty. She was luminous, her skin iridescent and her eyes glowing with love. He felt groggy, confused.

‘Come with me, Arthur.’ Her voice floated like music.

Arthur was aware, somewhere deep in the recesses of his mind, that he should not be led by Amber. But her voice was hypnotic, stupefying, and he found himself taking her hand as she guided him to the window. He could see his reflection in the glass, and the quiet school grounds beyond it.

Amber stood beside him, leaning into his ear, her breath like violets. ‘Come with me.’

Amber was no longer with him, but down on the lawn below, the fountain glittering in the moonlight behind her. She beckoned to him.

Arthur let himself go, and then he wasn’t worried any more. Amber knew what was right for him. Amber loved him. Only Amber.

His legs began to move. They took him away from the window, back through the dark hall corridor and down, down the cold steps and out on to the wet grass.

Amber gave him a beatific smile as he walked towards her. She was standing on the stone lip of the fountain.

‘Join me,’ she whispered.

Arthur hauled himself up, teetering close to the edge of the water. Amber clapped her hands and skipped along the rim, giggling like a child, and Arthur found himself giggling with her.

‘Good boy,’ she said with a sneer, and kicked his legs out from beneath him.

Arthur plunged into the black water.

The spell broke as his head hit the slimy bottom of the fountain. Panic clutched at him as the icy water rushed into his lungs. He wanted to move, to push away from the floor, but he couldn’t think straight. He looked up to see Amber’s warped figure dancing gleefully above, the moon wavering behind her.

Arthur could feel darkness encroaching; he was under the water again, in the reservoir, alone.

As the last bubbles of air rose from Arthur’s mouth and popped on the surface, Amber squealed with delight. She trailed her fingers over the water, smiling down at Arthur’s indistinct, slumped body.

Her smile dropped as two long shadows appeared from behind her. Amber turned with a frustrated roar.

Toynbee and George stood on the lawn, their chests heaving, their eyes fixed on her face.

‘We see you, Amicus!’ they shouted.

Amber let out a cry of inhuman anguish and fury so loud and piercing that it made the leaves tremble in the trees. She staggered towards Toynbee and George, but it was as though their gaze burned her skin. She writhed and screamed, all the features of her beauty fizzing and crackling away. The air filled with a repulsive, sulphurous stench as Amber juddered and screamed.

Toynbee and George maintained their stare, as Amber screeched in a demonic tongue, her skin splitting and crumbling to the ground. She tried to turn, to get away from them, but her dry bones creaked and cracked with the effort of it. She let out one final, banshee howl and her body collapsed in on itself, until there was nothing left but a pile of black, smoking dust and a ring of scorched grass.

George shrugged off his dressing gown and dived to the bottom of the fountain, groping blindly along the floor for Arthur. He found a cold hand and grabbed it, swimming to the surface, pulling Arthur’s limp body behind him. Toynbee helped George manoeuvre Arthur out of the fountain and on to the ground.

‘He’s not breathing!’ George cried.

Toynbee leaned down, putting his ear to Arthur’s lips. He listened for a moment.

‘What?’ George whispered urgently. ‘What?’

Toynbee shook his head.


Chapter Twenty-One

Arthur’s eyes fluttered open. He was in a painfully bright, white room.

‘Where am I?’ he asked groggily.

He saw a figure above him.

‘Am I dead?’ he whispered.

‘I’m afraid so,’ the figure said sadly.

‘George!’ an exasperated voice warned. ‘For goodness’ sake leave the poor boy alone!’

Arthur recognised the voice: Penny. She leaned over him and grinned.

‘Hello, Arthur,’ she said. ‘I’m so glad you’re OK.’ She sat on the side of the bed and hugged him.

‘Ow!’ Arthur winced. ‘Everything hurts.’

‘Sorry,’ Penny said, sitting back up, ‘but it’s so good to see you.’

‘What happened?’ Arthur asked, trying to sit up.

‘Well, as it turns out,’ George said, nonchalantly inspecting his fingernails, ‘I’m a complete hero.’

