
[image: cover]


[image: cover]


[image: cover]



[image: images]



www.hachettechildrens.co.uk




CONTENTS


Preface

 

Ten …

1 Halo

2 Ageze

3 Halo

4 Ageze


 

Nine …



5 Halo

6 Ageze

7 Halo


 

Eight …



8 Ageze


 

Seven …



9 Halo

10 Ageze

11 Halo


 

Six …



12 Ageze

13 Halo

14 Ageze


 

Five …



15 Halo

16 Ageze

17 Halo


 

Four …



18 Halo

19 Silverlocks

20 Halo


 

Three …



21 Halo

22 Silverlocks

23 Halo

24 Silverlocks


 

Two …



25 Halo

26 Halo

27 Halo


 

One …



28 Halo

29 Halo

30 Silverlocks


 

Zero …



31 Halo

32 Halo

33 Silverlocks

34 Silverlocks

35 Halo


 

Epilogue

Author’s Note

Acknowledgements

Dedication

Copyright






[image: images]



 


There’s a hundred ways to start this story, a hundred ways to tell it. Each one is impossible. Each one, unbelievable. But it did all happen and I promise it’s all true.

There was a boy with eyelashes the shape of crescent moons and a star-gazing girl with burning amber hair and a dark-skinned stranger from a faraway land who told us this: there is a time, there is a place, there is a moment when it will happen, and there is nothing we can do to stop it.

So I’ll just go on and tell the tale. As it was. As it is. As if it’s happening right now and I’m living it again and you’re living the story through me.



TEN …
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My name is Halo Moon, at least that’s what they call me, those who’ve known me since I was born. It was the first word I said when Gran lifted me to the window one bright shining night.

‘Look at that moon, Halo, just look at that beautiful moon.’

I stopped grizzling and looked.

‘Moo,’ I said, pointing. ‘Moo.’

Mum says I was born with my head tilted upwards.

I got my first telescope on my seventh birthday. I’m twelve now.

‘You’re on the cusp, my girl,’ Gran says.

When I ask her what she means she just winks and smiles.

It all starts in July when the new boy arrives. His bedroom is diagonally opposite mine and I keep peeping around the curtains to see if he’s there.

It’s Monday evening, about nine thirty. I’m in the front garden now, in my sky watcher’s chair waiting for it to go dark. I look up and the new boy is standing in the road, peering over our hedge.

‘What are you looking at?’ he says.

‘I’m waiting for the meteors,’ I say, ‘but it’s not dark enough yet.’

He’s taller than I thought and his eyes are different colours.

‘Can I come round?’ he says.

‘Yeah, if you like.’

His shirt collar’s turned up and he’s wearing white canvas shoes.

‘My name is Pedro. Pedro Ortega.’ He holds out his right hand.

For a moment, I don’t know what to do. I’ve never shaken hands with anyone before. I get up from my chair.

‘Halo Moon,’ I say.

‘Very pleased to meet you, Halo Moon.’

His hand is warm and soft. I sit down again feeling like I should say something. Pedro sits next to me on the grass.

‘How old are you?’ he says.

‘How old d’you think?’

He shrugs. ‘Same age as me. Twelve?’

I smile and nod.

‘Have you lived here long?’ he says.

‘I was born here.’ I look at his floppy fringe and curling eyelashes. ‘What brought you here?’ I ask.

He stares at the ground and there’s a sort of sadness in his eyes. ‘My mum got a new job.’

‘What does she do?’

‘She works in a bank. International section. She has to travel quite a bit.’

‘What about your dad?’

He looks down like he doesn’t want to say.

The sky’s starting to turn. That deep, deep blue before night comes.

‘We’ll be able to see the Perseids in August,’ I say. ‘All the burning dust and ice from the comet Swift-Tuttle. Astronomers used to think it was going to crash into Earth but they don’t think that any more.’

Pedro scowls and gazes at the sky. ‘No need to worry about that then,’ he says. ‘Is that your room?’ He points to my dormer window.

‘Yeah.’

‘Thought so. Can I come back later and look through your telescope?’

