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Dedication

To James, Guy, and

Dame Margaret Rutherford





ONE

HELP ME

You know that abandoned house round the corner?

Garden rammed with dandelions, weeds reaching through the gates like gnarled hands? Stay away. No, really, STAY AWAY. It wants the lonely, the lost, the vulnerable. It wants you.

If I’d stayed away, I’d be home right now doing normal evening-type stuff like eating Shreddies from the packet and hacking the Pentagon. Instead, I’m trapped inside the stone house, screaming at the cobwebbed glass. I know, I know, I was warned. ‘Don’t go near,’ Mum said. She didn’t say why. Why doesn’t anyone say why? It’s all meaningful looks and ‘take my word for it’, not facts. I like facts. Facts, I can handle. Facts such as ‘some snails have hairy shells’.

That’s a good fact. You can hold on to facts like hair clings to the shell of the Trochulus hispidus. If you don’t have facts then fiction slips in.

Rumours cling to this house like ivy, but what’s inside is far worse. Its halls are stalked by nightmares, its nightmares stalked by whatever is keeping me here. If you see me at the window, send help. We don’t have much time. The stone house is alive and growing more powerful. Whatever you do, stay away. It’ll never let you go.





TWO

DANDELIONS

Earlier that week . . .

Tanya leans against Coal Hill’s gates. Ram’s late. He said he’d be out of training by five. It’s now twenty minutes past, and hot. Unseasonably hot, even for the time of year. The kind of hot that makes you check for sweat patches. The kind of hot where sweat patches join forces into one giant sweat patchwork. The kind of hot where you definitely don’t want to be waiting to help someone else with his homework. But he’d insisted she talk it through with him on the way home. And, typically, having made the plan, a plan she’d dropped everything for, he’s forgotten all about it.

Tanya kicks at one of the dandelion clocks growing through the cracks in the pavement. Its seeds scatter. There were already lots in the air, carried by a slight breeze. She picks another at the base of the stem and holds its fuzzy white head to her lips. It takes three puffs to disperse: three o’clock. Not even close. Some clock.

A stray seed brushes her cheek. Others land in her hair, just in her line of vision. She picks one out and examines it. It’s kind of cute. It looks like a tiny umbrella, spokes splayed. She looks it up. Turns out they’re called ‘filamentous achenes’. Fancy name for a seed. She’ll call it Brian.

Minutes pass. Still nothing back from Ram. Bet he’s forgotten or bumped into someone more important. She sends another message: ‘I’m off’.

Tanya walks away, squinting into the sun. She’s broken her new sunglasses. Again. Lucky they were only a fiver at the market. She sat on them while arguing what should have been a winning point with Charlie. It kind of undermines your case when you jump up and say ‘arsecakes’. Miss Quill said that she wasn’t to use that particular argument in the exam.

Tanya doesn’t have much luck with sunglasses. She has no idea how Ram manages to keep his designer ones pristine, no idea how he, or anyone else, achieves pristine anything. Too much effort. She’s seen April with the Nair tube, watched with a mixture of horror and fascination as the egg-sandwich-scented cream made the hairs crinkle up and shrug away from the skin.

A long way off, an ice-cream van sings. It’s a welcome sound, but if the last term has taught her anything, it’s that you can’t trust innocuous things like ice cream. What kind of alien would drive an ice-cream van? One that needs a cover story and easy access to ice—a snow monster who toppled through the Rift. She never used to think like this. Everything is now possible, other than Ram turning up on time.

Tanya looks around then slowly turns 360 degrees. This isn’t the right estate. Towels and geraniums, flags and clothes hang outside flats but she doesn’t recognise any of them. Mrs Cartwright’s collie usually meets her with a lick by the playground—but this is a different playground. An indifferent tabby flicks its tail across hot tarmac.

