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About the Book

When Beth wakes up one morning covered in dirt, she puts it down to an extreme case of sleep-walking. But when reports of a desecrated grave start to circulate, her night-time wanderings take on a sinister air.

Soon the city is being plagued by strange sightings and sudden disappearances.

Beth knows that something is changing within her. Something that’s filling her with an urgent, desperate hunger that demands to be satisfied – at any cost …
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To Dr Fell and all his little pets


Prologue

Beth knew that things had moved on when she awoke one morning to find dirt in her bed. It wasn’t the fine soil that you might find in a bag of compost, but dirt from the ground, damp and gritty against her skin. She tried to sit up, but her back was crippled with pain as if she’d been labouring all night. But she had no memory of it. For a moment she thought she must still be asleep, dreaming, but from downstairs came the ordinary sounds of the day, her housemates getting breakfast, muted voices and music on the radio.

The smell of toast crept into her room and she realised how hungry she was. She’d never been so hungry. It felt as if she hadn’t eaten for a hundred years. She ran her hands down her body and found a worm flattened under her bottom. She picked it off, looked curiously at it, and ran her tongue round her mouth.

Grit.

She struggled upright. Her fingers stung. Both hands were covered with broken blisters and dried blood and her fingernails were black with dirt. Every muscle, every tendon in her was racked with pain and her skin was peppered with tiny dents from the little stones she had slept on.

Trying not to panic, Beth got out of bed and hobbled to the bathroom. What had she been doing? She had no memory of anything that could have left her feeling like this. She swilled her mouth at the tap and spat dirty water into the sink, then spent a couple of minutes swishing water between her teeth to make sure that every trace of grit had gone. She got into the shower and watched the dirt fall away from her, trying to remember. There was no memory at all. She snorted in exasperation, then soaped the flannel and scrubbed herself until her skin stung and the suds ran pure and white.


Chapter One

IT WAS TEN a.m. and people were already stirring – Beth’s brother Louis and her best friend Coll, geeking away as usual, she thought crossly. Beth desperately needed to go down and get something to eat, but first she had to deal with her dirty bed. She stripped the mattress, hid the grimy sheets in a cupboard, put on her dressing gown and headed down for breakfast. She paused in the hallway to pull on a pair of thin leather gloves to hide the marks on her hands, then went to open the kitchen door. The reassuring smells of coffee and toast wafted over her and the hunger returned. It hit her so hard, she swayed on her feet.

Coll had already left, but Ivan and Louis were still around. Ivan smiled hopefully at her. She’d spent the night with him a couple of weeks ago and ever since he had been looking for a replay. Beth shook her head.

‘You OK?’ he asked. ‘What’s up with your hands?’ he added, seeing the gloves.

‘Nail-biting,’ she lied. It was a habit she’d been fighting for years.

Ivan looked amused and glanced at Louis to see if it was worth a tease, but he had other things on his mind.

‘What were you up to last night?’ he asked. ‘Couldn’t you sleep?’ he said when she didn’t reply. ‘It must have been four in the morning.’

‘Girls’ things,’ said Beth. She sat herself down, trying to hide her stiffness, and helped herself to cereal. He’d seen her, then. She wanted to grab hold of him and demand – What was I doing? How did I look? She was a mystery to herself.

‘Not girl and boy things?’ Louis asked. He said it like it was a joke but she knew what he was up to. Ever since she’d moved in a few months ago, he’d become like some kind of surrogate dad. He liked Ivan, but disapproved of him – quite rightly, in some ways. Ivan was a lech. None of the girls in his own year would go anywhere near him, he was such soiled meat. But that was Beth’s business, not her brother’s. Louis had no idea that things had already gone as far as they had but ever since he’d caught them snogging at a house party a few weeks ago he had gone into protective overdrive.

He was fishing to see if she’d been in Ivan’s room overnight.

Beth was infuriated. As if she didn’t have enough going on without Louis poking his nose in where it wasn’t wanted. ‘What’s it to you?’ she snapped.

