
        
            
                
            
        

    About the Book
‘Something had been released into the night streets. It moved unnoticed and sucked the life from people. It caused slow painful death, but even those who could sense its presence were too scared to admit it was there.
And now, with quiet deliberation, it was heading for the street where I lived.’
Red Hellion lives opposite the creepy, tightly locked Torrington Park, or ‘Viper’s Green’. Walking home from school one day he meets Max, who is trying to break in. Before he knows it, Red finds himself sucked into Max’s plans to discover the whereabouts of his father, who disappeared weeks before under sinister circumstances connected with the park. But neither Max nor Red realize just how much their lives are at risk. Their investigations into the park are linked to the terrible legend of Medusa, and are about to lead them into horrific danger . . . 
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HELLION
1: THE CURSE OF SNAKES
CHRISTOPHER FOWLER



Introduction by Joanne Harris
I was first introduced to Christopher Fowler’s books over twenty-five years ago, via the horror section of my local library. Roofworld was my first: a tale of secret communities on the rooftops of London, invisible from the ground, their inhabitants moving from building to building on a series of zip lines. To a country-dweller such as I, it was so intensely visual that even now, whenever I’m in London, I find myself looking at rooftops more often than at the city streets.
After that I looked for more novels by the same author. I soon realized that his work was not easy to categorize. Few of his books sit comfortably in the horror section. Red Bride is a classic femme fatale tale, Spanky a hip retelling of Faust. Psychoville is a suburban Natural Born Killers; Soho Black is at the same time a zombie fable and a barbed satire on the film industry. Plastic is a version of Bridget Jones’s Diary reimagined by Quentin Tarantino; Calabash is both an extended metaphor of adolescent alienation and a portal to Narnia, with subterranean echoes of Gormenghast.
Fowler’s masterly short fiction reflects an even broader spectrum of influences. Film and literary references abound, as do references to popular culture, comics and the media. As we see in his memoir, Paperboy, much of his work reveals an enduring love of literature and the cinema, as well as a keen sense of humour, an eye for period detail and a boundless enthusiasm for anecdotes, eclectic facts, strange occurrences, unsolved mysteries, bizarre customs, macabre crimes, and tales of the unexpected.
London looms large in the landscape, of course: a London of many faces, reflecting the many faces of the human psyche. Victorian London rubs shoulders with the nightclubs and cafés of Soho; the homeless and the marginalized watch passers-by from the alleyways. Wealth and misery, pleasure and fear, horror and farce co-exist in close proximity to each other, divided by the finest of membranes. In Fowler’s London, the worlds of film noir and Ealing comedy are never very far apart, and even in the most ordinary of settings – a launderette, a shopping mall, a neat little suburban house – everyday horrors are lurking, awaiting their chance to slip out from the shadows.
In Fowler’s world, reality and fantasy are always dangerously close. Executives make secret pacts with demons, lonely adolescents plot to blow up their neighbourhoods, and prim suburban housewives are subject to creeping neurological meltdowns that culminate in orgies of violence among the cupcakes and tea-towels. In Fowler’s world, the illusion of sanity is a pair of net curtains that conceals an ominous reality. No one is ever completely safe; no one is entirely stable. Everyday things can suddenly take a turn for the sinister, and all it takes is a tiny twist – a chance meeting, a thoughtless mistake – for a life to be thrown out of balance and for the darkness to emerge.
All this is combined with an unfailing eye for detail, a dry and satirical sense of humour, an insight into human nature that seems close to uncanny, and is delivered with a style and panache that sometimes seem almost effortless – but don’t be fooled. It takes real skill to sound this good, and the lightness of the author’s touch conceals an underlying narrative of alienation, of urban unrest, of social satire, of psychological unease, and of the darkness that hides in plain sight, along the façades of the mundane.
Perhaps this deceptive lightness of touch is why the author, in spite of having won countless genre awards, has never received the mainstream literary acclaim he so deserves. Perhaps it is the mercurial quality of his writing that has kept him from settling comfortably into a niche. Perhaps it is the sheer scope and variety of his output that continue to defy categorization. Now more internationally known for his Bryant & May detective series – the seemingly nostalgic exploits of a pair of elderly sleuths, filled with disquieting details and dark, subversive humour – he continues to alarm and entertain his readers, while also creating some of the most accomplished and intricate set-pieces in the whole of the mystery genre.
I’m delighted to see that the author’s earlier novels (and indeed his entire short-story oeuvre) are now being made available in ebook. They are still as fresh and topical as they were when they first appeared – and it’s interesting to note that, though originally written as speculative fiction, many of them now seem uncomfortably prescient in the light of current events. If you are already familiar with the work of Christopher Fowler, then you’re probably already celebrating this re-release of his backlist. If not, I almost envy you: you have something wonderful in store. But be warned, once you have entered Fowler’s world, you may never look at your own in quite the same way again . . .
Joanne Harris, December 2015



The Curse of The Curse of Snakes
Timing is everything, and everything conspired against me in the writing of this novel. First, I hit the problem of my readers’ ages. I’m not a fan of placing age categories on my books – after all, as a child I was reading both below and above my actual age, as I think most voracious readers do. You don’t pick up a copy of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island and find a ‘suitable for boys aged 12–15’ sticker on it, do you? (At least, I hope not.)
I had written the novel Calabash with a young protagonist, but never imagined its readership being limited by age. I figured whether you were young or old you’d find something in it that rang a bell.
The same was true of The Curse of Snakes, but I very much wanted to write in the voice of its teenaged hero. I had written a few short stories with teenaged protagonists and enjoyed myself, so why not a novel creepily updating the Medusa legend and relocating it to an ordinary London park?
Well, it turned out that there were several reasons why not. First, my new publisher nailed an age bracket on the novel and wanted me to trim out everything not ‘age appropriate’. I cut the material, rewrote and cut again. We fought over one particular scene towards the end of the book that I absolutely loved. My editor removed it, I put it back, and we played this game for ages, with me hoping I’d eventually wear her down. No such luck; I didn’t, and I hated the result (don’t worry, this is the full version). The publisher had promised to set up an amazing interactive website for it, which turned out to consist of a visibly bored PA filming me on her phone. We went through a ridiculous number of cover designs, most of them appallingly cheesy.
Things got worse as not one but two terrible Medusa films came out. Clash of the Titans and Percy Jackson killed any remaining interest in the subject just as my book was about to be launched. Although I was very proud of the novel, I think about eight people bought it. The Curse of Snakes was originally called Hellion – I was going to write six Hellion novels, and even wrote plots for all of them – but the book didn’t take off, so this remains a one-off, rather like my very peculiar forgotten novel Breathe.
I was glad I found room in the novel to mention the Crazy Rainbow Water Lady. Check her out on YouTube. You may not want to read this one alone if you have a fear of snakes.
Christopher Fowler, 2016



WEDNESDAY
1: Nightwalker
As the yellow moon rose high and the traffic lights changed to red, it came looking for victims.
It walked alone through the town’s empty streets. The wind in the chestnut trees dropped away, as if in fear of its approach. It glided silently over the wet pavements and roads. A thousand dark shadows twisted in its wake.
It passed the dead houses one by one. Sometimes it stopped to stare and listen, tilting its head to one side. It paused before a house where the TV flickered in the living room, and waited for a moment, sensing life. All the windows were bolted shut, as if people inside had closed them against the presence of something evil. No-one ever saw or heard the creature when it walked, but a few felt it. Parents told their children that there was nothing to be afraid of in the dark, but there was.
Something had been released into the night streets. It moved unnoticed and sucked the life from people. It caused slow painful death, but even those who could sense its presence were too scared to admit it was there.
And now, with quiet deliberation, it was heading for the street where I lived.
A dog barked sharply, then screamed and whimpered, as if it had been hurt.
A cat yowled, but the sound was suddenly cut off.
A dustbin rolled over on its side with a clang.
I was laying on sweat-damp sheets, waiting for the sounds of the city to fade away. The quiet would herald the arrival of a terrible presence. I was expecting it. But I wasn’t ready for it.
Before I could think of what to do, the deep silence fell.
It was so thick that nothing could be heard at all. The rustle of leaves, the noise of the traffic, the low hum of city life, everything became muffled and vanished. It was as if a dense layer of snow had suddenly deadened all sound. Or as if the town had suddenly sunk to the bottom of the sea. No movement anywhere – time itself might as well have stopped.
The creature always walked in a pool of stillness.
It was passing by the window of number 13 Torrington Avenue right now, without a whisper. A shadow crossed the streetlight, moving slowly and steadily.
Up on the first floor, in the front bedroom, I pushed the duvet down from my shoulders and listened. After another minute and a half, the normal noises of the street returned, and it was safe again. I heard a distant car alarm. The faint see-sawing two-note of an ambulance siren. The wind lifted in the trees. The dog was crying in pain, or was it a fox? I couldn’t tell. It was the sound of the city at night, as distinctive as a beating heart.
I sat up in bed and lowered my feet to the floor. I was boiling hot, because I was fully dressed. I pulled my nylon backpack from under the bed and tiptoed to the door. It was dark in the hall, but I could see a light coming from my mother’s bedroom. The middle floorboard always creaked, so I carefully walked on either side of it.
I crept down the stairs and into the hall. Stopping before the stained glass windows in the front door, I held out my hand to see if my fingers were shaking. No, they were steady enough. Let’s finish this tonight, I told myself. Now. Before it’s too late.
Opening the door, I stepped out into the freezing night and pulled the latch shut behind me, but it still made a noise; it always did. I ran lightly down the garden path and out of the gate, stopping to check inside my backpack. At the brow of the road I could see a swirl of dried leaves, an absent shape, like a hole in the air. I knew the creature had just passed from sight. It was in no hurry, because it was scared of nothing. I was sure I could catch up with it – that wasn’t the problem.
The problem was what would happen next.
I knew I might get injured or even die, but I also knew I had to act alone. No-one else could help me, because no-one would ever believe me in a million years. But I still didn’t know what to do.
Ahead I heard the wail of another cat, then a muffled explosion, like the thump of snow sliding from a roof. When I reached the corner, I found Mrs Hill’s mean ginger tom lying on the pavement. It had been turned inside out. Its steaming pink guts were hanging on the nearby hedge, like sausages displayed in a butcher’s shop window.
I’m dealing with something that can explode a cat, I thought.
My world had always been safe, predictable and pretty boring, but now it had been shaken upside down, and I felt that nothing would ever be truly safe again. There was no going back. There was something out there in the dark that lived to kill – and incredibly, I was the only one who could stop it.



MONDAY
2: Crazy Rainbow Water Lady
Back at the start of the week my life had been completely normal, or at least as normal as anyone’s life in London ever was. My name is Alfred Jai Hellion. I don’t like my first name. My dad insisted on the middle name because his father is called Jai. I have a lot of other names, but we’ll get to that.
I live with my mother and sister at number 13, Torrington Avenue, in the middle of a terrace. We have windowsills of peeling sky-blue paint, and several slates missing on the roof. We also have the scruffiest front garden in the whole street. My father used to look after it, but when he went away he took the key to the shed with him, so we can’t get the hedge trimmer out. People are always sticking cola cans and yellow polystyrene kebab boxes through the spikes of the railings around the garden, and my mum has given up trying to keep it clean.
Opposite our house is a wild piece of parkland known locally as Viper’s Green, although the name on the mossy entrance board says ‘Torrington Park’. Viper’s Green is one of London’s curiosities. It should be a popular place for kids to play ball and for families to picnic, and I think in the olden days that’s what people did. Instead, it’s overlooked and untended, on the way to becoming derelict. The paths are potholed and overgrown. Spiky brambles and weeds have tangled themselves across every route. You couldn’t ride a bike through it – not that bikes are allowed in there anyway.
Through the railings I can see stagnant green pools of water where mosquitoes and nettles wait to bite and sting. The water makes the woods smell really bad. The gates had been closed long ago with a rusty padlock and a thick chain, draped around a central iron pole that looked like a massive spear. Mothers tell their children to stay out, but sometimes they still climb over the high railings. There have always been stories of unpleasant things happening to kids who went there at night.
My bedroom overlooks the tallest trees of the park. When I lay in bed and look out of my window, the shifting branches fill my view, blocking the sky; all I can see is the dark green canopy of jagged leaves. When we first moved in, the view didn’t bother me. Lately, though, I’d found it disturbing in ways I couldn’t explain. The park was closed off years before our family moved here. Nalin, the super-skinny guy running the Am-La Grocery Store, remembered two men getting out of a council van and padlocking the front gates. Nobody knows why the place was shut. A sign had been put up behind the railing, something about ‘council authority’, ‘illegal trespass’ and ‘liable for prosecution’. The sign is still there, covered in mould and graffiti, and is completely unreadable. I asked Nalin how long it had been like that, but didn’t get much sense out of him. He always talked really fast and chucked tons of information at you, but still didn’t answer your questions. Really annoying.
At the end of last term, my friends had started slipping away one by one. Kay, my mate from next door, moved to a place called Cole Bay on the South coast, and my best friend in class had been taken out to another school for fighting. Kate, my mother, was working long hours in a jewellery shop at the Westfield mall, and was always tired when she came home. My sister Lucy spent most of her time at friends’ houses, and only came home to get changed or do complicated stuff to her hair.
I wanted a bit of excitement and the chance to make new friends, but in the winter most of the kids in my class only got excited about Arsenal matches, and I wasn’t that obsessed with football. I played some fantasy games online, but usually got thrashed. Once I played all day and right through the night, and after that it became boring. Most of the time I felt a bit trapped at home and wanted to leave, but had no money and no way of going anywhere different.
So I waited, and in the meantime I spent my evenings on the net downloading cheats and tips. I like gathering facts. It’s different from learning at school, because you’re free to choose what interests you. One of the things I learned first was that people fear anything they don’t understand.
I was flicking through old hits on YouTube and found ‘Crazy Rainbow Water Lady’. She was an American woman who thought that the government was adding something poisonous to her water supply. Her proof of this was the rainbow that glowed around her lawn sprinkler in sunlight. She kept filming it and posting the footage. Somehow, the idea that water droplets refracted light into the colours of the spectrum had zipped right past her. She kept asking ‘what the hell are they doin’ to our water supply? What is the government puttin’ in it?’ She was scared because she couldn’t figure out a basic law of science. People scare easily when they can’t work something out. I guess I don’t scare so easily, because I’m always trying to work out what causes things to happen.
Still, I realised that there were loads of things I didn’t understand. There were things that looked impossible and a bit magical because I had no clue how they worked. I’ve always understood mechanical things, and computers, and how trains operate, I know about plants and how they grow, but girls are a problem because I don’t know that many. I figured if they were all like my sister, then it was obvious that their brains worked differently and I would never understand them. The ones who hung around outside the Am-La talked over each other at ninety miles an hour so I had no idea what they were saying. They stood there most nights waiting for someone older to buy them cigarettes, giving off that ‘what are you looking at?’ thing.
I’ve always tried to keep an open mind. I felt sure I could discover the world for myself, even if it meant asking questions that made me look like a total spoon. I didn’t believe in magic or the supernatural; I trusted science and nature. I’ve changed a bit since then, of course.
At 4:45pm on the third Monday in October, something happened that eventually made me believe in the impossible. It all started outside the great closed gates of Viper’s Green, as I was on my way home from school.



3: Viper’s Green
I had walked the route so often that I could get myself home on autopilot. My mum didn’t approve of school runs, and said she preferred me to get some exercise, but I knew she was embarrassed about driving her crappy old Vauxhall past the other parents in their SUVs. I made the walk without thinking; out of the school entrance, across the road, left turn, go to the end, don’t look in the second-hand videogame store in case you see something you can’t afford, another left, cross over, first right onto the High Street, past the Hen Hut and on to Torrington Avenue. But that day it was raining hard. The best protection was to walk underneath the dank branches of the trees in Viper’s Green. They spread out above the railings like giant umbrellas. In summer they leaked sinister sticky sap that attracted flies. In the autumn they dropped conkers as hard as golf-balls. In winter the dead branches clattered like old-fashioned football rattles. They never let you forget they’re alive.
I was approaching the tall closed gates with its upright centre-spear when I saw a bony, pale boy hunched over at the base of them. He was doing something that made a chunking metallic noise. I slowed down, knowing that I had to get around the guy, but I didn’t want to leave the shelter of the trees.
The soaked stranger wasn’t wearing a jacket, and it was really cold. He looked up suddenly, suspicion and alarm on his face. He had intense dark eyes, a pointed nose and spiked black hair with longer clumps on top, like he’d cut it himself. He reminded me of a rat that had been fished out of a canal. He looked like the kind of kid who never walked into a shop without working out what to steal. When he took a good look at me he seemed relieved, almost glad to see me. My early warning system went off; I was always careful to avoid anyone who looked like trouble, and this guy had an air of trouble floating all around him like pond-scum. But when I tried to step into the road to go past, he blocked my path.
‘What you looking at?’
‘Nothing.’
‘Give us a hand then. I can do it by myself but it’s easier with two.’
‘What’s easier?’
‘It’ll only take a second.’
‘I don’t know.’ Whatever the kid was up to, it didn’t look legal.
‘Then don’t. I don’t care.’
‘What are you doing?’ I asked.
‘What does it look like?’ He was holding a long blue-steel chisel and a hammer. ‘I’m trying to get the padlock off. I need a pair of bolt-cutters. You haven’t got some, have you?’
‘Yes, that’s the sort of thing I usually carry around with me.’
‘At home is what I mean. You got any at home? You live round here?’
The gate had two locks. One was built into the metalwork, and had already been forced. The other was a padlock at the end of a rusted chain that had been passed back and forth through the railings.
‘The council closed the park years ago,’ I explained. ‘Nobody goes in there. You’re not supposed to.’ I was suddenly aware of how stuck-up I sounded, and fell silent.
‘Yeh, well that would explain the chain, wouldn’t it.’ The kid’s eyes kept darting around. He swore lavishly. ‘Keep a look out for us at least, you can do that can’t you? Just say someone coming is all you have to do.’
I looked back. The rainswept street was empty. There weren’t even any cars. ‘No. There’s a van in the distance but I think it’s turning – ’
‘Yeh, well don’t give me no details or nothing, just say if it’s coming up here. Hold this.’ He thrust the handle of the chisel into my hands and pushed the sharp end into the chain links holding the lock. ‘Hold it hard otherwise I could take your hand off. They can sew fingers back on but you don’t want to do that because your nerve endings go and you never feel anything again.’
The rat-faced boy raised his hammer and slammed it onto the chisel handle. I felt the vibration in my bones. The hammer was raised a second time, and fell even harder. My fingers were very near the impact point, but I didn’t like to take my hand away. One link of the chain cracked open, and the lock fell onto the pavement with a clunk that could probably have been heard across the street. The boy pushed on the gate and slipped through the gap. The hinges whined in pain as the gate opened.
‘Well, you coming or what, ‘cause I’m gonna shut it again.’ He stood waiting with an angry look on his face.
‘I’m not going in there.’
‘It’s just a park. I’m not going to mug you for your phone or nothing.’
‘No, I don’t think I should.’ That’s me, I caught myself thinking, Mr Sensible, always saying no to be on the safe side.
And before I even realised what was happening, the boy had pulled me through into the park and pushed the gate back in place. Perhaps a part of me wanted to be told what to do, or perhaps it was just time to take a chance. Either way, I was in.
Inside, the air smelled even worse. It was thick and earthy with the stench of mildew and toadstools and dead stuff. The dense hawthorn bushes and plane trees masked the sound of traffic from the road. Beneath the heavy cover of hornbeams and oaks it was as dark as night.
‘I asked if you live round here,’ the rat-faced boy repeated.
‘Yes, just over the road. We’re really not supposed to be in here.’
‘You always do what you’re told, then? That must really work for you.’
‘No. Of course I don’t.’
‘Then what’s the problem?’
‘They put the lock there to keep people out on purpose,’ I reasoned. ‘Maybe it’s dangerous.’
‘Look at the place, it’s not exactly the Amazon jungle, yeh? How dangerous can it be?’ He turned to the pockmarked path and started to walk away. ‘The council shuts things all the time. They don’t want no-one doing nothing they can’t control.’
‘There are a lot of negatives in that sentence. Wait, where are you going?’
‘There’s something I’m going to see. Come with me and I’ll show you. Or don’t, I don’t care.’
‘You know this place, then?’ I hovered, undecided about what to do. There was still time to get back to the gate. But it was kind of cool to be inside. I’d always wondered about the place.
‘I know about it, yeh. Come on or let yourself back out. Look, I really really don’t care, it’s not like I know you or nothing. If you got out of a crashed car and was on fire running down the street in a ball of flame I wouldn’t be obligated to put you out ‘cause I wouldn’t know you, would I, so just make up your mind. And don’t start about me having an attitude ‘cause I don’t, I just can’t be bothered with wasting time.’
‘OK, I’m coming.’ I ran after the boy, who was already vanishing into the deep green shadows beneath the trees. He had long legs, and was striding ahead. I struggled to keep up. ‘So, who are you?’ I asked.
‘Max.’
‘Why do you want to get in here?’
‘I want to explore, yeh.’
‘What, like an anthropologist.’ I was starting to get the feeling that any information I got from Max would have to be pulled out of him with pliers.
‘Don’t think we’re gonna find a missing tribe of North Londoners in here,’ he said sarcastically.
‘It’s something I’d like to study. It’s what my father wanted to do, but he ended up going into business. You have to know where you’re going and stick with it, he says, or else you get sidetracked.’
‘He sounds like a bundle of laughs.’
‘My teacher always tells me – ’
‘Your teachers don’t care about you, actually, because there’ll be another class after you next year and they won’t even remember your name no more.’
‘That’s unfair.’
‘Yeh well, life’s unfair, get over it, and that’s what my old man always told me. So help yourself or get walked over.’
‘That’s not a good attitude.’
‘He also told me life is like a shark. Every now and again it swims up silently behind you and takes a bite out of your arse.’
I laughed. See, I came from a long line of people who always did what they were told. Max was exactly the kind of kid I was warned away from. It should have made me turn and leave the park. But there was something about him that made me curious enough to stick around.
‘I’m Red Hellion,’ I said. It didn’t look as if Max was going to bother asking my name, so I volunteered it.
Let me explain about the name. I said I have a lot of others, and it’s true.
My uncle Don calls me Squizzer, which is short for Squirrel, because I have one tuft of reddish hair that sticks up in the front like a squirrel’s tale.
My mum calls me Alfie-Jai-Hellion whenever I’ve done something bad, like the time I nearly burned the shed down giving my hamster a Viking funeral.
My dad calls me Cowboy, because when I was small I used to ride the dog.
My grand-dad Herbert doesn’t call me anything because he can never remember my name.
And my sister Lucy calls me The Creature because she’s sixteen and spends all her time whispering on her sequin-studded neon-pink mobile and obviously hates me. My Dad’s half-Indian (on his Mum’s side), my Mum’s half-English, half-Don’t Know, my rellies are all sorts from New Zealand to French, but I’m just a Londoner, which can mean anything.
Just to be different, Mr Hassam, my chemistry teacher, calls me Haps, which is short for Hydrated Aluminium Potassium Sulphate, because Hellion sounds like Alum, which is a chemical compound he seems especially fond of. Teachers are always coming up with toss like that because they like to turn everything into a lesson.
So I make sure everyone else calls me Red, shortened from ‘Alfred’, because it’s cooler.
I’m small for my age and look younger than I am. I’m a bit on the puny side but I’m a good cross-country runner. I’ve no idea what I’m going to do when I leave school. My teachers are still trying to understand who I really am. I told them I’d let them know as soon as I had some idea myself.
‘Know why this place is called Viper’s Green?’ asked Max.
‘It’s always been called that. But it’s really Torrington Park.’
‘Nope, other way around. It was Viper’s Green for hundreds of years. It got renamed back near the start of the 20th century, after the last attack.’ Max didn’t look like the kind of kid who memorized dates.
‘Attack? What attack?’
‘Some old man was walking across the green and got mugged by a snake. It was in the long grass and he stood on it. It wrapped itself around his leg and bit him over thirty times. His throat swelled up, and then his whole body went black and they had to cut off both his legs without using a whatsit – ’
‘Anaesthetic.’
‘This was all open land. Vipers are native to England. They live in nests, yeh, and there was more of ‘em on this spot than anywhere else in the country. They’re venomous and can kill you, so I guess he was pretty lucky he got one without much poison in it. If you can call getting your legs sawed off lucky.’
‘But they wouldn’t be around here now, would they? I mean, we’re in the city.’
‘You get ‘em all over the Southern half of England, wherever there’s woods, but don’t worry – they don’t attack unless you like, stand on one or something. They’re hard to see on forest floors. They got zigzagged stripes on their backs and an X or V pattern on their heads, so they blend in with leaves and stuff. People think they’re bigger than they are, ‘cause of the markings. Oh yeh, and they’re protected by law – it’s illegal to kill them.’ He reached into his backpack and threw over a bashed-up paperback: The Guide To British Snakes & Reptiles.
‘How come you know so much about it? I thought you -’
‘What, you thought I was stupid ‘cause I don’t talk like you?’
‘No,’ I said, knowing I had just been caught out.
‘My old man told me, yeh.’
‘So what are you looking for?’
‘Tell you when I find it, won’t I.’
A huge old oak tree had fallen across the path ahead, and had grown over with sharp briars. Shiny-backed beetles swarmed over its rotted roots. Max hopped up onto the decayed trunk, stamping the thorny branches flat. ‘If you don’t keep up you’ll get left behind. I won’t come back for you.’
‘How much further is it?’ I was sure that Viper’s Green wasn’t a big park, not like Hampstead Heath or Hyde Park, but the paths all seemed to twist back on themselves.
‘It’s easy to get lost in here, so the place seems bigger.’
‘How do you know that if you’ve never been inside?’
‘My old man worked for the council. He was a builder but he had a lot of different jobs. He was hired to clear the paths, and then they cancelled his work. But not before he saw what was inside.’
‘What is inside?’
‘Don’t know why you keep asking, we’re almost there.’ Max was virtually invisible in the shadows of the overhanging canopy of leaves.
The passage through the trees became narrower and more overgrown, twisted with mossy tree roots and covered with dripping branches. Even this late in the year, the air was alive with small bugs. They were attracted to the ditches filled with stagnant, iridescent water that lay dotted between the bushes. Viper’s Green didn’t look like any park I had seen before. It was primitive. A wild piece of deep forest that had somehow survived the centuries as the town grew up around it.
The temperature had dropped. I could hear rain falling heavily on the upper branches of the canopy above my head. My nostrils were filled with the smell of rotting earth. I was wearing new white K-Swiss trainers, but they were now caked with thick brown mud. A wet tangle of brown earthworms dropped from a tree limb onto the path in front of me. They were knotted together. Whichever direction they pulled in, some of the worms pulled the other way, so the living knot remained in place on the path. It looked like a moving human brain. Max stamped on it as he passed.
I had a problem with things that wriggled and crawled. When I was seven, I had accidentally upturned my cousin’s reptile tank, releasing his pet grass snakes all over the bedroom. The memory of the serpents slithering under the bed still made me sweat.
‘There, just ahead.’ Max was pointing to a dark brick building beyond the path.
‘Wait for me.’
The great grey church stood in a clearing at the heart of the park. The railings around it were almost buried in vines and bindweed. Part of the steep roof had fallen in, and several of the brick buttresses had collapsed. Its walls were streaked green. Half its windows boarded over with sheets of corrugated iron.
We made our way over shattered white stones toward the entrance. ‘This was the graveyard,’ said Max. ‘You’re walking over loads of rotting dead bodies. Look at the headstones.’
I stopped to read them as we passed. ‘Alice Forthright – In Our Lady’s Hands We Place Thee – Born 1894 Died 1918. Edward Beckett O’Malley – For The Light Shineth Bright In Heaven – Born 1867 Died from Influenza 1919. The great flu epidemic took a lot of people out,’ I said.
‘What?’
‘There was a terrible flu epidemic just after the First World War. It killed millions of people. We covered it last year.’
‘How far away from here do you live?’
‘Why?’
‘I’m gonna rob your house, why do you think. How far?’
‘We’re just across the road. My bedroom overlooks this park.’
‘And you never been inside it?’ Max shook his head in disbelief. ‘Can’t believe you live opposite and never even broke in here like once. That’s so lame. You must be really scared.’
‘I’m not scared, it’s just a crappy old park.’
We stopped beside the broken railings, where a collapsed sign read:
St Patrick’s Catholic Church
Services 6pm Daily
Sundays 11:00am & 6:00pm
Parish Priest: Father Christopher Sharpe
A fat brown spider was picking its way over the vicar’s name. One of the church’s double doors had been smashed apart, and had fallen in. I looked up at the sky between the treetops and saw that the light was beginning to fade. ‘It’s getting dark. We won’t be able to see anything soon. We should come back when it’s – ’
‘Go back then. We’re here now.’ Max ran into the church, leaving me to follow.
It took my eyes a few moments to adjust. I could make out a handful of overturned and broken pews. Someone had burned a fire against the wall of the nave, blackening it. There was no altar and no lectern. No candlesticks. No hymn-books. The building had obviously been derelict for years. Only two things reminded me that it had ever been a church; the great height and space of the interior, rising to the dark remains of the roof. Somewhere up there, rain dripped and pigeons rustled. And the single remaining stained-glass window. It depicted a green-robed figure with raised hands, standing barefoot on a dozen intertwined vipers. A saint blessing serpents. It had no face, though – that part had been smashed.
Max pulled a cheap plastic torch from his backpack and flicked it on, running the beam across the walls. ‘Do us a favour, look over here, I’ll take the other side.’
‘What am I looking for?’ I asked.
‘Snakes, yeh.’ Max called back, throwing me a second torch.



