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The Black Envelope

Theo Latimer finished the scholarship exam forty minutes early and spent the next thirty-eight of them worrying about the clock.

It hung above the climbing ropes in the Kingsmere College sports hall, big and white and round, the kind of clock that looked as if it had never been wrong in its life. It was two minutes slow. Theo knew because his watch said so, and his watch was right, because he set it every Sunday by the pips on Radio 4.

He checked again. Two minutes. He checked a third time, in case the clock had heard him.

The hall smelled of floor polish and old trainers. The radiators ticked even though it was August. Two desks along, a boy sniffed every eleven seconds. Theo hadn’t meant to time him. Things just got counted when he was near them.

He took out his dad’s old Casio calculator, grey, with the 7 key worn smooth, and worked out that two minutes was 1.67 per cent of a two-hour exam. That made it worse. Things always got worse when you gave them a decimal point.

He put up his hand.

The invigilator came down the aisle, shoes squeaking on the polish. She had the face of a woman who had been asked about the toilets sixty times that morning.

“Toilet?” she said, very low.

“No. Sorry. Your clock’s two minutes slow.”

She looked at him. She looked at the clock. She looked at him again, for slightly longer.

“Thank you,” she said. “Put your hand down.”

She didn’t change the clock. Theo sat with his hands in his lap and felt it being wrong for the next thirty-six minutes. It bothered him more than the exam had. The exam had been mostly sums, and sums didn’t lie to you.

To fill the time, he read the cover sheet again. He read everything: shampoo bottles, bus timetables, the terms and conditions on crisp packets. Under Father’s name he had written Daniel Latimer, and squeezed (deceased) sideways up the margin because the box was too small. Under that, in print so tiny it was practically a secret:

Results may be shared with partner institutions.

When the wrong clock finally said stop, the invigilator came for his paper first.

“You’re the clock boy,” she said.

“Sorry.”

“It’s been slow since Easter. Nobody else has ever mentioned it.” She tucked his paper under her arm. “Off you go.”

“Sorry, can I just ask? Which partner institutions?”

“Pardon?”

“On the front. It says results may be shared.”

“Libraries, probably,” she said, in the voice of someone who wanted her lunch. “Off you go, love.”

He went, and spent the whole bus ride home working out how slow the clock would be by Christmas. Nearly four minutes. Somebody really ought to be told.



Ten days later, on the last Tuesday of the summer holidays, Mum came in off the night shift at ten past eight with her coat buttoned wrong and a bag of bread rolls from the Co-op.

“Don’t talk to me,” she said. “I’ve been sneezed on by a man dressed as a bumblebee.”

“Why was he dressed as a bumblebee?”

“Stag do. He fell off a bouncy castle.” She dropped into the chair by the radiator. “Don’t ask what he landed on.”

“What did he land on?”

“Theo.”

He put the kettle on. The kitchen smelled of Mum now: hospital soap, and warm bread from the Co-op bag. The fridge hummed.

“Have you eaten?” Mum asked.

“Yes.”

She opened one eye. “Your ears, Theo.”

He put a hand over the left one. It was hot. His ears always went red when he lied, like warning lights. “I had a biscuit.”

“A biscuit isn’t breakfast. A biscuit is an apology.” She shut the eye again. “Make toast. Make loads.”

He made her a tea, then four slices of toast, and scraped the last of the butter across all of them, very thin, so that nobody’s slice was unfair. On the fridge door, under a magnet shaped like a pear, was Dad.

In the photo Dad was on Stanage Edge in a red woolly hat, laughing at whoever held the camera, with a toddler zipped inside his coat. The toddler was Theo. He remembered almost nothing about Dad, which was the thing he liked least about himself. A car crash when Theo was four. A funeral he’d been too small to go to. A red hat.

And the game. The game he remembered perfectly.

“Four numbers, Sprout. One of them’s telling fibs.”

Dad’s voice, low and pleased, as if he were letting Theo in on something. “Two, four, eight, fifteen.”

And Theo, aged three and three-quarters, pointing a sticky finger: “That one.”

“Good lad. And what should it have said?”

“Sixteen.”

“Never let a number fib to you, Sprout. Not ever.”

Nine years later Theo still played it, on his own, whenever there were too many things to count. He played it now, watching the toast. “Three, nine, twenty-seven, eighty,” he whispered. Eighty was fibbing. It should have said eighty-one.