I’m surprised how confident he is. I pause. I’m not sure. But his smile is wide and lovely and I can’t help smiling back.

He bounces to his feet. ‘See you later then, Halo Moon.’ And he disappears around the hedge.

I go inside to get a snack. Mum’s seeing to Gran. She’s had a little ‘accident’ and needs a clean-up and a shower.

Dad’s at the table supping beer. ‘That the new lad?’

‘His name’s Pedro.’

‘Talks nicely.’

‘You weren’t listening, were you?’

Dad smiles. ‘Not on purpose.’

I make toast and sprinkle it with cinnamon.

‘Am I all right being out after midnight? Pedro’s coming back to look at the stars.’

Dad gives me a wink.

‘Oh, stop it,’ I say.

‘Yeah, ’course it’s all right,’ says Dad. ‘Lock the door when you come in and let me know you’re safe inside if I’ve fallen asleep.’

It’s just past eleven. I’m back in my sky watcher’s chair. It has a padded seat and leans backwards. There’s a flask of hot tea by my side and a bag of dates.

The sky is huge and sparkling and the air is cooling. Pedro turns up in a matching T-shirt and baseball cap. He spreads a blanket over the grass.

‘If we’re lucky we might see the Delta Aquarids,’ I say.

‘Stars?’ says Pedro.

‘Meteors, actually. Best after midnight, though.’ I glance at him. ‘Want to look at Mars?’

‘’Course,’ he says.

I let him sit in my chair. He leans forward and looks into the eyepiece.

‘Turn this to focus,’ I say.

He screws up one eye. He’s smiling already, then he lets out a gasp. ‘Awesome!’ he says. He looks again. ‘It’s so bright and orange and beautiful!’

He’s grinning like crazy.

‘That is… the coolest thing … Halo Moon.’ And he nestles in the chair again and stares and stares.

It’s not long before he jumps up and starts jigging around. He rubs his arms and legs then glances at his phone. ‘Eleven-thirty,’ he says. ‘I’m going to run up the hill.’ He’s got a mad look on his face and his eyes are twinkling.

‘What for?’

‘To warm up.’ He sets off over the garden.

I glance at the telescope. You can’t see it from the road and I’m sure no one’s going to pinch it, but I drape the blanket over just in case.

‘Wait. I’m coming with you,’ I say.

We’re standing in the middle of Halley Road grinning at each other. It seems like madness but there are no cars. Pedro charges and I follow. Full pelt. Usain-flipping-Bolt. Past the Fitchetts and the Thackreys and the Howeths with their garden gnomes. Past Doctor Shah’s on Heatherlands Nook and the Prestons and the Ackroyds. I grit my teeth as the road gets steeper. I’m even closing on Pedro as we reach the top. We crash into the wall by the churchyard. Our chests are heaving and we slump in the gloom by the gravestones to catch our breath.

‘Completely crackers,’ I say.

Pedro leans over and pants. ‘Feeling a bit warmer now,’ he says.

A car passes. Its lights streak over us and we press ourselves to the wall like fugitives on the run. We glance at each other and grin. Then we giggle. Then we catch the laughing bug that makes your eyes stream and your ribs ache and you can’t stand up any more. Minutes later we’re sitting by the road trying not to look at each other. We’re bunching our lips together to stop the giggles seeping out.

‘What if we can’t stop?’ I say. ‘What if laughing’s like an incurable virus?’

Pedro has both hands locked over his mouth but his eyes give him away. Laughter bursts out again and we’re rolling on the ground in fits of giggles.

A man walks past with his dog and we calm down a bit and take deep breaths.

‘Where were you before you came here?’ I say.

Pedro fills his lungs and blows out slowly like it’s going to be a long story.

‘An international school in Switzerland. My sister was there, too. She’s sort of always been there to look after me.’ He shrugs. ‘But we’ve lived all over.’

‘All over the world?’

‘Yeah, wherever Mum or Dad’s job has been. We were in the US before Switzerland, and Singapore before that.’