Penny rolled her eyes.

‘It’s true!’ George protested.

‘You didn’t exactly get rid of Amber on your own, did you?’ Penny reminded him.

‘No, not exactly,’ George admitted. ‘But who remembered their first-aid course in the nick of time and managed to perform CPR?’

‘You did, George,’ Penny said obediently. She would never hear the end of this.

‘Exactly!’ George said triumphantly. ‘So, without being too immodest –’

‘God forbid!’ Penny muttered.

‘I single-handedly saved your life and saved the day, while looking incredibly handsome all the while,’ finished George.

‘With a little bit of help from Toynbee,’ Penny added.

‘Fine, yes,’ George agreed, ‘with a tiny bit of help from Toynbee.’

‘Thanks, mate,’ Arthur said.

‘Oh, it was nothing,’ George replied.

Arthur had been put in the school sanitorium, a neat little building near the chapel, which smelled of boiled soup and Dettol, to recover overnight. Only Penny and the headmistress had been told what had happened the night before.

‘But what about the other imaginary friends? What about Stripes and Lola and Brian?’ Arthur asked.

‘They were all the same phantom,’ George replied. ‘It just appeared to each of us differently. But it seems it spent most of its energy on you.’

‘What was it?’

‘Grandpa called Toynbee last night. He’d found some dusty old encyclopedia on the supernatural that had an entry in it about an Amicus phantom. They’re extremely rare, and they almost always prey on children or teenagers. They haven’t been recorded since the eighteenth century

– that’s why Grandpa had so much trouble identifying it. Amicus phantoms feed off misery. So that’s why we only saw it when something bad had happened, when we were feeling low. And the more frightened we were, the stronger it got. It spent the whole term manipulating you, gaining your trust and then breaking it, because you were the unhappiest. Because of what happened to you last summer, you were vulnerable, and the phantom used that vulner-ability. It targeted us because we’re close to you – the more it attacked your friends, the more susceptible you became.’

‘If it hadn’t been for Amber Crighton we would have known,’ Penny said bitterly. ‘I should have known there was something fishy going on when she said she’d never heard of you. I just assumed she was being rude.’

‘But how did you get rid of the phantom?’ Arthur asked.

‘I think I can answer that, if I may?’ Toynbee said quietly.

The group looked at him with surprise: none of them had seen him enter.

‘Amicus phantoms are strange beasts,’ he said. ‘Very unusual. The defining feature of a phantom is that it cannot cause you major physical harm – unless it grows very powerful. It could not, for example, pick up a sword and run you through. Though it might be able to move something light, such as a newspaper.’ He looked at Arthur meaningfully.

‘So that’s how Dan found out!’ Penny muttered.

Toynbee continued, ‘What a phantom can do, however, is get inside your mind. Its powers of persuasion are frightening, which is why it chose the method that it did to try and make you harm yourselves. The Amicus lives a crepuscular, darkling kind of existence between waking and sleeping, reality and imagination. But it can only exist when one person is looking at it, as it is, essentially, a figment of that person’s imagination. If two pairs of eyes look, the phantom shatters; it ceases to exist, since it cannot exist for two people at once – that’s impossible.’

‘So that’s what destroyed it?’ Arthur asked. ‘The fact that both you and George were looking at it at the same time?’

Toynbee spread out his arms.

‘Oh my God. I should have known something wasn’t right,’ Arthur said, slowly realising. ‘Every time I saw Amber I was completely alone.’

‘Phantoms are devious,’ Toynbee said. ‘You didn’t notice it simply because it didn’t want you to.’

‘But where did it come from?’ George asked.

‘Where do any of these creatures come from? It may have been here, dormant for years, waiting for the right person to come along. If it had succeeded in killing you, Arthur, it would have become immensely powerful. You’re a considerable prize.’

Arthur frowned. ‘Why?’ he asked, confused. ‘Because of what happened last summer?’

‘Perhaps,’ Toynbee answered quietly. Arthur sensed there was more to it, but something in Toynbee’s face made him reluctant to press the matter.