4: Josun
Where an altarpiece had once stood, there was only a large pile of dried oak leaves. It seemed as good a place to start as any. I wasn’t about to push my hands into the pile, so I looked around for something to clear it with. A broken ash branch did the trick; soon I’d exposed much of the back wall. That was when I saw them.
‘Over here,’ I called back. ‘I don’t know if this is the type you’re looking for.’
Max came running over and trained his torch on the site. ‘There you go. Nice one.’ He knelt down for a better look. They were clearly vipers. The sculpted stone snakes showed their zig-zag markings clearly. They were woven together in a wide frieze that ran all the way around the base of the wall. Some bits were blackened and chipped, and pieces were missing, but most of the carvings were intact.
‘Why would a church have sculptures of snakes going round the floor?’ I asked. ‘They’ve got nothing to do with heaven.’
‘You’re right. They’re symbols of the earth. The church was built here on a spot famous for poisonous snakes. They’re reptiles, they crawl on their bellies upon God’s earth, so the church shows it’s conquered them, yeh. Religion’s all about showing who’s got the power.’
Max seemed to know a lot more than he was letting on. Clearly he was no respecter of warning signs. I was the opposite of a rebel. At school I worked hard, tried my best to do well in tests, and usually managed to keep out of the weirder feuds that were going on. I made no enemies, but by doing so I didn’t make many friends. I wasn’t sure if Max was the kind of friend I needed.
‘So what do we do now? It’s getting dark.’ I was aware that the light was fading fast, and didn’t fancy climbing through the bramble bushes in darkness. My mate Kay, the one who moved to the seaside, once tried to climb into the park but he was wearing these bright red punk trousers with the legs strapped together, and he fell off the fence and ended up hanging upside down by the strap until I could cut him loose. We never tried again.
Max answered my question by whacking out his mobile phone and firing off a series of shots. He followed the frieze of snakes around the church. Sometimes the pattern broke where the wall had been damaged, but it always started again further on.
‘There should be like a centrepiece, a big panel on the floor. Look for a stone where the nave ends, down there, yeh.’
I had fallen naturally into doing what I was told. I moved down the nave searching the cracked, litter-strewn flagstones for the panel, and was absorbed in my task when I ran straight into the dark figure standing in my path. Stepping back in surprise, I looked up at the wild-haired old man before me.
‘What the hell are you doing in here?’ He reached down and grabbed me by the wrist. His fingernails were ridged and yellow. ‘You’ve got to get out of here before the light goes.’
Suddenly Max was there too, showing the old man a folded piece of paper he had produced from his pocket. ‘Let him go, Josun, he’s with me. I’ve got permission to be here.’
‘I didn’t tell you my name,’ said Josun.
‘The people in the council office told me all about you, mate.’
Josun squinted hard at the paper, holding it inches from his nose. His mouth hung open, revealing brown teeth. He let my wrist fall. I studied the old man, and noticed that he had a withered arm. One sleeve was thinner than the other. The twisted fingers of his left hand stuck out of it like thin brown fries. He was wearing a filthy blue boiler-suit and had leaves stuck in his matted, crazy hair.
After reading the paper, Josun lost interest in us. He thrust the sheet back at Max. ‘Don’t know why you want to start poking around this place,’ he complained. ‘Nobody comes here except those little buggers from over the flats. When you get half a dozen kids hanging around in a place like this, you know they’re up to no good. Coming here to smoke and drink and spray muck on the walls, and God knows what else.’ He looked up at the light fading above the headless stained-glass figure. ‘Day’s nearly gone. You’re not safe here anymore. You got to go right now.’
Max fronted it out. ‘Why? What’s going to happen?’
‘Nothing you should know about.’
He wasn’t intimidated by the old man’s fierce attitude. ‘Why did they leave you here? Why didn’t you go when they closed the church?’
‘I was the caretaker for St Patrick’s for thirty three years, where was I supposed to go? Who else was going to look after the place? The council don’t care about it no more. Trying to flog it all off for redevelopment. ‘Blocks of luxury flats set in beautiful parkland’, that’s what it says in the brochure. But where are the graves going to go? There are thousands of bodies under this soil, and they’ll all have to be moved somewhere. Half of them died of old diseases, so the ground’s filled with poisons. Come on, out of here and fast. You’ll need to run, before something comes for you.’
Max stood his ground. ‘So they keep you on the site as a caretaker.’
‘Without help or equipment, what am I meant to do?’ he whined. ‘I sit in my shack out the back and wait for the bulldozers.’ He started pushing us toward the door.
And you drink, I thought, judging by your breath.
‘What do you know about the vipers?’ Max asked, finally moving aside.
‘This is an Irish area,’ Josun replied. ‘Lots of Catholics here. St Patrick is the patron saint of snakes and snakebites – and the fear of snakes too. The symbol of the serpent marks his territory, see. Not just stone snakes, though, but living serpents.’ He looked up. ‘The light is almost gone. You must run now, and whatever you do, whatever you hear – you mustn’t look back behind you. Do you understand me? Now go!’ He gave us a hard shove from the door.
‘Oi, that’s assault,’ said Max.
We set off. Behind us, we heard Josun shouting ‘Run! Run!’
‘He’s crazy,’ I said, breaking into a jog.
‘Not crazy,’ replied Max. ‘He’s scared. I’m not running. He can’t tell us what to do.’
We were moving into shadows. We heard a strange new sound behind us, or rather, a lack of it. A creeping silence, a falling away of all natural sound that came nearer and nearer, swallowing and smothering and deadening, like being in the vacuum of space. Then, through this, a new noise. A rustling, shushing of cloth. A soft hissing that grew from one voice to a hundred, as if we were being followed by an entire nest of snakes. Walking snakes. It made no sense.
A feeling of panic settled over both of us. I could feel it creeping up my back. Now we broke into a run. The claw-like branches whipped at us and caught on our clothes.
Whatever it was that walked steadily behind us was closing the gap fast.
We reached the fallen oak. I vaulted onto it, scrambling across the trunk. I reached down and pulled Max up behind me, then we were over and stumbling onwards, plunging toward the exit.
Outside, back in the sickly light of the streetlamps, Max slammed the gate behind us. But the padlock was broken, and couldn’t be locked again.
It meant that whatever was inside could now get out.



5: Psychogeography
‘You’re stronger than you look,’ said Max.
‘New trainers,’ I explained. ‘The soles have got a good grip. So what’s going on?’ On the pavement outside the park, I bent over with my hands on my thighs, trying to get my breath back. ‘You know more than you’re letting on. Have you been in there before?’
‘No, dum-dum, that’s why I had to break the lock off.’
‘You’re not telling me anything.’ Getting information out of Max was still like pulling weeds out of concrete.
‘Why should I tell you about it?’
‘Why? You’re the one who made me go in there! It’s not fair, it was me who got you out before – ’ I didn’t know how to finish the sentence.
‘Two of us could search the place faster. Keep walking. We need to get out of the sight of the park. Don’t want no-one to see.’ Max grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the High Street.
‘I have an English test tomorrow, and I need to revise.’
‘It’s like half past five or something, how much revising you have to do?’ Max stopped and turned to me. His dark eyes glittered more than the wet streets surrounding us. ‘You felt it back there, the deadness. Don’t tell me you’re not interested in finding out what it was. Spend all your time in your bedroom playing computer games, never see what’s outside. You don’t want to see nothing, right.’
‘I don’t know.’ I had decided to play it down, because I wasn’t sure where this strange new friendship might take me. There was something about Max that removed the safety nets. Being around him made the world a more dangerous place. The feeling was disturbing, but also good.
‘Hello, I’m talking to you?’
‘Sorry – what?’
‘I said let’s go over Maccie D’s.’
‘Okay, but it’s always full of Prambos.’ The local McDonald’s was always blocked up with giant military-looking baby buggies.
‘I’ll tell you what I know when we get there, yeh.’
‘I don’t understand. Why would you do that? You don’t know me. This isn’t anything to do with me.’
‘Yeh, you’re right. I think I’m gonna need some help.’ It seemed to take a lot of effort to make him admit this. ‘That letter I showed the caretaker? It was permission for my old man to be there, not me. Josun went for it, but I won’t be able to use it again. I’m not sure I can do anything more. This place …’ He seemed to drift off. ‘You know the whole area is connected with poisonous snakes?’
‘No. I mean I didn’t know.’
‘They’re everywhere, if you know where to look.’
Max pointed to the brickwork above an old-fashioned barber’s shop. At first, I couldn’t see anything. Then I realised that a pair entwined serpents were built into the stonework. We passed a café, the kind that served endless variations of eggs, bacon and chips. A computer-printout menu had been taped to the window. Across the top of it was a fat looping green snake with yellow eyes and a forked tongue.
‘Local pub’s called the Crown And Thorns, right.’ He indicated the sign over the door, which depicted a grass-coloured crown wrapped in briars.
‘I can’t see any snakes there.’
‘A green crown? It’s a circle of snakes. The thorns? A sting’s like a bite. And a snake don’t always look like a snake.’
Now that I was searching for them, I could see that the snake symbols were everywhere.
They bordered the doorway of the Am-La Grocery Store in an angular pattern, and were stitched into the mat outside the charity shop where my mother helped out at weekends. There were even furry green toy snakes in the window of the card shop.
‘It’s called Psychogeography,’ Max explained. ‘Yeh, he-knows-a-long-word-shock, get over it. It’s when your ‘hood gets associated with something like, say, hunting, or horses, or a river, and hundreds of years later you still find signs around. Even though all the buildings have changed, and there aren’t any stags or horses or rivers in the area anymore.’
‘I don’t understand – ’ I was going to say I don’t understand how you know about all this but something stopped me.
‘Are we gonna get burgers or what.’
‘I haven’t got any cash on me,’ I admitted.
‘That old one – I’ll sort it but next time you pay, right.’
In McDonald’s we climbed between the baby buggies to order shakes, and seated ourselves in a battered leather sofa at the back of the shop. Max turned his backpack out on the table. ‘I need to download these shots fast,’ he explained, checking his mobile. ‘Can’t see no details without blowing them up.’
‘What is it that you’re looking for, anyway? Is it like a school project?’
‘Yeh, like one, right.’ He gave a laugh.
‘I just thought – ’
‘Try not to. I don’t go to school no more. I’m fourteen. Well, almost.’
‘Come on, they wouldn’t let you leave just like that.’
‘Special circumstances. Jackie, my mother, she’s what they call a functioning alcoholic, right, except she don’t function. She’s gone a bit Chicken Jalfrezi, know what I mean? I look after her.’
‘Can you do that by yourself?’
‘How many people does it take to hide a few bottles? Anyway, this woman from Social Services comes around and gives her lectures, help me to help you, that kind of toss. I had a home tutor, but it didn’t work out. The toughest part with my mum, right, is keeping her from being depressed, ‘cause that’s when she drinks hardest.’
‘How are you going to get a decent job if you don’t go to school?’
‘Maybe I’ll win a game show.’ His stare was loaded with sarcasm. ‘You want to listen to yourself, yeh. There’s a lot of things I’d like to do, but it’s not gonna happen, is it. Me, right.’
I looked at Max, with no schooling and a drunk for a mother. My parents were apart, but that was to do with my father’s work. They had reached the point of temporary separation without any big arguments. The most difficult person I knew was Lucy. And that was because she had recently stopped being my big sister and had transformed into an alien shopping freak with ever-changing hair who only communicated by texting.
‘Why were you looking for the snakes?’
‘I’ll tell you if you help me do something.’
‘I don’t know what the big secret is about all this.’
‘No, but I do. You can’t discuss it with no-one.’
‘Why not?’
He looked at me as if I was totally stupid. ‘Because it ain’t exactly legal.’



6: Crypt
Max drained his cup and set it down. ‘Gary – my old man – handled renovations. He helped to restore the old swimming baths at the end of Prince Of Wales Road. He repaired and matched the mosaics in there, so you couldn’t tell where the original ended and the new stuff began. The council wanted him to work on St Patrick’s church, and asked him to make a report on the place. He reckoned the main building could be saved – if the council was prepared to spend the money on a new roof.’
‘He couldn’t have done a very good job – it’s falling in.’
‘You heard what Josun said, the council turned down the plan. Gary’s idea was to clear the graveyard, cut back the woods and rebuild the church as a kids’ centre. You know, so Viper’s Green could be used by everyone. When he started digging around the gravestones to see if there was anything valuable knocking around, he found a burial crypt belonging to some famous dead guy. He was convinced the site had to be saved. A hundred years ago there was like, 365 burial grounds listed under London, one for every day of the year, and three-quarters of them haven’t been touched.’
‘I thought you didn’t go to school.’
‘This isn’t school, it’s real life. It’s what he told me, yeh. So listen, when Gary submitted the report to the council, they tore it up and fired him. They never wanted the church restored in the first place. They was hoping he’d recommend pulling it down, so they could sell off the land for shops and offices.’
‘But that would have meant moving the graves.’
‘Exactly. Gary found out there’s a local law that don’t allow the removal of remains, not without the permission of all the living relatives. Plus, there’s risk of these weird old diseases, cholera, plague, the Black Death. He threatened to take them to court, which is like a joke, right, because the only thing my old man knows about the law is when he got done drunk driving. So then he loses his job, and then he goes missing.’
‘What do you mean, he just disappeared?’
‘He didn’t come home no more, what do you think I mean. Look, I’m not stupid, he’d had a fight with Jackie the night before. They was always fighting. She thought he’d walked out on us for good. But that was nearly five weeks ago now, and nobody’s heard anything from him.’
‘Didn’t you go to the police?’
‘You’re joking. My old man never lasted long in any job he had. He was always disappearing like that. Sometimes he’d be gone for months without a word. Then one day he’d turn up again and carry on like everything was normal. He and Jackie would have another big fight, then everything would be just as it was before. So no, we didn’t go to the law.’
‘Did he ever tell you where he went?’
‘No, but sometimes he brought me back stuff. Like this.’ Max dug in his shirt for the leather cord around his neck, and pulled out something that looked like an ivory arrowhead. ‘Check this, it’s a shark’s tooth with my name on it. Told me he’d got it from a hijacked freighter in the Pacific Ocean, like from pirates, right? They still have pirates there, modern ones. But I mean, for all I know he might have bought it down Chapel Street market from one of his dodgy mates. You can never tell with Gary.’
‘Yes, well.’ I thought for a moment. ‘This still doesn’t explain why you’re searching for snakes.’
‘I’m trying to tell you. Gary was fired, right, but he went back to St Patrick’s church. There was something about the place that kept taking him back, I don’t know. The night before he disappeared, he come home and sat on the end of my bed. He was in a really screwed mood. He said that something had changed, that he’d found proof.’
‘What kind of proof? Proof about what?’
‘If I could remember I’d tell you. I keep thinking back to that night. I was half-asleep. I’d walked right across London in the afternoon, I was dog-tired and went to bed early. It felt like I was dreaming. He said he’d found something that would help us. Those were his words. And that he was going to go back to the crypt to get it. Then he took off. By the time I’d got up in the morning he’d gone. No-one’s seen him since. Jackie started drinking again and lost her job at Morrison’s. She’d only had it a week, but going in there every morning with a case of the shakes, they soon had enough of her. I dropped out of school again.’
It struck me that Max had not been able to talk to anyone since his father’s disappearance. Maybe it was easier to open up to a stranger. ‘The serpents,’ I reminded him.
‘Okay, getting to that. We kept Gary’s room as it always was, because Jackie was sure he was going to come back, like he had before. But he didn’t. Last weekend I went into his room and went through all his stuff. Jackie screamed at me to stay out but I just wanted to see. And I found something. All the stuff he’d put together on St Patrick’s. Here.’
He dug into his backpack and pulled out a thin blue plastic folder. Inside were some photographs of the church grounds, a few pages of handwritten notes and some scrappy pencil sketches; what appeared to be hand-drawn plans of the surrounding graveyard.
‘Let me have a look.’ I pulled the pages toward me and examined a scribbled note in a margin. ‘What is he talking about here? ‘Impossible to see one and stay alive.’’
Max was looking blankly at me.
A plain white business card had been stapled to the file; Simon Davenport, HTD, Tottenham Court Road. On the reverse, an appointment had been arranged. ‘Meeting @ 10am. Calcification.’
‘What is this? Did you follow it up?’
No answer again. I went back to the technical drawings and read the handwritten notes. “Snake frieze can be found around the base of the church’s interior walls. It leads to the C’. What’s a church-type ‘C’? Chapel? Crypt?’ I looked back at Max. ‘When we got inside, you didn’t know where to look for the snakes, but the instructions are right here.’ A thought dawned on me. ‘How’s your reading?’
Max snatched back the pages and stuffed them in the folder. ‘I don’t need you, all right? I can do this by myself.’
‘If you’re dyslexic, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Loads of people are, politicians, film stars, all sorts. It’s just the way we’re hardwired. I can’t do numbers. Look, I’ll help, okay? Just give me the pages.’
Max sat sullenly staring at the folder, immobile.
‘Give me the damn pages.’ I took the folder from Max’s hands. ‘There might be something here that tells us where he went.’ I carefully laid everything out on the coffee table. ‘What made you look for snakes?’
‘This.’ Max pointed to a scribbled sheet. ‘It’s a rubbing he made at the church.’ The charcoal smudge showed a tangled nest of vipers. Their heads were all pointing in the same direction.
I thought for a moment. ‘The old caretaker, Josun – why didn’t you tell him who you were?’
‘I don’t want him to know Gary’s my old man, do I. Something’s happened to him. Gary always got in touch with me, even when he still wasn’t speaking to Jackie. Once he went away for nearly six weeks. He got into fights when he was drinking. Maybe he had a fight with Josun over the work at the church. The caretaker might have killed him. It could have been an accident. No-one would ever find the body in there.’
‘That’s kind of over-dramatic, isn’t it?’ I said, but I knew Max was right. There are places like Viper’s Green all over London, half-derelict parks and green spaces that no-one could visit because their gates were locked. Who knew what happened in them?
‘Can you think of anything else he said the night he came into your bedroom? There must have been something.’
‘I think he must have mentioned the snakes – I think that’s where I got the idea about them.’
‘Can’t you remember anything more than that?’
‘It was late and I was knackered. I didn’t know it was going to be the last time I ever saw him, did I?’
‘He’s made a drawing of the grounds. It’s not much of a map, no trees or landmarks properly marked, just these boundaries.’ A pair of thick lines ran along the top of the picture. ‘I guess they’re the walls of the church. Those sticking-out bits might be the buttresses.’
‘So the big ‘C’ – what does that mark?
‘It has to stand for Crypt. Wouldn’t be much of a church without a crypt, would it? He’s labelled it for a reason. But I can’t tell which way up this is.’ I rotated the map. ‘I think it must be at the far end of the graveyard, where it’s the most overgrown. You honestly reckon Josun might have done away with your father and put him there?’
‘I don’t know. It’s stupid, but I got no other ideas. Gary got into some bad fights. Once, he broke a man’s arm in three places. He had a real temper.’
‘We should go and talk to the police.’
‘No plods. Jackie would freak. Besides, I haven’t got proof about anything. They’re not going to believe me, are they.’
‘Is there some other reason you don’t want to go to the law?’
Max didn’t have to say anything else. One look at him told me that he had been in trouble before – that he might still be in trouble – and now he could not risk going near a police station.
‘All right,’ I said finally. ‘I don’t know what happened back there in the park, it just didn’t feel good. If you know anything else, now’s the time to tell me.’
‘I don’t. I wish I did.’
‘Okay, we’ll have to find out what happened. What do we do first?’
We went outside and stood on the street corner in the falling rain, just by the Am-La Corner Grocery. The shop never shut – maybe Nalin had no home to go to.
I looked over at the swaying trees of the park. ‘I won’t go back into there by myself. I’ll go in daylight. I want to know what else is in there. We can talk to people around here, see if they’ve seen anything strange near the place.’
‘Okay. If we split up we can cover the whole street. It won’t take long. If you find out anything, call me later.’
‘I didn’t mean tonight. I’ve got to revise.’
‘No, we need to start now.’
‘Why is it so urgent? Your father went missing weeks ago.’
‘Don’t you get it? Something weird is happening. The caretaker was bricking it – he was so scared he couldn’t look at me. And what the hell was it that we weren’t allowed to turn around and see?’
‘I don’t know, maybe he’s just crazy and our imagination did the rest.’
‘Come on, man, there was something. You sensed it. ’
‘Yes, I did,’ I admitted. ‘It’s funny, I’ve been getting a weird feeling about the park for a while now. I mean it never used to bother me before, but lately – I don’t know – it’s like something has changed inside there. You’re right, I can feel it. The sound keeps changing – and the trees, they’re moving differently or something.’
‘My old man felt it too. Maybe Gary really was going to leave, but he would have called. It’s to do with something in there, just behind those railings.’
I looked back into the green dark and my spine prickled.
Max looked at the High Street. ‘The stores are still open.’
‘All right,’ I sighed. ‘We start tonight.’



7: Rumours
Our road, Torrington Avenue, eventually leads into the High Street, which has seven shops in it. They include the Am-La Grocery Store, a betting shop with loads of cigarette butts outside, and a fried chicken takeaway called the Hen Hut.
I started with the shops in the order that I came to them. The dry cleaner’s proved to be a waste of time, because the staff were new. They were busy pinning pink tickets on clothes in their machine room, which reeked of eye-watering chemicals, and were shouting at each other in Turkish.
Maria Nicolau, the woman who ran the Oxfam Charity Shop, proved better. She was huge and wore a giant flowery smock and a lot of gold jewellery, and always laughed at the end of her sentences, even when she wasn’t making a joke.
‘Don’t you talk to me about Viper’s Green, love,’ she said. ‘I went to the second-to-last service in St Patrick’s, on the Sunday morning, and was never so frightened in all my life. As I came out I heard something shuffling about in those dark woods, something bigger than a fox.’
‘Did you see what it was?’ I asked.
‘No, I didn’t dare myself to look, love. I’m not that brave.’ She laughed, unable to help herself.
‘Thanks for that.’ I paused before leaving. Second to last service made me think. ‘Why didn’t you go to the very last service of all?’
‘He didn’t turn up, love. Father Christopher didn’t appear. He must have left some time during the afternoon. To my knowledge, nobody ever saw him again. The council locked the place up after that – and the other incidents.’
‘What other incidents?’
‘Get on now, I’ve got work to do.’ She wouldn’t say another word.
Gabriel was coming out of the betting shop, and he was drunk as usual. Nobody knew his last name, or where he lived. It was rumoured that his son had died and his wife had left him, that he’d taken to drink and gone a bit mad. He was always hanging around the High Street, smoking outside the Crown & Thorns with a pint of Guinness, or sitting in the Quality Cafe with a plate of chips, staring sadly out of the steamed-up window. He always wore grey track suit bottoms and a disgusting blue nylon padded jacket that looked like it hadn’t been off his back in years.
‘Viper’s Green – that’s ‘cause of the snake,’ he told me, breathing whisky fumes everywhere. ‘There’s a big snake that lives in there, under the graves, see. It was once a worm but it fed on the dead bodies, and it became poisonous because all the bodies is riddled with flu germs from the war. And it grew bigger and fatter, but then all the bodies was used up and it had to start taking little boys. It took my Mickey. Never took adults, only boys, ‘cause that was all it could fit in its mouth. Sucked all the meat off their bones.’
Gabriel looked as if he was going to cry, but the noise he made turned into a hacking cough. He had an alarming number of badly healed scars across his forehead. He was in the habit of falling down drunk on the way home and cutting himself on the kerb. My mother had warned me to steer clear of him. But I could see he was harmless, even though his breath could strip paint.
It seemed as if no-one had ever been asked what they knew about their own neighbourhood. It was like suddenly discovering another side to the people I saw every day on my way to school. They would never have told me these things if I hadn’t asked them. But was it all just a bunch of rumours? Nobody seemed to sure about what had really happened in Viper’s Green – they’d just heard stories from other people – except Gabriel, who was obviously making things up.
In the corner grocery store, Nalin put down his handheld game and leaned over his high counter crowded with lottery tickets to answer my questions.
‘I know what you gonna ask,’ he said,’ why is it called Am-La an’ that.’ He spoke so fast that I had trouble understanding him. It was like he’d drunk a dozen coffees and eaten loads of his own chocolate bars. ‘See we’re open 18 hours a day so my uncle he was gonna call it AM – PM but I told him PM that’s like the afternoon so why don’t you call it Early To Late but he say no-one knows what’s early so it’s got to be AM, then we shorten Late to La and get Am-La which don’t make no sense.’
‘I was going to ask you about the park.’
‘Oh.’
‘Some people went missing in there? You hear about that?’
‘Yeh, I heard about it, them kids that went inside, innit, back around five years ago. It kept happening right until they closed Viper’s Green. They went in at night and never come out. About six of them, maybe more I heard, in all. The police hushed it up, didn’t they? Weird. See, the Green was always locked up at night and – well, you know how high the railings are, right, you can’t climb over them without doing yourself a damage. So the police should have found the kids inside right, but all they found was graves and trees and statues and the old empty church. The kids had disappeared. I mean, completely gone, no sign of them ever leaving. If some nutter interfered with them and then killed them, what did he do with the bodies? See, the park’s shaped like a big long triangle, it’s bordered on all three sides by them main roads. And there’s traffic cameras everywhere, man. The law went through all the footage. They found film of the kids going in, but they never found nothing of them coming back out. Nothing. How weird is that? What did they do, vanish into thin air like some kind of magic trick? That’s all I know.’
I had always thought of the High Street as a pretty safe place, but as I talked to the shop owners I began to feel uncomfortable. Everyone had heard stories, but all the information was second-hand. Maybe no-one had really seen or heard anything. I couldn’t tell if any of the stories were true. But they had to have started somewhere.
As I headed home, the wind caught the trees that reached over the railings of Viper’s Green. It looked as though the woodlands themselves were trying to climb out. I found myself walking faster than usual.
By the time I reached the corner of Torrington Avenue I was almost running.