The world suddenly bursts open in my head. It expands beyond this village, beyond Yorkshire, beyond London, to places on the other side of the globe.

‘And you’ve ended up here?’ I say. ‘In the middle of flipping nowhere?’

Pedro shrugs. ‘It’s been all right, so far,’ he says.

It’s nearly midnight. Meteor time. We get up and stride back down the hill. I leave Pedro in the garden and creep into the kitchen to get him a cup so he can have some tea. Dad pops his head around the door.

‘How many?’ he whispers.

‘Haven’t seen any yet.’

‘Hungry?’ he says.

‘A bit.’ I grab a couple of apples and my NASA mug and dash outside again.

Pedro’s flat-out on the blanket. I settle down next to him and show him how to find the constellation Aquarius. We fix our eyes on that part of the sky.

‘Keep watching,’ I say. ‘And don’t blink, not even once.’

The night is still. Just the faint rumble of a car somewhere. We hold our breath.

‘There!’ I point.

A brilliant white dust trail hurtles above.

‘Yes!’ says Pedro.

More meteors streak like silver rips in the blackness. We squeal every time. I glance at him. See the brightness in his eyes.

‘Makes you think, doesn’t it?’ I say.

‘What does it make you think, Halo Moon?’

‘How small we are. How piddlingly insignificant we are compared to all of that.’

Another one streaks away. And another. Pedro’s clapping now. He’s stamping his feet. Punching the air. He shakes a fist at the sky.

‘Come on! You’re showing off!’ he shouts.

We’re making far too much noise but we don’t care. Those fireballs, those burning pieces of ancient space rock are the same age as our solar system – four and a half billion years old. If you can’t shout about that, you can’t shout about anything.

It’s nearly one in the morning. We’ve counted seventeen. We’ve gobbled the apples and slurped the last of our tea.

His phone beeps and we see his sister at the window.

‘I should be getting back,’ he says. He does a funny bow then puts on a posh voice. ‘I thank you, Halo Moon, for a night never to be forgotten. I will see you tomorrow.’ And he turns and strides away across the road.

The sound of ‘tomorrow’ lingers in the cool air. I take everything inside and lock the door. I whisper to Dad that I’m back, then race upstairs to peep through the curtains. I don’t know what I’m expecting. Maybe he’ll wave.

Minutes pass. I see his light go on, then off again.

Then nothing.
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Grandma is worried about Father Abraham. There was a fierce storm in the night. Lightning ripped open the sky and the rain fell so hard it stung my face. Father Abraham’s church is on top of a hill, the highest point for miles around.

‘Ageze, go and check on him,’ says Grandma. ‘He may be closer to God up there, but he is also closer to the storm.’

Every year, I visit Grandma for one week during the school holiday. She lives in a small village in the north of Ethiopia. The rest of the time I live with my mother, father and two younger sisters in Addis Ababa, the capital city, where I was born. Da, Dr Hailu Tadesse, is an engineer in charge of building a wind farm. His favourite phrase is, ‘We must cut carbon.’ He even sings it in the shower. Ma, Sophia Tadesse, is a teacher.

I set off from Grandma’s house to walk up the steep slope to the church. The rain has loosened rocks and carved deep gullies in the ground. My feet sink into the soft earth. As I climb, the sun begins to spread its long fingers over the hill and, in the distance, I see something glinting.

Is it a coin? A gun? The sword of an ancient warrior?

I fix my eye on the bright point of light and move quickly across the slope.

As I peer at the ground, all I can see is a curved rim. It is a dull golden colour with lines around the edge. I scrape away the damp earth then use a stick to ease out the deeper, drier soil. Bit by bit, I break up the hard lumps and pile them on one side.

Through the quiet morning air, I hear the priests chanting, reminding me that I must check on Father Abraham.

Go quickly, I tell myself. It will not take long.

I am on my feet, about to race up the hill, when I hear voices. A group of villagers are on their way to church. If they see me, they will ask what I am doing. I grab fallen branches and pile them over the golden object, then clamber out of sight. With my eyes tightly shut, I hear their chattering voices moving closer.