She’s gone the wrong way. Somehow her feet have taken her in the other direction, through another estate, other streets. Feet do that. Stupid feet. It must be the heat. Now she’ll have to circle round. Always go forwards, even if it’s to go back. There’s only one way, unless she wants to go by the canal, and the only reason to go there is if you want a spare shopping trolley, tetanus, or to play Count the Condoms. The other way, though, will take her down a certain street on which a certain building stands. It’ll be fine, Tanya tells herself as she rounds the corner. You’re being silly. It’s only an old stone house.





THREE

RUMOURS

The house stands on its own at the end of the road. It must be at least eighteenth century and looks old and incongruous next to the divided terraces and posh new-build apartments, as out of time and place as if it had been lifted up by an unlikely London tornado and plonked down in an East End street. She’d probably find the withered limbs of a local witch sticking out from underneath if she dug around in the rosebushes. Three storeys high, peeling purple and grey paint on stone—it’s the kind of house the Addams Family would shake their heads at, telling the estate agent, ‘It’s not for us, bit too gothic.’

If the rumours are true, then kids have visited and gone missing, and others have died. You’d think that’d make it the perfect place for teenagers to dare and date each other but most stay away. Last time Tanya was here, she’d stepped inside the porch and felt so cold and alone that she ran out and didn’t come back. Until now.

It’s one of those places that rumours stick to, like filamentous achenes to your hair. It can’t be that bad. And it looks like it’s going to find another owner, at last. There’s a SOLD sign in the front garden, weeds growing up to its hips. The rusting gates have been unlocked as well, although you can still hardly see the path running up to the front door.

Trees loom in the back garden, placing the pavement in front of the house into shadow. It feels like the only cool space in London today. She feels an urge to sit down in the grass, disappearing from view of the road. She’d better get home, though. Homework to do.

As Tanya walks away, she sees something move in a window. Getting closer to the railings, she looks up. In the top left window, a face presses against the glass. A young woman. Her fists hit at the window but make no sound.

Her mouth opens in a silent scream.





FOUR

THE GIRL IN THE WINDOW

She saw me. I know she did. Most people walk by quickly, never looking up, and even if they do, their eyes skim over me. They don’t want to look at my face. They don’t want to know. But she wasn’t afraid, not in the way they are. I shouted out to her and she stared straight at me. Even when she was walking away, she kept looking back, looking at ME. I could cry. I am crying and I thought I didn’t have any more tears left.

I’d like a friend. I used to have friends in Damascus, and then there were kind people who helped me on the long journey here. Now I only have the house and its nightmares.

I used to think I was really lucky. I had a wonderful time up to the age of eight or nine, living with Baba, Ummi, and Yana when she was a toddler, all grabby hands and baby-teeth smile. I went to school and was a good scholar, particularly at English. Baba taught me how to get plants to grow from a seed and dance towards the light, and Yana planted her dolls upside down, saying their long hair were roots.

That was before the war affected everything, and then luck turned against me, whispered when my back was turned, and now I am here, alone. I mustn’t wish the girl back. If she does return, she might catch my bad luck. She might never leave.

Like me.





FIVE

IT’S ALL A MATTER OF PRACTISE

The knife gleams in Miss Quill’s hand. She sharpens it even more, then turns the handle in her hands. It’s heavy, made from rare Kalthagon stone that reacts to body temperature. She aims it at the black paper silhouette attached to the back door.

The front door opens. Charlie and Matteusz walk in, laughing.

The knife zings into the silhouette’s head.

‘That’d hurt,’ Charlie says.

‘Certainly sting,’ Matteusz replies.

‘Definite inconvenience,’ says Charlie, walking over to the fridge.

‘I’m practising,’ she says. ‘Distractions are not welcome.’ Placing the knife back in its sheath, she takes a larger knife from the leather case and polishes it.

‘You could keep your knife-throwing to the bedroom,’ Charlie says. ‘Wait, that doesn’t sound right.’

‘The kitchen is the place for knives,’ Miss Quill says.

‘It’s just that it’s not the most relaxing thing to come home to,’ Charlie says. He takes out the vat of orange juice and pours two glasses.

‘When we’re no longer in mortal danger from an interplanetary or interdimensional threat, then I won’t practise in the kitchen,’ Miss Quill says.