8: Algebra
After my father was let go from his job, we moved to a smaller house, the one where we are now. My father left us to work in Delhi, in India, because the money was good and he still had bits of family there. He’s supposed to come home to visit for a week every two months, but he doesn’t come as often as that.
Kate, my mother, was working late, so I thought I could beat her home – it was stock-taking night at the jewellery shop. But when I opened the front door, I realised she was back. I tried to get straight to my room, but she called me to the kitchen. ‘Red, what do you want to eat?’ She wasn’t a great cook, but she was good at packet stuff. ‘Chicken Korma or Beef Ravioli.’
‘Can I have an omelette, with maybe some ham and cheese in it? Salt and black pepper, a bit of chilli sauce?’
‘Get you, mister gourmet cook. On toast or with chips?’
‘No chance of salad then.’
‘No, it went off.’ She gave me the once-over. ‘Where have you been, anyway?’
‘Down McDonald’s with a mate.’
‘You don’t like their stuff.’ She didn’t need to add; and you haven’t got any mates.
‘I didn’t have a burger.’ I knew we could play this game all night – she was digging for information, and I wasn’t giving any out. We’d see who caved in first.
‘All right. Just so long as you’re behaving yourself. You missed a call from your Dad.’
I angrily punched the air and swore. ‘Cockermouth.’
‘Language!’
‘It’s a town in Cumbria.’ My grand-dad had taught me to say it instead of accidentally swearing in front of the parents. ‘Grand-dad always says it.’
‘Your grandfather is a disgusting old man who once had to go to court for spitting at a security guard in Bluewater shopping centre. You should know better than to follow the example of a man who pulls the filter tips out of cigarettes. Your father sends his love, and there’s a package for you in the post. Some software you wanted.’
‘Excellent.’ I bounded upstairs. My sister Lucy had gone to a friend’s house as usual, so I had the floor to myself. Finishing my test revision in good time, mainly because I had already read the set text, I called Max. I wanted to study the notes and drawings in Max’s bag properly.
‘Come over,’ said Max. ‘It’s not late.’
‘Where do you live?’
‘We’re on the Torrington Estate, Peabody House, number 72.’
‘What are you talking about? Nobody lives there.’ The Torrington Estate was the bad estate – the only major no-go area near our house apart from Viper’s Green. It had been built in the 1960s, and quickly got a reputation for trouble. Forty years later it was so badly run down that most residents had moved out. Gangs took over for a while, making it unsafe to walk through at night. Finally, the council had shifted the residents block by block, providing them with new homes further out of town, somewhere past Waltham Forest.
‘Jackie won’t go. We’ve been here almost since the place was built. There’s just one other family that’s stayed on.’
‘There are gangs on that estate.’
‘Nah, they’ve all been moved on.’
‘I’ve been past the place. There are never any lights working.’
‘The power’s always going out, and we’ve got a problem with flooding ‘cause the drains is blocked. There’s loads of rats. We put down poison.’
I didn’t think my mother would mind if I invited Max over, but there were horror stories about the Torrington Estate, and I was interested to see what it was like inside. I figured I could be there in fifteen minutes. ‘On my way,’ I said, grabbing a jacket.
Torrington Avenue, where I live, is one of a dozen terraced streets that survived the bombs of the Second World War. The streets are sandwiched on either side by two huge council estates. One is bright and modern, and seems okay. The other the Torrington Estate. It’s run-down and flooded, and the kids from Torrington Avenue are meant to stay away from it because it comes under a different postcode, so we run the risk of getting bust up by the few kids who still hang around there.
The estate consists of four shabby grey housing blocks built around a quadrangle of threadbare grass. A maze of waterlogged tunnels and dimly-lit staircases connects the blocks. It’s hard to imagine that walking here ever felt safe, even when the place was new and busy.
Now, half of the ceiling light panels were cracked and broken. The other half flickered and buzzed, throwing strange shadows across the stained grey concrete. A long-handled shovel propped against a wall suggested that a gardener had once tended the green, but that must have been a long time ago.
The rows of windows were all in darkness, except for a flat on the far side of the square. I thought how weird it must be to live here, knowing that there were only insects and rats in the flats on either side of you. The dark windows stared down from the balconies like dead eyes.
When I arrived, Max was waiting by the front door. ‘Come in quiet,’ he said, ‘Jackie’s almost out. She’s hammered the sleepies and washed them down with gin. Once she goes, she’ll be dead for a few hours with any luck. I could get a death metal band playing in here without disturbing her.’
We crept along the hall. The flat was clean and freshly painted. Clearly Max had been working hard to keep the place decent. As we passed the half-open door of the lounge, I glimpsed a fat woman in a quilted dressing gown lying on the sofa watching some kind of medical drama. Her head half-turned as we passed, then fell back.
‘She spends all day like that,’ Max explained. ‘Then she complains she can’t sleep, wanders around the flat all night. Sometimes she goes down to the quadrangle and sits on one of the benches, just staring into the sky. She cries a lot and lives on crisps. Welcome to the embarrassment that is my life.’
‘Is this because of your father?’
‘Yeh, but she’s always been a bit Loony Tunes. Let’s go to my room.’
‘Excellent.’ I looked around at the Manga characters, superhero models and tech-gadgets that filled the spaces between Max’s bed and his desk. ‘You got Death-Hammer 4, that’s not even out yet. Where did you get all this stuff?’
‘I traded it with some of the kids who were leaving the estate. The council moved them to smaller places, so they couldn’t take everything. And I nicked some of it, just the small stuff.’
I tried not to look surprised. Max was free to do whatever he wanted and was clearly in charge at home. Some kids were forced to grow up faster than others. It seemed like a good idea at first, but I could see there was a bad side to it. Better to go and live with your grandparents like some of the other kids in class, except you end up using old-fashioned phrases that mark you out as a Nan-Kid.
I got down to business. ‘Okay, I talked to nearly everyone in the shops opposite the park, and they’d all heard things about missing people and someone bad who lives in the woods, like a molester or something. But no-one had really seen anything with their own eyes. Let me have another look at the map of the cemetery. Your father said he was going there, so I guess that’s where we start.’
Max had laid out everything on his desk. It was obvious to me now that Gary’s drawing of the churchyard marked the site of a crypt – he’d even drawn what appeared to be a nest of snakes in the centre of it, marked with that big letter ‘C’ – but it didn’t make any sense because nothing was in the right place. No matter which way I turned it, I couldn’t understand its shape or scale. Finally, I had to set it aside.
Max had transferred the photographs he’d taken on his mobile to his PC. Together, we studied the pictures. ‘Check these out,’ said Max. ‘Most of the snake heads point in the same direction, but every fifth or sixth one is facing a different way, right.’
‘Go back to the first shot, where the frieze starts.’ The first panel showed a Celtic cross, a star and a what might have been the figure of a saint. Except that this, like the stained-glass window, was also missing its head. ‘Can you print these out and join them together?’
‘No problem.’ We spent the next half-hour cutting and taping the pictures into a single band. Max studied the finished product, puzzled. ‘What you thinking?’ he asked me.
‘That these are a better guide to where the crypt is than your Dad’s manky drawing. Look, the cross is the church, the star gives the orientation – the North Star is always used on maps so you can tell which way up they are. And the figure of the saint is the stained-glass window, so from this we can get the direction. You ever do algebraic stuff? Where you assign letters different meanings. I think that’s what the sculptor of the snakes did.’
‘Why do you think that?’
‘They’re all regularly paced, it’s like footsteps. If each viper-head is a single footstep, every time one turns in a different direction, that’s where you’d turn. It’s kind of a code.’
‘Indiana Jones in North London, give it a rest.’
‘No. Churches were always putting in stuff like this. Floors that act like sundials, bricks that measure the days in the year, secret symbols cut into the woodwork of benches, it’s true. Then again, maybe it won’t lead to anything. But it’s worth checking out.’
‘You play too many online fantasy games.’
‘Yes, I get to read maps quite a lot.’
Max looked sour but was quietly impressed. It gave me an idea about how our friendship might work. I gave Max some geek knowledge, and Max gave me a bit more nerve. That seemed like a fair exchange.
‘Is it weird living here?’
‘I’m used to it. We’ll have to move eventually. Some of the walkways aren’t safe. The floors are cracking up. Water comes through. I bought an air rifle to deal with the rats, but the buggers can really shift.’
‘Is there anyone else here your age?’
‘Yeh,’ said Max, having reached a decision. ‘Listen. Maybe there’s someone I want you to meet.’
It sounded a bit mysterious to me, but I agreed.



9: Emma
I was born in the very centre of London, right in Piccadilly Circus. My mother had been frightened by a taxi as she was crossing the road and had to be helped to a traffic island, where she gave birth to me right on the spot. It was in the papers and everything. I pride myself on the fact that no-one can ever be more of a Londoner than me. My Dad’s Mum’s from Delhi, my Mum’s Dad – well, nobody knows what happened to him – but me, I’m from Piccadilly Circus, how cool is that? Nothing should surprise me, being a city boy and all, but the Torrington Estate – well, I still don’t know how somebody like Emma could come from somewhere like that.
‘She and her mum stayed on because of Jackie,’ Max explained as we hopped over the flooded sections of the balcony, heading toward the floor below. ‘There’s only two flats still occupied now. Used to be four hundred families living here. Everyone else has been rehoused. Here.’ Max stopped before a red door and knocked on it. ‘Their bell don’t work. Nothing in their dump flat works.’
The place looked as if it was in darkness. There was no sign that the apartment was inhabited. After a few moments, though, the door was opened. The girl who stood before us was as pale as fog. Straight blond hair fell about her thin neck; she looked in need of a few hot meals. Her eyes caught my attention; dark and deep, with purple crescents beneath them like bruises, as though she had not slept for weeks. Yet at the same time, there was something about her that was incredibly calm and beautiful, like a lake in morning mist. Once seen, I knew she wouldn’t be easily forgotten. She ignored me to study Max, and it was clear that she cared about him. Hardly surprising, as they were from the only two families left here.
‘Hey, Maxim, come in.’ She stepped back from the door, almost vanishing into the dimness of the hall.
‘Emma, who’s calling at this hour?’ shouted an angry voice. ‘It’s bloody late to come calling. I don’t want callers. Tell them to go away.’
‘It’s for me, Mum. It’s nothing to do with you, incredible as that may seem.’ Emma quickly pulled the front door shut behind her, as if she was ashamed of where she lived. ‘She’s been in one of her crazy moods all day. She keeps moving the furniture around, says there are snakes hiding in the room. She’s getting worse. Let’s go down to the square.’
A hand slapped against the bedroom window that looked out onto the balcony, making me jump. I looked up and saw Emma’s mother in silhouette, her hair as wild as a nest of worms, staring out at us. The other two ignored her. I figured they were used to her theatrical displays.
‘This is Red,’ said Max. ‘He’s helping me.’
Emma played with the brown strands of cord tied around her thin wrist while she studied me. Her T-shirt had a picture of a Chinese warrior on it. ‘Don’t let him pull you too far into his mad little world, Red,’ she said. ‘He’s a danger to know. He’ll have you believing all kinds of stuff.’
I laughed uneasily. ‘Yes, he’s doing that, all right.’
‘What’s wrong with Diane?’ Max asked, nodding back up at Emma’s mother.
‘What’s right with her, more like. She’s rowing herself away from the world of sanity, Max. You know that.’
‘Her mother and my mother were friends,’ Max explained. ‘Diane and Jackie beat the eviction orders together. There was another woman who we used to call Auntie Iris, right. The three of them locked themselves in their flats and wouldn’t move, finally the council left us all alone. Auntie Iris was the first to go nuts. First she went veggie, then she was reading crystals and talking about machines having souls. Divorced Woman Syndrome.’
‘That’s really sexist, Max.’ She slapped him on the shoulder.
‘The doctors came and put her away somewhere, and then she died.’
‘My Mum’s going that way, too,’ said Emma. ‘She thinks we’ll all go to hell for our sins, unless we start following the exact words in the bible, like we’re all going to be turned into pillars of salt.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You know, Lot’s wife got turned into a pillar of salt for looking back at the evil city of Sodom. She never used to be so nuts. It’s living here that’s done it. If she gets any worse I’m going to lock her in her room at night.’ She looked at me as if properly noticing me for the first time. ‘Has he managed to get inside Viper’s Green yet?’
I looked at Max, not sure what to say. Max nodded. ‘Yes,’ he admitted.
‘Be careful. You’ll be butt-deep in weirdness before you know it.’ Her dark eyes narrowed when she looked at Max, but there was affection in them. ‘He wanted to take me in there.’
‘You didn’t take him up on the offer?’
‘I’m not so stupid.’
‘Great,’ said Max, ‘just talk about me like I’m not here.’
‘I know about the people who went missing,’ said Emma. ‘There are probably junkies sleeping in there who’d stab you for your travel card. Max, I have to head back. You know how she gets when she’s left alone.’
‘You around later?’
‘Maybe, if I can swing it. Call my mobie first.’
She was off across the quadrangle to the far side, her pale arms swinging as she walked beneath the broken lights, past the mounds of leaves and the gardener’s unloved shovel. A moment later she had run up the stairs and was gone.
‘Her mother, my mother and Auntie Iris, what a trio,’ said Max, with a bitter laugh. ‘Jackie hides bottles of gin in the toilet cistern but she’s sad, not mad. Iris drank kitchen cleaner in the hospital and had to have her stomach pumped. The next time she tried, the doctors didn’t get to her in time. Now Diane’s going the same way, and everyone else has buggered off. It wasn’t their fault, it’s this place.’
‘But you’ve got something going with Emma. She watches you.’
‘She’s six months older than me. I don’t fancy her or nothing. I kissed her once, but nothing else happened. She’s kind of like a sister.’
‘She’s not like my sister.’
‘She and I get each other, that’s all. Same screwed-up background. I feel sorry for her. She was treated really bad by the boys on the estate. Can you get some time out of school tomorrow?’
‘I’ve got a double games period after lunch. I’m good at being excused because I tore a tendon in football last year and they think I keep having to get it checked out. Nobody ever wants me on their side anyway.’
‘Excellent. I’ll meet you outside Viper’s Green at one. With the snake map we should be able to find the crypt. Maybe Gary’s drawing didn’t get the scale right. Come on, Indiana, I’ll get you back out of the estate.’
‘I can remember the way back.’
‘It’s better I take you.’
‘I thought you said it was safe.’
‘Yeh, pretty much, most of the time. But not always when it’s dark.’
The inhabitants of number 13, Torrington Avenue suddenly seemed very normal in comparison to the disconnected people living on the derelict estate. The house was familiar and comforting. I could smell sausages and onions frying. My mother was working on her laptop, and I was even pleased to see Lucy.
‘Did you have a good sleepover last night?’ I asked my sister, patting her on the head as I went to the fridge. Lucy was painting her nails with blue glitter.
‘What’s wrong with you?’ she said, shaking my touch out of her hair. ‘Where have you been? We were about to call the child-catcher.’
‘You’re not the only one with a private life, you know,’ I told her.
‘Yeh, right, like you can spend more than two hours away from your computer without getting a total withdrawal attack.’
‘I’m sorry my dear, your call did not go through. Please ring back later.’
‘I’m surprised you haven’t got S.A.D from never seeing any sunlight.’
‘My room is the international nerve centre of a vast underground network. As opposed to resembling the House of Barbie.’
‘Mum! Stop the Creature from talking to me like that!’
I took some biscuits and a fizzy water to my room. I ran searches on vipers and the snakes of the British Isles until I was tired, then turned in, but my sleep was disturbed by half-formed thoughts.
I saw Emma, pale and haunted, trapped in shadows, asking for help. Above was her mother, mad-haired, peering desperately out from the window of her locked bedroom. Then I was in corridors of stone, as behind me a faceless figure stepped down from a stained glass window.
The scene settled. Now I was walking through the woods. Something wrapped in long grey-green rags was walking just out of my sight, moving in a stately fashion between the trees, keeping pace with me. I wanted to see what it was, but didn’t dare to look. I knew it had no need to dart away and hide, because it feared nothing.
If I could just catch a glimpse. I peered through the passing trunks, squinting through shards of light like splinters of ice. I was trying to see inside the gloom, when suddenly it reared up and was right in front of me.
I tried to wake myself up, but the strange visions returned. It was a weird sensation, like being awake, but I must have been dreaming. Except that it wasn’t a normal dream this time. It was like I was right there, watching it happen. I was a witness to something terrible, but I could do nothing to stop it.
I sat up in bed and looked straight ahead at the wall, but the dream-thing continued.
I didn’t just see things. I could feel them too.



10: The Vision Of Gabriel
Gabriel had been drinking more heavily than usual. The landlord at the Crown & Thorns had eventually been forced to push him out of the pubs doors at gone half past eleven so that the staff could lock up. Gabriel knew that the locals all thought he was a drunken layabout. They didn’t realise the difficult times he had faced in the last few years.
Late one summer evening, his son Mickey had gone out to play football with his mates, and they had dared him to break into Viper’s Green. Four boys had climbed over the railings, and only two came back. The police had questioned his friends but their stories never matched. No charges could be made because the boys were never found. Sergeant Renfield, the arrogant little copper who had taken their statements, had tried to imply it was Gabriel’s fault for letting his son hang out on the streets – but how could he have stopped him?
The police said they’d searched the park but found nothing. They told Gabriel that they thought the boys had run away. There had been reports of a kid matching Mickey’s description on the South coast, near Folkestone. They tried to suggest that Gabriel had not been a good father.
Since the loss of his son, everything in Gabriel’s life had gone wrong. His marriage had broken up, he’d lost his job, he’d got himself into debt. His story had been told in the local paper, which made it worse. Now he was a figure of ridicule, someone all the neighbourhood children made fun of. Whenever he got drunk, he told himself he would move far away, so that he would never have to look at those darkly shifting trees again. But before he could make any proper plans, he would think about his blue-eyed son and start to cry. And he was crying now.
I could see the tears running down his stubbly cheeks.
A full moon had risen high above Nalin’s grocery store. Gabriel nearly fell over as he came round the corner. He was drunk and angry. Something had happened to Mickey in Viper’s Green, he was sure of it, even if the police didn’t believe it had. They said the boy had probably hitched a ride, but why would he? Father and son were as close as peas in a pod. They had loved each other. Gabriel regularly wrote to the papers, but they had stopped running his letters.
He stumbled across the road and swayed to a stop, looking up into the rustling branches. That caretaker, Josun, he knew more than he was letting on, for a start. The police had questioned him but they reckoned he had a foolproof alibi, and had nothing to do with Mickey’s disappearance.
He crossed the road to walk beside the park, as if being nearby might somehow provide him with an answer.
The wind suddenly died away, leaving silence. The last car on the High Street turned a corner and was gone. The trees stilled themselves. The rain was still falling, but Gabriel could no longer hear it. All he could hear was his own breathing, like being underwater.
A branch cracked sharply behind him, but the sound was distant and faint. Gabriel was Guinness-drunk, a thick, furry kind of drunkenness that blotted out the senses. But even through this he could hear something coming nearer.
I could hear it coming nearer.
Firm, deliberate footsteps drifting over mud and wet leaves. The hiss of coarse material, as though whatever walked behind him was wearing a sheet or a hospital gown. The temperature was falling. Gabriel could see his breath, feel the goose-pimples rising on his arms. He turned around and peered into the darkness behind the park gates.
The footfalls were closer now. He heard the great gate whine open. And there was a new noise, the hissing of snakes, a great many of them, tongues flickering, writhing over each other, tasting the heavy air.
Part of him wanted to get away, but he knew that if he was ever to discover what had happened to his son, he would have to stay. He would have to turn around and look in the eyes of his boy’s attacker. Because whatever was following him had once followed Mickey. He was sure of that.
And so he turned his head, and stared.
I turned my head and stared.
The creature had bare feet. Its arms were by its sides. Gabriel could not take in the details of its appearance, but sensed that they were all wrong somehow. It seemed tall, and was wrapped in long strips of greyish-green cloth that flapped in a silent breeze. The wind enveloped the creature, as though it was moving within a hurricane of its own conjuring.
Gabriel’s eyes travelled upward to the face. When he saw its yellow eyes, he fell back in shock.
Or he would have fallen back, but now his right leg refused to move. It had become rooted to the pavement, almost as if it was becoming a part of the paving stones. He moved, but the leg stayed exactly where it was, as if it had been bound there. He heard the bone crack below his knee-cap. He reached down to touch the meat of his leg, but it was already beginning to harden and crust over. A stinging sensation rippled around his skin, like a million tiny electric shocks. They left behind a deadness. He could no longer feel the lower half of his body. The numbing sensation was spreading fast.
He had an inkling now of how Mickey had died, and why no-one had found him. But the stinging and cracking had crawled up his chest to reach his throat.
It was too late to scream. The spit dried in his mouth. His tongue bulged and hardened into something fat and leathery. His eyes felt like they were on fire. His veins were being blocked with blood that thickened into a gritty soup. He would follow the path of his beloved son, but there was nobody left to miss him.
A van had turned into the high street, and was heading toward the parade of shops, and the park opposite. Gabriel wanted to call out, to get help from the driver, but it was too late.
The searing fire reached his brain, and as he fell he heard his bones shattering like dry timber. He was unconscious before he hit the pavement. And then, just moments later, he was gone – dragged away into the parklands.
I watched as his body was dragged away into darkness.
Then the vision broke up into pixels, and I was back in my bedroom, sweating and breathing hard.



TUESDAY
11: Snakes!
I had woken up with the duvet tangled up around me.
I tried to get my bearings. I was still in my room. It was Tuesday morning. The rain was coming in under the windowsills and through the back door. There was a smell of damp in Lucy’s bedroom that caused her to make threats about leaving home again. My mother tried to wrap me up in a yellow nylon weatherproof hoodie and get me off to school, knowing that I would take it off before I arrived because it looked so uncool.
I passed the gate of Viper’s Green and pulled it tightly shut, even though it was no longer lockable. The rain sluiced across the pavement from inside the park, like poison seeking a way of escape. It bubbled and frothed across the drains. The gutters were whitewater. Global warming, Nalin always said, the weather’s going to get way more violent from now on.
I fidgeted through the morning’s lessons, waiting to see if my games period would be cancelled. When the rain showed no sign of letting up, the sports master announced that as the pitch was waterlogged, the class could choose between a free activity period in the library or a gym class. With a silent whoop, I packed my bag as the bell went. I knew how easy it was to slip between the choices and not be missed. The teachers really had to get themselves organised, instead of worrying about the length of time that passed between cigarette breaks. I kept good attendance most of the time and didn’t skip classes very often. To them I was quiet and invisible, like a flu germ or something.
Max was waiting by the gates of Viper’s Green. Even though he had been sheltering under the ancient elms and oaks, he was soaked through again. ‘Why don’t you ever wear a jacket?’ I asked.
‘What are you, my mother?’ The weather didn’t interest Max. ‘We need to find the crypt but we’ve got to avoid running into Josun,’ he warned. ‘The snake map points out of the front of the church, and his hut is at the back. Plus, the rain should keep him inside. Come on.’
As we slipped through the gates, I felt uncomfortable slivers of dread settling across the pit of my stomach. I couldn’t get the image of Gabriel dying out of my head.
Within seconds we were in virtual darkness once more. The woods reeked of rot and decay, of lives long gone. We passed a dead baby crow, blind and featherless, its sightless eyes staring up above a wide yellow beak. Already, worms and insects were burrowing into its carcass. Nothing seemed to live in here except creatures that feasted on the dead. Ahead, fresh branches had fallen across the path, brought down by the weight of water.
‘What do you expect to find?’ I realised I should probably have asked this earlier. I was already wishing I hadn’t agreed to come along. Maybe Emma was right; you got sucked into Max’s plans whether you wanted to or not.
‘It was the last place my old man visited. Suppose he saw something inside that he shouldn’t have seen?’
‘What, and you think somebody warned him away?’
‘No, Gary’s tough as they come. It’d take a lot more than someone waving a fist in his face to make him leave town. I suppose they might have threatened to hurt us – you know, his family, like.’ Max made ‘family’ sound as if it had inverted commas around it, as though he had never considered the word before.
‘Maybe he got into a fight and was injured.’
‘He’d have found a way to contact me. Something happened in here that changed him, drove him away, I don’t know. I got nowhere else to look except in the pub, and I already tried there. He didn’t go many other places.’ Max turned to look at me strangely. ‘Did I miss something?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Did something happen? You look – I don’t know – like you found out more than you’re letting on.’
That was how I felt. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the dream about Gabriel hadn’t been a dream at all, but some kind of a vision. I didn’t give Max an answer. Things were complicated enough without me going weird on him.
We had taken a wrong turn somewhere. Leaves torn loose from last night’s rainstorm obscured the path. ‘Look through the trees,’ I said. ‘There’s the church. We go this way.’
The undergrowth cleared, and we stepped out into the tangled briars that covered the graveyard. ‘That letter you showed Josun, the one granting you permission to come here. Did the council really give it to you?’
‘Told you, it was permission for my old man. I can read that much, I’m not a complete doom-brain.’
‘I never said you were. Why didn’t Josun work out that you’re Gary’s son?’
‘Maybe he did, but I doubt it. Smell his breath? I’m surprised he could even focus long enough to see us. Anyway, Gary was allowed to bring a helper with him, so he probably reckons I’m the helper. Josun’s the kind of bloke you wave an official bit of paper under his nose and he backs off. But I don’t want him figuring out who I am. I don’t think he’d talk to me if he thought I was looking for my old man. Luckily, he’s as dumb as a stick.’
The rain had damped down the foliage. We were able to reach the church without making any noise. There was no sign of Josun in the grounds.
Max removed the roll of photographs from his pocket. ‘Okay, where do we start?’
‘The snakes began at the back of the church,’ I said, ‘beneath where the altar would have stood. Their heads face forward to the entrance.’ We entered the building and stepped carefully over the cracked flagstones and lengths of burned wood. I checked the frieze. ‘Okay, ten heads facing forward. That’s ten paces. Wait, you’ve got longer legs than me. Let’s split the difference.’
We paced out the steps, silently counting. ‘Okay, the eleventh snake is facing left.’ We took one pace left across the dark flagstones. ‘Now seven straight ahead.’
We had reached the vestry exit. ‘The next one faces right, and so does the one after that. Then three straight ahead.’ As we headed out into the chaotic cemetery, it started to rain with renewed energy. Fat droplets pattered on the leaves above us. The tombstones stuck up through the earth at angles, like broken teeth.
‘Show me your Dad’s drawing again?’ I asked. Max dug in his backpack and found it. Together we studied the sketch, trying to keep it dry, turning it this way and that.
‘Nope. Doesn’t match up to the walls of the church at all. If this was a game there’d be some kind of clue.’
‘Right, sorry for dragging you into real life, no weapons or energy capsules to pick up, no avatars, no boss to take out at the next level. Must be a bit of a jolt for you, reality.’
‘Weirdly enough I can tell the difference between games and reality. But if this was a game, we’d keep following the snakes,’ I said.
‘Fine, let’s do it.’
After a few minutes we reached the edge of the cemetery. ‘We’ve still got another chunk of the frieze to use up and we’re already outside,’ I pointed out. ‘Maybe we made a wrong turn somewhere.’
‘Who says the crypt has to be inside the cemetery boundaries? We keep going.’
I marked our paces on the photo-roll as we progressed. Now we were deep in the woods once more, pushing our way through thorny bushes that scratched crimson stripes on the backs of our hands. ‘This is getting thicker,’ I complained. ‘It can’t be right. We must have made a mistake somewhere.’
‘How many more snake-heads?’
‘Ten. Seven straight ahead, two left – ’
We pushed harder against the bushes, but the branches were so old and strong it was almost impossible to go any further. Max dropped to his knees and started to crawl through the dead leaves. I was forced to follow him. The smell of rotting vegetation was overpowering, as if animals came to die here in the undergrowth. Hardly any light could penetrate the cover. The knees of our jeans were wet with putrescent mud.
‘ – and the last one is turned right around, 180 degrees so you face back on yourself.’
‘Okay.’ Max manoeuvred himself with difficulty, but managed to turn around in the tight space. ‘We could do with a chainsaw in here, or maybe a flamethrower. Now what?’
‘I don’t know.’ I looked up into the dark foliage. ‘Keep looking around. See if you can see anything at all that looks like it might – ’
Max had frozen. I followed his sight-line.
A pair of wide blank eyes was staring back at us through the branches.



12: Finger
Max held his position, but I pushed a step back and fell into the flooded ditch behind me. The branches above us shook and leaves fell, revealing a human head. It appeared to be covered in grey dirt, but the eyes were as yellow and slimy as old pickled onions.
‘What the hell – ’ Max scrambled to his feet and tore back the branches. It was the life-sized statue of a man, but unlike anything either of us had ever seen before. It was incredibly detailed, right down to the stitching on his shirt collar, and in a strange crouching position. It had adopted the kind of pose you’d use if someone was throwing rocks at you; you’d hold your hands high above your head for protection. Max reached up and knocked on the statue’s arm.
‘What kind of stone is that?’ I asked, rising to touch the statue’s back. It yielded very slightly and felt thin, like some kind of shell. ‘It looks like granite, but the carving is too detailed. It must be some sort of compound.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘They made us try stone-carving on a field trip to a quarry on the Isle Of Wight. It’s bloody hard work, and it bruises your hands.’ I reached up and snapped off a stone lock of hair. The ends crumbled like grit between my fingers. ‘Look at this thing. You can see the individual strands of hair on his head. There’s something really wrong about it.’
Max was forced to agree. The crouching statue was really human-looking, a thin-faced man in his early twenties, dressed like a vagrant. The detailing was incredible. His trainers were worn-out retro Converse All-Stars. You could even see the tops of his perfectly carved ankle-socks. But the eyes were the worst part; they were not stone, but soft and sticky to the touch, as if someone had inserted rotting fruit into his eye sockets.
‘There’s something behind him. I think it’s another one.’ I pushed back the branches and found a second statue, but this one was smaller and had toppled over into the undergrowth. It had been here longer, because lichen and vines had embedded it into the soft woodland floor. I tore at the weeds wrapping its face. It was a carving of a boy, aged around ten. The figure was curled into a ball, like someone trying to stop themselves from being kicked. This time the eyeballs had rotted away completely. As I tried to lift the statue, a nest of worms rolled out of its left eye socket.
I was reminded of a trip I had taken with my father to the British Museum. There I had seen the figure of a man who had died during the eruption of the volcano at Pompeii. Hot ash and lava had fallen on him as he lay curled on the floor, leaving him perfectly preserved in stone. ‘This one’s a kid,’ I called back.
‘I wonder how many more there are.’
‘There’s something really not right about this. We shouldn’t be here. Over there, look.’
I pushed on past the stone child and cracked back several branches to reveal a large stone figure. The priest laying broken in half and partially-buried in the wet mulch of the earth. There was a cross around his neck. The inside of the statue was different to its coating. It may just have been the erosion markings in the stone, but I could swear it had internal organs.
‘It’s Father Christopher,’ said Max. ‘I’ve seen pictures of him. He was always in the local paper.’
We pushed on into the thickest part of the wood, where no light fell, and there, in a freshly crushed patch of scrubland, lay the most disturbing figure of all.
Gabriel – or at least, a stone version of him – was on his hands and shattered knees in the mud, his head turned up to the sky, his mouth open wide in a scream no-one had heard except me. He was in the same padded jacket and baggy sweat-pants I had seen him wearing in my vision. Except now they were perfectly reproduced in rock. His eyes were still his own, except that the pupils were as white and hard as peppermints.
‘What the hell happened to him?’ asked Max, tipping back on his heels. ‘What happened to all of them? They’re not statues, are they?’
‘No, I don’t think they are.’
‘This ain’t for real,’ Max muttered to himself. He knelt down and kicked at Gabriel’s left hand, until his little finger snapped off. ‘Look.’
Together we examined the severed finger. Inside, beneath the stone casing, was wet red flesh, with a splintered white bone at its centre. ‘It’s human flesh.’
‘Truly gross.’ Max carefully wrapped the stone finger and placed it in his pocket.
‘They’re not statues,’ I confirmed. ‘Gabriel was dragged here and dumped. That one, the boy, he’s one of the kids who went missing, isn’t he? It’s like their skin went rotten or something and turned to some kind of stone. They must have suffocated inside their own bodies. We should go to the police.’
‘Yeh right, like they’re gonna believe us.’
‘We can bring them here and show them.’
‘They was supposed to have searched in here. Shows you how hard they looked.’
‘From outside they just appear to be crappy old statues,’ I pointed out. ‘Except Gabriel. He’s fresher, not that he was ever very fresh. Looks like he saw something and just – froze and died.’
‘I don’t know how you would know that.’
I thought it best not to answer for now.
‘We have to find the crypt,’ said Max.
‘But the map’s wrong.’
‘It can’t be far away. Viper’s Green is overgrown but it’s not a big park. We’ve checked the church and the graveyard. We’ve covered the area nearest the gates.’
‘Where else is there?’
‘It only leaves the fenced-off section of woodland right at the centre.’
‘Okay,’ I shrugged. It seemed to be my role in life to follow someone stronger. Even in the videogames I played, I was used to being the sidekick and never the hero. But that was something I was about to change.
We headed back to the path and made our way toward the centre of the park, where a fence of ash poles had been erected around a section of wood. The base of the fence was rotten, and had collapsed under the weight of wet nettles and trumpet vines. It was an easy matter to push some of the staves down and climb inside. Councils often protected small sections of woodland, in order to preserve ancient landscape. But in this case, I wondered if there was something more that the council didn’t want to be discovered.
‘We go in,’ said Max.
What else could I do but agree? ‘I guess we have to,’ I said.