I keep perfectly still, listening to the swish of their clothes and the tap, tap, tap of their sandals. If they find me, I will say that I am here to watch the sun rise. They seem to be moving away now, taking an easier route between the rocks and boulders. I must work fast in case someone else comes. I scrape away the earth, lump by lump, piece by piece, crumb by crumb. Checking on Father Abraham will have to wait.

Each swipe of the soil reveals more of the golden disc. How long has it been buried here and who did it belong to? I dig deeper until I can grasp both sides. I gently ease it out of the ground and rub it clean.

It is about twenty centimetres wide and round the edge and between each line, there is a strange script etched onto the surface. My fingers tremble as I touch the shapes carved so delicately into the metal.

It is truly the most beautiful and mysterious object I have ever seen.

As well as lines and writing, there is a hole at the centre, scratched and worn, as if the disc was once attached to something.

More villagers are making their way up the hill. I must move fast. I cannot show the disc to Father Abraham. I am sure he would take it away from me and lock it in the storehouse next to the church.

As I get to my feet, something else catches my eye. I reach down and pull it from the soil. It is a small strip of dark metal with a hole at one end and a point at the other – like the hand of a clock. I fit the pointer over the hole in the disc. It seems to be the right size. But if it is meant to be a pointer, it is much too short to reach the edge. I think for a moment. Surely this can only mean one thing? There must be a longer pointer and another, smaller disc still buried in the ground.

The priests are chanting and singing again.

I am coming, Father Abraham. I am on my way!

I use branches and leaves to cover the disc once more, then race as fast as I can up the hill.

Father Abraham is a tiny man with a yellow hat and a grey whiskery beard. The villagers are gathered around him talking about the tiles that tumbled from the roof during the storm. I greet him and ask if I can help.

‘If we all work together,’ he says, ‘the church will be restored in no time. We will start tomorrow.’

I know it is wrong of me but I wonder how much time I will have to search for the missing pointer and the missing disc if I am helping to mend the church roof.

Later, I go back to the hiding place and carefully remove the pile of branches and leaves, then wrap the disc and pointer in my T-shirt and walk back to Grandma’s house, where I hide them in my bag.

Grandma is anxious to know about Father Abraham.

‘There is no need to worry,’ I tell her. ‘Father Abraham is very well. The rain washed some tiles from the roof but that is all. I will go back tomorrow to help to repair it.’

Grandma smiles and cooks me eggs for breakfast.

The next day I wake with the sun. There is a breeze as I climb the hill. The church is the colour of the Caribbean Sea. It can be seen from miles away. The villagers arrive with a handmade ladder and it is my job to hold it steady. Father Abraham stands nearby and watches. He is too old to climb ladders or carry roof tiles.

‘Did I tell you that underneath this great hill is another church?’ he says.

He has told this story many times but I still love to hear it.

‘When we dug the foundations, buried beneath was a temple. In ancient times, the temple came under attack and to defend itself it sank below the ground.’

Father Abraham studies me.

‘Do I see disbelief in your eyes, young man?’

‘I am sorry, Father Abraham, but it is difficult to believe that a temple can disappear by itself.’

There is a twinkle in his eyes. He asks another worker to take my place and hold the ladder. ‘I am happy that you have come to help with the church roof,’ he says, ‘so in reward, I have something to show you. Come with me.’

This is the first time I have been allowed in the back of the church. I have always wanted to see inside, but until now, Father Abraham has kept it locked. It is cool and dark and has a strange smell. As my eyes get used to the darkness, I make out the shape of tombs and crosses carved in stone. Father Abraham lights a candle and our shadows shiver on the walls. He leads me to a corner where there is a deep hole and a huge block of stone poking through the earth. If it was upright, it would be three times taller than me.

‘This stele has lain here for two thousand years,’ Father Abraham whispers. ‘It is from the ancient Aksumite kingdom. We believe it is dedicated to the moon god.’

He holds the candle closer. Carved into the stone is a crescent moon and an inscription.

It looks like the writing on the golden disc.