‘That’ll be never, then.’ Charlie hands one of the glasses to Matteusz and follows him to the stairs. ‘We’re going to start on the small mountain of homework you gave us, then we’re going out.’

‘Next time it’ll be a mountain range,’ Miss Quill says. Miss Quill puts the kettle on. She has papers to mark and classes to prepare and perpetual darkness to fight. She’s going to need coffee.

Upstairs, she hears them walk across Charlie’s bedroom. A chair is scraped across the floor, a thump of a textbook on the floor. The surprising thing, given her experience, is that they do actually study after school. She’s passed an open door and seen them lying on the floor, books open, pens poised. Unless they are very quick at moving when they hear her coming up the stairs. She’s not sure what she’d rather—scholastic diligence or deception skills. Both are useful in warfare.

She can hear them laughing, even over the boiling kettle. He smiles so much more now. He’s too relaxed. Relationships do not further any cause; they diminish your fight, make you less strong by yourself. She pours hot water onto the ground coffee and watches it swirl. There’s an expression here for what it feels like to fall for someone: ‘go weak at the knees’. Why would you want to be weak anywhere?

The young people in her charge are so young and full of optimism and need to cling to each other. Not her. She doesn’t need family or memories or anything that holds her back. All she needs is coffee and the means to fight.

She throws the large knife at the silhouette. And another. Two more. Each knife finds a place in its heart.

Not that it has one. Shadows don’t have hearts.





SIX

THE EARLY HOURS

Tanya stares at her ceiling. It’s four a.m. She’s hardly slept. In theory that means she’s grabbed bits of non-REM sleep but not enough to be rested. She should know, she’s spent hours reading up on the sleep she isn’t having. Not that she can concentrate. She can’t stop thinking of the girl in the window.

She’s probably got it wrong, she must have. What if the girl wasn’t saying ‘help’, but ‘hello’ instead? It’s within the realms of possibility, and these days those realms are gargantuan.

She turns on her side, facing the window. The light is already pressing against the curtains. She’ll wait till six. That’s an almost OK time, isn’t it? Ram’ll probably already be up by then, squatting and flexing.

She sets an alarm on her phone. Maybe she can get just a little bit of sleep. The outline of the stone house window flashes against her eyes when she closes them.

Several hours later, Tanya’s in the classroom with Charlie, Matteusz, and April, half an hour early for class. Not even nine in the morning and it’s already hot. It’s lasted for more than a day so obviously the media have declared it a heat wave.

Charlie and Matteusz are looking at something on a phone.

‘Go on then,’ April says. ‘You said it was important.’

‘I’m waiting for Ram,’ Tanya says. ‘He said he’d be here.’ It took an hour of begging and wheedling over DM but he’d promised in the end.

Ten minutes later, Ram ambles through the door.

‘Nice of you to join us,’ Charlie says.

‘Isn’t it,’ Ram replies. ‘I’d rather be doing anything else at all but, no, I’m stuck inside with you.’

‘Charming,’ Tanya says. She then tells them what happened last night, right up to seeing the face at the window.

‘How could you see that from where you were standing?’ April asks.

It’s a reasonable question. She’d ask it herself if she hadn’t been there. But she had been. And that’s what she saw. ‘I just could,’ she says.

‘You said it was shadowed,’ April says, ‘and it was very hot yesterday.’

Tanya bites back rising anger. ‘I didn’t make it up.’ April shrugs. She’s got one of those little battery-operated fans that don’t do much. It’s got a reassuring whir and wafts her hair. She has very waftable hair.

‘No one’s saying that,’ Ram says, leaning back in his chair. ‘Not exactly, anyway. We’re implying it.’

‘What did the police say?’ Matteusz asks, paying attention at last.

Tanya sighed. ‘They said they’d send someone round. They hadn’t by the time I’d left. I waited as long as I could. I had to go home at some point.’ She knew she was justifying it to the girl left in the house, not to them. Tanya had gone back this morning and stood outside the stone house. It felt as if it was calling to her, pulling her in. It felt sad down to every stone. There was no sign of the girl in the window. She could still be there, trapped in that room. ‘I’m going back after school today. Come with me, you’ll see.’