13: Touch
I checked the earth around the broken fence and found a knot of deep bootprints. ‘Someone’s been here,’ I told Max. ‘Not recently, though.’ Weeds had burst through the indentations and had grown to maturity over several months.
Getting through the woods proved almost impossible. The route had become more overgrown than ever since Gary had passed this way making his report. It was like a jungle in miniature, a forgotten land in the middle of one of the world’s busiest cities. London is like that.
Max pushed ahead, not caring about cuts and scratches. A thin line of blood was dripping from his wrist. ‘There’s a clearing,’ he called back. ‘I can see it up ahead.’
I could see it too, a space where the rain fell cleanly, unimpeded by leaf cover. We slipped and climbed across hillocks of reeds, and found ourselves standing before something that could only be the crypt.
‘This is it?’ said Max, disappointed, ‘the great crypt of St Patrick? It looks like a drain.’
I think Max was hoping to find a deep vault, lit, perhaps, with rows of burning torches. Instead, he was looking down at a broken slab of blank grey stone about six feet by four feet. Its cover was split into triangular sections. A dog had done a poo on one corner. It must have been a large dog.
‘Grab the other end of this piece,’ Max instructed. Together we lifted out one slab and threw it aside. The second had been removed before, but had become overgrown. It took much longer to remove. Max dropped to his knees and peered inside. ‘I can’t see anything.’
‘Hold on.’ The crypt was half-filled with filthy rainwater. An empty, mildewed MacDonalds box floated on top of it. I looked down through the brackish brown water. Apart from the other bits of usual London rubbish, plastic drinks bottles and chocolate bar wrappers, the stone casing was completely empty.
‘It’s a London park,’ I reminded him. ‘You could hardly have expected to find buried treasure.’
‘No,’ said Max quietly, ‘I just thought there’d be something that – ’ He fell silent.
You were hoping for something that would explain why your Dad disappeared, I thought.
We remained side by side in the falling rain, until we heard the silence.
All sound had drained away in the clearing. No pattering on the leaves, no birds in the branches, no distant thrum of traffic. Nothing. A sinister deafness had taken over the world, the silence of deep seas.
So clear and quiet and still that the sudden new noise startled us both.
It was just at our backs. Behind us in the thick darkness beneath the trees.
There was someone or something coming our way fast. We heard it crashing through the dead branches toward us. Here, the cover of the branches kept the parkland in permanent shadow, and had turned the already cloudy day into night. Now we had scrambled up on our feet and were pushing back against the thorned bracken, past the statues.
The broken stone priest cracked and crumbled beneath our kicking boots, exposing layers of rotten flesh. A sweet, sickly smell filled our nostrils. Beneath the stone crusts were slabs of grey maggot-riddled meat.
We moved faster than ever before, the bushes clawing at our clothes, our skin, back onto the pathway, over the fallen oak and out through the high gates, into the safety of the rainy street.
We didn’t stop running until we reached the parade of shops, and carried on walking even then. Finally, we stopped to get our breath back.
‘What the hell that was that?’ asked Max, panting. He sniffed his clothes. ‘Yuch, it smells like I died.’
‘I’m not sure I want to know,’ I replied. ‘Maybe it was some kind of animal. You don’t think Josun keeps something locked up in there?’ I checked my watch. ‘Look, I have to go to Art Club at four thirty. If I don’t turn up I’ll get in trouble.’ I wiped a smear of mud from my neck, and noticed the bloody cuts on the backs of my hands as I did so. I’d reached a decision. ‘I can’t do this anymore, Max. I want to help you, but I can’t, okay.’
‘Why would you walk away now?’ asked Max. ‘We’re close to finding out. Don’t you want to do that? Aren’t you interested?’
‘Yes, of course, but this isn’t right, it’s just so – I mean, they’re dead and everything, it feels like we’ve been digging up bodies.’ And I’m dreaming about the creature that’s causing it, I wanted to add.
‘What are you talking about?’
‘I don’t know, ever since I met you it’s like – things are going strange. They’ve stopped making sense. I’m lying to people about where I am. It’s not like me. It feels like something’s changing.’
‘That’s because you were kind of asleep before,’ said Max. ‘There are things going on in the world that people like you never notice – ’
‘Wait, people like me? What do you mean? I’m sorry but people with normal lives and parents and homes to go to? People who basically obey the rules and keep themselves to themselves? Not everyone’s like you, Max. All that repressed angry stuff because your father walked out and you have to come up with some bullshit story to make it right.’
‘Bullshit story? You saw the evidence! Your old man walked out as well.’
‘What are you talking about? He’s away on business.’
‘Yeh, right, for like an entire year. Just because he comes back and goes with you to the Imax every once in a while doesn’t mean you’ve got the perfect folks, wake up.’ Max went to walk away, but turned back. ‘You know what bugs me? There’s tons of secret things going on all around you, but you don’t care. You’re too worried about getting into trouble. Hey, if you want to bury your head in the sand and pretend everything’s fine, go ahead. That’s what most people do. So go and do it, Red. Have a safe boring life with your super-happy family. I’m better alone, anyway.’
He stormed off along the street, leaving me standing outside Nalin’s corner grocery. As Max retreated, I thought I’d be relieved and would start to feel safe again, but instead I just felt ashamed of myself.
Maybe it was true, maybe I was a coward. It was different for Max, living on an abandoned estate with a drunk mother and a bunch of rats for company, but this wasn’t how I lived, and I was supposed to apologise for it? The guy had a chip on his shoulder as wide as a football pitch, and that was his problem, no-one else’s.
Max was in the distance now. Part of me wanted to head after him and shout ‘I can take risks just like you.’ But I couldn’t. I stood there and watched as Max turned the corner, and was gone.
I thought of calling my art teacher and making an excuse about why I couldn’t make it tonight, but decided it was best not to show up. I could worry about the outcome later. Then I headed back to number 13, Torrington Avenue, threw my filthy jeans in the wash and angrily watched some dumb, loud stuff on TV until it was time for supper.
When the doorbell rang, I thought my mother must have gone out without her keys. But the shape through the glass in the front door wasn’t hers. Emma was standing on the step. She looked as if she hadn’t slept since I last saw her. She was wearing a black T-shirt printed with a crimson devil’s head. It wasn’t enough to keep her warm; there were goose-pimples on her pale, bruised arms.
‘Are you going to invite me in?’ she asked.
‘Of course, sorry. Come in.’ I led her into the kitchen. ‘How did you know where I live?’
‘I asked Max.’ She had been interested enough to find out my address. ‘I was in the High Street getting some shopping for my mother, thought I’d come by.’
It was hard to think of her doing things normal people did, buying groceries, going to the cinema, hanging out at the mall with friends. She didn’t seem like the kind of girl who would have a favourite movie, or a TV show she watched regularly. I was sure she had come here for a specific reason. ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.
Emma went to the window and stood looking out, watching the rain. She was shivering. ‘Thought I should probably warn you about Max. I guess you’ve seen him again.’
I wondered if I should tell the truth. ‘Yes,’ I said finally.
‘I suppose he wanted you to help him find his father.’
‘Something like that.’
‘Then I have to tell you something. Gary left them flat, he just got out like he always did, and Max knows it. His father didn’t care about them enough to stick around. Max can’t handle the idea, so he invents things.’
‘You’re sure? I don’t know – I kind of agree something might have happened to him. I saw proof – ’
‘What have you really seen, Red? What has he told you? Gary was fired from every job he ever had. He was in debt. He borrowed from everyone. He even took money from his son.’ She turned and touched my cheek with the back of her hand. Her fingers were ice cold. ‘I’ve known Max forever. He’s not a bad guy, it’s just that this thing with his father has left him a bit screwed up.’
‘The way he describes Gary – it’s not like that.’
‘Well, of course not. I think it’s better you don’t get involved. What do you know about people like us? Have you ever broken the law? Really broken it? Has your mother ever asked you to shoplift for her?’ She studied his face. ‘Of course not. We do it all the time. Sometimes we just have to.’
‘You can’t judge me. You hardly even know me.’
‘No, but I know you’re different. Not like the us. You can tell a lot by looking at someone’s eyes.’ She was studying me so closely that I had to look away, to stop her seeing that I was embarrassed. ‘Some boys are just too – male, you know? They always go on about getting girls, but it’s because we basically scare them. You’re not that type.’
‘So you reckon you know how boys think?’
‘Definitely. And don’t even think of testing me, because I’ll be there way ahead of you.’ She checked her watch. ‘It’ll be getting dark shortly. I have to go.’
‘Do you want me to walk you back?’
‘No, I’m fine. I walk across the estate by myself all the time. I don’t have a choice. My mother won’t ever move now. I have to keep her locked in her room and take her meals up to her. I can’t trust her in the kitchen by herself. Too many sharp things.’
‘At least let me get you a jacket. You’re freezing.’
‘I’ll warm up when I get home.’ She looked around. ‘This is a nice place. Stay here, Red. Our world isn’t so safe.’ She walked into the hall. ‘But maybe we can meet sometimes – on neutral territory. Halfway between the two.’
‘I’d like that.’
‘It’s okay, I can see myself out.’
It was strange; Emma’s visit had been designed to put me off, but instead it had the opposite effect. I wanted to step further into her world and see what she did, where she went, how she coped with her life. I had never met a girl like her before. You couldn’t quite tell what she was thinking, or what she might do next. There was something appealing about that.
I felt the spot on my cheek where her fingers had touched, and watched as she went down the path, fading back into the rainy dusk.



14: Contagion
Emma’s visit had decided it; I had to do something. I dug out my mobile and made some calls. Then I rang Max. ‘Listen, Max, I’ve got no argument with you, not really. And it’s not true; I do care about this stuff, it’s just I don’t know, a bit outside of my knowledge.’
Max said nothing in reply, but I could hear him breathing, waiting.
‘I remembered the card you showed me. Your Dad had arranged an appointment with someone, hadn’t he? I looked up the initials; HTD, Tottenham Court Road. It’s the Hospital for Tropical Diseases. I got the number and tracked him down. This guy Simon Davenport has an office there. He’s a specialist in rare illnesses. I mentioned your father, and he’s agreed to see us before he goes home tonight. I want you to show him the finger you broke off the statue.’
There was a pause. ‘All right,’ said Max finally. ‘All right. Nice one. You’re on. Let’s do it.’
The bus dropped us right outside the hospital, a grim Victorian building with darkened grey windows and a rain-streaked entrance. Several sickly old men in dressing gowns stood on the stairs having a smoke, like that was going to make them better. Inside, the place was even more depressing. We climbed the stairs and asked the receptionist where we could find Davenport. She directed us to a laboratory at the back of the building. The entire floor reeked of bitter-sweet chemicals. It smelled like someone was boiling frogs in sugar. We reached a door with a sign that read ‘Dr S Davenport Epidemiology’.
Simon Davenport was about thirty, and looked like he’d been in some kind of explosion. His hair stuck back from his head as if it had been blasted there with dynamite. He looked definitely mad. He waved a long arm at us. ‘Grab a seat. Which one’s Max? Yes, you’ve got your father’s eyes. You ought to give them back, ha ha. I’ve been wondering what happened to him. What have you got for me? I was planning to get off early today, but ended up having to hang around for some lab results. What’s so urgent that it can’t wait?’
‘Why did Gary come to see you?’ asked Max.
‘He didn’t tell you? He was worried,’ said Davenport, balancing himself on a high stool. ‘I think he thought he’d discovered a new kind of disease. Some of the cemeteries of London contain people who died of unusual illnesses. Modern medicine has wiped out many of these, but there are still some we can’t cure, like various strains of the plague. In the old days, people used to refer to epidemics as ‘visitations’. They thought disease was carried by putrid smells.’
‘If that’s the case anyone who’s ever walked past your office would be dead,’ said Max.
‘Yes, it hums a bit out there, doesn’t it?’ Davenport agreed. ‘Your father was working near a graveyard, wasn’t he?’
‘Yeh.’
‘Well, he thought some of the people in the graveyard might have died of an unknown illness. Certain incurable diseases can continue to survive in a dead body, you know, particularly if it was buried in a strong, airtight oak or lead coffin. Sometimes graveyards have to be moved, and when we take out the coffins, we have to use workers from particular parts of Eastern Europe.’
‘Why?’
‘Because we Westerners could catch these forgotten illnesses, but there are people born near the Russian border who have a natural immunity to them. So they can move the coffins safely. Your father had apparently been in contact with water from a crypt that was very old, and he was worried that he might have become infected by something that still lived on in it. He got in touch with the hospital, and they passed him onto me. So I ran a few tests on him, but he never came back for the results.’
‘He went missing,’ said Max. ‘Do you think he’s become sick? Maybe he came into contact with a rare disease?’
‘No, that’s the strange thing. His tests all came back negative. There was absolutely nothing wrong with him. He had some red sores on the palms of his hands, but they were just a form of eczema. A rare one, admittedly, but that’s all it was.’
I looked at Max. We were both thinking the same; that Max’s father had also found the strange statues, and wanted to know what had happened to the victims. So he had come to see the specialist, to find out if they were suffering from a disease.
‘I’ve been everywhere Gary went before he came to see you,’ Max explained, ‘and I found this.’ He dug in his pocket and produced the paper-wrapped stone finger.
‘Whoa, you think you’ve found something that’s infectious?’ asked Davenport. ‘You can’t just come in here and dump – ’
‘I didn’t say it was carrying a disease. Maybe Gary found something like it as well, and that’s why he came to see you, I don’t know. I just want your opinion, all right.’
Davenport snapped a pair of clear plastic gloves from the roll on his desk, and carefully turned over the finger. ‘If this is from a piece of statuary, I have to tell you stone doesn’t absorb germs as easily as living tissue. We could run microscopic analysis on it, but it won’t reveal as much as – ’
When he saw inside it, he froze. ‘Well, look at that.’ Davenport placed the finger under an illuminated magnifying glass.
I craned forward to try and see what the biologist was looking at.
‘This is a digit from a human being. It’s undergone necrosis – cellular death – and calcification. That means it’s turned to stone. Things do, of course. Ice will turn to rock if crushed for long enough, and coal becomes diamonds. But the process normally takes an incredibly long time, and this is relatively fresh. The outer epidermis looks as if it’s been subjected to electromagnetic radiation, but with the structure of a carcinogen-inducing ionizer.’
‘What does that mean in regular English?’ asked Max.
Davenport sat back and tried to think of the best way to explain. ‘Radiation damages the chemical bonds in your body, okay? I could tell you all about low-energy photons, but it’s hard to communicate in simple terms. When you go to the beach and get a suntan, there’s a chemical change in your skin that darkens it. This is the same principle, but a lot more serious. The change goes much deeper. It’s like the skin has dried, then burned and rotted. Look at the centre; the bone has started to change as well. If the man this finger came from had been subjected to the same level of radiation for any longer, the whole of his body would have become calcified in this way. It must have been a terrible, painful death, a bit like being put in a microwave. His skin thickened so quickly that he must have suffocated. Every organ within him would have grown heavier, denser until he was crushed from inside. Liquid parts would take longer to harden, I imagine.’
That was why the eyes were still sometimes jellified, I thought. ‘What you’re saying is this man turned to stone.’
‘No – no.’ Davenport ran his fingers through his hair, looking madder than ever. ‘There’s no process in the known world that can quickly turn a man to stone.’
‘Maybe this isn’t in the known world,’ I said.
‘We have to go there. I have to see the body this finger came from. Where did you find it?’
‘There are others in the same place.’
‘There could be a radiation leak of some kind. I can’t think what else it might be. Your father may well have been right after all. Tell me exactly where this place is.’
‘No, but we can get you there.’
‘It could be dangerous without the proper equipment. I can’t take that risk. You should leave this to the experts.’
‘Then we won’t be able to take you,’ said Max flatly. He swung his backpack onto his shoulder and tapped me. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’
‘No, I’ll have to make a full report,’ Davenport called after us. ‘Don’t you understand? Whatever you’ve found – it could be something we’ve never seen before, some process that’s been lost for years, or something entirely new. That means we don’t know what it could do to you. It could be fatal. It could spread.’
‘Fine, whatever.’ Max continued heading for the door.
‘Wait, where are you going?’
‘We’ll be in touch, yeh,’ said Max. ‘Don’t wait up or anything.’



15: Calcification
As we headed off along traffic chaos of Euston Road, it was me taking the lead for once. ‘Why wouldn’t you let him help us?’ I wanted to know.
‘Because he’ll bring in medics and cops and we’ll be shut out because we’re just members of the public, and we’ll never find out what happened.’
I knew he was right. ‘I’ve got an idea what this is about,’ I told him, ‘but you’re never going to believe me. No-one will.’
‘Well, come on then.’
‘We need to run a search. You ever use the library up by the bus garage?’
‘Yeh, I’m in it all the time. Like I ever read books. I use Gary’s old PC but it runs slow now.’
‘We could go to my house and use my computer, it’s probably faster. Or we could do this the old way. I have a card for the public library.’
‘Oh man. Don’t do this to me.’
‘Listen, they’ve got some reference books there that contain stuff I’ve never seen scanned in on the internet, and the woman who runs the place lets me search their rare books section, which isn’t supposed to be used by minors. I don’t want you ripping any pages out, though, because she trusts me, okay?’
‘Yeh, okay, whatever, let’s get it over.’
‘I didn’t fit the pieces together until Davenport talked about the man turning to stone.’
‘Just tell me.’
‘Wait until I can find proof.’
The library was an old building that smelled of wet wood and floor polish. An elderly lady sat behind the counter by the door, dozing. She was wearing bright blue eye-shadow and red lipstick, and looked like a sleepy clown. Behind her, rainwater was dripping into a bucket. The place was almost empty.
‘That’s the head librarian,’ I explained. ‘She likes to mess up my hair so I have to stay out of reach. Hi, Mrs Rainey.’ I made her jump. She suddenly sat upright, touched her own hair back in place and adjusted her glasses to get a proper look at me.
‘Oh, it’s you, Red. It’s a slow afternoon. The radiators are on full and they make me tired. What are you after?’
‘The reference section, Greek myths.’
‘Well, you’ve been there before, I’m sure you remember where to go. Is this a friend?’
‘Yeh, sort of.’ I nodded to Max.
‘You know how to use the scanner, don’t you? I won’t charge you for copies.’
‘See?’ I whispered, ‘she really likes me.’
‘She’s a little old for you, don’t you think? I mean, she must have been born in about five million years BC.’
The last customer was leaving. We had the place to ourselves. ‘There are some seriously strange books just sitting here for anyone to find,’ I said, setting off among the stacks to search for a particular shelf. ‘Nobody takes them out anymore.’
‘It smells weird in here. What are we looking for?’
‘This is it. Damn, top shelf, can’t reach. Push those over.’ I pointed to an old-fashioned set of wooden steps on wheels. Max lined them against the shelf, and I climbed up. I removed several books and carried them over to the nearest table.
‘What do you know about Greek mythology?’ I asked.
‘I saw the Disney movie about Hercules. Sucked.’
‘Okay.’ I searched the biggest book, finally turning it around so we could both see. ‘There’s something in Viper’s Green that can turn people into living stone. You agree with that?’
‘I guess so.’
‘You felt it walking behind us.’
‘I don’t know what it was – but yeh, that’s what it felt like. Some kind of animal, definitely not human, but somehow invisible, ‘cause I couldn’t see it.’
‘No, you could have seen it – you just didn’t want to.’
‘What, you trying to say I was scared or something?’
‘No, I’m saying that neither of us wanted to see it, because somehow we sensed what might have happened if we had caught sight of it. It gave off a warning somehow – like the weird silence that happens whenever it’s around.’
‘I don’t understand. What are you getting at? If there really was someone who came out of the crypt, and he was after us – ’
‘Who said it was a he?’
Max looked at me blankly.
I read aloud. ‘Medusa, the Greek myth of the Krone Goddess in her most terrifying aspect. According to ancient legend Medusa was the ‘most horrific woman in the world’. A creature cursed with snakes for hair, who inflicted the most terrible cruelty on all men … ’
‘Oh, come on – ’
‘And here she is. Take a look.’ I held open the page.
The painting in it showed a woman with green-tinged scaly skin, a dripping forked tongue, and dozens of small patterned snakes sprouting through the skin of her head in place of hair. The whites of her eyes were a deep sea green at the edges. The teeth in her lower jaw were long transparent spines that looked like the ones I had seen on footage of deep sea fish.
‘She is one seriously ugly mother,’ marvelled Max.
‘She can only close her mouth because there are two little holes in her upper lip, see, where the razor-teeth go. She came from the sea, and was once the most beautiful of three sisters. The other two were goddesses, but Medusa was an ordinary mortal. Poseidon, the old king of the oceans, declared his love for her in the temple of Athena and seduced her.’
‘What, he had a go on her? Gross.’
‘But she didn’t look like this then, that’s what I’m saying. She was incredibly sexy and beautiful.’
‘So what happened?’
‘It was a big mistake, because Medusa got pregnant. Athena, Poseidon’s wife, was watching and went bananas. She zapped Medusa, turning her into a creature called a Gorgon. At night when the moon is at its fullest, she changes from a human into a monster. Her teeth are transformed into these spines, her tongue blackens and stretches, her hands become long claws and her hair sprouts deadly serpents. But the best part is this; her gaze turns men to stone so that no-one living may ever look on her.’
‘Snakes and stone people. I guess it kind of fits, but – ’
‘Medusa can also be beautiful and seductive. But as the Gorgon, she wants to bring death to all men.’
‘A bit like having a secret identity.’
I guess so. Even Poseidon was scared of her. The only way to stop the creature is to behead it. The problem is, how do you behead a thing you can’t look at without turning to stone?’
‘I s’pose you realise how totally crap this sounds? I mean, this is a Greek legend, right? Thousands of years old. Like a fairy tale or something. Not real, not in a London park surrounded by vans and old dears doing their shopping at Sainsbury’s, and not in the 21st century.’
I turned the dusty pages. ‘I don’t know, there’s a whole lot more about her here. She lives in a crypt or temple, and must return home each night after making her kill. She only kills males. She’s taking revenge, because Poseidon was never punished. It’s like there was this thing I saw on the internet, a thirteen year-old girl in Somalia, in Africa, and she was attacked by a bloke who fancied her, and for that she was sentenced to be stoned to death. They put her in a hole, buried her up to her neck, and threw rocks at her until she was dead. And the guy was just let off. Medusa suffered too, but she can take her revenge on men.’
‘What happened to her?’
‘She killed every great soldier sent to fight her. Finally a warrior called Perseus chopped off her head by looking at her reflection in his shield, which acted like a mirror. He got a special spear from three old women called the Graeae, who only had one eye and one tooth between them, which they all had to share. They were the only ones who knew how to kill the Gorgon.’
‘Weird-o-rama.’
‘I think your Dad was checking out the graveyard and opened the crypt. In doing that, he accidentally released the Gorgon, who had somehow got in there.’
‘You should be sprinkled over an ice cream, mate, because you’re nuts.’
‘Then how else can you explain what’s been happening?’
‘You reckon my old man let out a woman who’s several thousand years old – oh, and missing her head, by the way, because she had it hacked off, and then she turned him to stone with one look and attacks anyone else who happens to be passing through Viper’s Green?’
‘Think about the name, Max. I don’t know how she’s still alive but maybe she’s always been there, and people have always known about her. That’s why there were snakes in the area. And it’s a full moon. The moon in this phase lasts four days. I bet if we checked when all those people went missing, their dates would all match up to the times of the full moon. Think of it, a lethal creature that operates like a werewolf, turning from a normal person into a monster.’
‘You’d love that, wouldn’t you? It would be just like one of your dumb-ass computer games.’
‘Wait, you’re the one who started all this, you’re the one who involved me, remember?’ I said angrily. ‘At least my life made sense until I met you. Now I can’t even walk down the street without wondering who knows about this, and what’s walking behind me, waiting for me to turn around.’
‘That’s not fair. I’m not the cause of this.’
‘It’s just you, Max. You’re an agent of chaos. Not a good thing to be, by the way.’
‘Yeh, well if I want to be insulted I can get that at home – I don’t need you to handle it.’
‘Everything okay back there, boys?’ called the chief librarian.
‘Fine, Mrs Rainey.’ I lowered my voice. ‘There’s a full moon until Thursday. If there’s another attack tonight, you’ll know all this is true.’
“How was the Gorgon in the park with us when it wasn’t even dark?’
‘But it was, don’t you get it? It’s always dark near the church because of all the trees.’
‘You’re not right in the head, that’s the only thing I know. Books! They do my head in. I have to get out of here.’
‘Good,’ I snapped. ‘Go, but if anything bad happens it will be your fault. You’re the one who broke the lock off the gate to Viper’s Green. You’re the one who let out the Gorgon.’
Max turned on me. ‘You’re crazy, you know that? Even setting aside the idea that some crappy B-movie monster legend could actually be based on fact, what the hell was a Gorgon doing in a London park, eh? What, did it decide to take an Easyjet vacation from ancient Greece or something? Okay, we saw what we saw, but there has to be another explanation.’ Max slapped the side of his head.
‘Yes, and you have to accept that your father may be dead.’
‘Great. Hey, thanks for that. I’m going out for a smoke, you can do whatever the hell you want to do.’
Max turned on his heel and stormed out of the library. When I came out he had gone, so I caught a bus home and went up to my room. I lay down on my bed and stared at the ceiling, thinking. I didn’t mean to fall asleep, but couldn’t help it.
At first there were no dreams. I guess the vision began some hours later. It was just like last time – but even more vivid, like I was right there and unable to stop the horrific events unfolding.
I opened my eyes wide but I could still see it.



16: The Vision Of Nalin
The rainclouds cleared the yellow moon, but no moonlight fell on the High Street, where fierce neon signs outshone the night. The Hen Hut and the Crown & Thorns were still lit up, but the Am-La Grocery flickered out as Nalin closed early.
Nalin looked dog-tired. I could see that he hadn’t sold half of the vegetables he kept in boxes along the pavement, even though they were grown locally and better than those in the supermarket. He bent and stretched. His arms and knees ached. He was only nineteen years old but by the end of the week he told me he always felt at least fifty. There were no customers around, so he’d decided to close up. He pulled down the steel shutter with a bang and locked it, knowing that he would be back in a few hours’ time to open up again.
He rose and stretched his back again. Now there was a new development – I could hear what he was thinking.
Maybe I should start playing football again. Would that get rid of the ache? Man, how could I get this out of shape so quickly? His thoughts were as clear as if he was speaking aloud. He looked around. It had just gone 10:00pm and the street was deserted – there wasn’t anything here to amuse kids, but that didn’t usually stop some of the gangs from hanging around until past midnight.
Nalin was thinking that when he had kids, he wouldn’t let them stay up after half ten. He knew that when they got bored they got into trouble. Time for a fag, he thought. He still lived at home, and his parents wouldn’t let him smoke in the house.
Opposite, the dark trees in Viper’s Green shifted and rustled. The deep crevices between the boughs formed black shapes, as though animals were moving around, watching the street below.
Nalin had never really thought about the park before. It had always been there. He and his brothers had been born in the surrounding roads. Now, though, it seemed different – there was a strange smell, wild and earthy, and a constant noise, like the hiss of a badly tuned radio – and the gate, which had been chained and locked for the last few years, was whining on its hinges like a crying baby.
The cigarette tasted like ashes and dirt. He ground it out, feeling faintly sick. He was about to set off along the High Street when the gate to the park banged harder, and the wind rose about him as something – some thing – crossed the empty road, bringing with it a tornado of litter and dead leaves.
The skin on his arms prickled. There was someone walking behind him, he was sure. He could feel them gaining ground, getting closer every second. Nothing to be afraid of; he had faced plenty of gang members in London, he knew how to handle himself, so what was happening? Suddenly he was filled with irrational panic, and started to jog.
On, past the rest of the shops, past the point where he should have turned into his road, toward the railway line. No matter how fast he ran, the thing behind him moved closer. He wasn’t thinking now, just acting on instinct, and somehow he knew that he did not dare to turn around and look at it.
Crash – up over the bonnet of a white van that had turned the corner too fast, the driver swearing at him – and on he went, up the steps to the footbridge, praying he could outrun the thing that had chosen to stalk him.
His trainers slipped on a wet page of The Sun stuck to one of the steps, and he fell, cracking his knee against the steel edge of the staircase. Then he was back on his feet and hitting the cross-bridge over the railway track.
But by now the creature was close enough to touch his back. It scratched at him, claw-cuts appearing in his T-shirt, slashing at his shoulder blades, and suddenly I knew he couldn’t make it to the other side. I wanted to call out and warn him but he wouldn’t be able to hear me. The thing would be upon him in the next few seconds.
There was only one course of action left. Shoving his right foot against the steel side of the bridge and jumping hard, he went up and over it, dropping and swinging on the railing.
I guess he hoped that the creature would move on, across the bridge and down the other staircase. But instead it stopped right in the middle, above him, and looked down over the edge.
There was a train coming – I could hear the rails pinging below. Nalin needed to pull himself back up, but his pursuer was waiting for him.
The creature was curious. It stared steadily at Nalin, willing him to look up, wondering what he would do. His heart thudding in his chest, Nalin looked straight ahead at the wall and gripped the top railing as hard as he could.
But slowly, surely, he knew he had to stare into the eyes of the thing that was hunting him. If he didn’t, it would never go away. He could already feel his grip on the rail starting to loosen. He didn’t know how long he had left before he would lose the power to pull himself back up.
The track was too far below to drop onto – ten metres at least – and besides, there was a fast train approaching. The station here was small and mostly deserted. Only one train in three ever stopped.
Armed with patience and curiosity, the creature watched and waited for him.
Don’t look up, I yelled, don’t do it!
And Nalin looked up.
He saw a tall figure in fluttering ragged robes of green and grey. Its arms rested by its sides. They were lightly scaled and pale green. The jaw hung open, the long white spines of its teeth jutting out. The hair writhed and twisted, the slim emerald snakes snapping at each other, as though they were overcrowded on its skull. Then I saw its eyes, oddly flat and far apart, staring at Nalin as if trying to understand what was inside him. It seemed to me that the creature was in pain; the twisting snakes had sprouted through the skin of its head, leaving it split and sore.
When Nalin looked into the yellow-green eyes, it was as if the rest of the world ceased to exist. And as its gaze settled on him, the snakes all turned to look at him too. He was being stared at by a hundred pairs of eyes.
The moment Nalin stared at the creature he felt the change. Something began to heat up inside him, like radiation or a terrible virus, a sick, burning feeling that filled him with terror.
The train was almost at the bridge. It raced and thundered below. Nalin felt his hands changing. The skin dried, blackened, rotted and cracked, and finally split open. His legs grew heavier by the second. Whatever the thing had done to him, the poison was spreading fast throughout his body. His stomach was stretching as the air inside it expanded. He felt as if he might explode.
In a great rush of wind, the train hammered past beneath his feet. As he looked down, Nalin saw with horror that he was turning to a kind of stone. He kicked back and forth, trying to shake the sickness from his body. One heavy, hardened trainer came off and fell, shattering into dust against the passing carriages below.
The Gorgon stood watching, quite still, its head tipped on one side. It wanted to observe and understand.
Nalin could no longer support his own weight. He stared at the fingers of his right hand, appalled, as they splintered apart and broke off. He was suspended by his left hand now. But his legs were stone, and the creaking, crunching, cracking sensation had spread to his chest and up his neck. He weighed so much that the railing was starting to buckle.
With a sharp snap, his left hand split open at the wrist and came apart, the tendons stretching like red strings. There was nothing to support him anymore.
With a scream he fell back into the night, down into the rushing carriages, and was smashed into a thousand pieces beneath the rushing steel wheels of the 10:17pm express.