‘We have discovered other treasures from this great kingdom,’ Father Abraham says. ‘A perfume bottle, some pottery, a glass-beaded necklace and a bracelet of pink crystal. Many human skeletons have been found here, too – huge men with thick bones and great skulls. Some must have been giants, fierce warriors who died in battle. All of them have been taken to the museum in Addis Ababa so that everyone can share in their beauty and their mystery. We must marvel at these ancestors of ours. They are our history.’

‘But where is the temple?’ I say.

‘Under our feet,’ says Father Abraham.

‘Do you think there may be other treasures there?’ I ask.

Father Abraham smiles. ‘Of that, I am certain.’

I feel a terrible guilt. What would Father Abraham think if he knew I had already taken one of those treasures?

I set off for the hill the next morning at least two hours before I am needed at the church. This time, I bring my bag and torch. I pass villagers along the road carrying great bundles on their backs. It is barely light. Trees are dark giants against the indigo sky.

Away from the houses, I start the steep climb. From down below comes the sound of a cockerel crowing. I can see it, perched on an iron roof. The village is waking.

I find my way easily, even in the half-light. The pile of branches is exactly where I left it. I get to work digging deeper and wider and faster. This time I am using a thicker, sharper stick which rips through the earth. When my arms grow tired I sit back and sift carefully through the heap of soil. Beetles scuttle over my fingers and flies buzz around my head. But all I find are stones and dust.

Deeper and deeper I go. Sweat is running down my cheeks and dripping on to the ground. I smile as I imagine digging so much that I make a tunnel all the way to Father Abraham’s temple.

The sun has risen now and the sounds of voices drift up from the village. There must be another pointer and another disc buried here somewhere, but after one more hour of digging, all I have found is a piece of charcoal and a clay bead. I sit down to rest and drink.

A goat is nibbling thorns from a bush nearby. I throw it a piece of bread and it trots towards me. Its ears flap as it chews. It sniffs the ground looking for more. I throw another piece which lands near its hoof and, as it is picking it up, there next to it is something small and black. I jump up and run towards it.

‘Oh, little goat! Look what you have found!’

It is a black pointer, exactly like the first one, except it is longer. My heart is racing and I am fizzing inside. All I need now is to find the smaller disc.

The goat stands close, flicking its ears and tail, but as soon as I push the stick into the ground it bleats and trots away.

‘Where are you going?’ I say. ‘Stay here. You bring me good luck.’

But the goat is not listening and I watch it disappear around the hill.

What if it is right? If I have not found anything here, perhaps I should try digging somewhere else.

I bundle up my belongings and find the goat round the other side, nodding its head as if it is expecting me.

From here, I can see the ladders still leaning against the church wall. I start to burrow into the hill. My heart is banging in my ears and my shoulders are shaking with effort. I am so glad that there is a cooler breeze on this side.

I stop to drink. The goat is still here, nudging me with its soft nose. I stroke its head.

‘If I find treasure here,’ I tell it, ‘I promise I will give you a feast.’

It is exciting to be digging for treasure and it is even more exciting to find it as the sky is glowing like gold above the hills. I see the edge of something dark and solid. I break off clumps of soil and feel two curved edges. Two? Does this mean there are three golden discs? I am breathing fast now and trembling all over. I tunnel further in, heaving out great stones and handfuls of soil. Finally, I am able to reach into the space and ease out two discs and a long, twisted black pointer. I lay them out, side by side, and stare.

The largest disc is attached to a sort of base so I can stand it upright on the ground and there is a bolt at the centre and tiny pictures etched around it. One is shaped like a sword. Another looks like a pile of coins, there is a dark sun hiding behind a bright moon, then some wheat and a strange, curved boat with a mast. Further around, I see a skull. As I lift the disc and tilt it, I notice some tiny cogs through a small hole in the back. Maybe the cogs are there to move the pointers. The other disc is the smallest of the three with more of the strange script around the edge.