‘Just taking a healthy interest,’ he said defensively.

‘In my sex life? What’s healthy about that?’

‘Sister sex,’ said Ivan. ‘It’s not nice, but it has to happen. You should be encouraging her.’

Beth scowled. ‘As if I’d do it with you,’ she said.

Ivan looked shocked. She’d only said it to put Louis off the scent. She wanted to kiss him better, but hardened her heart.

‘Sorry,’ said Louis. He knew he ought to stop but couldn’t help himself. ‘You know what he’s like.’

‘Er, are we talking about me?’ asked Ivan.

‘Yes, exactly, Louis – I know what he’s like. So how about letting me make my own decisions?’

Louis rolled his eyes but shut up. Beth finished her cereal and poured herself another bowl. She’d have got up to get a banana if she wasn’t scared of hobbling. Louis watched her curiously as she wolfed it down.

‘You can’t give girls advice on this stuff,’ Ivan was telling her brother. ‘You’ve only slept with one girl in three years.’

‘Idle speculation,’ said Louis. ‘Just because I don’t boast. Just because,’ he added significantly, ‘I don’t go to the bar straight afterwards and give girls ratings out of ten.’

There was a pause.

‘You bastard,’ said Ivan.

‘Ratings out of ten for kissing and, er, hand skills, shall we say; and for—’

‘That was in my first year,’ said Ivan. He shook his head. ‘I can’t believe you said that. That was private information,’ he fumed.

‘I expect that’s what those girls thought,’ said Louis smugly, glancing at his sister.

Beth sighed. She knew this. She got another bowlful – her third. The boys rattled on. Soon Beth had finished her cereal and was wondering if she dared risk having another in front of the ever-watchful Louis when she caught a whiff of something foul.

‘What’s that smell?’ she asked.

‘What smell?’ Louis sniffed the air. ‘I can’t smell anything.’

‘Is it the bin?’ she asked, turning towards it. She sniffed. It was rot all right. And then, without warning, the smell increased tenfold. It wasn’t just a smell, it was a stench, a choking miasma. There was no mistaking it. It was the smell of rotting flesh – the stench of death.

Beth retched as it hit her throat. At the same moment the hunger came rushing in on her again. She looked up guiltily. The boys were watching her curiously. It was obvious that they could smell nothing at all.

‘You’re eating too fast,’ said Louis.

‘What?’

‘That was your third bowl. You’re eating too fast. No wonder it’s making you sick.’

‘Fuck off, Louis,’ she snapped. It gave her an excuse to run. She got up and stormed out as best she could, clutching hold of chairs and the doorknob to support herself on the way out.

Louis shook his head at the banging door behind her.

‘What’s up with her?’

‘Dunno. Why?’ asked Ivan, who hadn’t noticed anything unusual.

‘Did you see the way she walked?’

Ivan lifted up his hands. ‘I never touched her,’ he said.

‘You’re an idiot, Ivan,’ said Louis absently. Something was going on. The chances were, he was going to be the last one to know what it was.

Upstairs, Beth wept. A pit of misery was opening up inside her. That disgusting smell – was it really there for her alone? How was it possible to eat three huge bowls of cereal and still feel famished? There was only one experience in her life she could compare this with; depression. When she had been fourteen, for reasons no one could fathom, it had come from nowhere, hauled her down into its grim bosom and kept her prisoner for half a year before she’d popped unaccountably and suddenly back to the surface. Was this it again, transformed in the intervening years into this terrifying monster that stole her nights and forced her to gorge like a dog?

As soon as Louis and Ivan left the house, she got out of bed and searched for clues. The clothes she had worn the day before were missing. She found them in the wardrobe, covered with dirt. Cautiously, she put her face to the bag that contained them and sniffed. It was just earth and clay – but where had it come from?

Beth continued her search. She found her boots, also filthy with mud, tucked under the bed. And a coat of hers was missing, a waterproof anorak. She searched the house from top to bottom but there was no trace of it anywhere. Back in her room, she flung herself down on her bed and tried to force the memories that must lie inside her to the surface. What had she done, where had she been? Concentrate, Beth!