There. Better.

“You’re doing your dad’s face,” Mum said. She opened the other eye.

“I’m not doing a face.”

“You are. Your eyebrows go up like you’re about to do long division.” She sat up. “Was that the letterbox?”

It was. Something had landed on the mat in the hall. Not the flappy slither of bills and pizza menus, but a proper thump, like a dropped book.

Theo went to look. He banged his hip on the hall table on the way and said “Sorry” to it.

“It’s a table, love,” Mum called.

“I know.”

The envelope was black. Not navy, not grey: black, as thick as a slice of cake, with corners sharp enough to cut. Across the front, in silver ink, someone had written Mr Theodore Latimer in handwriting so beautiful it looked expensive.

There was no stamp. There was no postmark.

Theo opened the front door and looked up and down Ferncliffe Terrace. Mr Okafor from number twelve was dragging out his recycling. A pigeon was eating a chip. The gate at the end of their path was shut.

Somebody had walked up their path and pushed this through the door, and the gate hadn’t squeaked. The gate always squeaked. Mum called it their burglar alarm. Theo stood on the step with his toes going cold on the tiles and listened to how quiet it was. Then he went inside and locked the door, which he never did in the daytime.

“Mum. Did you hear the gate?”

“What gate?”

“Our gate. Just now.”

“I didn’t hear anything, love.”

“No,” said Theo. “Neither did I.”

She looked at him properly then, and at the black thing in his hand, and put her tea down. “Who’s it for?”

“Me.”

“Theo. Who sends you letters?”

“Nobody.” He turned it over. On the back was a blob of real wax, dark red, pressed with the shape of a tower. “Should I just...?”

“Open it before I do.”

Inside were two sheets of heavy cream paper. Mum read the top one aloud, at arm’s length, because she would not admit she needed glasses.

“‘Dear Mr Latimer. Following your outstanding results in the recent examination, which were kindly shared with us by a partner institution...’ Theo! Outstanding! That’s you! ‘...the Governors of Blackmoor Hall School for the...’”

She stopped.

It was one second. Theo knew, because the kitchen clock ticked once in the gap, and she went still the way people do when they think they’ve heard a noise upstairs.

Then she laughed. “Blackmoor! It sounds like somewhere you’d get murdered in a Sunday-night drama.”

“Mum.”

“With a vicar. And a dog that knows something.” She gave the letter a shake, and Theo decided the second had been tiredness. She’d been awake for nineteen hours. Last month he’d watched her try to open the front door with a Twix.

“‘...School for the Exceptionally Gifted are pleased to offer you a full scholarship, covering tuition, board, uniform and all sundry costs, from the start of the Michaelmas term. A car will collect you at nine o’clock on the morning of Sunday the seventh of September. You need bring nothing but yourself. Mobile telephones are not permitted. Pupils write home by the school post.’” She lowered the page. “What’s a Michaelmas?”

“Autumn term. It’s what posh schools call it.”

“This Sunday? They’re sending a car? Theo, nobody sends a car. When I had my appendix out they sent me a leaflet.”

Theo took the letter and read it himself. It was signed at the bottom with one long swoop of silver ink that went up and down and up again. “Who’s that meant to be?”

Mum leaned over. “That’s an ECG. Look, that’s somebody’s heartbeat. There’s the bit where they get excited.”

“It’s a scam,” Theo said.

“You don’t know that.”

“I’ve thought about it.” He had. He’d been thinking about it since the gate. “There are five reasons. One, I never applied.”

“You did apply. You sat in a sports hall for two hours and told a woman her clock was wrong.”

“That was a bursary exam. For Kingsmere.”

“‘Kindly shared with us by a partner institution,’ Theo.” Mum tapped the letter. “You asked her about that. You told me when you got in.”

He had. He’d been told libraries, probably, and he’d believed it, because it was easier than not.

“Four reasons, then,” he said. “Two, there’s no stamp, so someone walked here, and nobody walks here. Three, it doesn’t say how much anything costs, and everything costs something, even air at the petrol station. Four, it’s in Scotland, and Scotland’s about four hundred miles away, and I’ve never even been to Leeds on my own. Five...”

He stopped.

“Five?” said Mum.

“Five, nobody picks me for things.”