‘I can’t tonight,’ April says, checking her diary. ‘Got two committee meetings.’

Charlie and Matteusz look at each other. Matteusz bites his lip.

‘You’re trying to think of a reason why you can’t go, aren’t you?’ Tanya says.

Charlie shrugs. ‘You saw someone in the window of a house. It’s hardly invading alien levels of panic.’

Tanya’s certainty begins to slip. ‘I’m not saying it’s life or death. Not yet, anyway.’

‘I’m just thinking there’s plenty going on without looking for trouble,’ Charlie says.

‘I’m not looking for trouble, I’m just—never mind. What about you, Ram? What’s your excuse this time?’

Miss Quill bustles through the door. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asks. ‘Has April infected you with slightly unsightly keenness? Or have you all been replaced again? Tell me I don’t have to find an authenticating gun at this time on a Tuesday morning.’

They all look to Tanya. Clearly it’s her call on whether to tell her. ‘We’re just . . .’ Tanya searches for a reason. Any reason. Nothing is coming. She doesn’t want to tell her the truth. Miss Quill won’t believe her any more than the others.

‘Helping me with my homework, Miss Quill,’ Ram says. ‘I couldn’t get the hang of it myself.’

Miss Quill stares at them all. ‘If it’s wrong then you’ve all got a problem with it,’ she says. ‘And we can go over the whole thing again.’

They groan.

‘Can’t you take it easy on us, Miss Quill?’ Ram asks. ‘It’s too hot to think.’

‘You think this is hot? Try thinking on the back of a fire stallion while riding through the flame lake of Kabal. Too hot to think indeed,’ she mutters, taking out a textbook.

‘We could find somewhere shady to work,’ April suggests.

‘What do you think this is, Dead Poets Society?’ Miss Quill replies. ‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you. Do you think I’m going to lead you dancing through the underpass while you recite the underlying prames of the Renyalin series?’

‘Don’t you mean “primes”?’ April replies.

‘Don’t get her started on prames,’ Charlie whispers. ‘We’ll be here all day. They’re from our planet. The prames of the Renyalin change according to weather, time, and whoever is holding the aardvark.’

‘What?’ Ram says.

‘I’ll tell you later.’

‘Do I get an aardvark?’ Matteusz asks.

Charlie draws him a picture of an aardvark snorting ants through a rolled-up fiver.

‘You’re unusually quiet, Tanya,’ Miss Quill says. She folds her arms and stares at Tanya, eyes flicking back and forth between her features. She looks like an owl seeking out a worm.

‘I’m fine,’ Tanya replies.

‘If I’ve learned anything on this planet,’ Miss Quill says, ‘it’s that “I’m fine” means anything but.’

‘She’s fine, Miss Quill,’ April says. ‘Really.’ She adopts her bright, wide-eyed ‘how could you not believe me?’ face.

‘In that case, why are you all bothering me? Don’t you know it’s hot?’ Miss Quill says, fanning herself with the textbook.





SEVEN

STORM FRONT

After the last class, Ram is waiting for her at the entrance. ‘You’re late,’ he says. ‘If you’re going to make me come with you, then at least be on time.’

‘But you are coming with me?’ Tanya asks.

‘Only so I can report back that there’s nothing there.’

‘Your confidence in me is touching.’

Ram leans against the railings, watching people leave. ‘Do you never sweat?’ she says. ‘You look like you’ve fallen off the model conveyor. Stop it.’

‘I could try, I suppose,’ Ram says. Crinkling his brow only adds to the handsome.

‘Shut up,’ she says, leading them out of the grounds. They cross the road to the shady side of the street. If anything, the temperature has gone up. They weave through phalanxes of pushchairs and mums and dads complaining about how very ‘close’ it is, ‘yes, very muggy’, and that a ‘storm is coming, mark my words’. To be fair, the sky has got that yellow, bad-liver look that comes before a crashing thunderstorm.