She found it at last, that forgotten night, but like a faded dream there were no real memories, only shadows. Darkness had blossomed inside her. It was not empty. On the contrary, it was brimming over with an ancient and insatiable greed that left her feeling desperate with the desire to feed.

This was no dream: it was a memory – but no memory that she’d ever had. What was someone else’s memory doing inside her head?

She must have fallen asleep, because she was awoken again by Coll later that afternoon. ‘You’re such a little grub – look at you, sleeping without sheets. What’s up?’

‘I’ve been sick,’ lied Beth. Coll pulled her into the desk chair in the corner of her room and nattered away about her morning as she bustled about making the bed. When she’d finished playing mum, she heaved her from the chair and tried to put her to bed, but Beth needed more food. She went down and made herself two cheese sandwiches, which she took back up to bed with half a packet of choc-chip biscuits, a banana and a glass of milk. Coll watched in horror.

‘You’re on a journey straight to obesity town, girl,’ she told her, settling down on the bed. Beth pretended not to care. Coll was slim and tall, and Beth had always been on the dumpy side. She sat miserably next to her friend, feeling squat and ugly, mopping up crumbs from her plate with a finger while Coll watched her anxiously. Louis had mentioned that she’d been a bit funny that morning.

‘Feeling a bit down in the dumps, are you?’ Coll asked. Beth grimaced and shook her head. ‘Not now, babe,’ said Coll. ‘This is our first year at uni.’ She paused a moment, wondering if she’d said the wrong thing. She usually had. ‘Is it happening again?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Beth.

‘If it does, don’t you dare shut me out this time,’ demanded Coll.

‘I’m not down,’ insisted Beth. Then she rocked in her seat as an unbidden thought struck her. What was happening to her was not a lessening of herself but a completion. She was turning into what she was always meant to me: some kind of monster. This idea terrified her.

‘… panic attack …’ Beyond her confusion, someone was speaking.

‘What?’

‘You’re having a panic attack.’ Coll was reaching out to her but Beth pushed her away. She became aware that she was panting. ‘Breathe slowly,’ Coll was saying. ‘Hey. It’s OK, Bethie. Breathe.’

‘I’m OK,’ insisted Beth, forcing herself to speak evenly. But it was obviously not true.

Coll waited while she got herself under control. ‘How long have you been feeling like this?’ she asked.

Beth looked away, unable to bring herself to talk about it. ‘I’m OK,’ she said again. Coll shook her head. ‘Just today,’ Beth admitted finally. ‘Don’t tell Louis,’ she begged. ‘You know what he’s like. I’ll never hear the end of it.’ Unable to hold it together any longer, she began to cry.

‘Oh, Bethie,’ said Coll. She grabbed hold of her and hugged her tight. ‘Just don’t hide it away this time. Promise me. OK?’

But Beth could not promise anything. She just clung to her like a child and wept.

They went way back a long way, these two, all the way to their first year at high school; the tall blonde one and the short dark one, ever since Coll, with braces on her teeth and her skirt rolled up at the waist to reveal far too much of her skinny legs, had walked up and asked Beth if she really was Louis Middleton’s sister.

Beth looked askance at her and cautiously admitted that yes, she might be.

‘Great. Let’s be friends. I’m going to go out with him when I’m older,’ Coll said brightly.

Beth looked at her and sighed. An oddball herself, she had no intention of having another oddball as a friend. But Coll stuck to her like glue and before she knew it, friends they were and friends they’d stayed – despite the fact that, so far, Coll’s prophecy about Louis had failed to come true.

Coll petted her, and felt helpless. She was a competent person, intelligent, confident, used to knowing what she wanted and how to get it. But four years ago she had seen her friend collapse in on herself and had no idea what to do or how to help. Now it looked as though it was happening again. They were both four years older but Coll felt as helpless as ever.