WEDNESDAY
17: The Archive
I awoke in a worse sweat than before. My hands were shaking violently. I went straight to my computer and started to run searches and make notes. I couldn’t believe that Nalin was dead. I wanted to know what was happening to me. It seemed as if something inside me was opening, some new sense created by the bizarre events of the last few days.
I was wired and tired. I checked the time; gone midnight. Wednesday already. My sister was staying at a friend’s house and my mother had gone to bed, so I could work as late as I liked. I wanted to go around and check on the Am-La Grocery Store, to peer over the railway bridge and search for Nalin’s smashed body, but I was horribly sure that I wouldn’t find it there.
I drank two Red Bulls and ate an entire packet of milk chocolate digestives to keep myself awake. If this was really connected to the cycle of the moon it meant two more nights, two more slaughters. Then the whole process would start all over again next month.
Something had to be done, but how could you walk into a police station and tell them a story as mad as this? With a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, I knew that the job would fall to me and Max.
By 2:15am I had gathered together stacks of information, but I still had no answer. It was clear that the solution lay in the ancient past, but I needed a way forward. A course of action. What could we really do? We didn’t have enough knowledge to fight back.
That was when I stumbled across the site.
The London Metropolitan Archive in Clerkenwell.
The screen said it held all the documents connected to the city of London – everything. Surely, they would have a history of Viper’s Green. The bad news was that not all of their documents were available online. I knew I would have to go there as soon as it opened, which meant cutting school. Luckily I had an unused note for an optician’s appointment and would only be missing an ICT class with a dopey supply teacher.
Removing my close-up glasses and rubbing my knackered eyes, I fell back to sleep fully dressed to the sound of the falling rain, and didn’t wake up until daylight. This time, I didn’t dream at all.
Incredibly, it was still raining at 9:00am. The endless downpour felt like some kind of sign. The London Metropolitan Archive was housed in such an ordinary building that it was almost invisible. You could have walked past it a hundred times without ever wondering what it was. It was opposite a park, but one with skateboard areas and clipped hedges, open, modern and safe.
I tried raising Max on his mobile, but it was switched off; he’d probably not been topping up. I had no choice but to go alone.
The young woman seated at the red plastic desk was helpful. She directed me to the shelves of folders where the indexes were kept – lists of everything they had. These were divided into documents, maps and photographs. I found Viper’s Green easily, but the parks’ plans hadn’t been transferred to digital files. So I filled out a slip of paper, handed it in and waited for the maps to be delivered to my table.
The volume that arrived was about three feet long. I could hardly lift it, and it smelled disgusting. Rot had set into the red leather binding. I raised the vast cover, trying not to damage it, and soon found what I was looking for. The first map of Viper’s Green, drawn in ink in the year 1237. It had been bigger then; one corner had since been lopped off to build the road at the top of the High Street.
I adjusted my glasses and leaned closer. Dirt from the book was staining my hands, as if history itself was rubbing off on me. There were some scribbled notes along the bottom of the map, written at a later date. One said; ‘Site of the Libyan Reliquary.’
Okay, I thought, fine, I can do this. But I need internet access now.
The library’s only computer was like something from the stone age. Its keyboard was covered in dirt and bits of people’s lunch. I Googled the reference and it said that a reliquary was a place where they put valuable objects. Next I tried Libya, which was a country that had once been occupied by the Greeks, and was the home of the Gorgon herself.
I went back to the archive and tried the notes again. In 1918 an English explorer had returned from Libya with several rare Greek objects, including something called the Gorgoneion, a stone pot carved with the head of the Gorgon. Such items were used in crypts to ward off evil. The creature had to return home each night. It could only live in a place abandoned by men.
‘Holy crap,’ I said aloud, making several archives users look up and frown at me. Abandoned by men. Well, Viper’s Green had pretty much been abandoned by everyone.
There was another relic listed in the haul removed from Libya. A spear. What else could it be but the spear that Perseus had used to kill the Gorgon? It was a special one, and you had to pierce the correct side of the creature to kill it. There was nothing about Perseus’s shield. Maybe that had gone missing, or maybe it had just been any old shield – all it had to do was reflect the Gorgon’s image. Attached to the next page was an extra note, again in old fountain pen handwriting that was really hard to read;
‘The crypt of St Patrick’s at Viper’s Green can no longer be opened. On the occasion of its last unsealing, a great calamity resulted in a number of deaths. Public outcry resulted in the crypt being permanently closed.’
I checked the dates. One batch of strange deaths in the area had gone unnoticed because they had coincided with the Great Flu Epidemic of 1918. Loads of people died, so no-one would have noticed the Gorgon’s victims.
Max’s father had opened the crypt. And his son had opened the gates to the park.
I knew I had to find Max and get there as soon as possible, before anyone else could be hurt.
On the way I passed the police station, and thought about going in. I stood there watching through the window, as the desk sergeant wrote some details onto his computer screen while this woman was crying her eyes out – and he was taking no notice at all, just typing, and I thought that’s what he’ll do if I go in there. He’ll just type and type, and ignore what’s really happening.
So I carried on past, to Max’s flat.



18: Crazies
The Torrington Estate had probably looked grim and depressing in bright sunshine, back in the days when every flat had been occupied by a family. But emptied out, half-flooded and seen through driving grey rain, it looked like the most miserable place on earth.
I made my way across the sodden, dead soil of the quadrangle, and up toward Max’s flat. I felt bad about the way we had parted. I reached the front door, but when I knocked there was no answer. Finally a woman’s voice called out.
‘All right, I’m coming! You don’t have to knock the sodding door down.’
There in the doorway stood Max’s mother. Jackie was still wearing her dressing gown and carpet slippers. She smelled of stale cigarettes and alcohol. Her mouth was heavy with bright red lipstick, but still seemed too thin until I realised that she hadn’t put her false teeth in. ‘He ain’t here, all right? He’s gone off somewhere.’
‘Do you know where?’ I asked, trying to avoid her sour breath.
‘He don’t tell me anything. He’s supposed to leave me a note when he goes out. Those are the rules around here.’
‘Are you sure he hasn’t?’
‘Don’t know, do I? I can’t look because I’ve lost me glasses and can’t see nothing. If you see him, tell the little bugger he’s in trouble again. He’s going to grow up just like his father.’ She shut the door with a bang.
‘You’ll never find him, you know, not unless he wants to be found.’
I turned around sharply to find Emma leaning against the stairwell, her face half-hidden in shadow. ‘When he decides to disappear, no-one can ever find him. He knows a million places to hide.’
‘Are you okay?’ I asked. Emma was holding her pale arm close to her side, as if in pain. She looked cold and tired.
‘I haven’t been sleeping well. It’s this place. My mother …the moonlight bothers her. The last few nights, she’s not been herself. She sees the moon from her window and gets crazy. Sometimes she starts crying. I go to bed and put my earplugs in. It’s the only way I can get any sleep. She goes off, walking around, I don’t know. These are strange times for us.’
She stepped into the light. I was shocked at how ill and pale she looked. I wanted to put my arms around her and assure her that everything would be all right. When she looked at me, I felt different. Made special somehow. It was hard to explain. I wanted to make her smile again, as she had the night before. Now she seemed like a completely different person. Dealing with her mother all night was obviously upsetting her.
‘I’m sorry she’s causing so much trouble for you,’ I said.
‘Why would you care?’ Emma replied sharply. ‘Who am I to you? I don’t know you, any more than you know me.’
‘I was just trying to be friendly, that’s all.’
‘Yeh right, that’s what boys always say. That’s what they say to me, until they come back and see where I live. They see my miniscule bedroom and the crummy flat, and then they meet my mother who tells them she hears noises in the walls and thinks there’s some crazy person inside her trying to get out. So pretty quickly they think it’s all too much hard work, and they make excuses, any old excuse to get away.’
‘You’re right, Emma, I don’t know you. But honest, I wouldn’t do that to you.’
She appeared not to have heard me. ‘I know about boys.’ She spat the last word out at me. ‘They divide girls up into groups. The ones they fancy, the ones who look easy, and the ones they’re scared of. They chat you up then make you look bad to their mates.’ She hugged herself and looked out at the falling rain. ‘So go on, Mr Red Hellion, and tell all your mates you hang out with the daughter of the mad woman.’
‘I’m not like them. I’ve got more respect for you. And so does Max. He cares a lot about you. He told me how much you and your mother helped his family, how you’ve been really good to him.’
‘Did he also tell you about his father? About why Gary was always hanging around our flat? Gary told my Mum he loved her. Ask her if you like, it’s another one of her pet subjects. He said he’d leave his wife for her and she believed him. That’s why she had a breakdown when he disappeared. Max knows, and he still covers up for his Dad. So now two families are broken. And it goes on with men of every age, telling lies and laughing behind your back.’
I could see the pain in her dark eyes. ‘You must try to get some sleep.’
Her face crumpled. She was close to tears. ‘The nights – you got no idea how bad they are for us. We have to get out of here. I really dread the nights.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘Yeah, well I don’t need pity, right.’
Her honesty and bravery upset me. What kind of pressure was there on a girl who had to look after an increasingly crazy mother? I knew I shouldn’t leave her, but right now I had to find Max as soon as possible.
I went back down the steps of the stairwell, splashing away from the derelict corridors and balconies, leaving Emma behind in the shadows.



19: Slow Death
I knew where to find Max, and this time I made sure I would be ready for whatever happened. Ducking into the house and avoiding the usual questions thrown by my mum – ‘Where have you been?’, ‘Have you eaten anything?’ and ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ – I packed a torch, a roll of nylon cord, matches and a can of lighter fluid. Okay, there wasn’t any logic to this choice, but I was in a hurry, and anything that would have been more useful was locked in the shed. If I’d been playing Death Hammer I’d have gathered better weapons; spear, laser blaster, nunchuks, energy capsules.
The rain had misted away the shops in the High Street. It looked as if part of a charcoal drawing had been smudged and erased. As I passed Nalin’s corner store, I saw that the steel shutters were still down, something that had never happened in all the years Nalin and his father had run the place. It felt like the neighbourhood was slowly being robbed of people. An image entered my head; Viper’s Green gradually filling with statues as the surrounding streets were emptied out.
The thought of going back inside the park for my third and hopefully final visit filled me with dread. I was pretty sure Max would be there looking for his father. Where else could he have gone? It was the only course of action left open to him. The Gorgon must return home each night, that was what the book said. Max had gone back to the crypt to wait for her. He didn’t want me there now; I’d served my purpose.
As I stood outside the gate, I began to realise that Max had planned this from the start. He had needed someone to help him read his father’s notes, the signs in the church, even the gravestones. How long had he stood there outside the gates, pretending to be breaking open the lock, waiting for some mug like me to come along?
I knew I should be angry at being tricked, but I felt sorry for him. Max was living in the fallout of his father’s disappearance. He was lost, and had no-one to turn to. If I deserted him as well, there would only be Emma left, and she had enough problems of her own. Pushing open the gates, I entered the park once more. As I passed beneath the dark canopy of the woods I felt my heart beat faster. Somewhere in here waited death, disease, destruction.
I reached the church more quickly this time. The route was becoming familiar to me. On the left was the fenced-off woodland, with its miserable little crypt filled with litter and rainwater. Ahead was the dead oak blocking the path. Beyond lay the broken church, its roof sagging and smashed, its gravestones defaced and cracked.
I listened carefully. Not for any unusual noise, but for the silence that would herald the arrival of the Gorgon. I felt sure that the creature was bothered by noise and daylight – that was why it stayed here in the gloom.
I heard raised voices coming from the back of the church. I knew at once that Max and Josun were having an argument. I ran down the side of the church, reaching the small brick extension where Josun lived. The caretaker was outside, striding about in front of Max as if he was getting ready to hit him.
‘It had nothing to do with me,’ he shouted. ‘Your old man came here with some rubbish he’d heard about the park. Something some crazy woman told him about things from Libya being brought back here. You want the truth, sonny? He thought if he could find ‘em, he’d make some money selling ‘em. A nice way to earn a living, selling stuff stolen from a graveyard! How’s that make you feel about your father, eh?’
‘Take that back!’ Max suddenly jumped at him. He had Josun by the throat, and the pair of them fell over into the long grass. Josun was making noises like a dog being strangled by its lead.
‘Get off him!’ I shouted, trying to pull them apart.
‘You stay out of this, it’s got nothing to do with you.’
Max fell to the ground as Josun pushed him off. The fight had exposed the caretaker’s withered arm. Embarrassed, Josun pulled the sleeve of his boiler suit down over the brown stick-like bones.
The caretaker pulled himself upright and smoothed his straggling hair back in place. ‘There was nothing left here,’ he said, determined to set the record straight. ‘There might have been once, a hundred years ago, but vandals smashed open the crypt and broke up everything inside it, and they kept on coming back and doing it until there was nothing left. Your Dad thought there might still be something lying around. He wasn’t the first bloke to think that. But there’s nothing. I caught him digging under the slabs of the crypt, trying to find things he could sell to get him out of debt. I’ve seen that kind of light in people’s eyes before, when they think there’s money to be made out of nothing, and it’s bloody pathetic.’
Max was silent now, but breathing hard. For a moment he looked as if he might cry. Then he pulled himself together.
‘Come on,’ I said, trying to take his arm. ‘You don’t need this. Let’s get out of here.’
Max shoved me away. ‘Leave me alone.’
‘I’m not your enemy, Max. I know what you wanted, and I’m sorry you didn’t find it. Leave this guy alone now. Let’s go home. I have to tell you something.’
Max looked as if he might fight on, but as the rain got stronger the anger left him. He looked defeated. Rising and wiping the mud from his jeans, he turned away and walked off.
‘I’m sorry,’ I apologised to Josun. ‘He shouldn’t have attacked you, but he doesn’t know what to do about his father.’
Josun had calmed down a little. He continued to rearrange his sleeve over his damaged arm.
‘Why was his father digging around in the crypt? He didn’t really expect to find something valuable, did he?’
‘I don’t know,’ Josun admitted. ‘There’ve always been stories about this place. It’s because of the explorer bloke.’
‘What explorer?’
‘Sir Richard Torrington,’ Josun explained. ‘His name’s everywhere. He owned this land and most of the houses nearby.’
I thought That’s what it said in the archive. And it’s why my street is called Torrington Avenue.
‘He was an archaeologist. Made a lot of discoveries in the Middle East. By the time he came back home he was sick and close to dying, so he was buried here at St Patrick’s. Most of the stuff he’d dug up was given to the British Museum. But a few things were buried in the crypt with him.’
‘Is he still here?’
‘No. A few years ago his bones were moved to the family estate, along with the items he was buried with. Well, all except one, which he’d insisted should stay here. Crypts were supposed to be protected by something that wards off evil.’
‘What was left behind?’
‘It was nothing, just a cracked stone jar with an ugly face on the side. It had no value, and the people who came to take away the body didn’t want it. I’m sorry for that boy and his father, but there’s nothing else here.’
I thought maybe the jar was buried in the flooded floor of the crypt. Things were starting to make sense. If the Gorgon head on the side of the jar hadn’t been recognised, nobody would ever have known it was a valuable relic, the actual Gorgoneion. People went missing from Viper’s Green, and some while later the council closed down the park. I was willing to bet that the first disappearance happened pretty soon after the crypt was opened.
I knew I had to ask. ‘Do you ever feel there’s something here with you in the park? Something not quite human?’
‘I don’t want to talk about that. It’s nothing to do with me.’ The caretaker began to head back to his house.
‘But you know it’s there.’
‘Of course I do.’ Embarrassed, he moved his withered arm away so that I couldn’t look at it.
‘You saw it, didn’t you? You didn’t look in its eyes, but you caught a small glimpse of it, enough to damage your arm. You know about the Gorgon.’
‘I don’t know what it’s called. It wasn’t anything you’d want to see. But I know it’s bad. I saw it explode a bunch of squirrels once.’ In any other circumstances I would have laughed, but it didn’t seem quite so funny here in the gloom.
‘Those people in the wood, they’re not statues.’
‘I don’t go near them, and nor should you.’
‘They’re people who died because the Gorgon looked at them. It peered deep into their eyes and they were turned to stone – it’s some kind of chemical process I don’t understand.’
‘No, they don’t die, not straight away,’ said Josun bitterly, glancing down at his dried-up fingers. ‘Their skin changes its structure. It hardens and imprisons them. They suffer a living death. They dry up inside their own bodies. I don’t know how long it takes. Sometimes seconds, sometimes hours, sometimes days. Their innards are still soft at first. Their vocal chords still work. I’ve heard them out there in the dark, crying, begging to be killed, but there’s nothing I can do for them.’
‘You could have told someone. You might have been able to save them.’
‘If I’d have brought the police and their scientists in here, do you think it would have let me live? It would have come after me. It isn’t human. It’s got no feelings, no emotions. It’s like a snake in every way. Cold, cruel, dead. And when you disturb a snake, when you corner it, that’s when it strikes out. So get out now, go away from here!’ The old man began to shout, waving me away. ‘It can hear every word that’s spoken in this place. You’ll make it angry. I don’t want any more trouble.’
I was sure the creature had left Josun alone because he had loyally guarded the crypt and the church for so long. But it had looked upon his arm and withered it, as a warning.
I ran after Max. ‘Wait!’ I called, catching up with him by the fallen oak. ‘Wait, I have to talk to you. It’s going to sound totally, totally stupid but you need to listen. The explorer, Sir Richard Torrington, he was buried with the Gorgoneion, a stone jar with the head of the Gorgon carved on its side. It was used in crypts to ward off evil spirits. I think the monster was connected with the jar. It was the last place anyone would expect to look, and then it got released somehow. I don’t know how. We know the Gorgon was killed thousands of years earlier – but what if it can regenerate, you know, grow itself back, just like a snake does when it loses its tail? It came back and the people started disappearing.’
‘Yeh, whatever.’ Max carried on walking. ‘Nobody cares about ancient history. It’s all a load of made-up bollocks.’
‘It’s not, don’t you see? This is about your father. Emma gave me the clue when she said that Gary had been in love with her mother. He was supposed to take her away and then he never showed up.’
‘Great, so my old man was a liar as well as a thief. If you got any other good news for me, keep it to yourself.’
‘He wasn’t either of those things, Max. What if he found the jar – the Gorgoneion – in the crypt and removed it? And the Gorgon came back to life and attacked him? That’s why he never went back for Emma’s Mum.’
‘Then where’s his body, smart-arse? The other stone bodies are all here, aren’t they? Why isn’t he?’
‘I don’t know. I just know he wasn’t a bad man. Come on, let’s get out of this rain. I’m fed up with being wet all the time. I got new trainers and they’re full of water now.’
We trudged through the park in silence, but I was worried. It felt as if I was missing a piece of the puzzle. If Max’s father wasn’t in the park, where did he go? What had happened to him?
There were too many questions I had no way of answering, and all the time I felt the creature was moving closer. It was as though the spectre of the Gorgon was haunting us all.



20: Encrusted
We’d almost reached the gates when Max stopped in his tracks and patted his neck. ‘Damn.’
‘What’s the matter?’
‘Gary’s chain. The shark tooth. It was still around my neck a few minutes ago. It must have come off when I started fighting with Josun.’
‘You want to go back for it?’
‘It’s the only thing I have from my old man.’
‘You picked a lousy time to lose something. Come on then. But let’s be quick.’ We clambered back over the dead oak, and followed the path to the church once more – into the spot where no daylight could ever reach. But as we drew close, the hairs started to prickle on the back of my neck. Not now, I thought.
The sound in the surrounding trees was dying away to a numbing silence.
‘It’s here,’ I whispered. ‘Can’t you feel it?’
I was right. The sound of birds, traffic and even falling rain had faded. Max pushed aside a branch and looked through to the shadowed church grounds.
‘Can you see anything?’
‘No. It looks okay.’
We went into the graveyard, walking as quietly as possible. The deadening effect was all around us now.
Max moved slowly and carefully, shifting around to one side of the great stone church. We saw it at the same time; the back view of a tall figure in greenish rags, hunched over something that lay on the ground between the graves. It was just like the creature I had seen attacking Gabriel and Nalin in my dream-vision.
‘Is that is it?’ Max whispered.
‘It’s the Gorgon.’
As we crept forward, we saw that the creature was standing on the exact spot where Max had fought with Josun. I grabbed Max’s arm, but Max shook me free and kept getting closer, as if the sight of the Gorgon had cast a spell upon him.
‘Max, come back,’ I called as loudly as I dared, but he kept going.
The creature sensed someone was behind it. Unfolding itself and rising to its full height, it revealed the back of its head. Even at this distance, I could see the mass of writhing snakes, so green and shiny that they looked wet. Cocking its head to one side and listening, it started to turn. The snakes rolled as it tilted its head.
I threw myself at Max, knocking him from his feet. I stuck my hand across his mouth and held him down in the long grass between the graves. My instinct was to look up and see what was happening. But I knew that the Gorgon would strike me to stone if I did so.
Max struggled to get free, but I held him tightly in place. ‘You mustn’t look into its eyes,’ I hissed, ‘if you do, you’re dead.’
We waited, hardly daring to breathe. How can we protect ourselves if we can’t look to see where it is? I asked myself. We need to know where it’s going.
I heard footsteps splashing through water. There was a gap between each splash, as if it was striding and stopping; the creature seemed in no hurry, merely curious about who was on its land.
I knew I had to look ahead, but I limited the view by peering through the gap in my fingers. Slowly I raised myself and checked the tops of the bushes in my sight. But while I was doing this, Max suddenly jumped up and broke cover. He ran for the ground where the creature had been standing.
‘Red!’ he called, ‘come on!’
Without daring to look, I blundered forward over the limestone graves, keeping my eyes trained on the ground.
I found myself standing beside Josun’s body. The caretaker was turning to stone, but he was still alive. I watched in horror as the dark crystals scabbed over his blistered skin. I fell to my knees and tried to tear away an oval piece of stone that had formed on the side of Josun’s face, but as it came off it took the skin with it. Underneath was a blood-filled mess of burned tissue. As soon as this was exposed to the air, it became stony.
Josun was making terrible rasping noises, as if his throat was filling with gravel. He tried to bring his good hand up to his throat, but pieces of skin were cracking and falling away, leaving raw patches. The caretaker had landed on his withered arm, which had cracked and broken apart to expose bones and tendons.
Now, as the pair of us watched in horror, Josun’s tongue turned brown and splintered. The stone virus was spreading into his throat. His eyes turned yellow with pus and sank back into their sockets. Something red and sticky was leaking from his left ear. Then the ear dropped off, exposing the white bone of his skull underneath.
He coughed, and his throat split open. There was a series of cracks as the skin of his stomach popped apart, like a shirt that was too tight and losing its buttons. His innards were soaking through his boiler suit. We could see his beating heart. The exposed veins and valves scabbed over with grey moss.
‘Don’t touch him,’ I warned. ‘It could spread to you.’
Jonas’ outstretched arm tried to grab at us, but then it froze in mid air and fell back. Moments later, he was dead.
We heard the Gorgon moving behind us. I rose to my feet and glanced down into the puddles of water. ‘Look,’ I told Max, ‘we can see it.’
The tall green figure was twenty feet away from us, facing in our direction, waiting for us to look up into its eyes. It was human nature to want to look. Wasn’t that always the first thing you did when you met someone, the only way you could ever trust them?
You always look into their eyes.
The Gorgon was in no rush to catch its prey. It stood there silent and very still, and waited for us to look.
It was like having an itch you needed to scratch, and the longer you tried not to do it, the worse it got. It was so quiet and still. I suddenly got the idea that it was trying to hypnotise us.
I looked over at Max, and I saw him starting to look up.



21: Enemy Visible
Luckily a smack on the head cured him of that, although he nearly clouted me back. ‘What do we do?’ Max whispered. ‘It’s right on the path. It’s doing what snakes do, like in The Jungle Book. I feel like I need to look. I can’t stop myself.’
‘You have to.’ I put my hands over Max’s eyes, but I could feel it too. ‘Come on. If you look, the same thing will happen to you that happened to Josun. We’ll have to go around the long way.’
‘We’ll get lost and it’ll come after us.’
‘Not if we keep to the wall of the park we won’t. We can’t stay here.’
The Gorgon remained as motionless as one of its statue-victims. I knew that if it was really like a snake it would strike suddenly, when we were least expecting it to.
‘Come on.’ I grabbed Max’s arm and pulled him away. We moved behind Josun’s body. Max saw his father’s neck-chain lying on the grass and slipped from my hold. He ran back for the chain.
‘Leave it!’ I called out in desperation.
‘I can’t do that,’ he answered.
And Max looked up. He was caught between the chain and the Gorgon.
The great snake-creature made its move. Its ragged robes blurred about it, and the air was filled with the sound of boiling, hissing snakes. It didn’t act as like before, freezing Max with a poisonous stare. Instead it fell upon him like an actual snake, snapping and biting at his exposed neck. The wriggling serpents on its head turned and struck together, all at once, a hundred of them straining to find a space on his flesh where they could sink their fangs.
They pulled, stretched, bit and clung on.
Max tried to cry out, but the Gorgon smothered him, dropping over his body and covering it to prevent its victim’s escape. Some of the longer serpents on the back of its neck knotted themselves around Max’s throat, pinning him in place while the snakes drew back and struck, again and again.
Powerless to help, I glimpsed the strike from the puddles at my feet. I didn’t dare to look at the creature’s back in case it suddenly turned around and froze me with its deadly stare. There was nothing I could do to save Max. When the Gorgon finally rose, it turned around and came at me.
I did the only thing I could think of. I stepped back – into a shaft of sunlight that fell between the tree branches.
The Gorgon was a creature of the dark. It could not advance any closer. I looked down into the puddles and saw its angry stare. Finally, it slid away through the cover of the trees. The hissing faded and normal sound returned.
I turned my attention back to Max. I knew was already sinking into the grip of death.
There would be no miraculous last-minute recovery for him. His face was swollen and black with venom. His eyes were shut tight in pain. His thickened tongue thrust from his foaming mouth. His hands tightly clutched tufts of grass and earth. Yet as I watched, Max’s features softened and he looked weirdly calm. Eternal sleep, wasn’t that what death was often called? I could see it now; my friend was passing into another place. He was completely still.
Feeling sick, I removed my jacket and gently laid it over his face. Then I picked up Max’s bag. I dropped the shark tooth chain inside it.
There was nothing else I could do for the time being. I had failed us both. I ran from the park, vaulting over the dead oak, and never dared to look behind, to where my brief friendship with Max had begun and ended.