‘Oh, little goat,’ I say, ‘I am going to give you the best green beans and freshest banana leaves you have ever tasted!’
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I wake up after midday again. That’s what it’s like in the holidays. You stay up later and later and never see the mornings until you go back to school. Gran’s in her wheelchair in the back garden.

‘Morning, Gran,’ I say.

I take my muesli into the sunshine. Gran dozes. I see the crimson bruises on her hands. The blue veins criss-crossing under her paper-thin skin. I think of heaven and wonder where it is.

Love you, Gran, I say in my head.

My phone’s ringing. Mum waves it by the back door.

Jade, she mouths.

‘You can say it out loud, Mum – she can’t hear you.’

Jade’s just back from a holiday in Italy and asks if she can come over.

We go up to my room. Her skin’s the colour of toffee and her hair’s tinged with highlights. We stand on the bed and look out of the window.

‘Who’s the new lad?’ she says.

‘You’ve seen him?’

‘I waved. He was at the window.’

‘He’s called Pedro.’

‘Ooo, exotic. Where’s he from?’

‘All over.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘He’s lived in different places.’

‘International. I like that. Let’s go and see him.’

She asks to use the toilet and comes out wearing eyeliner. I’ve never seen her in make-up before. She looks so grown up.

‘Like it?’ she says. ‘Bought it on holiday.’ She hooks her arm in mine. ‘Come on, you,’ she says.

We ring the bell and Pedro’s sister comes to the door. She stares at us for ages with brown eyes full of sadness.

‘Is Pedro in?’ says Jade, like she’s known him her whole life.

Pedro’s sister calls up to him in another language. He flops down the stairs. He looks surprised to see us.

Jade puts her hands on her hips. ‘I’m Jade,’ she says. ‘Want to come out for a bit?’

Pedro smiles.

‘I’ll show you the village,’ she says.

‘OK.’

‘Get your shoes on then,’ says Jade.

We trek up the hill to the parish church. Pedro shoves his hands in his pockets and takes long strides.

‘What were you speaking?’ Jade asks.

‘Spanish,’ he says.

‘Do you like my tan?’

Pedro shrugs. ‘Guess so,’ he says.

We head towards the newsagents and turn right. Jade leads the way.

‘Let’s start at one end and walk to the other,’ she says.

We follow like a couple of silly ducklings. We pass the White Lion pub and the bakery, then Goosecroft Lane and Hill House Edge.

‘This is where the village starts,’ says Jade. She’s standing by the sign.

Pedro’s gazing in the other direction.

‘What’s up there?’ he says.

‘Pockley Moor,’ I say.

‘Is it far?’

‘A mile or so.’

‘What’s that in kilometres?’

I think hard. ‘About one point six?’

‘What’s the view like?’

‘Best I’ve ever seen.’

‘I want to see Pockley Moor,’ says Pedro.

‘Hold on, who’s doing this tour?’ says Jade. She’s got her hands on her hips now and she’s frowning. ‘Come on, you lot. Follow me.’

She leads us back through the village and points out the Craven Arms hotel, the Hotchpotch shop, the primary school. We wave to Irene Siddle in the chippie and grumpy Donald Spud in the Spar. The sun’s burning our shoulders so we stop at Mrs Clegg’s to buy cold drinks.

‘This the new lad then?’ she says. She folds her arms across her gigantic bosom.

‘Pedro Ortega,’ he says. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

He stretches to shake hands and Mrs Clegg blushes and grins.

‘Well, aren’t we polite?’ she says. ‘Wish everyone was as polite as you. Here – have a toffee twist.’

Pedro grins and pockets the sweet, then takes three cokes from the fridge and drops some coins into Mrs Clegg’s hand. We head out into the dazzling summer day again.

There’s a bunch of kids on Facebook Bench doing the usual stuff – scrolling, Instagramming, tossing back their heads and howling with laughter. We sit for a while and guzzle down our drinks.

‘So that was Main Street,’ says Jade. ‘I’ll show you my house next. We’re at the … what you might call … nicer end of the village.’

Jade’s dad bought a whole field for a million. Their house is easily the biggest in Thribbleston and quite possibly
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