‘You’re going to have to get some help, baby,’ she said. ‘You can’t do it all on your own, you know? See someone. I’ll come with you if you like.’

Beth shook her head. ‘I’m not depressed. I’ll be OK,’ she said. ‘Give me another few days, all right?’

Coll wasn’t convinced. ‘You’re scaring me,’ she said.

‘Sorry.’

‘Just remember, I’m here for you, Beth. You don’t have to go through this stuff on your own.’

Beth dried her tears and Coll tried to cheer her up with one of her favourite themes – Louis. For the past couple of years he had been going out with a pretty Jewish girl called Samantha but last summer she’d dumped him and now he was back on the market. For Coll, it had become something of a challenge.

‘He’d have taken you up on it by now,’ insisted Beth. ‘He’s had enough chances.’

‘But take into account I’m getting more gorgeous all the time,’ Coll pointed out. ‘He can’t hold out for ever. No man could.’

Beth laughed. ‘But what for? Everyone knows that Christians are no good at sex.’

‘Not true. You need that sense of sin before you can get really filthy. Behind every cross,’ pronounced Coll, ‘there lurks a dirty mind.’

‘You know that?’

‘I’ve done the research.’

They chatted away for a while, but then Coll’s foot bumped against something tucked under the bed, hidden by the duvet. It was a brick, covered in black earth, still wet from the underground. Beth’s heart leaped in fright.

‘What’s this doing here?’ Coll laughed nervously and glanced at her friend. Beth was staring at the brick as if it was a ghost. ‘Look, there’s something written on it.’ She found a magazine and brushed the dirt onto it. ‘Where did you get it?’

‘In the garden. Yesterday,’ Beth replied. She’d never seen it before in her life.

‘Starting a brick collection. How novel,’ said Coll brightly. She brushed the dirt away with some tissues from her bag. ‘It’s Latin,’ she announced.

Beth leaned over and studied the inscription. ‘Pro fame perpetua,’ she read. ‘What does it mean?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know Latin. We didn’t do it at school, worse luck.’

‘Geek. You could have been lynched for even thinking that.’

‘Geek is a word invented by the stupid to make them feel better about their own ignorance,’ said Coll. She hefted the brick and looked anxiously at her friend again. ‘It’s not like you,’ she observed, ‘finding homes for stray masonry.’

‘I thought my dad might be interested.’

Coll snorted. ‘Your dad might be a builder but that doesn’t make him interested in bricks,’ she said. But the Latin interested her. ‘Can I take it in to uni tomorrow? Find out what it says?’

Beth wouldn’t let her. Coll had to write the inscription down and be content with that. She hung around a little longer, wanting to help but unable to get a handle on what was happening, before leaving to get on with her own afternoon. On her own, Beth stared at the brick, which lay maliciously silent on the magazine by her bed, another clue she did not know the answer to. She examined it carefully, held it in her hand, weighed it, sniffed it, stared at it, but it refused to tell her anything. In the end, she wrapped it in a plastic bag and tucked it back under the bed. She feared it, but for reasons she could not fathom, she was unwilling to let it go.

Beth spent the rest of the day hiding in her room. In the evening, her brother cooked chicken stew. The smell was irresistible, and she crept down to feed.

‘I thought this might get you up,’ said Louis. He gestured with the spoon at Ivan and Coll waiting at the table. ‘The wolves have gathered.’

Beth smiled back – a little grimly, because she suspected that the chicken was for her, really; and who did he think he was, her bloody mother? And if she was depressed – and she bloody wasn’t, not if she could help it – then of course food would be her first recourse. Last time she’d come out of it looking like Miss Bouncy Castle. No way was that going to happen again.

She sat down to join the others. Ivan smiled and offered her a beer; she smiled back and accepted it. Louis ladled out the stew. Helpless in her hunger, Beth had to force herself to eat it slowly.