Mum looked at him for a long moment with her mouth pressed flat, the way she looked at the gas bill. Then she held out her hand. “Give me my phone.”

The school had a website. It looked as if somebody’s uncle had built it.

“There’s one photo,” Mum said, squinting. “Is that a house or a cloud?”

“A cloud with windows,” said Theo.

There was a phone number, and some small grey writing at the bottom.

“‘Last updated fourteenth of March, two thousand and nine,’” Mum read.

“That’s older than me.”

“Everything’s older than you, love.”

Mum put it on speaker between the toast and the butter knife. It rang for a long time, a long way off.

“Blackmoor,” said a man’s voice. It was so posh it sounded ironed.

“Oh! Hello. Sorry. My name’s Helen Latimer. My son’s had a letter from you?”

“Has he? How marvellous. And is he pleased?”

“Well, he’s... yes. We’re a bit confused, to be honest. Is this a real school?”

“Would you say it sounds like one?”

Mum looked at Theo. Theo shrugged. It did, a bit. It sounded like the sort of school that had a rowing team.

“How much does it cost?” Mum asked.

“Did the letter mention a cost, Mrs Latimer?”

“No.”

“Then why would there be one?”

“Is it a boarding school, then?”

“Where else would he sleep?”

“And whereabouts are you? Only it just says Scotland, and Scotland’s quite big.”

“Isn’t it? Have you ever been to the Highlands?”

“Once. On a coach. It rained.”

“Doesn’t it always?” The voice sounded delighted with her. “And young Theodore. Is he fond of puzzles?”

“He loves them. He finished that exam forty minutes early.”

“Did he, now?” There was a little pause, the kind that has a pen in it. “And who looks after him while you’re at work?”

“Well, I’m on nights at the Northern General, so mostly he...”

“Me,” said Theo, before he could stop himself.

“Is that so?” said the voice warmly.

“Sorry,” Mum said. “Who am I speaking to?”

“Who were you hoping for?”

There was a silence in the kitchen. The fridge hummed into it.

“Well,” said Mum. “Thank you ever so much.”

“Not at all. Shall we say nine o’clock on Sunday?”

“Lovely. Yes. Bye, then.” She pressed the red button and sat back. “What a nice man.”

“What did he say?”

“He said...” Mum frowned at the phone as if it had taken something out of her pocket. “He was very nice about you.”

“You asked him six questions,” Theo said. He had counted.

“Did I?”

“He answered every one of them with another question.”

“He did not.”

“‘Is this a real school?’ ‘Would you say it sounds like one?’”

Mum opened her mouth, then shut it again. “Well,” she said at last. “He had lovely manners.”

They knew exactly what they’d known before they rang, Theo thought. Except that now the man knew Theo liked puzzles, and that Mum worked nights.



At ten to seven that evening Mum stood in the hall in her blue uniform, with her lanyard on and a cheese sandwich in foil sticking out of her coat pocket.

“You’re going,” she said.

“I haven’t decided.”

“I’ve decided. You can decide as well, if you like, as long as you decide the same.” She did up her top button, then undid it, then did it up again. “Full scholarship, Theo. They’re going to feed you. Three times a day. Posh schools have custard.”

“Who’s going to make sure you eat?”

“I’m a grown woman.”

“You ate a Pot Noodle cold on Thursday. Without the water.”

“That was a choice.” She straightened his collar, though he was wearing a T-shirt and it didn’t have one. “Are you scared?”

He thought about it properly, because she’d asked properly. “Seventy per cent.”

“What’s the other thirty?”

“Excited. I think. It feels the same, only higher up.”

Mum laughed, and her eyes went shiny, and she pretended they hadn’t. “Me too. Exactly the same numbers. Then we’ll be terrified together. Long distance.” She sniffed. “And you’re taking your big coat.”

“It says bring nothing.”

“I don’t care what it says. It’s Scotland, and you’re nesh. You put a jumper on to open the fridge.” She pulled him in. She smelled of coconut shampoo and the cold coming under the front door. “And you’ll write to me every week. Proper letters, with news in. Not just Dear Mum, I am fine.”

“Every week.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“And if it’s horrible, you tell me. You write HELP in big letters and I’ll drive up in the Fiesta and fetch you.”

“The Fiesta wouldn’t make it to Scotland.”