Ram walks in front, swinging a tote bag. ‘What’s in the bag?’ Tanya asks.

Ram hands it over. ‘April made me take it.’

Tanya peers inside. There are two hand fans, two whistles, packets of biscuits, a torch, a compass, a portable charger, and two apples. ‘What do we need all this for?’

Ram shrugs. ‘She said, “You never know”.’

‘I do know that I won’t need a torch or a compass. Has she ever heard of apps?’

‘We’re lucky we got away with only this. She’s got far more in her bag. Says it’s better to be prepared than surprised.’

Tanya snorts. ‘Yeah? What would you rather have, a surprise party or a preparation party?’

‘April’s got a preparation party planned for her surprise birthday party. That’ll be fun,’ Ram says.

‘She’s already prepared for her surprise party?’

‘She’s prepared the most surprised surprise birthday party face you’ll ever see. She showed me. It’s like this.’ He raises his eyebrows as far as they can go, opens his mouth, eyes, and nostrils wide. ‘See? You’ve got to admit. That’s good. I know, I’ve been looking in the mirror.’

‘It’s alright,’ Tanya says. It’s more than alright but he doesn’t need to hear that.

‘She says that if she wasn’t prepared for it, she wouldn’t look nearly as surprised.’

‘That makes no sense whatsoever.’

‘It does in April Land.’

‘Are there rides at April Land? Wait. Don’t answer that,’ Tanya says as they enter the estate.

Kids belly flop over the swings, pushing with their feet, anything to get a breeze. That alien in an ice-cream van would make a killing here. An indifferent cat looks at her from the railings. It blinks once. Maybe it’s beginning to like her. It jumps down and pisses on a patch of dandelions. Maybe not.

‘It’s this way, isn’t it?’ Ram says, pointing down a narrow alley.

‘Have you been before?’ Tanya asks.

‘I went when I was a kid.’

‘What were you doing there?’

Ram stops walking, hands on his hips. ‘I know I said I’d come with you, but do we have to make small talk?’

‘Tell me the story and I’ll shut up,’ Tanya says. ‘Promise.’

‘Fine,’ he says, walking on. ‘Some mates dared me to jump over the railings and go in. Everyone said a mad old woman lived there who used to pull out kids’ teeth and make jewellery out of them.’

‘I’ve seen something similar at Spitalfields market,’ Tanya says. ‘So what happened?’

‘You said you’d shut up if I answered your question.’

‘I said when you’d told me the story.’

‘You really are a kid, aren’t you? Wanting your bedtime story.’ Ram sighs. ‘Fine. You want to know, I’ll tell you. Nothing much happened. I jumped over and had to wade through weeds to get to the front door. I was shorter then,’ he says.

‘Thanks for explaining how human growth works, Ram, it’s a subject so few know anything about.’

‘Right. Well, I reached my hand out for the door knocker and—’

‘Why do all creepy houses have door knockers?’ Tanya asks. ‘Couldn’t a few of them rig up a bell, just to make a change?’

‘Stop interrupting. Do you want me to tell the story or not?’

‘Sorry. No more interruptions. Carry on.’

‘Right, well, I knocked on the door and it went “thud, thud, thud”. Old-school horror. My mates were still on the other side of the gates, watching. I heard scuttling, close to the door. My heart was going for it, like I’d run from one goal line to the other. I didn’t run away, though.’ He is quiet then. They walk on. Tanya has to bite the side of her index finger to stop herself asking what happened.

‘Aren’t you going to ask what happened?’ Ram asks.

‘You’re infuriating,’ she says.

‘I think we both know that’s not true,’ he says.

She considers for a moment. ‘No,’ she says, ‘it really is.’

They stand on the street of the stone house. Their walking slows. ‘The door opened,’ Ram said, ‘at which point my mates legged it. I should’ve run as well, only there was something that made me want to go in.’

‘It felt like it was calling you?’ Tanya asks.