‘I’m going to miss this if you go veggie,’ she told him. He’d been threatening to do that for ages. Louis nodded, pleased to be friends again. Beth ate till her stomach hurt, trying to ignore the sideways looks she was getting as she swallowed plateful after plateful, mopped up with thick slices of bread. She cleared up afterwards with Ivan and Coll. It was nice; it was normal. Beth did the washing-up, feeling ridiculously happy that she could still enjoy such stuff.

When Coll left the room to go to the loo, Ivan came up behind her and put his arms around her waist as she stood at the sink.

‘What do you want?’ she said.

‘You know,’ he told her, nuzzling.

Beth shook her head. She was just a bit too fond already, and Ivan was someone you simply couldn’t trust.

‘I was drunk,’ she said.

‘So was I.’

‘You’re always drunk.’

‘I’m not drunk now.’

‘You will be.’

He laughed. It was so true. Beth loved the way he laughed at himself so easily, but made herself push him away.

‘You’re such a lech. I’d rather just be friends,’ she lied.

Ivan looked stricken. And she wished it was different, but she sent him away anyway. All those girls. How could you ever tell with someone like that, never knowing whether you were just another notch on the bedpost?

‘So,’ said Coll, when she came back in. ‘I thought that was going to be a one-off?’

‘Just doing a little research,’ said Beth.

‘Into what?’

‘Sex, you dummy.’

‘I thought I was supposed to be the geek,’ said Coll.

‘Being a sex geek I can handle.’

‘Sex geek. Doesn’t that involve wearing latex and having a wrinkly bottom?’

‘Not in my case.’

They had a laugh. It was great. Beth felt so much better and when Coll asked how she felt she was able to honestly say that she was OK. Together, they finished the kitchen and went to join the boys next door.

They had the usual argument about what to watch and ended up with Shaun of the Dead for about the tenth time. It wasn’t funny any more but Beth wanted something familiar. The first time she’d seen it was with her dad and her brother way back, and it carried fond memories. She caught Louis glancing at her and smiled back reassuringly. Louis relaxed and Beth allowed herself to think that maybe everything was going to be all right after all.

About halfway through the film she became aware of a pressure behind her eyes. She rubbed them and watched the room sway in front of her – and then darkness began to leak into her from below. She clutched the cushion and tried to fight it but it was an irresistible tide, flooding rapidly up from deep inside her, impenetrable and poisonous. It was followed a moment later by an overwhelming stench of rotting meat. Shocked, she clamped her hand over her mouth and retched.

‘You all right, babes?’ asked Coll.

Beth nodded and then, without warning, vomited dinner, lunch, breakfast – the lot – all over the carpet. She slumped back on the sofa in a faint. Everyone jumped up, shocked and disgusted. Coll grabbed hold of her and hauled her upstairs to bed. She tucked her up, gave her water to drink, put a bowl by the bedside, and sat and stroked her head.

‘There you go, babe – it’s good news! You’re just sick,’ whispered Coll. Beth nodded. Let her think that. No one could ever know what she was like inside.

Coll stayed with her for a short while, then left. On her own, Beth lay still, trying to fight the bile in her throat. She was exhausted but too scared to sleep. Sleep, she knew, was not her friend. After a while, she sat up with her laptop and tried to work instead. As she waited for it to fire up, a cracked, dried voice called her name. It was so clear, she let out a little scream. She jumped up and locked the door. But that was foolish. What good was locking the door going to do, when the voice came from inside her?

‘It’s the wrong door,’ she said out loud. And she had no idea where that thought came from, either, or what it meant. Where was the right door? How could you bar it, when it was inside you?

‘Who are you?’ she whispered. But there was no reply. She lay down, too tired to stay up, too scared to sleep. At some point in the night, maybe hours later for all she knew, her phone flashed its blue light at her. A text.

‘The fast that will not stop,’ she read.

Without thinking she texted back: ‘For the dead, the hunger that never ends.’

Then she lay back down, fighting the hunger, the darkness, the stink, until sleep overcame her.