22: A Place Forsaken
It wasn’t supposed to have happened.
The pair of us should have tackled the Gorgon and beaten it. Wasn’t that what always happened in movies? Instead, poor Max had died a gruesome death, trying to retrieve the only thing his father had ever given him.
I didn’t want to leave him there, but I couldn’t drag him out by myself. All I could think to do right now was go and fetch his mother. I headed to the Torrington Estate with Max’s bag heavy in my hands. Into the deserted grounds. Across the flooded quadrangle. Splashing down the ground floor tunnels leading to the dark stairwells.
A huddled brown ball of rags jumped out of the shadows with a cry of fright; me and a sleeping tramp managed to scare the life out of each other. I reached the first floor staircase and ran to the landing above, then checked myself.
Calm down, what are you doing? Where are you going? You can’t tell Max’s mother what happened, she’ll go nuclear on you. Besides, the police will want to know what happened, how you’re involved. They’ll know anyway, because you stupidly left your jacket at the scene. They’ll be able to identify you. What are you going to do?
Think.
Think.
You’re not Perseus. You’re not a hero. You’re just a teenager. But you must find a way to end this now. You have to do it for Max. You have to make his death the end of it all.
I closed my eyes and leaned my head on the rain-streaked concrete pillar beside me. I tried not to recall Max’s final moments, his snake-bitten face bloating and blackening with poison. Remembering Max’s bag, I unzipped it and turned it out onto the wet landing floor.
Not exactly a treasure-house of possessions. The shark tooth, which looked ridiculously fake and plastic in daylight. A filthy blue baseball cap with a Navy Seals logo. An iPod Shuffle that looked as if it had been trodden on by an elephant. An old photo of Max, his father and mother in happier times, standing awkwardly in a row. His mother was squinting into the sun, shielding her eyes. In the field behind them, some kids were playing with a Frisbee.
I suddenly realised that the picture had been taken here on the Torrington Estate, before everyone had started to leave. Looking at the dark threatening buildings now, it was hard to imagine that laughter and sunlight had ever reached down to the residents.
The other thing I found was the packet of notes from Max’s father.
I unfolded the map to the crypt and laid it out on the concrete. Poor old Gary really couldn’t draw. Max had a single stick of gum in the bottom of his backpack. I hated gum, but now I opened it and chewed it. I looked out into the falling rain. It dripped from the weed-sown terraces, poured from broken gutters and leaked through the ceilings of the underpasses.
I thought of the few people left here; Max’s mother, drinking herself to death, crying over her missing husband. I thought of Emma, angry and cheated and hurt, hating the boys from the estate. Diane, her mother, waiting for Gary to rescue her, and becoming too mad to leave her room, except at night. I wanted to see my own parents, even my sister, just to remind myself what a normal family was like. I wanted to speak to my dad, just to hear his voice.
The brick pillars that supported the three terraced floors of the block were cracked and falling apart. I could see the problem. They were too widely spaced to support the balconies. They had been cheaply built and badly repaired, because it didn’t matter if these families lived in lousy conditions. People like them weren’t important. The thought made me angry.
I looked back at the map of the crypt site, then up at the estate. Slowly, I stopped chewing.
The truth dawned on me.
Why didn’t I see it before?
I needed to get up onto the highest point of the estate.
The lifts were broken, so I climbed the stairs to the top floor and peered over the edge of the balcony at the quadrangle.
I compared what I saw to Gary’s map. The two shapes were exactly the same.
Gary, I thought, you weren’t such a bad artist after all. You weren’t drawing the churchyard at Viper’s Green, you were drawing a map of the estate where you and your family lived.
Max’s father had sketched a nest of snakes and marked the centre with the letter C. But what if it wasn’t a ‘C’ for Crypt? What if it was a ‘G’ for Gorgoneion, the engraved stone jar that was kept in the crypt to protect its contents? And what if Gary had found it in the crypt and brought it back to the estate? Where would he have he hidden it? Had the Gorgon followed him back? That made no sense, because the jar was meant to ward the creature off, not attract it. What had really happened on the day he’d opened the crypt?
Turning the paper around, I followed the line of the walls it marked. I now knew where to go.
Keeping the page in front of me, I ran back down the stairs, through the dark network of underpasses. The estate had become a far more disturbing place than the church. I passed through deepening shadows, heading into the dingy corner where two great crumbling apartment blocks met.
Max’s father had drawn a small square, with a further enclosed space behind it. I stood at the junction and looked about. I saw a concrete corridor stretching off in each direction. Black pools of rain shone like oil slicks beneath the sputtering neon lights.
From somewhere far above me, I could hear the sound of water steadily pouring onto metal sheeting. I looked back into the corner, and noticed that a tall steel door stood partially open. Taking my torch from my bag, I clicked it on and entered the room beyond the door.
It was really warm inside. I was in the boiler room for the building. Six tall tanks in red plastic sleeves stood in a row, but only one of them was hot. The council probably hated having to light any of them, but while there were still families living on the estate they had no choice.
The second room – the last one marked on Gary’s drawing – was filled with huge steel pipes. The conduits carried the hot water to the apartments above. There was a strangely familiar zoo smell in here, earthy and sharp. I shone the torch across the bare floor, and made a mental list of everything I saw. Some rusty metal sheets. Bits of plywood stacked against the wall. A lethal-looking garden rake. A bicycle with a twisted wheel. Several folding chairs. A broken-backed sofa thick with mildew. Piles of stinking grey-green rags, swirled in a great oily heap.
I ventured further in, sensing that I had arrived at my destination. I was inside the lair of the Gorgon. This was why Gary had made the map; he had wanted his son to know where to look if anything bad happened to him.
There was something on top of the pile of rags. A fragment of orange-coloured stone with a corner of a wild face carved on it. My torch beam lit up an face, a spiny tooth, a single strand of snake-hair.
The Gorgoneion. Just a small piece of the jar. I moved closer to take a look.
Outside, I could hear the rain pounding down harder than ever. A storm was breaking above the abandoned estate. I moved the torch beam back and forth. There was something coiled underneath the sofa. At first I thought it was an old inner tube.
Slowly and carefully, I pushed back the edge of the sofa and shone the torch beneath it.
Something glittered darkly back.
The Viper pattern was clear, the pale inverted V shapes standing out against shiny sepia scales.
The biggest, longest, fattest snake I had ever seen in my life.



23: The Graeae
I realised I was looking at a huge snake skin that had been shed.
Snakes cast off their skins and grow new ones. Everything was starting to make sense. The Gorgoneion had held the remains of the original Gorgon. That was why the superstitions said it could ward off other harmful spirits; they were afraid of it. Gary had found the pot in the bottom of the crypt. It was flooded down there now, so it looked empty, but he hadn’t been afraid to search beneath the filthy water – that was why no-one else had found anything lately. He had brought it back here. More importantly, he had opened it and found the only surviving remains of the Gorgon itself.
Perseus had killed the creature, and had put its skin in the jar. Suddenly it didn’t seem like a Greek myth at all, just a man killing an animal and saving its hide as a trophy.
I guessed Gary hadn’t wanted to put it in his flat because of the risk it might pose to his family.
I wanted to touch the skin but something stopped me. Suppose just a scratch from the Gorgon’s scales was enough to reactivate the kind of virus that could bring the monster back to life? I imagined germs in the skin that could spread a living Gorgon strain. Germs that reproduced in a healthy body, to take someone over and change them …
And worse still – it had happened before. Gary hadn’t been the first to find the snakeskin. Others had touched it and had become infected. They had disappeared.
I thought it through. What if the being that was stalking the streets at night carried the strain in its blood? Then each full moon the creature shed its human skin somehow to become the Gorgon once more, just like Medusa changed. It stalked its victims, killing them, crushing them, turning them to stone. It sucked the life from its prey and stored their dried husks in Viper’s Green, from where it had been released. And at night it slept here in its new warm home – snakes liked the warmth. They were cold-blooded, and needed to store heat.
If this was happening, then no-one else knew the truth but me. And no-one else could stop it. Oh man, I didn’t want to be a modern-day Perseus. I never even got picked for football. Craig Sharwood got picked before me, and he had one leg shorter than the other. I couldn’t be a hero.
Wait. Somebody else knew what was going on, because they carried the ancient virus. But who was it? I thought of Max’s mother, clouding her mind with drink in the darkened bedroom of her flat. What was she so afraid of?
And then there was Emma’s mother, locked in her room, creeping out at night, as mad as a hatter. What had made her lose her senses?
The two women were friends. Had they confided in one another? Hadn’t there been a third who had died? Three women, made old before their time. There was something Max had told me – I couldn’t quite reach it in my mind, something in the past that held the key …
I ran from the boiler room and out into the corridor. The cold air hit me was like someone throwing open a freezer door. I carried on across the quadrangle and up the staircase on the other side, to where Emma and her mother lived. I hammered on the door, but it took ages for anyone to answer.
‘All right, I’m coming.’ Emma looked as if she had been asleep. Her hair was matted and messed up. She sounded more tired than ever. ‘I thought it would be you. Did you find him?’
I didn’t deliberately choose to lie to her; it just seemed the best thing to do for the moment. ‘No, I can’t find him anywhere.’
‘Yeh, well, he sometimes takes off without telling anyone.’
‘Is your mother in?’ Stupid, I thought, stupid because she never goes out by day.
‘Yeh, she’s in her room but she’s trying to sleep. She’s taken some pills, more than she usually takes.’
‘I need to speak to her. It’s really important.’
‘She won’t want to talk to you, Max. She doesn’t like strangers. They frighten her. She’s blind.’
‘What, you mean – ’
‘Yeh, as in she can’t see?’
Of course, I thought, it all makes sense now. History repeats itself, myths keep happening over and over, that’s why they become myths.
‘Her friend, the one who died – was she blind as well?’
‘Who, old Iris? She was partially sighted. Funny, having a name like Iris and being blind in one eye. She had an accident when she was a kid, fell off her bike and hit a fence. A splinter of wood went right through her left pupil. And Max’s Mum is so short-sighted she can hardly see a thing. You should have seen the three of them, Diane, Iris and Jackie, walking along like three blind mice.’
When I had last seen Jackie she had complained of not being able to see without her glasses, and she had not put her false teeth in. I wondered if Iris was also missing her teeth. The Graeae, the three women who knew how to defeat the Gorgon, only had one eye and one tooth between them. Was it just coincidence that Jackie, Iris and Diane seemed like their modern-day versions?
‘Let me talk to her, Emma. Please.’
‘All right, but only if you leave as soon as you’ve seen her.’ She led the way up the thinly carpeted stairs. ‘It’s the first door on the left. If she screams the place down when she hears you, that’s not my problem, okay?’
I reached the door and waited outside, listening. No sound came from within. I knocked and waited. Finally, I tried the handle.
Emma’s mother was sitting facing the window, as if looking out onto the square. But the curtains were closed, and she was staring at nothing.
‘I thought you might come up,’ she said slowly turning around. My mouth fell open in surprise. She was beautiful. Her unlined face was kind and as sad as her daughter’s.
‘I could hear you talking downstairs. When I open my eyes all I can see is the vaguest of shapes. The doctor says it’s in my mind, not physical at all. Did you know that could happen?’
‘Is it all right if I talk to you for a minute?’
‘You’ll have to be quick. I need to sleep. I’m so tired.’ She muttered something under her breath.
‘Sorry?’
She cleared her throat. ‘This is all my fault.’
‘’I don’t understand. What is?’
‘Oh, everything. To begin with, I should never have fallen in love.’ She changed the subject. ‘I’m sorry the room is a mess. I’m supposed to set an example to my daughter, and instead she has to look after me. Tell me, do you like her?’
‘She’s okay.’
‘She’s a good girl, and she needs good friends. I can’t take care of myself anymore, let alone her.’
She was obviously upset and I felt I was in the way, but she suddenly pointed in my direction, jabbing her finger, like she could see me. ‘I think you know who I am.’ She leaned forward, her voice as dry and whispery as tissue paper. ‘I’ve been made sightless because I’m one of the grey. Is that the right word?’
‘Graeae,’ I corrected. ‘How long have you known?’
She appeared not to have heard me. ‘We were great friends, the three of us.’
‘Iris and Jackie, you mean?’
‘Of course. There was poor old Iris, Silly Jackie, and me. All a bit in love with the same man, but me most of all.’
‘Gary.’
‘Max’s father was a real charmer, all right. But he’s gone now.’ She pulled her threadbare cardigan more tightly over her shoulders. ‘Everything went wrong. Now there’s nothing I can do to put it right. Pass me my drink.’
I handed her the tumbler from her dresser, and waited while she drained it. ‘What happened?’ I asked.
‘Gary said he was going to leave his wife, and run away with Emma and me. He was going to bring Max, too. We were going to live abroad. A new happy family. Spain, perhaps, or better still, Greece – more appropriate, don’t you think? You’ll need money to do that, I told him. He said he’d found something in the church that would make us rich. He went to get it – ’
‘And never came back.’
‘No, he came back, and hid it here. Then the horrors started.’
‘But he died.’
‘Yes, he died, because of what he’d brought home with him.’
‘The Gorgoneion.’
‘The thing in the jar. He should never have taken it.’
‘The jar contained a snakeskin, didn’t it? But how – ’
‘Give me your hand.’
I’d never been so close to a blind person before, but she made me feel calm. She took my hand and smiled. ‘I think perhaps you’re sensitive to the strangeness in the world. That’s why you came. Some people can sense more than others.’
‘I don’t know what you mean.’ I removed my hand. ‘Do you think it’s real?’
‘It’s an ancient force that somehow came back to life, yes. It can kill, or make people sick.’
‘Did Gary bring anything else back from the churchyard apart, from the jar with the snakeskin? Did he leave anything here for you to look after?’
‘No. There’s no spear, and no shield, if that’s what you’re thinking. This isn’t some story you just learn at school, these are our lives, and nothing goes the way it’s supposed to. There are no real heroes. The stories are based in fact, but you can’t believe everything that’s in them.’
‘But there must be something – ’
‘Nothing can stop it now. It’s getting more powerful each night. I don’t have the strength to keep it away. When the time comes, we can only do what we are fated to do.’
I didn’t understand what she meant. I went downstairs, but there was no sign of Emma. As I left I looked back at her mother, staring from the curtained window with sightless blue eyes, and tears streaming down her pale, smooth cheeks.
By the time I got home, the strangeness of my meeting with Emma’s mum had worn off and I felt kind of stupid. Walking into my own house made things feel more normal again.
A spear and a shield were the only weapons that could kill the Gorgon. I tried to think what I could use. Where could you find shields and spears anymore? A museum? What was I supposed to do, head for the local hardware store and ask if they stocked different sized shields?
The light was starting to fade. The Gorgon would soon be out looking for its next victim. It had to keep attacking – that’s what it was designed to do, like any other wild animal. A reptile had no emotions, only an unstoppable instinct. All I could do now was try not to panic and wait for its arrival. I had no plan other than to follow it, corner it and try to – I don’t know, stab it or something. I would kill it for Max. I could only hope that when the time came, I would somehow stay calm and think of the right weapon to use.
I didn’t dare to fall asleep again, because of what I might see. Instead, I settled down to wait.



24: Undefeatable
And so we’re back to where we came in. With me in my bedroom, and the creature waiting outside in the night.
Now I was heading downstairs, going to the front door, stepping out into the strange bubble of silence that followed the creature wherever it went. I couldn’t see the Gorgon, but I knew it was there, somewhere ahead in the falling rain, passing beneath the yellow street lamps, looking for a new victim.
It walked with a steady beat, slowly turning its head this way and that, watching and listening. Those flat yellow-green eyes sensed the heat of humans. It felt no emotion, no love, no hate, no anger, no fear, nothing. It had the needs of a reptile, the need for daytime warmth and night-time food, but there was something more inside it – the need to kill for the sake of it. To suck up power the way a mosquito sucked blood from humans.
I knew this now. I kept well behind, travelling in its wake. I was scared of what might happen if I messed up. If I didn’t kill it the streets would continue to empty out of people, just like the flats on the Torrington Estate had darkened one by one. The shops would close but no-one would notice what was really happening, because no-one believed it could really happen.
I ran on over the wet pavements, trying to gain distance between myself and the creature. Turning into the High Street, I knew I was closer. I passed Nalin’s corner grocery, still shuttered and locked – had no-one discovered that he’d become a victim?
I passed the Hen Hut, the Laundromat, the betting shop Gabriel would never come out of again. These were places I had known for years, but now everything was unfriendly and strange.
The silence began to get thicker.
I was getting close. I turned the next corner and saw it. Almost I caught sight of it.
The creature was passing Bluston’s Gowns, an old-fashioned ladies’ clothing shop. The store had a double front, two great windows lined with floor-to-ceiling mirrors, and battered old dummies that faced each other.
I saw the Gorgon’s reflection, repeated to infinity between the spotlit mirrors. It seemed hypnotised by its own grotesque image.
The great green head shifting and crawling with thin angry serpents.
The sickly face partly covered in translucent scales.
The long claw-arms held at its sides.
The Gorgon opened its mouth and the white spines of its teeth were thrust out like those of a deep sea angler fish. The split tongue flickered in and out. The anchored snakes that sprouted from its skull bit at each other in a frenzy.
I figured the stone virus had no effect on the creature when it viewed its own form in a mirror. There went my only big idea – to try and get it to stare into its own eyes.
The green head tilted this way and that, angering the snakes. The yellow-green eyes remained fixed on the mirrors. Did it hate what it saw? Did it even recognise what it had become? Was it disgusted, pleased, horrified by the transformation? There was no way of understanding that blank face, anymore than there was of seeing a smile on a snake, and yet I somehow knew that it was in terrible pain.
While I’d been waiting for the Gorgon to reappear, I’d searched the internet for hours, studying everything I could to find out more about the legend. According to Greek mythology, any blood drawn from the right side of the Gorgon’s body could bring the dead back to life, but blood taken from the left was a strong poison. Could it be used to bring Max back? And if so, how quickly did I have to act for it to work? Surely I had left it too late …
The more I had read, the more confused I got. No two versions of the story matched. I used to be good at history, but that was because it was in books. This was living stuff, and weirder to deal with.
The Gorgon was here in modern-day London. Gary had taken the jar home, and a dead snakeskin had somehow created a living, breathing, mythical creature.
I heard a sharp hiss, and my first instinct was to look up, but I knew it had seen me. I had nothing to fight with. For now, I could only get away as fast as I could. I ran.
Some warrior, I told myself, pounding back through the rainy streets, some great hero you are. ‘When the time comes, we can only do what we are meant to do.’ Why did I listen to the ravings of a crazy woman? I’m not Perseus. There are no real heroes. There is no shield or spear. The Gorgon is some kind of nightmare. And the horror will continue, because it was never meant to come back into the modern world like this.
And I’m not strong enough to stop it.



THURSDAY
25: Shedding Skin
On Thursday the weather was supposed to improve, but the rain continued to fall. It was an inset day so there was no school. Flood warnings had been issued for the whole of the city. I hid away in my bedroom, knowing there was nothing I could do to stop the Gorgon. I needed a plan. Lucy and my Mum were going to visit an elderly uncle in Croydon and wanted me to come with them, but I managed to get out of it. I didn’t like going there anyway, because his house smelled weird.
I watched them leave from the window, knowing that they were at least safely out of the Gorgon’s hunting ground.
If only I knew how the shield and the spear could stop the Gorgon, I thought, maybe I could find a modern version of them. There must be something about it on the net. But here I realised the limits of reading. There comes a point where you have to go out and do things for yourself. I couldn’t settle anywhere, so I grabbed my backpack and left the house.
I went up to the steel footbridge over the railway to see if I could spot anything left of Nalin. I needed to prove that my visions were real. I couldn’t see anything from the bridge, so I went back down and ducked through the broken end of the fence, keeping beyond the security camera that I knew was positioned above the track.
The bank was slippery with all the rain we’d had, but I wanted to get up close. I couldn’t see anything lying around, but it was hard to tell; the track is covered with chunks of gravel, and I supposed any one of them could have been a bit of Nalin.
Then I saw it, one piece darker at the centre than the rest. Checking that there were no trains coming, I got close and dropped to my knees. I didn’t want to touch it, so I poked it with a pen. When I turned the chunk over, I realised there was an eye on the other side. Nalin’s left eye.
With a yelp, I shot back up the embankment and headed for the Torrington Estate. I knew that the Gorgon visited its hiding place in the boiler room, probably resting there at night. The thought came to me that I might kill it while it slept. But how, and with what?
Anyway, none of this was how it was supposed to happen. The hero should storm the den of the creature and slice off its head. Isn’t that what happened in the movie versions? But Perseus had been armed with a sword, not a spear. And he had used the shield to deflect arrows she had fired at him. The problem with ancient myths was that they became exaggerated in the retelling, until you couldn’t get at the truth anymore.
I found myself walking through the open-sided corridor that bordered the estate’s litter-covered square.
‘I told you it would be a waste of time talking to my mother. She’s completely bonkers.’ I looked up and found Emma leaning in her usual position against the concrete pillar of the stairwell, like a lookout at a sentry-post. Her face was slanted in shadows.
‘Is she all right?’
‘Yeah. She tries to take sleeping pills all the time, but I switch them for anti-diarrhoea medication. You’d think she’d have noticed by now. She hasn’t been to the toilet in weeks. I’m trying to save her from herself.’
‘And the blindness – it’s not permanent?’
‘No. She’s always been a bit of a drama queen. Other mums just get fed up, but mine has to go blind. The doctor wants her to have therapy. He thinks they’ll be able to sort it out.’
‘I didn’t understand what she was talking about,’ I admitted. ‘I wanted to tell her something, but couldn’t bring myself to do it. But I have to explain it to you. Max is dead.’
‘Oh God – where is he?’
‘In the park. I had to leave him there. There was nothing I could do.’
‘I had a terrible feeling about him. What happened?’
‘It’s a long story, and I’m not sure how much of it you’re going to believe. You’d better sit down while I explain.’
She didn’t seem keen on hearing the truth, but looked away instead. ‘Poor Max, always so angry and rushing into things. We’ll have to tell someone.’
‘He went back to get his neck-chain and was attacked.’
‘He shouldn’t have gone. It said Made In China on the back. Not worth saving.’
Her odd reaction had me confused. I realised she thought he’d been beaten up. ‘You don’t sound very sad.’
She shrugged. ‘Of course I’m sad. I’m just not that surprised. He was kind of crazy. All I have to do is close my eyes to see him again. Don’t need a memory-stick for that, not when there’s one inside my head. He’s really dead?’
‘Yes.’
‘Then I suppose I’ll cry at some point but I’m not going to do it in front of you.’
‘You should leave this place, Emma. It’s messing all of you up.’
She looked out at the rain. ‘I was born here. I like it better without all the other people. Just me and Max.’
‘But he’s gone, and so has Gary, who was going to take you and your mother away from here.’
‘Maybe they brought it on themselves. Most people do, I think. Gary should never have removed the Gorgon’s jar from the crypt.’
‘You know about that?’
‘Of course. He brought it home and showed us. He came and set it down on the kitchen table, covered in some old rags he’d found. Thought he was going to make some easy money out of his big find. He hadn’t even looked at it, so I looked for him. Inside was there was just a huge, manky old snakeskin. It was like a thousand years old, but it still felt sticky.’
‘You touched it.’
‘Yeah, I pulled the skin out of its jar and wrapped it around my arm because it was actually kind of cool. I was going to take a picture on my phone. Gary told me off. He said I was damaging something rare and valuable. It was just an old snake skin.’
‘But it wasn’t.’
‘The weird thing was I had trouble pulling it off my arm. See?’ She stepped from the shadows and showed me her pale right arm. I could now see a crimson scar winding all the way to her elbow. ‘I thought it would heal but it hasn’t, so usually put makeup on it. The edge of the skin cut me as I tried to pull it off. Gary and Diane thought I should go to the hospital for a tetanus shot, they said there could be germs on it, but I didn’t go.’
‘Did it make you sick?’
‘Yeah, how did you know?’ She stepped into the light. ‘That night, I started to feel feverish. I poured sweat. The room was stifling. I threw up something green and slimy. My eyes were yellow, like I had jaundice. But the next day I was fine, although I felt very tired and slept a lot. Gary delayed our trip until I was better. I think he was looking for an excuse, anyway.
‘But when it got dark, I grew hot again. My temperature jumped. Gary called the doctor, but he wouldn’t come out to the estate because the last time he was here someone slashed his car tyres. My skin felt tight. I wanted to break it open and step out from inside. How weird is that? Do you think I picked up some kind of bug from it?’
‘You!’ I took a step backwards in horror and almost fell. It was all starting to make sense. Emma was the Gorgon, but she didn’t even know it. That was how the virus worked. It crept up on people as slowly and as silently as a snake.
Emma was looking at me in puzzlement. She took a step towards me.
‘Red, what are you talking about? What’s the matter?’
‘I want to help, Emma, but I don’t know what to do without hurting you.’
‘What do you mean? I don’t understand. Where are you going?’
I was shaking and trying to stall for time. ‘Emma, I have to go and figure this out.’
‘Wait! Gary’s gone. Max is dead. We have nothing left. What’s the matter? What’s wrong?’ She sounded desperate.
Part of me wanted to hold her, to say that everything would somehow be all right, but ice was prickling the back of my neck.
Now she was backing away from me. Into the stony shadows and the night. I could hear her tears breaking, but slowly the sound faded, and when I looked up again she had vanished.



26: Spear and Shield
I ran through the rain to the gates of Viper’s Green. Now I knew that Emma was the Gorgon, the only way I could ever free her was by killing her. But I needed weapons, and I had an idea.
Right from the first time I ever saw them, I had been puzzled by the gates of Viper’s Green. The sharp iron central railing was shaped like a dagger at the top. My mum had once told me they were more than a hundred years old. Could the gate have been put in during the time of Sir Richard Torrington? Had he put the gate there for a reason, to ward off evil and keep intruders from discovering the Gorgoneion?
I studied the gate, a row of black gold-topped spears set in iron strips, and tried each one in turn. The central one that held the gate in place was the longest, and it was loose, as if it had been waiting for someone to move it all these years. After making sure that there was no-one coming, I worked it free. I had hardly seen anyone around in days. It was as if they all sensed something terrible was happening, and were locking themselves indoors.
The tip of the spear was covered in layers of paint. It was almost four feet long, and so heavy that I had to drag it along the floor. Not caring what I would say if anyone stopped me, I hauled it home. Then I took it down to my dad’s old shed, and broke the lock off the door. I used an electric grinder and an ordinary file on the point to make it sharp again. Once it was gleaming I tried it on my thumb, and watched as a thin trickle of blood ran over my hand.
The shield needed a bit more imagination. Perseus had only used it to reflect the image of the Gorgon. It had probably been cast away. Besides, I could barely manage the spear, let alone a heavy shield. What could I use that would do the same for me?
I had an idea. There was a camera on my mobile phone. It would be able to show me her image, so that I wouldn’t have to look at her directly.
I charged it up, and sat back to wait for nightfall. If I struck before then she would still be in human form, and I would only hurt Emma. But if I killed the Gorgon, perhaps there was a slim chance I could save her. Unless I killed myself in the process.
I wrote a letter to my mother, explaining what I was about to do, and where the calcified bodies were. At first I was going to hide it in my sister’s bedroom, but she was so untidy I didn’t think anyone would find it for weeks. So I left it behind the scales on the kitchen counter.
I checked my watch. As soon as night arrived, I threw my mobile in my bag, dragged the spear, thumping and clanging, to the front door and set off. I would cut through the back streets and be there in just a few minutes.
This is nuts, I thought, closing the front door behind me. I made a pretty scruffy modern-day Perseus, armed with a mobile and a ridiculously long section of park railing. I am so going to get wiped out.