“The Fiesta would make it to the moon if you were stuck on it.” She kissed the top of his head, hard, the way she did when she was going to be late, and then she was gone. The gate squeaked behind her, loud and ordinary, all the way down to the street.

Theo locked the door and took the letter up to bed, because there was a whole second sheet he hadn’t read every word of yet, and he knew he wouldn’t sleep until he had.

He read the first page again under the orange light from the streetlamp. Then he unfolded the second sheet. It was a list of term dates. Theo ran his finger down them, looking for one that was fibbing, and didn’t find one.

Then he turned the page over.

At the very bottom, in the same silver ink, so small and neat it could have been part of the paper, was one more line.

Theo read it once. Then again. Then a third time, slowly, the way Dad had taught him to check a number he didn’t trust. It said the same thing every time.

We are delighted to welcome the heir of House Latimer home.
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The Road to Blackmoor

The car that came for Theo at nine o’clock on Sunday was longer than his house was wide.

“Seven strides,” Theo reported from the pavement. “The house is five and a half.”

“Stop measuring it, love,” said Mum. “They’ll think we’ve never seen a car.”

“We’ve never seen a car like that.”

Mr Okafor had come out in his slippers to look at his own reflection in it. The driver, a tall man in grey gloves, opened their gate by lifting it slightly on its hinges as he pushed, so that it made no sound.

Theo watched him do it. So that was how.

The driver held the back door of the car open and waited, the way a door waits.

Mum was on the step in her uniform, straight off the night shift, with her arms folded tight. She’d already said everything. She said it all again anyway.

“Big coat.”

“I’ve got it on.”

“Letters.”

“Every week.”

“And if it’s...”

“HELP,” said Theo. “In capitals.”

She hugged him for fourteen seconds. Theo counted, so that he wouldn’t do anything embarrassing in front of Mr Okafor. Then she wiped her nose on her sleeve, which she always told him off for, and said, “Go on, then. Go and be gifted. And eat something green.”

The car smelled of leather and furniture polish, like a church that somebody had upholstered. There was already someone in it.

A girl was sprawled across the back seat with her trainers on the leather, eating a Scotch egg. She was all elbows and knees and freckles under an enormous cloud of red-brown curls, and she looked at Theo like he was the best thing that had happened to her all week.

“Oh, thank God,” she said. “A person. An actual person with a face.” She pointed the Scotch egg at the driver, who was getting back in. “He doesn’t talk. I’ve been talking at him since a lay-by outside Nottingham and he hasn’t said one single word. Not even ‘mind the leather’. I checked he was breathing. He is. Just about. Aren’t you, Sunshine?”

The driver started the engine.

“See?” She stuck out her hand. “Cass Vey. Third year. Don’t ask what Cass is short for.”

“What’s it short for?”

“Cassia. You asked.” She shook his hand hard, like she was closing a deal. “And you are?”

“Theo. Latimer. Sorry.”

“What are you sorry for?”

Theo thought about it. “Getting in, I think.”

He waved through the back window until Mum was a blue dot, and then nothing. Then he did a pocket check, the way other people touched wood.

“Casio,” he whispered, touching Dad’s calculator in his left coat pocket. “Bus pass. Pastilles.” There were ten of those, rationed at one every forty miles, with the black one saved for arriving. Right pocket: “Letter. Four pounds sixty. Pencil.” Jeans: “Key.” The front-door key. He wouldn’t need it until Christmas, but he’d brought it anyway, because leaving it felt like being locked out.

“Are you counting your pockets?” said Cass.

“Sorry. I always do.”

“Good to know,” said Cass. “Right. Important information. The Scotch egg was a big disappointment. Him, he’s a robot, possibly Swiss. And there’s forty-odd of us. Cousins, I mean. Some of them very odd. Uncle Fennick’s odd. Great-Aunt Dilly’s the oddest, but she’s in Belgium, so that’s fine. Well. It’s not fine for Belgium.”

“What do they all do?”

“Family business.”

“What kind of business?”

“Acquisitions.” She said it the way Mum said paperwork: a big boring word you put in front of things so nobody asks about them. “Uncle Fennick once acquired the same painting twice.”

“How can you buy the same painting twice?”

“I never said buy.”

Theo laughed, because it was obviously a joke, and Cass looked pleased, so he must have been right to. She had a gold ring on her thumb with a purple stone the size of a Malteser.