‘Well, I’m glad it’s over,’ Penny said.

‘Indeed,’ Toynbee said, with only the shadow of a smile.

George was looking out of the window. It had started to snow and the flakes drifted lazily towards the hard ground. He noticed a lone figure, limping towards the sanitorium.

‘Look!’ George gasped.

‘What?’ Penny asked, rushing to the window.

The white blond hair and red cheeks were unmistakable.

‘Jake!’ Penny cried.

Arthur tried to get up, but Penny turned a stern finger on him.

‘Don’t even think about it, Arthur,’ she warned. ‘We’ll bring him up here to you.’

Penny and George dashed out of the room, and Toynbee chuckled as they nearly knocked him over in their haste. He moved over to the window and watched them run out of the sanitorium to envelop Jake in an enormous hug. Toynbee sighed.

‘Is everything all right, sir?’ Arthur asked.

Toynbee continued to stare at the falling snow, something clearly bothering him.

‘There was something that I didn’t want to say in front of the others,’ he replied finally. ‘Although I’m not sure it would be wise to say it even now.’

Arthur studied his housemaster. In the cold, morning light he looked terribly old and tired.

‘What is it?’ Arthur asked.

Toynbee turned to Arthur and gave him a wan smile. ‘How much do you know about your father, Arthur?’ he said gravely.

‘Nothing much.’ Arthur shrugged. ‘He was an Australian. Mum met him on holiday when she was nineteen.’

‘And his name?’

‘David – Dave, I think.’

‘His last name?’

‘No idea, Mum never talks about him. He was horrible to her apparently.’

‘He was Australian and he was called David. And he certainly was very horrible indeed,’ Toynbee said quietly.

‘How do you know all this?’ Arthur asked, with a sudden prickle of panic.

‘I know,’ Toynbee said, ‘because his name was David Shiverton.’


The Lost Son

Mary Butcher was a young girl of fifteen when both of her parents were killed in a fire at their butcher’s shop in the middle of a summer night. Mary had only barely escaped herself, and was forced to watch as her family, her home and all their possessions burned to cinders in the muck-strewn backstreet in Bristol. Without any money, and with no one to look after her, she soon took to begging, and lined herself up with the vagrants and drunks outside the Smugglers’ Tavern, an unsavoury public house where rich gentlemen often went to gamble and drink, and where the occasional coin might be tossed her way.

It was on one such evening that a handsome man with a cruel mouth and an elaborate crested cape offered her some food and a place to stay. Cold and desperate, she agreed and, in spite of her better instincts, she went with the man to his house, where he secreted her up the back staircase. Once the door to his chamber was closed it became apparent that the gentleman was no gentleman at all, but a pitiless fiend, who kept Mary half-starved and locked in his rooms for nearly a week.

Eventually, one of the servants, a small man with dyed-black hair, discovered her and unlocked the door while his master was out. She fled the building, sobbing and barefoot, and ran all the way back to her familiar, dirty district.

She begged for hours, but no one even looked at her, until, so hungry she was sure she would faint, she slipped into a bakery and tucked a bread roll under her skirts. The baker noticed immediately, for Mary wasn’t a thief and didn’t know the tricks of that trade. Soon she found herself locked in another room, awaiting trial for theft.

The judge didn’t like to hang young ladies for stealing bread, particularly pretty specimens like Mary, and so he banished her to a penal colony in Australia. She was sent to Portsmouth, where she awaited her departure with great trepidation.

When Mary stumbled on to the filthy ship bound for Australia a few months later, her pregnancy was already beginning to show. In spite of the squalid conditions, the baby continued to grow, and some of the other, kinder convicts shared their bread with Mary to keep her from malnourishment. The child was born on the ship, amid the muck and the rubbish, after a long and painful labour. Mary died shortly after the birth, from blood poisoning, aged sixteen, but not before she had named her squalling son Frederick Shiverton, after his father. The other convicts thought she was joking – it was far too grand a name for a poor, banished orphan – but none of them could go back on a dying woman’s wish. Frederick Shiverton’s name was duly written in the ship’s ledger, in the same ink that recorded Mary’s death.