27: The Duel
I stood at the entrance to the Torrington Estate, the heavy spear leaning against my soaked body. The sun – if you could find it through the dense grey clouds – was preparing to steal away the light in less than twenty minutes.
This isn’t like the old days, I told myself. The hero doesn’t always live, and it’s going to get very nasty...
I headed off across the quadrangle, toward the dark corner where the buildings met. Here the shadows criss-crossed in strange patterns. Cockroaches scuttled and rats made their nests in piles of wet trash.
I passed through the boiler room, into a scene from Hell. Steam hissed from the riveted pipes that connected to the one working tank. The hot, moist air held something unhealthy and unpleasant. It smelled like stale, rotting old laundry. I stood in the doorway studying the room. I checked out the thick pile of rags where the creature came to sleep, the glistening scales it had shed on the floor, like bits of broken rainbow.
I walked further into the room, dragging the railing spear behind me. Flicking open my phone, I accessed the camera and turned it on. I studied the screen carefully, turning it first one way, then the other, scanning the room.
Behind me ran the central heating pipes to the apartments, stacks of ribbed steel tubing that coiled about one another in the overheated gloom. The pale light of my mobile shone across them, the miniature screen copying what I saw. I peered into the great pile of dirty rags, disturbing them with the tip of my spear. They kind of looked like a nest. I was really hoping not to find anything.
Silently, slowly, carefully, one pale greenish-brown pipe uncoiled itself behind me.
It took me a while to notice. I continued to dig into the rags, separating out torn scales, evidence of the Gorgon’s occupation. The place smelled like as musty as an animal’s cage.
The pipe slowly dropped down, so slick, so silent. It was quickly followed by another. Something flickered on the screen of my mobile, and I turned.
The Gorgon had separated itself from the warm pipes, and was moving very slowly, inch by inch, toward me. I had seen a snake move like this on a TV programme, when it was advancing on a rat. And now I was the rat.
And then it was out of the shadows, and instead of a reptilian creature I saw it was still Emma. Her limbs were thinly covered in greenish grease that must have leaked from the pipes, and she was dressed in her demon T-shirt and scraps of rag she had taken from the nest. She looked at me with unseeing eyes, as if she was sleepwalking.
Then came a sound I had not heard before. Another hiss like steam escaping from the boiler, but becoming deeper, growing stronger every second, until it seemed to be coming from all around me. It was in my head, something that hadn’t happened yet, something that was about to happen.
Emma let out a rumbling sigh that sounded a thousand years old. I’d forgotten about only looking in my mobile. I watched, transfixed, as she slowly started to change. I could tell that her human side was fading fast. In a few moments I knew she would only have animal instincts left. I had to get away from her.
Emma kept rubbing at her head. Now she started to moan. Several curls of fair hair came out between her fingers. Her skin grew pale as the blood drained from its surface. She scratched at her clothes, shredding her demon T-shirt into strips. I realised that her nails were growing with incredible speed. Her face and arms were covered in pointed scales. They divided and caught the light from the boiler in a oily sheen.
She was clearly in pain now. Boil-sized bumps were pushing themselves up on her skull. As each one burst, it released a tightly coiled green snake, sticky with body fluid, that grew like the tendrils of a fern. Her jaw lowered and stretched, the teeth thinning and lengthening.
Beneath the tingling fear what I felt most was a fascination for how all this was possible – her bones were actually changing their shape as the chemical balance of her body altered. After she had fed, when it was time to change back, the same chemical flow would work in reverse, dissolving the stone that had built up around her bones, leaving the original form there.
The oils that soaked her skin allowed it to stretch and change – the process was incredible, a science lesson going insanely wrong.
Her eyes had flattened out and turned a deep greenish-yellow. As she opened her mouth, I saw her tongue split in two and grow longer, until it flickered about her mouth, almost too long to coil in.
She was no longer Emma. The Gorgon was in full possession of her. The hissing grew deeper within her throat. The writhing mass of snakes on her head joined in the noise, as if they had been summoned. The ones that run down the centre of her skull were the largest. At the base of her neck, the smallest were no bigger than wiggling green worms.
She stretched her throat and turned to stare at me.
‘Look into my eyes. Look at me.’
I had become so fascinated with the transformation that I had neglected to keep watching in my phone. Suddenly it beeped in my hand – incredibly, I found myself looking at an incoming text message from my mother, demanding to know where I was. The sound was enough to make me remember the danger I was in. I watched on the screen as the fully transformed Gorgon darted straight for me. She moved with astonishing speed.
I fell back and dived for the space between the boilers. She hit the edge of a hot pipe and recoiled in an agonised burst of hisses. The steel plating had burned her shoulder.
I needed to reach the spear, but it was on the floor on the far side of the room. Scrambling over the wet concrete, I was able to grab the end, but it was heavy and the tipped point was caught behind a pipe.
I checked the mobile screen, tilting it around. Nothing. Where had she gone?
Suddenly the Gorgon flew at me. I saw glistening muscles propelling her body in my direction, but I saw the whole thing happening as if it was in slow motion. Raising my right foot, I lashed out and kicked at her stomach, sending her reeling back. She had fallen with her head away from me, lost in the shadows.
I needed to keep her at bay until I could free the spear. I could tell she was circling me, and would continue to move in closer, just as a snake would creep up on its prey.
I was lying on the floor, trying to lift the spear, but it was stuck fast.
Without thinking, I glanced back, too late to stop myself from the reflex action. She still hadn’t moved, so I couldn’t see her head. Snakes are cunning, I thought, they stay still until they’re in range to strike.
The camera screen of my mobile made her appear closer than she was. I knew I would have to take the difference into account. Remembering my backpack, I grabbed it and shook out the contents. The can of lighter fluid bounced onto the floor. Grabbing it, I flicked the top open and sprayed it across the concrete.
I checked the mobile screen; she was on the move, her limbs flexing and rising like snakes.
The lighter – in my pocket. I struck it against the pooling petrol and with a whuumph it flared in a blue streak across the room.
The Gorgon was halfway toward me when the fire flared up. She hissed and screamed at the sharp light, and fell back once more, but I knew that it wouldn’t hold her. The flames were already starting to die down, and a few moments later they went out completely. The room had darkened.
I needed to free the spear. With difficulty I kept the mobile in my left hand, checking the screen.
The Gorgon lashed out with shocking speed, flicking her right arm toward me. She knocked the mobile from my hand. It slammed against the boiler, splitting open, its battery bouncing over the concrete.
Now I knew I wouldn’t be able to find her again. I searched the room as much as I dared, but couldn’t see her anywhere. The strange, deadening silence she carried around with her pressed against my ear-drums like a warning alarm. I felt sick, blurred by the heat and the sound of blood pounding in my ears.
I needed something to fight back with. That was when I saw the garden rake leaning against the wall.
I knew she had to be right behind me. I grabbed the handle of the rake and swung it wide. The rake’s prongs embedded themselves in her hair, and I pulled hard, tearing out a forkful of screaming snakes. I had gashed her neck. She retreated, dripping splashes of blood as she did so.
I watched as new snakes sprang up in the spilled blood, angry tangles of thin crimson worms that spiralled and rose like some mad chemistry experiment. I stamped on them before they could grow any bigger, but each new splash brought new nests of serpents.
I followed the writhing stains, crushing them out, slipping in the blood, expecting to confront the Gorgon at each step.
She had run to ground. A wave of thick silence passed through the room. There were a dozen places for her to hide. I ran back to the spear and kicked the end as hard as I could, so that the tip freed itself. Raising it up with some difficulty, I searched the boiler room, terrified that I might catch a glimpse of her face.
Nothing. Where the hell was she?
I checked the pieces of my mobile, but knew they couldn’t be put back together. The case was broken. I leaned the spear against the wall and fell back, catching my breath. The pipes above me started to hiss and gurgle again as boiling water passed through them. I dared to look over at the tanks, trying to see where she had gone.
Silent as a snake. My own fault. I should have remembered.
She was standing just inches away from me, to one side. Motionless. Watching. Waiting. So close now that I could feel the ends of her split tongue wetly touching the side of my bare neck. I looked to her shadow thrown on the far wall, and saw the snakes on her head rising up as one, slowly arching, preparing to strike me at the exact same moment.
I knew this time there was no way out.
Without daring to look, I inched my arms upward to the overhead pipe and touched it. The hot metal seared my palms, but knew it was my only chance. With a sudden spring, I lifted myself off the floor and pulled down with all my might. The pipe split and emptied boiling water over her. Scalded, the snakes screamed and hissed, recoiling. I grabbed the spear and swung it up hard, piercing her clean through the shoulder. Hot blood sprayed over me from the wound.
I needed to kill the creature, but did not want Emma to die. I tried to remember – blood taken from which side of the Gorgon was lethal? Which side brought back life? Was it the left or the right?
I knew I’d have to take a guess; it was a fifty-fifty chance. I had punctured her right shoulder. Had I finished us both or saved us?
The spear jutted from her body. With a scream she fell down hard on her back, the spear-point jamming in the floor beneath her. I had to force myself to cover my eyes, knowing that otherwise I would look directly at her. Her right hand slapped the concrete floor rhythmically, as if seeking to attract my attention. I knew she was trying to force me to look. It was in her nature. Look at me and meet your fate, this is my greatest weapon.
But the Gorgon, pierced and pinned, was dying. The slapping hand grew slower and weaker. Her skin was already starting to turn grey. It was splitting and coming off in scaly sheets, like sunburned skin.
I dropped to my knees and tore the spear free, dragging it out of her flesh. The wound was large, and was bleeding badly. Would the Gorgon transform back, leaving Emma behind?
I felt sick and exhausted. I was pouring sweat. The air was overheated. I dropped the spear with a clang and collapsed on the floor, and the room went black. Heroes aren’t supposed to faint.



28: Different Versions
When I came to, I found myself alone in the boiler room.
I tried to sit up too quickly, and was forced to lie down again because the room had started spinning. I slowly twisted my head and looked around. A few patches of blood, crushed snakes, nothing else to mark my battle with an ancient creature. Wincing, I raised myself onto one elbow and checked the room. It looked clear. More importantly, the normal sounds of the world had returned. It was suddenly cooler. The Gorgon had gone. She had vanished as quickly as she had appeared.
Rising and limping painfully outside, I followed a trail of blood speckles that led along the corridor, in the direction of the quadrangle. It was still dark, and raining lightly. Although the danger had passed, the world looked a more sinister place. The blood spots led from the path and disappeared into the patchy earth. Where was she?
Emma – the human, the real Emma – was lying on her back between tufts of grass, her eyes shut tight. She was smeared with blood and mud, and at first I thought she was dead. But then I checked her pulse, and found a faint but steady beat. The wound in her shoulder was dark with congealed gore, but was already turning into a normal human scab. She was covered in small cuts, probably the effect of the sudden change back.
I gently raised her head, and waited for her to regain consciousness. I waited, and waited. I don’t know how long it took.
‘Has she gone?’
I must have been dozing. Emma was awake and looking at me with a question on her face.
‘I think so. She can’t hurt us now. Reckon you can stand up?’
‘Maybe, if you give me a hand. My shoulder.’
‘I’m sorry about that.’ I helped her to her feet. ‘But it’s over. You’re safe. Lean on me.’
We hobbled out of the open quadrangle, heading to the colonnade that ran beneath the terraces of the flats. ‘I know it was me,’ she said flatly. ‘I can remember everything. I attacked you.’
‘It wasn’t you, Emma. It was the virus. You didn’t know who you were. I was just prey.’
‘I caught it from the snakeskin. I think there were others who touched it before me and scratched themselves. Maybe they fought off the urge to kill until they finally died of starvation. Maybe I just wasn’t strong enough.’
‘You were very strong, Emma. For all we know there could be several infected Gorgons out there in different cities, who can tell? The Gorgon has walked before, and she dies if she doesn’t feed. That’s why there were others who disappeared. She has to kill to feed the hunger. I thought the jar had been created to ward off evil, but instead it was used to bring evil here. Josun guarded it. Bet he didn’t even know what it was, just kept everything in its place. What was it like – the infection?’
‘Like a weird illness. At night my skin grew hard and scaly under the moon. I could pick little pieces off. At first Diane wanted to sit up with me, but I wouldn’t let her. I was worried it might spread to her. I fell asleep, and while I slept I dreamed that I changed. I walked the streets trying to get rid of the pain inside me. But it was raining, and there was no-one about. I could transform in the park and the basement because it was always dark there. The curse only works on females. That’s why Gary was okay.’
‘Do you remember what happened to him?’
‘One night Gary was waiting for me, worried. He’d found my bedroom empty. By now I knew that if I looked at him, his skin would rot and become crusted and turn as hard as stone, and he would die.’
‘So you avoided looking at him?’
‘Yes, but the snakes wanted to feed on his blood. I hung onto him tightly, making sure he couldn’t look into my eyes. But the craving overtook me, and I wrapped myself around him tightly, tighter, until I could hear myself popping his bones from their sockets. First his arms, then his legs. And I kept tightening my grip until I could hear his spine splinter and crack. His eyes rolled up in his head and I knew he was dead.’
‘You took him somewhere.’
‘To the boiler room. I burned his remains in the furnace.’ She raised a thin arm. ‘It made me strong, you see. It’s hard to explain what it was like. It took away pity and fear and sadness. And when I awoke the next morning, I was normal again, with no memory of what had happened. It was like that for a while, like the virus was asleep inside me.’
‘That’s because you were following the cycle of the moon.’
‘But it was still growing in me. There were dreams of walking the streets and searching. And some secret part of me knew that the dreams were real. I would go to the gates of Viper’s Park. I was drawn there. But I couldn’t get back in. I couldn’t find Gary’s keys. Then I found that you and Max had cut open the lock. So I went inside. I made my way to the crypt, to see where I had come from.’
We didn’t let the Gorgon out, I realised with a jolt. Max’s father did that when he took the skin. But we allowed it to get back in.
‘I kept the bodies there, where so many snakes had lived and died. I really didn’t want to hurt anyone – but it wasn’t me, you see. The Gorgon took over. I saw you and followed you – you felt me walking behind you. I know now that I was two people inside. Like it was more than just a bunch of germs. The spirit of the Gorgon wanted to take revenge against all the men of the world. I didn’t know if I was inside her or she was inside me. My body would have grown exhausted from the changes, and I suppose she would have infected someone else and started all over again. And so it would continue. Each time she changed, a small part of me died. I don’t think I could have survived another night.’
‘But it’s over,’ I told her gently. ‘You’re alive.’
‘Yes, I’m alive, but there’s something – ’ She stopped.
‘What’s the matter?’
‘Medusa – the Gorgon. I thought the only way to kill her was to cut off her head.’
‘No, I couldn’t do that. I’d have killed you. I used the spear that Sir Richard Torrington brought back from Libya. He hid it in the railings of Viper’s Green. A safety precaution for anyone who could work it out.’
‘I don’t understand. I thought Perseus used the spear to pin her down and then cut off her head with his sword. I’m sure of it. He took the head away with him, and its gaze was still deadly – even after its head had been cut off the Gorgon could turn people to stone.’
‘I don’t know,’ I replied wearily. ‘There are many different versions of the story.’
‘But she was inside me – she took something from every person she killed to make her stronger.’
I had a terrible thought. ‘I’m an idiot,’ I told her. ‘There’s something I’ve completely overlooked. The snakeskin. It must still around here somewhere.’
‘You’re right. Whenever I’m near it I can transform. I think eventually the Gorgon will be powerful enough to change without a body.’
‘She’s building up her strength until she can fill the snakeskin out by – ’
I didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence. We both noticed it at the same time; the sounds of the city had suddenly died away. They were replaced by a new noise, a deep rattling hiss, the deepest yet, larger and more terrifying than anything we had heard before.
Snakes were meant to shed their skins. This one had become so strong she could finally do it in reverse. She no longer needed a host.
From the darkness of the open corridor an immense green serpent uncoiled and rose up before us, glittering with emerald scales, marked with a familiar zigzag viper pattern down its back.
We ran for the quadrangle, but the snake was faster.



29: The Great Snake
The immense reptile arched a full eight feet into the air, its wide triangular head angled down, flat vertical yellow eyes staring. Its black tongue flickered out at me between long hinged fangs. Its jaw could open 180 degrees. Its venom was lethal. It was wholly reptile. No human part remained.
It was the worst thing that could possibly have happened. The creature had successfully separated from its host. It had gained enough genetic material from its human victims to exist without them. It was no longer reliant on mere humans for survival.
Emma froze in shock. Neither of us could look away. The great snake coiled higher, higher, mesmerising us. It took a moment to choose its victim – but then, swiftly and silently, it struck.
Sweeping down with great red jaws slowly opening, it clamped them around my upper arm and bit down hard, the muscles in its jaws fattening as it injected its venom into my body. For what seemed like an age, it held its tight grip.
The searing, numbing pain flooded my arm, then my shoulder, my neck. I could feel the venom pouring in. Oddly it was ice cold, spreading through my veins like melting snow. The great snake’s jaw clamped ever tighter, cutting off my blood supply.
Finally, it pulled free and released me, its poison spent. I fell to the ground in surprise, a cry dying in my throat, my hands rising to the terrible wound. The pain was incredible. Once, I had shut my fingers in the hinge-side of my bedroom door and my nails had turned black – this was the same kind of pain, but all over. The corridor started to telescope away and fade. I was filled with fire and ice.
The snake coiled itself high once more and turned to its remaining victim, preparing to strike again. Emma had backed up against the wall of the corridor. There was nowhere to go. I realised I had fallen onto the ground beside her. The wound on my neck was hardening fast and spreading.
It’s over, I thought. This is how the myth really ends. With the triumph of the beast.
I saw, but didn’t fully register what happened next. Operating on her natural reflexes, without even stopping to think, Emma picked up the battered gardener’s shovel that leaned against the wall, the one that had stood there for so long that no-one even noticed it anymore.
Her fingers tightened around the handle and she swung it as hard as she could manage.
The blade swept down. It bit deep into the great snake’s neck. Caught by surprise, the serpent fell over into its side, its head hitting the concrete. But when Emma tried to get close, the tail lashed out at her, knocking her back. She fell hard.
But it could not dislodge the shovel from its neck. Thrashing back and forth, it released a roar that shook my bones. Emma ran to its screaming head and kicked down hard on the blade of the shovel, as if she was digging earth.
She leaned on it with all her weight, sawing the edge through the snake’s muscular flesh until she felt its vertebrae pop open. Still she kept up the pressure, pushing down harder and harder, forcing the spade through the gory pale meat of its body. It was all muscle, tough and strong – but no match for razor-sharp steel.
Spattered with blood, I dimly heard her scream into the sky as she pushed down.
Finally, the head was cut through and rolled away, perfectly severed. The stump pumped a great geyser of blood into the earth, emptying its poison sacs, reeking and steaming.
No new snakes grew there. The creature, in its final reptilian form, was dying.
But so was I. Emma knelt down and checked my eyes. I knew I had no more than a few moments left to live.
She did the only thing she could think of doing. Moving to the pouring neck of the beast, she caught the cascading blood in her cupped hands and leaked it over my bite wound. Her actions were instinctive. Having become a part of the Gorgon’s myth, she knew that its life force contained both venom and antidote.
I hallucinated. I saw unimaginable horrors. Images tumbled through my head like a cascade of all my worst nightmares put together.
The poison had taken hold in me, but the cure was far more powerful. Cupping the fresh blood in endless handfuls, she emptied it onto me. She told me later that it took over an hour to take effect, but eventually I started to revive. And something was happening to the great snake; the meat was degrading, rotting into the earth, putrifying, leaving behind only its shed skin. The patterned scales were already drying and returning to their old form – the skin of the Gorgon.
‘We did it,’ she whispered, lying back on the earth, exhausted.
Emma and I should have yelled our triumph into the night air, but we couldn’t find the power to do so. We had lost Max, and so many others had died. She lay beside me in the falling rain, and I knew I would live and be well. I felt sure that our friendship, forged in blood, would outlast any legend.
Although I couldn’t help wondering what on earth they would do with the Gorgon’s skin this time.



30. Snakes Alive
When we had recovered a bit, we knew we had to go back to Viper’s Green one more time. Emma thought we should bury Max in the graveyard where the whole thing had started, but I thought we should take him back to Jackie, even if it meant getting into a mess with the cops. As it turned out, it didn’t make any difference what either of us thought, because when we got to the spot where Max fell we found nothing except a big patch of flattened grass.
‘Where is he?’ she asked.
‘That’s weird.’ I figured the Gorgon had dragged his body away and put it somewhere. We looked all around the place, but still couldn’t find it.
Mystified, I went home and hastily swiped back my letter of explanation before Mum and Lucy could read it. Not that it had even been moved; nobody shifts things to dust in our house.
‘Alfie Jai Hellion, is that you?’ my mother called, and I knew I was in trouble. ‘Come in here, I’ve hardly seen you in days.’
I stopped on the stairs. ‘I’ve got stuff to do, can it wait?’
‘Nice try. You don’t have to do your homework right now. I’m making a curry.’
‘You’re always making a curry.’
Reluctantly, I came back downstairs and went into the kitchen. My mother was stirring crimson strands of meat in bubbling sauce. They swirled back and forth, making me feel sick. My mother dried her hands and gave me a hug. ‘I never see you these days. You’re always out. Don’t grow up too fast, Red. Try to enjoy the time.’
‘Fine, okay, I’m not a child, can you let me go now?’ I pulled myself free.
Lucy was in the lounge, scrunched up on the sofa. She was threading fat bits of cotton wool between her toes to allow her nail polish to dry. ‘Ask it where it’s been,’ she called out to our mother.
I walked over and stood in front of her. Lucy’s hair was filled with bright green bendy curlers. She looked like a comedy version of the Gorgon.
‘Hey, get out of the way, Creature, I’m trying to watch Strictly Come Dancing.’
I reached back and turned off the television. ‘You’re not to call me the Creature anymore, Lucy. And if you have something to say to me, say it to my face. Don’t go through her like a coward.’
‘Mum, stop it from talking to me like this!’ She waved him away with freshly varnished pink nails. She prided herself on being the pinkest girl in the neighbourhood.
I leaned in closer. ‘I’m not an It, I’m a He. If you don’t start respecting me, I’ll tell everyone where you really go at night.’
‘You don’t know where I go. What do you know about girls?’
‘I know everything about you, Lucy. You have no secrets from me. Here’s a tip; if you keep a diary with a lock on it, don’t store the key in the same drawer.’
‘You have no right to go through my stuff!’
‘And you shouldn’t be seeing someone who’s twenty two and dating someone else.’
‘So the worm has finally turned,’ Lucy hissed back in shock. ‘What’s got into you? When did you get so tough?’
‘I’m not a worm, either. A mere worm wouldn’t be able to kill a poisonous snake.’ I walked away from my mystified sister and headed for my bedroom.
I slept for a full ten hours. But when I awoke, I began to wonder if things could ever go back to normal without knowing what happened to Max. Then later that morning, something really weird happened.
I got a text. It said: ‘I’m in the Royal Free Hospital. Bring some decent food. Max.’
We couldn’t believe it. He’d been given an actual room of his own, and he looked terrible. His upper body was covered in huge blue-black blotches, but at least he was sitting up in bed, alive.
‘What the hell happened?’ I asked. ‘I saw you get bitten over and over again.’
‘The doctor reckons I had an allergic reaction, but there wasn’t any poison in the bites,’ he croaked. ‘These are bruises. I’ve had loads of tests but they can’t find any venom left in my system.’
I knew why. The Gorgon had been driven to strike by its nature, but part of her – the Emma part – was desperate not to kill him, even though she didn’t realise it. That was why she hadn’t looked him in the eye – instead of turning him to stone, she had attacked him and left him for dead, but had managed to hold back the venom and spare his life.
‘Oh yeh, and thanks for making sure I was okay,’ said Max. ‘Some friend you turned out to be. What did you bring me to eat?’
‘Grapes and a Mars Bar,’ I said, still stunned.
‘Is that it? I was hoping you’d smuggle in some KFC. You’re a rubbish hospital visitor.’
‘We can get you some,’ I said, and Emma nodded happily. We were both so glad to see him that we’d have done anything he suggested right then.
‘Man, that’s nasty,’ said Max, pointing to Emma’s arm. ‘What happened to you?’
‘He did it.’ Emma pointed at me.
‘I didn’t want to hurt her, I explained. ‘I did as little damage as possible.’
‘Well that’s something, I guess.’
‘How did you get here?’ I wanted to know.
“I woke up and it was freezing, and tried to walk home but I couldn’t manage it. I got hit by a car right outside the park. Just a bump, but the driver brought me here.’ He looked at me, then at Emma. ‘So, what’s been going on with you two?’
We tried to explain what had happened, but each time we started over, it just sounded crazier and crazier.
Finally I said ‘I’ll tell you what I think really happened. We found a dirty old snakeskin and we got water from the crypt on us. We picked up some kind of weird germ. And it gave us violent hallucinations. We tried to make sense of what we’d seen, and came up with this mad story. We’ve got no proof it ever happened.’
‘My mother knows,’ said Emma.
‘Your Mum’s barking mad,’ said Max, shovelling in the rest of the Mars Bar.
‘Then how do you explain the disappearances, and what happened to that guy in the grocery store, and the old drunk, Gabriel? And Josun?’ Emma asked. ‘They’re all missing.’
‘I don’t know,’ I admitted. ‘Maybe Gabriel and Josun really did die. Maybe something really did happen to Nalin. Or maybe we just thought it did. People move away, or die or disappear all the time.’
‘Well, I don’t buy it,’ said Max.
‘Neither do I,’ Emma agreed. ‘We didn’t just imagine it.’
‘So, who are we going to tell?’
‘No-one.’
‘No-one.’
‘Exactly.’
We shook on it. Three hands together.



31. Blood Ties
Max had to stay in for observation, and I got three days off school and a stupid tetanus jab at the hospital. I’d told everyone I’d had a fight with a mad Alsation, and that it had bitten me before I’d managed to lay it out, not exactly the truth. But even the thicko-bullies in my class started looking at me with a weird new kind of respect. I liked that.
Mum was just annoyed. She said, ‘We should change your family name away from Hellion, because that’s what it looks like I’ve raised. I always thought you were going to be the bookish, quiet one.’
I looked up ‘Hellion’. It means ‘troublesome, rowdy, disorderly, mischievous – a hell-raiser’. Cool. But weird how she never mentioned that before. I guess she hadn’t wanted to give me ideas.
I thought about the strange visions I’d had, this other part of my brain that had opened up like an extra sense. I wondered if it would ever happen again. I was going to confide in Emma, but didn’t find the courage – funny, considering all we’d been through.
Three months later, the last two families were moved from the Torrington Estate to new houses nearby. Emma, Max and I promised to stay in touch. We had to – we were bound by ties of blood. But I think we were all a bit different after that, like we’d somehow shed our own skins and grown. We argued a lot about what really happened in Viper’s Green, and never really managed to sort it out. The main thing was that the three of us, Emma, Max and me, had each other.
It was a friendship that would never be broken.
A few weeks after that, the first builders and bright yellow bulldozers turned up. I went over to watch as they started to tear apart the wet turf of the estate’s quadrangle. After a few minutes, one of the workmen called his mates over to look at the wet reddish-coloured hole they had dug.
‘What’s the matter?’ said his mate, peering into the ragged clay pit.
‘I thought I saw something.’
‘What sorta something? I don’t see nothing.’
I craned forward, trying to see for myself, but didn’t want them to catch me looking.
‘I swear, when we lifted out the earth the ground was full of snakes, really thin ones, white and green they were.’
‘Well, where are they now?’
The workman scratched his chin, puzzled. ‘I don’t know. Honest. There was hundreds of ‘em. Maybe they don’t like the light.’
‘Reckon you imagined it,’ said his mate. ‘We’re digging this lot out, so if there’s anything inside the ground it will have to find somewhere else to live. There’s tunnels under here, you know, part of the tube line. If they’ve gone down onto the platforms, they ain’t half going to give the passengers a fright.’ He cast one look back at the hole, but saw nothing. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘let’s get back to work. I want to get home early. The wife’s cooking my favourite tonight.’
‘What’s that?’
‘Spaghetti Bolognese.’
Whatever had been exposed to daylight was now burrowing fast and deep, searching for human warmth. It was time for me to go.
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CHAPTER ONE
A Visit to the Real World
ONE MINUTE PAST midnight. Sixty seconds into the new century. His friends are gathered around his hospital bed, joyously liberating cascades of champagne into plastic cups. He lies beneath their outstretched arms, their tumbling streamers, their cheers and toasts, and though he cannot move, he wishes them all the love in the world.
The century is only new to those who honour the concept of time. The man in the bed draws no pleasure or sorrow from its passing; hours, days, months, years, these arbitrary measurements mean nothing to him. They drift like the snow that passes across the window behind his head. He lies with his arms neatly folded over the counterpane, unmoving but not unmoved, connected to the outside world by a strong and slender thread. He can see and hear, and can sometimes shift his eye line just a little, which is how they know he is still alive. He is a prisoner of his body, but inside his head he is free.
‘Here’s to you!’ says Julia, raising her cup within his field of vision. ‘Happy New Year!’ And the others chorus her toast.
‘Are you sure he can understand us?’ asks one.
‘Of course he can,’ says the nurse, who talks to people as if they are children. ‘He can hear everything you say. It’s not a vegetative state, it’s a coma, they’re altogether different. His mind is quite undamaged.’ She has seen his test results. Sometimes his EEG line is like a force 8 on a seismograph. On a physical level, though, his neural impulses only allow him to respirate and eliminate. ‘He just can’t move. He doesn’t watch the television, he prefers to be read to; he likes the human contact. We turn him and clean him, and stretch his limbs to prevent muscle wastage, and we feed him from there.’ She sounds very matter-of-fact, almost cheerful, as she points to the bag of her patient’s drip-feed.
‘Poor thing,’ says a pretty girl who is new to the group. ‘How long has he had this disease?’ She mouths the last word softly as though it is obscene.
The nurse thinks for a moment. ‘Oh, it must be nearly … thirty years?’ She looks to her patient’s mother for corroboration. ‘About that. Of course, he could move about in the early days, but the condition has proved to be degenerative.’
The new girl is somebody’s date. Kay has not seen her here before. She is plainly horrified by the casual acceptance of the situation. ‘He can’t have any quality of life, just lying there. Wouldn’t it be better to – well, you know, let him – that is – turn him off?’
There is a moment of appalled silence. The girl is quick to realise her mistake and apologises. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean – it’s just – he looks so sad lying there.’
‘I don’t think he’s sad,’ says the patient’s mother defensively. ‘He doesn’t like being pitied.’
‘Oh God, I’ve upset you now.’ The girl is a little drunk, and very embarrassed.
‘No, love, I think the only person who’s upset is you. You mustn’t be.’ The older woman takes the girl’s hand in her own and draws her closer to her son’s field of vision. ‘It’s very difficult for some people. I think of him as being asleep. You know when you’re sleeping and somebody talks to you, and you understand what they’re saying? It’s like that.’
Julia comes forward and touches the girl’s shoulder, speaking softly. ‘Just look into his eyes, and then wish him a Happy New Year.’
He is so glad that he has come back for this, to hear his mother and see his friends. He will not stay long; the others are waiting for him. He concentrates on the girl for a moment. She is younger than he had first thought. Reluctantly, she bends down and looks into his eyes. Her gaze is tentative at first, then, realising that the others are all watching her, she searches for a sign of life. He tries to send her a message; that everything is all right. A moment later her hand flies to her mouth – ‘Oh!’ – and she is crying or laughing, maybe both, turning to the others in wonder. Kay has seen this moment of revelation many times before.
‘You see?’ they tell her delightedly. ‘You see now?’
‘Oh my God!’ she keeps saying, and hugs his mother, and then they are all laughing and crying. His mother turns from the others and her kind face fills his vision. ‘Happy New Year, darling,’ she says. ‘Come back to us again soon.’ He sends her love with his eyes. It is time for him to go, to leave the prison of his dormant flesh and be free once more.
As he soars away from the merry little room in the hospital block, gaining height above the town, he leaves behind the sounds of celebration. He looks down at the glowing necklace of the promenade, the fireworks blossoming over the snowswept bones of the pier, and crosses the coastline into phosphorescent darkness, racing low across the midnight sea, as he returns to Calabash.