“That’s a nice ring,” said Theo, to be polite.

“Bishop’s,” said Cass.

Theo waited for the rest of the sentence. There wasn’t any.

They passed the turning for Leeds at twenty to ten. Theo had now been further than Leeds on his own, technically, if you didn’t count Cass or the driver, and he wasn’t sure you could.

“How far is it?” he asked.

“Dunno. Far. We get there for tea.”

“What time’s tea?”

“Six.”

“Then it’s about four hundred miles,” said Theo, who could see the speedometer between the front seats, and had the Casio out before he’d finished the sentence. “If he keeps doing what he’s doing, and we only stop once.”

Cass stared at him. “Are you doing sums? Out loud? On purpose?”

“Sorry.”

“No, I love it. That’s you, that is. You’re Sums.” She held out her hand again. “Hiya, Sums.”

“I’d rather be Theo,” said Theo, and put the Casio back in his pocket.

“Course you would. What’s it like, you’re thinking. Blackmoor. Go on, you’re thinking it.”

He had been, a bit.

“Food’s amazing. Beds are rubbish. Don’t sit near the Ashgroves, they kick under the table. Don’t touch anything in the Hothouse. Don’t even breathe in the Hothouse, actually. And there’s one lock in the whole place I can’t do. One. And it’s on a greenhouse, Sums.” She looked genuinely wounded. “It keeps me up at night.”

“Why do you need to do locks?”

“Hobby. What are your lot?”

“My lot?”

“Your family. What do they do?”

“It’s just me and my mum. She’s a nurse.”

Cass sat up so fast her elbows went everywhere. “Oh, that’s good. A nurse. And you said it dead straight and everything.”

“She is a nurse. In A&E. At the Northern General.”

“A hospital and everything! Detail. I love detail.” She wagged a finger at him. “Fine. Keep your secrets, Latimer. Everybody does, first week.”

“No, she really...”

“Anyway, Dilly. So Dilly’s in Belgium because of the swans, right, and the swans weren’t even hers, they were the King’s, well, one of them was, the rest were more like friends of his...”

Theo gave up. His mum had once taken an entire Lego fireman out of a man’s ear, and nobody in this car would ever believe it.

After the big bridge over the Forth, Cass yawned. “Wake me at Perth,” she mumbled. “Not before. I’ll know.” Then she fell asleep on his shoulder with her mouth open and a curl going up his nose. Theo sat absolutely still for thirty-one minutes. It was harder than the exam.

At a petrol station outside Perth, the driver got out to fill up. A smell of petrol rolled in through the door, and Theo reached for pastille number eight.

The tube wasn’t there.

He did a pocket check. He did it twice, because the first one came out wrong, and counts in his own pockets did not come out wrong. “Letter. Coins. Pencil. Key.” No pastilles. No bus pass. No Casio.

Cass was gazing out at the petrol pumps with the face of someone thinking about clouds. Without turning round, she held up a black fruit pastille between finger and thumb.

“Saved you the black one,” she said. “Everyone knows the black one’s the best.”

Theo took it. It was slightly warm. “You ate my pastilles.”

“Only the boring ones.”

“You’ve robbed me.”

“Robbed’s a strong word.”

“What’s the right word?”

“Acquired.” She turned and grinned at him. “Keep the pastille. That’s a present.”

“It’s my pastille.”

“And now it’s a present. That’s nice, that is. Don’t spoil it.”

“And my bus pass?”

“You don’t need a bus pass, Sums. There’s no buses where we’re going. There’s barely road.”

“Can I have my calculator back, please?” His voice came out higher than he wanted. “It’s important.”

The grin went a bit smaller. “I know. Somebody’s worn the seven down, and it wasn’t you. You press buttons like you’re saying sorry to them.”

He hadn’t felt a thing.

“It was my dad’s,” he said.

For a second Cass didn’t say anything at all, which Theo already knew was rare. Then, quite quietly: “Then I’ll be careful with it.”

“You could just give it back.”

“You’ll get it back.”

“When?”

“When you’re not looking. I can’t do it when people are looking. It’s a whole thing. Don’t make it weird.”

“That’s not how giving things back works.”

“It is in my family.”

“Are your family magicians?” Theo asked. It was the only explanation he could think of that didn’t involve the police.