‘None of the solicitors and detectives who searched for Lord Shiverton’s heir ever thought to look in a penal colony in Australia,’ Toynbee said.

‘Is my father still alive?’ Arthur asked, dumbfounded.

‘I’m afraid not,’ Toynbee said. ‘He died not long after you were born, in an accident in Tasmania. But if it’s any consolation, your mother is right. You’re much better without him.’

‘Why are you telling me all this?’

‘I would’ve thought you might have guessed,’ Toynbee said softly. ‘You’re the last living direct male descendant of Lord Shiverton.’

‘Who else knows?’ Arthur whispered.

‘Only Professor Long-Pitt,’ Toynbee answered.

‘Long-Pitt! No wonder she hates me!’

‘Oh, I don’t think she hates you. She worries about your presence here, perhaps.’

‘She probably thinks I’m going to try and nick the house off her!’

Toynbee laughed. ‘I’m afraid only legitimate heirs would have a claim to this house. You may be linked to Lord Shiverton by blood, but not by law.’

‘I was only joking,’ Arthur mumbled. ‘And my scholarship . . .?’

‘Was no accident. I sent you that letter. Once I found out about the Australian Shivertons I was curious to meet you. Professor Long-Pitt advised me against it in no uncertain terms, but after what happened to you last summer I felt you deserved an opportunity to start again. I reminded her that you were still her relative, and eventually she relented.’

‘So you knew all along,’ Arthur whispered, ‘about what I did?’

‘Yes. And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you all this at the beginning of term. Your mother must have had an inkling as to why we offered you a place here; after all, the name Shiverton isn’t a common one. I thought that if she hadn’t told you then I shouldn’t be the one to do so, but in light of what happened here last night, I think it best that you know everything now.’

‘So what the phantom said was true.’ Arthur gave a hollow laugh. ‘I do have bad blood.’

Toynbee considered this for a moment. ‘There is violence in your ancestry, it’s true. Of course, it may account in part for what you did last summer. But that’s in the past. Not all Shivertons have turned bad. It’s important to remember that you are your own man, Arthur. Only you have control over your future.’ A flicker of guilt crossed Toynbee’s face. ‘I thought that by inviting you here we’d be helping you with that future, providing you with a second chance. Now I wonder whether that was foolish.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s no coincidence that the Amicus arrived at the same time as you did.’

‘But Tristan saw it in the library before I even got here!’ Arthur said.

‘Tristan saw it the day I found out about you,’ Toynbee replied.

Arthur thought for a moment, struggling to digest the information. ‘So it’s me,’ he said simply. ‘It’s my fault.’

Toynbee looked pained and shook his head. ‘I should have known better,’ he sighed. ‘It’s been safe here for so long now – I thought it would be all right. I think your presence here has stirred up something which should have been left alone.’

‘The Shiverton curse?’

‘The curse, yes,’ Toynbee said. ‘I wondered whether the Amicus was a manifestation of the curse as it did target you particularly, and your friends. But this house has more than one secret, Arthur.’

‘So what do I do?’ Arthur asked. ‘Leave the school?’

‘I wish it were as simple as that,’ Toynbee said, wiping some condensation from the windowpane. ‘But, you see, once you open Pandora’s box it’s difficult to close it again.’

Before Arthur could press Toynbee further, Penny and George tumbled in, chatting and helping a tired but smiling Jake.

‘Look who we found!’ George said.

‘All right, Arthur?’ Jake grinned.

‘All right, Jake?’ Arthur replied.

Penny frowned, sensing that something had passed between Toynbee and Arthur.

‘Everything OK?’ she asked. ‘Arthur, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

Arthur smiled weakly and looked out of the window at the snow as it whirled its way around the stony bulk of Shiverton Hall.

With its gargoyles decked in icy, white beards and its roof sparkling with frost, it looked almost inviting, enchanting even.

Almost.
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