Chapter Two

IN THE MORNING, Beth’s housemates looked in on her before they left. Ivan was very sweet and attentive, asking her if there was anything he could do and promising to come by again later. Louis hung about, looking suspicious or scared, she wasn’t sure which. Coll came in last, and leaned across to hug her. ‘Day in bed. Lucky cow,’ she said.

Just to be sick. Beth would give anything just to be sick.

Coll sat back up. ‘Hey, by the way, that translation was brilliant,’ she told her. ‘How did you work it out?’

‘What?’

‘“The hunger that never ends.” Much better than my version.’

Beth had forgotten all about the text. It had been from Coll – a translation of the inscription on the brick. But she hadn’t worked it out. She’d barely been awake. She just knew.

‘Brilliant,’ said Coll again. ‘What did you do, run it through one of those translation engines? It must be a really good one.’

‘What’s this about bricks?’ Louis wanted to know.

‘Something I found in the garden. None of your business, actually,’ snapped Beth.

Louis shrugged, looked hurt, and left. Coll looked warily at her friend. ‘You’re being really hard on him,’ she said. ‘He’s just worried.’

‘It’s just a brick,’ Beth said. ‘I don’t know why you’re making such a fuss about it.’ A suspicion grabbed her. ‘Have you two been talking about me?’ she complained.

Coll shrugged. ‘Why wouldn’t we?’ she said. Beth didn’t answer. ‘Actually, your pet brick turns out to be pretty interesting,’ Coll went on. ‘Guess what – it’s Roman! The shape is distinctive. I was checking it up last night. That brick might be nearly two thousand years old.’

‘Is that how you spend your nights – researching bricks?’ demanded Beth, trying to head her off.

‘I was just relaxing after doing my history paper. But I haven’t told you the best bit. You know that grave that got robbed?’

Beth’s heart jumped. ‘What grave?’

‘Didn’t you hear? At St Michael’s in Withington. An unmarked burial. No one even knew it was there – it was outside the boundary wall, in a school playing field. Unsanctified ground. Some sinner or other. All the remains got taken away, but they left something behind – guess what? Some Roman jewellery! A man’s ring. See? If you found that brick in our garden, that means there might actually be some Roman ruins, right here, under the ground, waiting to be dug up.’ Coll beamed with pleasure. ‘Roman archaeology, in our own back garden! Exciting or what?’

Coll rabbited on but Beth had stopped listening. A robbed grave. Dirt in her bed. Darkness. Hunger. It was too much of a coincidence. She thought about the brick, lying there all that time …

‘Just think of it,’ she said. ‘Four hundred years of hunger …’

‘What?’ asked Coll. ‘Where’d that come from?’

But Beth had no idea herself. ‘The brick’s been in the ground that long?’ she suggested weakly.

‘Babe, what’s happening to you? You’re turning into a poet. It’s a brick. It doesn’t do hungry.’

Beth had another visitor later, about midday – John, her dad. She was so pleased to see him, she leaped out of bed and hugged him, despite her sore muscles. The family home wasn’t more than an hour or so away, but she’d seen nothing of him since she’d started uni. She hadn’t been at all homesick so far, but now that he was here she realised how much she’d missed him.

‘Did Louis tell you?’ she asked, her happiness darkened by a sudden suspicion.

‘No.’ He smiled. ‘Well, he told me, but I rang him. I was passing by, so …’ He shrugged. ‘Thought I’d see how you are.’

‘Just passing by,’ she parroted, disbelieving.

He settled himself down beside her and raised his eyebrows. ‘Stomach bug?’ he said. ‘Louis said you weren’t well.’

‘I’m not sure,’ she began. She stumbled over the words, but if she couldn’t tell her father, who was there? Her mum had died years ago when she was only four. He and Louis were all she had. ‘I think I might be walking in my sleep,’ she said at last.

‘OK.’ John nodded calmly. ‘What exactly have you been doing, do you know? Have you been talking as well?’

‘I don



































































































Many thanks to Special Agent Shelly Instone for the Latin translations and entertaining emails
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