Cass laughed. It went on slightly too long. “Magicians give everything back at the end,” she said. “And then people clap.” She said it as if she’d thought about it before. Then she popped her gum. “No. Acquisitions.”

By the time they left Perth, Theo had made up his mind. Cass Vey was joking about her family. He was nearly sure. She just also happened to be a thief, which was a separate thing, and he held on to the difference all the way into the hills.



Somewhere after the last town with a chip shop, Cass stopped talking.

Theo noticed at once, like when the fridge stops humming. She just sat there, turning the bishop’s ring round and round on her thumb.

“Are you all right?”

“Fine. Totally fine. Why?”

“You’ve stopped talking.”

“I’m allowed to stop talking, Sums. I’m saving it for later.”

Outside, Scotland had given up on being a country and turned into weather. The mist had taken the tops off the hills, and sheep with blue paint on their backs stood in the road and watched the car go by like a panel of judges.

It was ten past six. Mum would be getting up about now. She’d put the kettle on and get two mugs out, and then she’d put one back.

“Sums,” Cass said suddenly. “Couple of rules.”

“School rules?”

“My rules. Better than school rules.” She held up a finger. “One. Don’t tell anyone anything true the first week. Not your birthday, not your favourite biscuit, nothing. People collect things up here.”

“What kind of things?”

“Things about you. What you’re scared of. Who you’d miss.” A second finger. “Two. Don’t eat anything you didn’t see someone make.”

“You said the food was amazing.”

“It is. Doesn’t mean you should eat it. I’m serious. I know I don’t sound serious. I never sound serious, it’s a whole problem, but I am.”

Theo waited for her to laugh. She didn’t.

“What if someone asks me something?”

“Lie.”

“I can’t.”

“Everybody can lie, Sums. It’s like whistling.”

“I can’t whistle either. And my ears go red.”

Cass looked at him properly. “Go on, then. Say something that isn’t true.”

Theo tried. “I’m not scared.”

He felt the heat climb up both sides of his head: two very small fires, lit at once.

Cass stared at his ears. “Oh, Sums,” she said. “Oh no. Oh, you poor thing.”

“What about you? Are you scared?”

“Course not,” said Cass at once.

Theo looked at her ears. They were under about a kilo of hair.

The car slowed, twenty-five minutes behind his estimate, which was the sheep’s fault. The headlights found a stone wall, and in the wall, a gate.

It was iron and very old. Theo checked the gateposts for small print, and there wasn’t any.

“There’s no sign,” he said. “There’s always a sign. Even farm gates say please close the gate.”

“Blackmoor doesn’t do signs,” said Cass. “If you don’t know where it is, you’re not supposed to.”

An old man in a long coat black with rain was already dragging the gate open. Theo hadn’t seen him arrive. It shrieked. Whoever he was, he didn’t care who heard him coming.

“Murdo,” said Cass, out of the side of her mouth. “Don’t stare at him. He hates it. He said ‘Aye’ to me once, in my first year, and I was telling people about it till Easter.”

Theo’s window slid down on its own. Cold came in, and rain, and a smell of peat smoke and wet wool and tar. The old man held out a biscuit tin with a stag on the lid.

Cass sighed, leaned right across Theo’s lap and dropped in a phone with a pink glittery case.

The tin stayed where it was.

Cass sighed harder and dropped in a second, with a cracked screen.

The tin did not move.

“Oh, fine,” said Cass, and took a third phone out of her sock. “That one’s not even mine,” she told Theo. She seemed to think this helped.

The tin moved along to Theo.

“I haven’t got one,” Theo said. “Sorry.” He held up his empty hands to prove it.

The old man didn’t take the tin away. He looked at Theo instead.

He had a face like the stone wall behind him, and very pale eyes. He looked for so long that the rain found its way down Theo’s collar. Theo counted to nine. He tried the small polite smile he used on dinner ladies.

The old man murmured something that wasn’t English. It was soft and low, with water running through it.

Then he said, in English, quite clearly, “Ye’ve the look o’ the Keepers’ boy.”

He stepped back and slapped the roof twice with the flat of his hand, and the window slid up, and they were through.

“He talked to you,” said Cass. She had gone quite pale under the freckles. “He doesn’t talk. What did he say?”

“Something about a gamekeeper. I think.”