CHAPTER TWO
Where the Fears Began
‘SEE? THERE’S NOTHING there.’
I remember my father pulling the curtain aside to let in the light from the streetlamp, spilling sulphurous yellow beams into the bedroom. ‘Now will you go to sleep?’ I push myself upright and squint into the shadows doubtfully. My father follows my gaze and walks to the wardrobe door. ‘And this,’ he says, shaking the sleeve of the dressing gown that hangs there, ‘is not a witch.’
‘Don’t close the door all the way!’ I call in panic, as he goes.
‘How’s this?’ My father carefully leaves a gap of six inches. It is a nightly ritual. The hall lamps throw a strip of warm light across the racing cars on the eiderdown. ‘You know the trouble with you?’ He taps the side of his head conspiratorially. ‘Imagination. It’s a wonderful thing, but it’s like a tap you can’t turn off. Goodnight now. Go to sleep. Sean will be up soon.’
I feel sure I will lie rigid with terror until my brother comes to bed, but my eyelids grow heavy, and I drift in uneasy torpor. Every night it is the same.
I was four years old when the first of the shadow men appeared. The bedroom was always dark, a suffocating absence of light because my mother had grown used to keeping blackout linings in the curtains. Even though the war had ended thirteen years earlier, she had sewn them in because the new streetlamps the council had installed outside the house were harsh and bright compared to the old gas mantles. It was a warm spring night, and rain was pattering gently against the windows. I lay on my back in itchy blue and white striped pyjamas, facing up into the dark, my thin arms stretched out over the Brooklands racers, when I became aware of a figure standing on the left side of my bed, breathing faintly, watching me. I felt sure that if I turned suddenly I would see the man, a tall thin fellow in an enormous turban, a character from one of my picturebooks.
Scarcely daring to breathe, I slowly drew my arms beneath the sheet and sank down low until only the top of my head poked out from the blankets, but still the shape loomed over me. I was sure I could feel his sour breath on my hair, my cheek. Finally I howled, and my father came running to the room, flooding it with light and life.
My head emerged and I looked around, but the atmosphere of the bedroom had changed. It was smaller and safer with the lamp on and my father there, and I knew that even if I dared to look beneath the bed, I would not be able to find the villain from the shadows. I felt foolish for making such a fuss, but my father did not seem angry. He was an understanding man, scruffy and kind and frustratingly vague. At home he always wore an unravelling cardigan of brown wool, baggy corduroy trousers with ridiculous fluff-filled turn-ups, and moth-eaten carpet slippers. He smelled of hops and tobacco, rolled his own cigarettes, and wandered around humming and jingling the change in his pockets, as if he knew that the world outside was an unfriendly place, and that it was his duty to protect his family and keep us safe indoors. There used to be a television commercial which instructed us to ‘get the strength of an insurance policy around you.’ It showed a little cartoon man rolling a policy around his family until it became a castle wall, whereupon he would lean over the rampart and knock on the outside to show its strength. I thought of my father as that man. I longed to be as content and sensible as I thought he was, but too many things in the world frightened me. If we walked on the beach, I fretted about the tide racing in and cutting us off. Once I watched my father replacing a fuse-wire, and became worried that when I grew up and left home I would have to sit in darkness, because I had no idea how to mend one.
I felt sure that the man in the huge turban left the bedroom because my father brought too much rationality with him. When you’re a child, there are some things you get completely wrong. Throughout my early youth, my mother told me that there was nothing to be afraid of, and I longed to believe her, but fear of whatever might hide in the dark kept me from doing so. Childhood fears are the most memorable, even when they’re unfounded, and I was a child capable of unqualified panic.
My mother had told me there was nothing to be afraid of, but she had been wrong. There was the illness, the deep pain in my chest that kept coming back while the doctors whispered behind my bedroom door. There were the strange emissaries who populated the dark corners of the bedroom, the ones who arrived with bears and bats that vanished when the lights were turned on. And, finally, there was my father, who went away one day and did not come back.
My mother’s brisk denials were not enough to stop me from being afraid. As the years passed her indulgent smiles faded, and her consolations became warnings. ‘It’s time to stop daydreaming,’ she announced on my twelfth birthday, ‘and time to start acting your age.’
Growing up is a slower process for the imaginative child. I was often sick, and during these periods the passing of a single hour seemed to take forever. Years went by and I matured. But the reach of my mind quickly outstripped the strength of my body. And by the time I was a sickly, skinny kid of sixteen, the year was 1970, and it was clear that something had to change.
Perhaps what happened to me could have happened to anyone.
Perhaps it happens to all of us, and some simply forget.
I did not forget.



CHAPTER THREE
A Sense of Inundation
THAT FIRST EVENING in September, as the sun broke from clouds of dull silver, the struts of the ruined pier revealed themselves like the bones of some great forgotten animal. The wind from the sea ruffled my hair, loosening my attention from the book. I lowered the paperback to my lap and refocused on the fibrous sky as I returned to the real world.
There was a green wooden shelter on the esplanade that could be seen from the pier entrance, and therefore didn’t smell of pee. That was where I usually sat reading. It was easy to lose all sense of time and place sitting there. I stared at the glistening beach and listened to the slow drag of pebbles. Then I returned my attention to the book.
Past the pillars of Heracles lay a lush green land cultivated by Atlas’s people. This was the kingdom of Atlantis, built around a great white harbour. In the city were palaces and baths with hot and cold taps, race-tracks, garrisons and magnificent temples. Atlas was the son of Poseidon, whose fivefold brace of male twins swore allegiance atop a pillar in the blood of a sacrificed bull. But riches turned their heads, and Zeus allowed the Athenians to defeat them in battle. The gods sent a mighty deluge that drowned Atlantis in a day and a night—
A sudden breeze stippled my jacket, covering my arms with goose-pimples. The light dropped once more, returning the tideline to a sepia shadow. Slattery and his gang cycled past, bellowing obscenities, making me lose my place. I tried to concentrate, moving my finger beneath the words.
Atlantis was long thought to have existed somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean, but the only inhabited island ever known to have sunk there is the Dogger Bank, which was inundated in palaeolithic times. It seems much more likely that—
‘Oi, Goodwin, you’re going to get your head kicked in!’
‘Hey, Book Boy, get out of town!’
The bicycles made a second pass. The bubble-gum cards wedged in their spokes made their back wheels ratchet with ominous slowness. I shut the book and tucked it into my jacket. They would circle closer and closer like hyenas scenting blood, and would not leave me alone until I left the shelter. This was a familiar pattern. I rose and walked off along the esplanade, keeping my head down, refusing to rise to their bait. It was best not to show defiance by looking at them.
I waited until their cries had faded, and lifted my eyes to the shore. A smear of sickly yellow light led the way across a grey sea to the dying sun. I wished the tide would rise far beyond its usual level and fill the town, drowning the inhabitants. I imagined Cole Bay becoming a new Atlantis, water spilling across the road and pouring into the high street, swilling a scummy detritus of chip papers and half-eaten ice-cream cones, spilling and sucking through the windows of the penny arcades until it was above the rooftops. After the helpless populace had all been drawn out to sea, after the last weak cry had faded to silence, nothing would be heard except the faint ringing of church bells beneath the waves.
I kicked a stray stone on to the beach and glumly made my way back along the esplanade. The lightbulbs edging the Las Vegas penny arcade had not yet come on. The illuminated machines in its cavernous interior blinked and shook in the gloom, like treasures awaiting discovery by some third-rate Aladdin. I stood in the doorway watching a huge old machine light up flushes of outsized playing cards. Each one featured the face of a showbusiness celebrity: Alan Ladd, Alma Cogan, Stanley Baker, Ava Gardner. That summed up our town; out of date and out of step. The year was 1970, but it might as well have been 1958.
As I crossed the road, the sharp scent of brine was replaced with the stench of stale doughnut fat and candyfloss. Even away from the main strip, the sugary smell of warm, freshly-folded rock permeated the pavements. I wondered if rock-making was a purely British coastal occupation. I had never heard of anyone else doing it. Why would they want to? I peered into the window at giant pink false teeth, girls’ gartered legs, fake eggs and bacon, babies’ dummys, all made of rock. The stuff was inedible, a weird prewar souvenir of a place that you wouldn’t admit to visiting, not if you had any sense.
Cole Bay, population 17,650, former fishing village, had been turned into a seaside resort in the 1830s, its bedraggled Victorian atmosphere only surviving above the plastic signs of the chip shops, once regularly visited by daytrippers to the south coast, now largely forgotten but for the occasional mods and rockers riot on bank holidays. The long straight foreshore was bleak and exposed, its delights exaggerated in railway compartment paintings, its shortcomings hidden by artfully arranged clumps of hydrangeas. The promenade was open to the full force of the wind and the tide, and stayed cool even in summer, an agoraphobia-inducing area where you paused to look out to sea and then moved on, despite the green benches dotted hopefully along its length. A series of rectangular lawns were untrodden, and never appeared to grow. The grass looked as if it had been cut with nail clippers. The floral clock was an immaculate disk of tiny yellow and purple flowers, even though its hands had long ago been vandalised into immobility. There was a battered bandstand with an octagonal roof of oxidised green tiles, but no longer any band to play beneath it. Surrounding, the kiddies’ paddling pool, drained and bare for nine months of the year, were rows of blue and white striped council deckchairs that old couples sat in during the few warm days of summer. Like ripening tomato plants they turned to follow the path of the sun, and folded up at five.
The Pavilion Pier was falling into disrepair. Once a T-shape, now just an L, its wrought-iron pergolas were blighted with rust, its bulb-holders corroded by the salty sea air. Beside the entrance was a theatre called The Crow’s Nest that ran decrepit Brian Rix farces and guessable Francis Durbridge mysteries starring character actors who had been around for so long that their faces were more familiar to me than some of my relatives. In an effort to attract audiences to the performances that did not fall on pension day, The Crow’s Nest summer season featured pop performers whose most famous songs were often bracketed within their names, like Susan ‘Bobby’s Girl’ Maughan and Frank ‘I Remember You’ Ifield. This week Scaffold, the ugliest band in the world, were bill-topping with their chart smash ‘Lily the Pink’. For Cole Bay, this was a major coup.
But the fun didn’t end there. Just along from the theatre, other seaside treats awaited the unwary visitor. There was a Guinness clock that amused the undemanding with an unreliable robotic parade on the quarter-hour, a telescope that gave you a twenty-second view of the bare horizon for a penny, and a plinth-mounted floating mine that looked like a giant red beachball with teats. Shops stocked practical jokes like ‘Fake Soot’ and ‘Naughty Puppy Turds’, and comic postcards with punchlines like ‘Is That Mine Floating Or Is That A Floating Mine?’ and ‘Come And See My Husband’s Little Wotnot Stand’. Beneath the pier were a pair of smelly, haggard donkeys that walked children brief distances for a tanner, although it seemed a crime to put anything heavy on their backs, and a Punch and Judy man whose swozzle-filtered squeals rendered him incomprehensible and frightening.
Across the road were two further dubious attractions. The waxworks (motto – ‘Meet The Immortal Stars of Today and Yesteryear!’) appeared to feature the dummies Madame Tussaud had rejected. Within its musty basement rooms, long-forgotten celebrities (Jessie Matthews and Robert Donat still featured) leaned from draped pedestals at perilous angles, looking extremely mortal, and even ill. None of them seemed to be wearing their own hair; it looked as though someone had swapped all the wigs around. There was no chamber of horrors; presumably the proprietors realised that it wasn’t needed.
The Aquarium, on the other hand, appeared to offer nothing at all. This was mainly because most of the fish spent their lives in hiding, and the tanks were hardly ever cleaned out. Many a small boy had been traumatised after spending twenty minutes with his face pressed to the glass trying to spy an octopus in the murk, only to have it suddenly appear in a swirl of suckers an inch from his nose.
Outside, the year-round regulars were taking the ozone; rows of severely handicapped children left gurning at the sea, hunched biddies creeping past on tripod-sticks, ex-military men in blazers and too-tight ties standing stock still at the railings, a smattering of potato-faced nuns. The promenade shelters belonged to blanket-lapped couples who examined paste sandwiches and decanted tea from thermos flasks as if they were still at home.
At the edge of the town was the Cole Bay Kursaal, a funfair more commonly known as The Deathtrap, given its spotted safety record. Several people had flown out of the roller coaster, a child had been interfered with in the Tunnel Of Love and a woman had been slung-shot from one of the chain-chair roundabouts. ‘They found her handbag on the other side of the Express Dairy,’ warned my mother darkly. Being a sickly child, I was forbidden from going anywhere near the place, so of course I went whenever I got the chance.
The history books have little to say about my home town. All the interesting coastal battles occurred elsewhere; none of the weird historical footnotes you read about in libraries – like St Ethelred having his hair set on fire – happened anywhere near Cole Bay; no marauding invaders had attempted to alight on these shores, unless you counted drunken boat-trippers from around the headland. The local museum comprised a single whitewashed room in a fishing hut, filled with musty sailors’ knots in cases, driftwood spars, and washed-out photographs of men in waterproof hats and huge wellingtons standing awkwardly beside netting.
Cole Bay had just two claims to fame. The first was a plaque to honour a six-week stay by the young H. G. Wells, who had presumably been obeying doctor’s orders and convalescing from an illness that had deprived him of his senses. The second was less salubrious. This year, the resort had snatched the title of ‘Seaside Town With The Highest Suicide Rate’ from Hastings, and Hastings was glad to get rid of it. Their first famous visiting suicide had been Lizzie Rossetti, the unhappy wife of the artist Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who topped herself with an overdose of laudanum in 1862. Sadly, we could not match this.
Further along the coastline was Eastbourne, a previous holder of the suicide title, where young men killed themselves at more than twice the average national rate thanks to the handy proximity of Beachy Head, a spectacular headland ideally suited for dashing your brains out when you reached your tether’s end. Cole Bay’s only advantage in the self-extinction stakes was a forehead-clutching air of melancholia, largely induced by the overpowering odour of fish that scoured its way across town from the gutting sheds.
The weekend trippers stopped coming before the start of the Second World War. Although the town was just seventy-eight miles from London, there were only two ways of getting here, via an unreliable Southern Region railway network that required two changes and operated virtually no service on Sundays, or by car on the nightmarish A21, and then on to a variety of convoluted traffic-choked B roads. In every sense, Cole Bay was the end of the line.
I turned into my street, a lopsided run of terraced houses with pebbledashed bay windows (pebbles being an extremely available commodity), and stopped before the only property with scallop shells still jauntily set in its front garden wall. As I approached the glass front door indented with frosted yachts, I heard my family before I saw them. As usual, there was an argument in progress. I quietly pushed open the door and waited in the hall. My mother was telling Sean not to use the house as a hotel. I could see my brother standing before her in his courier leathers and motorcycle helmet, waiting for her to finish. Bob was slumped deep in his armchair trying to watch the television through my mother’s body. He possessed the ability to screen out family complaints and only hear electronically transmitted signals, no matter how faint. Bob preferred the television to his wife. It had an off switch.
I closed the front door as gently as I could and headed for my room, but was spotted at once and forced to divert to the lounge.
‘You, don’t you try and slip away. Do you still own a watch? Do you realise what the bloody time is?’ Pauline, my mother, switched the focus of her wrath. Sean used the momentary distraction to slip out into the kitchen.
‘You were supposed to be here a bloody hour ago, Kay. Your dinner is dried out. And where’s your scarf? You were wearing it when you went out.’ I felt inside my jacket collar. My mother never missed a trick. I realised I might have dropped it while leaning over the end of the pier trying to see if any more of the stanchions were rusted through.
‘You’ve lost it, haven’t you? I give up. Sometimes I don’t think you’re on this bloody planet. Well, you’ll have to eat your dinner as it is. Then Bob wants a serious talk with you.’ Bob’s eyes flitted in our direction at the mention of his name, like a dog hearing the rattle of a lead.
I knew what the talk would be about. This was the moment I had been dreading; Bob had received the letter from the school. To my horror, he reached forward and turned off the sound of Up Pompeii just as Frankie Howerd was about to remark on a slavegirl’s cleavage. Apart from Doomwatch it was the only programme he never missed. This was serious. He studied me for a moment, long enough to allow my mother to leave the room. I was suddenly alone with my stepfather. I braced myself for the onslaught. Instead, Bob pinched the bridge of his nose and said wearily, ‘Get your dinner, lad. Then I think we should take Gyp for a little walk, don’t you?’
It was too late to pray for an oceanic inundation now.



CHAPTER FOUR
Letting the Side Down
GYP WAS A short-haired brindle cross-breed that Bob had found abandoned in a cardboard box outside the Scheherazade Hotel. What exactly Gyp had been crossed with was a mystery, but it presumably hadn’t been another dog. He had tall ears, a long, lean body, short legs, a docked tail and a tongue that was too big to fit properly in his mouth. He looked like the unhappy result of intercourse between a draught-excluder and a fruitbat.
Sean was still in the kitchen, foraging, and caught my eye. He drew a thick finger across his throat and grinned. I cheerfully mouthed ‘fuck off’ back. As sibling rivalry went it was like Castor and Polydeuces, only with more jokes and swearing.
It was almost dark now, and the streets belonged to elderly ladies in tea-cosy hats who cast their eyes to the sky while their dogs trembled on their haunches and attempted to protrude hard white stools into gutters on command. Bob and I stayed away from the promenade, which by this time belonged to the Chavs, grim little knots of chainsmoking kids who spent their evenings standing around in bus shelters looking hard. We headed towards the park instead. Gyp was trying to strangle himself on his lead, and made gasping, retching noises as he clawed away at the pavement.
Here, the local council had filled the branches of the plane trees with diseased-looking illuminated gnomes in an attempt to create an enchanted grotto effect. Disfigured plastic faces leered through the leaves beside us, buzzing with errant electricity. Snow White and her four-and-a-half dwarves hung out in a fag-end-filled clearing with Little One-Legged Riding Hood. A deformed Miss Muffet had collapsed in agony over a plaster tuffet, while Little Blind Peep, squinting forlornly towards the bingo hut, appeared to have lost her mind as well as her sheep. A bridge troll bore an eerie resemblance to the man who sold racing forms on the front, and there was something poking out of an elderberry bush that was presumably the only remaining billy goat gruff. As a small child, these fairytale gargoyles had terrified me. The councillors voted to reinstall them every season, like Christmas tree lights brought down from the attic and draped around a coffin. It seemed appropriate that they should surround me now, in my darkest hour.
‘Your mother’s very upset,’ said Bob finally. ‘Very upset indeed. She doesn’t know what to do with you, Kay. She doesn’t understand you. And frankly, neither do I. You’re a clever boy. You’re always bloody reading, some of it must have gone in. But you’re not making the grade, lad. You’re letting the side down. I know you’ve been sick a lot, but at this rate you won’t be able to stay on at school. They’ve written and said as much. The headmaster is very disappointed by your grades. Miss Hill reckons you’re her best pupil, but she’s the only one with anything decent to say. The others are ready to write you off.’
‘Don’t want to stay on anyway,’ I mumbled, feeling the heat growing behind my National Health spectacles. Bob halted before a crackling tableau and released a thin, high fart that he thought wouldn’t be noticed. One of Sleeping Beauty’s eyes had dropped out. She had a dent in her head, and the kids had drawn crimson felt-tip nipples on her breasts.
‘Don’t talk stupid. What would you do with yourself if you had to leave school, hang around here like the ones on the front? Christ, it’s bad enough that your brother’s let your mother down, bloody motorcycle courier. Do you know what he wanted to be when he was a kid?’
‘Doctor.’
‘A doctor. He had big plans. Look at him now. “Take a padded envelope to a firm in Margate”. Not exactly the big time, is it?’
‘He likes bikes.’
‘He could still like bikes if he had a proper career. And now you’re going to follow him. You were doing so well, catching up on all the time you lost in hospital, taking your O Levels a term early. Now it turns out it was a waste of sodding time. You won’t get another chance to make something of yourself. What are you going to do? I’ve no spare cash, and neither’s your mother. How are you going to live?’
‘Get a job.’
‘Around here? Do you know what the unemployment rate is in this town?’
‘Thirty-six per cent.’
‘Don’t be smart. What would you do? Be like the bloke who mends the slot machines? The man who gets put in a sack and escapes from handcuffs at the end of the pier? They used to set fire to him until the council put a stop to it. He nearly dies at every performance, and still has to go around with a cap.’
We stopped beside an arrangement of cankerous shoemaker’s elves. Gyp scrambled over the low wall and attempted to wee on an elf until he was yanked back.
‘You’ve got to pull your socks up, and fast. You’re behind in everything except English, and that’s no bleeding use to anyone. From now on you’re indoors, not down at the library.’ Bob puffed out his cheeks, thinking. ‘Regular meals at the table. Homework. A set bedtime. And you can try watching some telly for a change, like normal people. I’m putting my foot down. This is your last chance to make something of yourself.’ He examined the sky for a moment, trying to remember whether there was anything he’d missed. ‘Well, I’ve said my piece. Now it’s up to you.’ He pulled a bottle of stout from his jacket pocket and snapped off the cap with the little opener on his key fob. Obviously it was a bottle Pauline had somehow missed. Usually she conducted a furtive search before he was allowed out of the house.
This was probably the longest speech Bob had made since he had married my mother. It was almost impassioned, almost as if he cared. I considered this radical idea as we walked back, then dismissed it as far-fetched. I knew that Bob was just following orders from Pauline in order to have a quiet life, just as I knew that he would chew a stick of peppermint gum after he’d finished his beer to stop her from smelling it on his breath. Bob was not my biological father; that honour fell to the cheerful man who had come upstairs to quell my night-time fears, someone who now existed in little more than a few faded photographs taken on outings. Pauline had divorced Phillip in 1960 and remarried two years later when I was eight. Apart from my night-time memories, attempts to recall the image of my real father yielded less each day. Faint recollections of summer afternoons, resting against a garden wall, a pleasant feeling of warmth and safety, music playing on a portable wireless; impressions as light as those on recently flattened grass, blurring even as you watched them.
I felt that some justification was in order, an explanation as to why I had failed so badly in my examination results, but instead I allowed the silence to stretch between us on the walk home. I knew that any excuse I gave would be a lie, because he would not believe the truth.
I was aware of what I was doing. ‘Letting the side down,’ Pauline called it, as though we were all rooting for the same thing. My stepfather was not a bad man, he wasn’t unkind or bitter. He was what would later become known as a ‘functioning alcoholic’, a banqueting manager at the Scheherazade Hotel on the esplanade, and he worked long hours so that he could provide us with the few simple luxuries that he thought we needed to hold together as a family. He came from a time, not very long ago, when that was all it took, and he couldn’t see that everything was changing, that what he wanted wasn’t what I wanted because there was nothing I wanted in the life I saw around me, nothing at all. And it frightened me so deeply, this emptiness at the heart of things, that I could barely speak without insanity pouring out instead of the chatter they all expected. And so I bit my cheek and hid my thoughts and burrowed down into my books, because only there, inside those warm white walls of words, did I have the strength to survive this hell.
My dreams of Atlantis were pointless. The sea had already risen and drowned my world. Though I was only sixteen, all I could see before me was a grey waterscape of drifting corpses, and I could not believe that passing a few exams would save me from becoming a part of it.



CHAPTER FIVE
Anticipation of Arrival
DOCTOR TREBUNCULUS FLUTTERED his hands impatiently at the palace guards who stood beneath the great bronze dragon lanterns on either side of the East Gate. The guards were bald mutes, and barely twitched their pupils as they swung aside to let him pass before returning to their official positions, with their legs astride and their fat blue-black arms folded over the enamelled handles of their scimitars. The lobes of their ears were pierced with heavy sapphires that stretched their flesh and required constant protection from the knives of brigands, so the guards were eternally vigilant. These stones were worn from birth by the palace staff as a sign of loyalty. It was said, although unverified even by the doctor, that the Sultan’s eunuchs wore similar gems inset in their groins. The palace was rife with such stories, of course, and though unfounded, they often became truthful in the retelling.
The doctor straddled the limestone stairs, taking them in pairs until he had almost reached the top. His legs were as thin as stalks. His long chin was thrust purposefully forward, and his coat-tails flew out behind him. He moved like a heron striding across mudflats.
‘Doctor!’ A young girl’s voice was calling from one of the modesty windows. Rosamunde pushed back the latticed rosewood shutters and stepped from the calm of her private quarters on to the balcony. Her braided chestnut hair fell across the nipples of her bare brown breasts. Her arms were wrapped in spirals of gold wire. Leaning forward beneath the edge of the beaten copper baldachin that covered the balcony, she hissed down at him, ‘Where on earth have you been? He’s absolutely furious! He’s cutting the heads from the canaries! It’ll be Egyptians next! You know how he hates to be kept waiting. And why are you alone? Where is the ajnabee? Has something gone wrong?’
‘What could I do?’ gasped Trebunculus, pressing his knuckles against his heaving chest. ‘I could hardly drag him here against his will, could I?’
‘I don’t see why not. Time is not on our side.’
‘The caged animal has just cause for grievance,’ muttered the doctor. He gave another impatient wave of his fingers. ‘Go, run ahead and tell your father that I am arrived. I cannot enter his presence unannounced.’
Rallying himself, Trebunculus stepped through a tall carved arch of interlocking brass stars and jade hexagons, past blue glass jars filled with fragrant jacaranda, around the piddling sapphire fountain scented with cedar oil, and into the courtyard of the great palace. Here the world descended into a delicate fretwork of shadows, as cool and still as a painting, but fraught with a tension that saturated the air like ozone.
The doctor was the only man in the city who was allowed to enter royal quarters in civilian clothes, because of the haste in which he was usually summoned. All others were expected to wear silken sashes of honour in order that their rank could be instantly divined, but dressed in his purple velvet suit and stovepipe hat Trebunculus stood out in any crowd. As the only man of science in the kingdom, he occupied a unique position at court. Unfortunately, the Sultan tended to impatience and inattention, causing him to misunderstand almost everything he was told. This was very frustrating for the doctor, whose own mind tended towards the intellectual and abstract. The more the doctor spoke of paradigms, paradoxes and panaceas, the more the Sultan thought of his stomach and his concubine. Happily, the Princess Rosamunde was as worldly as she was intelligent, and acted as a bridge between them.
From within the courtyard came the suspirial drone of an arghul, and in counterpoint the plaintive twangling of the rababa, a two-string bowed instrument that was an Eastern ancestor of the violin. The Sultan only allowed such peasant music to be played when he was feeling very depressed. Pausing to draw fresh breath and kick off his leather pattens, the doctor entered the ornate arena.
‘Do you realise what the time is?’ bellowed an uncontradictable voice. ‘In a land which finds no use for the measurement of the hours, did we not determine to present you with a pearl and bloodstone timepiece when our daughter was delivered? Trebunculus, I’m talking to you. Take your hat off, man. Demons of Trezibond, where the hell do you think you are?’
The doctor hastily doffed his headgear and slipped it behind his back. He took stock of the situation. The Sultan was enthroned – never merely seated – upon a veined marble dais swagged in saffron cloth and dusted in marigold petals. Every time he moved, showers of flowers sifted to the ground around him. His fat right fist held a silver blade. In his left, a minuscule canary was incarcerated, yet sang on. The heads and bodies of a dozen yellow birds lay scattered at his sandalled feet.
Whenever the Sultan grew especially petulant, he killed all the songbirds in the courtyard. It was a small cruelty that upset everyone within the palace grounds – the birds were a symbol of freedom and happiness – yet most of all the gesture hurt the Sultan, who loved the sound of birdsong. In terms of the customs of his land the Sultan was not a particularly malicious ruler, but his position was one of absolute power, and he occasionally felt the need to remind his subjects of the fact. He was flanked to the rear by the Dowager Sultan, or Queen Mother, a bulky, impractical woman swathed in grey silk, most notable for the alarming mass of copper hair that perched on her head like a sea-sponge, the Sultan’s lovely daughter Rosamunde, the melancholy royal consort, who was not allowed to have opinions and whose name no-one could quite remember, the lugubrious Lord Chancellor, whose eyes glistened like black beetles, the ancient, one-eared, smelly Semanticor, a pair of sullen eunuchs and a couple of palace dwarves, who had been invited simply to prevent the retinue from forming a hard line (the Sultan had a horror of right angles – they bore the stamp of death). Before him stood the doctor. Everyone except the Sultan looked uncomfortable. Nobody moved a muscle; the Sultan detested unnecessary movement.
‘I am alone,’ Trebunculus stated.
‘Yes, I can see that. O celestial heavens, stop that infernal warbling.’ He made a threatening gesture at the court musicians, who fell silent and shuffled back into the shadows. ‘Where is the ajnabee?’
‘I endeavoured to locate him, your grace, but the celestial portents … my calculations were somewhat inaccurate. There were complications.’
‘I think what the doctor means,’ began Rosamunde, ‘is that the process is not as simple as you think.’
‘The doctor is quite capable of speaking for himself,’ warned the Sultan, raising his hand. ‘Go on, Doctor.’
‘The transition site has a habit of shifting about. It’s something to do with their weather. So much rain. My efforts were only partially successful.’
‘What do you mean, partially successful? Were you successful or not? That’s like saying you fell partially pregnant. You dropped partially dead. You were partially roped across the ignited mouth of the Imperial Battlement Cannon and blown to shreds. You were partially entombed alive in the floor of the Royal Ossuary. As there is nobody with you I can only assume that you failed to bring him here, and that registers as a total and utter lack of success in my book.’
He reached back and snapped his fingers impatiently. The Dowager Sultan gave the Semanticor a painful nudge, waking the old teacher with a start. He hastily produced a small gold-trimmed pocket dictionary of English from his embroidered robes and passed it, open at the appropriate page.
‘Here we are,’ observed the Sultan. ‘Failure. A negative result. A bungle. A botch. Incapacity. Insufficiency. Inability to fulfil a promise. It’s probably a beheadable offence.’
‘That may well be so, Your Grace, as indeed most things are, and I’ll admit that the person whom we seek is not corporeally present as such, but I have managed to establish that he is—’ Trebunculus corrected himself, ‘—was – in the exact spot where our calculations predicted that he would be found.’
‘Oh really? And where was that?’ The Sultan’s knife slipped across the canary’s throat and silenced its singing. Its tiny head fell to the floor like a bottle-cap being popped, landing in the centre of the congealing crimson pool where all the other heads were mired.
‘In the percheron field beyond the vale of cyprus trees. Sort of over …’ He endeavoured to point through the wall of the palace.
‘I’m not calling you a liar, Trebunculus, but why by all the bektashi bodies of firmament and fundament should I believe you? Do you have any proof at all that he was ever there? Are we getting anywhere?’
‘Well yes, Your Grace. If you will permit—’ Flustered, he dropped his hat and rooted about in the battered black leather medical bag that hung from his trousers. Finally, he produced a muddied brown woollen object with a flourish. The Dowager Sultan wrinkled her nose.
‘What – what – what – is that disgusting thing supposed to be?’
‘His scarf,’ said the doctor, much taken with his small triumph. ‘I found the boy’s scarf.’
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