‘Exactly. So I stepped in. There’s a sort of hallway, more like another room. Really big. Staircase going up to an open landing. Furniture, or something I didn’t want to think about, covered in cloth. It was really dark, the windows so dirty that even without curtains it would’ve been impossible to see much. Cobwebs everywhere. I could tell though, that no one had opened the door. No one I could see anyway.’

The house is in sight. It looks even more isolated today. The grey of the stone house sits strangely against the blue sky and all the other houses seem as if they’re edging away from it.

‘Then what did you do?’ Tanya asks. She wants Ram to keep talking, anything to take away the weird, prickly feeling she gets whenever she looks at the house. It’s like a tickle from chilled bony fingers on her cheek, on her wrist, reaching through to the underside of her skin.

‘I walked further into the hallway and heard this scratching sound on the floorboards.’ He rakes his blunt nails against the railings. Paint peels off. ‘It sounded like something was coming towards me. At which point, I really did run. I vaulted the gate like a hurdles pro. My mates never brought it up again and neither did I.’

‘It was probably just a cat or something,’ Tanya says.

‘Yeah. A really big cat with overgrown claws.’

‘Or something.’

‘So now what?’ Ram asks. ‘Which window?’

Tanya points up to the top window. It’s empty. Blank. The sash window looks like a hooded eye.

‘Well, she’s not up there,’ Ram says. ‘Case closed. Let’s go.’

‘Are you scared to go in?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ He opens the gate. It creaks wide. ‘We could do with a scythe,’ he says, trampling down the weeds in the garden.

‘You mean April didn’t have one in her Mary Poppins handbag?’ Tanya says.

‘Can we get on with this?’ he says, checking his watch. Tanya steps in front of him and knocks on the door.

The knocker is in the shape of a rose and really does land with a ‘thud’. She listens for scuttles or feet or anything at all. Nothing. No answer. Just the echo of the ‘thud’. She shakes the padlocks on the heavy door. ‘Don’t suppose you know how to pick a lock?’ she asks.

‘You’re the super brain. You figure it out.’

‘Fine. I will. There must be another way in,’ Tanya says. Brambles attach themselves to her clothes as she tries to get to the windows. They are all barred with iron and covered with ivy.

Ram moves away, picking his way through overgrown roses that have gone way beyond deadheading. He ducks down and under a bush, disappearing from sight.

‘What’re you doing?’ she asks. She can hear him rustling in unseen undergrowth and swearing. LOTS of swearing. He reappears a few minutes later.

‘There’s a back gate at the side. It’s pretty much covered with roses but we can climb over,’ he says. Now he looks sweaty.

Ten minutes later, they’re standing in the back garden, hoping that the dock leaves they’re wiping over nettle rashes are not more nettles in disguise. Old trees rise over them and there’s not one sliver of sun. In a day that could fry eggs on a belly button, Tanya and Ram feel like they’ve never been warm.

‘It must’ve been nice once. The garden,’ Tanya says, wading through the grass, avoiding the huge hole where a badger has scurried up a pile of earth. ‘It’s huge.’ She looks at a hedge growing out of a tub. It could’ve been elegant topiary. A squirrel, maybe. Now it looks like a woolly mammoth with its arse stuck in a bucket.

The stone house looks vulnerable from this view. Like when you’re sitting behind one of your friends and see they’ve left the label in their shirt and it’s not the size they say they are. Most of the windows at the back are broken, held together by webs. A conservatory leans against the house like a drunk friend at a party. Tiles have slipped from the roof and through the glass.

Something moves.

‘Up there. Second floor,’ Ram says, pointing up.

In the middle window of the middle storey, a girl places her palm against the window. Tanya can’t see much of her face other than her jaw opening wide and closing around a word. HELP.

‘Did you see that? She’s mouthing to us to help her,’ Tanya says, running to the conservatory and trying the door. It’s bolted shut but the glass is broken in every frame.

‘I’m not sure. She’s definitely there, though,’ Ram says, peering up, shielding his eyes against the bright sky.

‘Give me the bag
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