“Right,” said Cass, after a moment, and looked out of her own window.

There must be loads of gamekeepers up here, Theo thought, with all those sheep. He had never been mistaken for anybody outdoorsy in his life, and he wasn’t sure whether to be pleased.

The tyres rattled over a cattle grid. The road tipped downhill, and the mist tore open like wet paper.

Below them lay a long arm of the sea, black as the envelope had been, reaching in between the hills. Cass had opened her window a crack, and the smell came in: salt, seaweed, cold. At the head of the water, on a shelf of rock, stood the house.

It was grey granite and enormous, and it didn’t look built so much as grown: towers on top of towers, turrets as sharp as new pencils. Theo tried to count the windows.

“Twenty-four,” he said, under his breath. “Twenty-five. Twenty-six...”

The mist slid back over the top floor, and when it moved again there were different ones.

“Don’t bother,” said Cass. Her voice sounded odd. “Nobody ever gets the same number twice.”

“It’s a cloud with windows,” said Theo.

He ate the black pastille. It didn’t taste of arriving.

The road wound down to the shore, where the water slapped against a stone jetty and a long low boathouse with a slate roof.

There was someone standing on the roof.

“There’s a girl up there,” said Theo.

Cass didn’t answer.

She was right at the edge of the slates, in a charcoal school jumper gone dark with rain, her arms by her sides. No coat. No umbrella. The rain was coming down hard enough to bounce, and she stood in it as if it were happening to somebody else. Something glinted in her black hair: a row of tiny silver points, like the teeth of a comb.

She was looking up at the car. At him.

Theo counted. People always moved. They shifted their weight, or scratched their noses, or blinked the rain away. At eleven she still hadn’t moved at all, except her head, which turned, very slowly, to follow the car.

It seemed rude not to do something. Theo lifted his hand.

Her head tilted, just slightly, as if he’d asked her a question.

Then the road dipped behind a bank of dripping rhododendrons, and when it came up again, the roof was empty. No one climbing down. Only slates, and rain.

“Where did she...”

Cass’s hand closed over his wrist and pressed it down onto his knee. She wasn’t turning the ring any more. She wasn’t smiling.

“Don’t wave at that one,” she said.
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Chapter 3
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Welcome, Heirs

There were a hundred and twelve steps from the jetty to the front door of Blackmoor Hall, and Theo counted every one of them so that he wouldn’t have to think about the girl. It didn’t work.

The rain came sideways off the loch, tasting of salt, and below them the water slapped at the jetty as if it had all night.

“Who was she?” he asked. “On the roof.”

“Nobody,” said Cass. “Count your steps.”

“Ninety-eight,” Theo said. “Ninety-nine.”

“You don’t have to do it out loud,” said Cass, two steps ahead, taking them two at a time.

“I do, a bit.”

His left hand was in his coat pocket, where the Casio wasn’t. He kept it there anyway. It was like poking your tongue into the gap where a tooth had been.

At the top stood a door made of so much black oak that it was really a wall with ideas. It was open. Warm light came out, and a roar of voices, and a smell that made his stomach sit up: roast lamb, rosemary, peat smoke.

Cass stopped him on the threshold.

“Hands out of your pockets,” she said. “You look like you’re hiding something.”

“I’m not.”

“Everybody’s hiding something, Sums. Just don’t look like it.” She slapped the rain off his shoulders, then off his front, all the way down, brisk as Mum with the clothes brush before parents’ evening. “Hold still. You’re dripping. You look like a vicar somebody’s fished out of a pond.”

Theo wasn’t listening. He was looking past her, into the Hall.

It was the biggest room he had ever been in that wasn’t a supermarket. At the far end a fire burned in a fireplace you could have parked the Fiesta in, and the floor had been polished so hard that the hanging lamps were in it too, upside down. Six long tables ran the length of the room. A seventh, shorter and slightly crooked, stood by the door in the draught, as if nobody had got round to straightening it.

There were about two hundred people eating, and every one of them was in charcoal: jumpers, trousers, skirts, ties. No badges. No crests. The only way to tell anyone apart was where they sat.

Cass pulled her hoodie off over her head. Underneath, she was in charcoal too. Theo was in jeans and a big coat, steaming gently.

“Where’s mine?”

“On your bed, probably. Folded. Name sewn in. They always know your size.” Cass saw his face. “Don’t think about it. Odd Table, come on. And don’t stare at anybody.”

“What’s the Odd Table?”

“The wonky one. It’s for people nobody else wants.” She said it fondly. “Strays. Little Houses. Weirdos. Me, when I feel like it.”

“Why am I on it?”

“Dunno. Because you’re not anybody’s, I suppose.”

“Not anybody’s what?”

“Anybody’s anything. Sit down, you’re letting the heat out.”

At the Odd Table there was one empty place, with a folded white card propped against the water jug. On it, in silver ink, was one word: LATIMER.

It was the same ink as his letter.

“They knew where I’d sit,” Theo said.

“Course they did. They sent the car.” Cass shoved a first-year along the bench with her hip to make room. “They probably knew you’d be late. They probably know what you’re having for breakfast.”

He banged his knee on the bench and said “Sorry” to it, and sat.

The boy opposite had no eyebrows, only two pink, hopeful lines where eyebrows were growing back, and he smelled faintly of Bonfire Night.

“Fireworks,” he said, before Theo could ask. “Family business. Bit of a misunderstanding with a warehouse.”

The girl next to Theo was about eleven, with two tight plaits, and she shook his hand across the gravy.

“Pip Quill,” she said. “Stamps.”

“Do you collect them?”

“We make them,” said Pip, and went back to her lamb.

The walls were covered in portraits, frame touching frame, all the way into the dark: men in wigs, men in medals, a woman in pearls holding another woman’s pearls. Under each one was a small brass plate, and Theo read everything.

“‘Never convicted,’” he whispered. “‘Retired undefeated.’ ‘Wanted in eleven countries.’” A lady in a fur hat, looking extremely pleased with herself: “‘Presumed drowned, 1974.’” Two frames along, the same lady, a good deal older, with a parrot on her shoulder. “‘Presumed drowned, 1981.’ Cass. The little signs.”

“Nice, aren’t they?” She pointed her fork at the woman with the pearls. “That’s my great-great-something. They weren’t hers.”

A woman in a white apron set a plate in front of him: lamb, roast potatoes, a lake of gravy, and a sprig of parsley on top like a flag.

Cass was already eating with both elbows.

“You said don’t eat anything you didn’t see someone make.”

“I did see them make it.”

“When?”

“Year before last. It’s the same lamb.” She chewed. “I know the cooks, Sums. You don’t. Rule two’s for you.”

Theo ate the parsley. Mum had said to eat something green. Technically, he had.

“Which ones are the Mordaunts?” he asked, very quietly.

“Second from the fire. The quiet ones.”

Everyone at the Mordaunt table sat a little apart, as if they’d all been warned about germs. In the middle a pale girl with hair so neat it might have been drawn on was reading a book propped against the salt cellar. Her hair-clip was a silver Möbius strip: a loop with one twist in it, so that it only had one side. Theo liked her a tiny bit for the clip, before he knew anything else about her.

“Isolde Mordaunt,” said Cass, without looking. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Any of it.”

At the next table along, an enormous boy was cutting each of his roast potatoes into quarters with tiny careful strokes, as if he were defusing them.

“Is he a teacher?” Theo asked.

“He’s thirteen,” said Cass. “Brack. They grow them like that. Don’t arm-wrestle him, he feels terrible afterwards.”

Theo looked along every table for the girl from the boathouse roof, and under the portraits, and in the dark at the back of the gallery.

She wasn’t anywhere.



Dame Agatha Thorne always let the school eat first. It was manners, Cass said.

“She doesn’t like to frighten anybody on an empty stomach,” she whispered. “She’s ninety-one. Don’t let that fool you. Nothing’s fooled her since about 1950.”

When the plates had gone, a small old woman at the high table stood up, though at first Theo couldn’t tell that she had. She had white hair in a neat knot and one string of pearls, and she looked like someone’s great-gran at a christening.

The Hall went silent. Not quiet: silent, in under a second. Mr Hadley had once taken eleven minutes to settle Theo’s old form for a fire drill.

“Good evening,” said Dame Thorne.

Her voice was small and polite, and it reached the Odd Table without seeming to have travelled.

“To those returning, welcome back. To those arriving, welcome. Some of you have come a very long way tonight, and one or two of you have come by seaplane. I would remind your families that the loch is
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