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About the Book

Cal has struggled to cope with his mother’s drinking and psychotic episodes since he was six; so when he finally leaves home to live with this uncle he is ruthless about breaking with the past, despite his mother’s despair. But getting off the train at the wrong station, Cal finds himself at the mysterious castle of the Fisher King; and the night he spends there plunges him into a wasteland of desolation and adventure as he begins his predetermined quest back to all he has breayed.

In this intriguing reworking of the Grail Legend, the award-winning author Catherine Fisher has created a gripping novel that moves between myth and a contemporary journey of self-knowledge until one becomes indistinguishable from the other.
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His mother kept him there and held him back …

Conte du Graal

VERY FAR AWAY, the voice said, ‘Who drinks from the Grail?’

Jerked out of a doze, Cal opened his eyes. Then he tugged the earphones off and rubbed his face wearily. The woman who had been sitting next to him must have got off at the last station; now her seat was empty. A man in uniform was wheeling a trolley down the aisle of the train; it was crammed with crisps and sandwiches and piles of upturned plastic cups round the shiny urn. The man caught Cal’s eye. ‘Drinks? Tea? Coffee?’

It would be embarrassing to say no so he muttered, ‘Tea,’ knowing it would be the cheapest thing. Then he dragged some coins out of his pocket and sorted through them, trying to look careless, as if money didn’t matter.

The train was a lot emptier now. It rattled viciously over some points; the trolley man swayed, balancing expertly in the aisle as he filled a plastic cup under the tap, the trolley rocking so that a small packet of biscuits slid off on to the empty seat. Chocolate digestives. Cal scowled. He was so hungry he almost felt sick. ‘Those too.’

Outside, wet fields flashed by, and some houses in a scatter of dead leaves. The man leaned over and flipped down the small table at the back of the seat, clipped the lid on the tea and put it down. A tiny bag of sugar. Milk. A plastic stirrer. The train clattered; Cal grabbed the hot cup in alarm.

‘One pound thirty, sir, thank you.’

Sir. For a moment he thought the joker was making fun of him and glared up, but the man’s face was closed and polite, and once he had the money he trundled away up the carriage resuming his smooth, ‘Tea? Drinks?’

Cal leaned back and looked at the plastic cup with distaste. He hated tea. Coffee was more upmarket. He unclipped the lid and stirred the tea bag gloomily. When he’d made some money he’d really spend; travel first class where they had white china and linen, everything of the best. They’d call him sir and mean it then. He peeled the metal top from the milk and it sprayed everywhere. He swore aloud. The woman opposite glared at him. He glared back, scrubbing his jacket. This had cost. It wasn’t designer but it looked it. Or he hoped it did. The momentary fear that it looked cheap slid under his guard but he squashed it hastily and pulling the earphones back on he let the music blast out the train-noise, dipping a biscuit in the tea and watching the landscape through his own reflection.

He’d been on this train all day. It had left Bangor at nine that morning, late, so that his mother had lingered on the platform, tearful, her hasty make-up a mess, telling him to phone, going on and on about how much she’d miss him, couldn’t manage without him, about coming back for weekends, about keeping his room the same. His room! He thought of the little box with its grubby paper and the neighbour’s baby wailing through the walls. He was well shot of that.

Uncomfortable, he shifted. Why had she had to come? Anyone might have seen her, and as usual she’d been barely sober from the night before. He’d gone to find a seat long before the train started; still she had tapped on the glass and waved and cried at the window. Remembering her crumpled misery and runny mascara, his hand clenched on the empty cup; he felt it crackle and then crushed it slowly. His face was hot. But the weak tea had made him feel better, and the biscuits. He hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, and he’d got that himself, as he always did.

The train slid into a station, brakes screeching. Cal rubbed a circle of damp off the glass and looked out. CRAVEN ARMS the sign said. Another place he’d never heard of. Mountains, a few people running under umbrellas, the bare platform plastered with clotting autumn leaves. Like all the rest of the stations that day.

As they pulled out the carriage lights went on. All at once, outside it seemed dark, the early dusk of November. Hills closed in as the train ran below them; odd craggy ridges, tree-covered. Most people had got off; no one had got on. Once, a mobile phone burbled stupid music; far down at the end the refreshments bloke was reading a paper with his feet on the opposite seat.

Cal leaned back, yawning. He was so tired of sitting still, so stiff. The music was tinny, the batteries fading; he flicked it off with a groan and immediately the rhythmic clatter of the train came back, rocking him, comforting. He had at least another hour till Chepstow. Through the steamy windows he could only see himself, looking crumpled, and then very faintly a line of high forestry dark against the twilight. In a farmhouse the windows were lit, looking warm and snug. A girl walking a dog waved to the speeding train. He wrapped his coat around him, and closed his eyes. As the train roared into the blackness of the tunnel, he put his feet up on the seat, leaning awkwardly with his head against the window. It would be all right now. He’d planned this for years; he’d made the break. Life would be different. His uncle would meet him in some big, flash car. He wouldn’t have to see her any more. He wouldn’t have to hide the knives and the bottles ever again.

*

He woke abruptly. A voice was crackling over the tannoy. Somewhere in his head the echo of what it had said was just out of reach, but it had been Chepstow, he was suddenly, coldly sure. The train was already stopping; outside, a lamp loomed close to the window.

Cal panicked. The train was empty. He scrambled up, confused. Dregs of tea from the crumpled cup spilt on him; he grabbed his coat, jerked his rucksack down from the rack and ran, past tea-stained tables and abandoned newspapers. Outside the windows it was pitch-dark. He jabbed the door button anxiously; as the doors swooshed open he jumped out and looked up the length of the train.

‘Hey! Excuse me!’

Far down in the frosty dark the guard stepped back into the train. Doors slid shut. Cal yelled, ‘Wait! Listen! I need to know if this is …’

His voice was lost in the roar of the engine; the train was moving, gaining speed, and he ran after it, and saw through the flashing windows the dripping sign in the hedge opposite. It said:

CORBENIC

‘Bloody hell!’ he hissed furiously.

But the train was a rattle in the dimness, one red light. Tree shadows closed over it. And then it had gone.

The night was suddenly, utterly silent. So silent he could hear every drip from the trees. He flung the rucksack down in fury and looked around, unable to believe he’d been so stupid, so absolutely stupid! Where the hell was this? Why had he thought it was his stop? Raging at himself he shrugged his jacket on, shivering uncontrollably after the warmth of the train. The platform was deserted, gleaming with rain, lit by one dim lamp, the pool of light from it glinting with drips. God, this was the middle of nowhere! Looking around he saw only the dark clustering shapes of trees; above them a bank of cloud loomed, torn by the wind to show fleeting, frosty stars.

There had to be someone, a ticket office. He turned. ‘Hello. Anyone here?’ His voice rang, echoing. Wind whipped leaves in his face. There was no station building, no waiting room, nothing but the small wet platform, the dripping lamp, a fence with a creaking gate. And silence.

His breath smoked in the damp air. He shook his head, bleakly. This was a disaster. But there would be a timetable. Outside, by the fence.

Dragging up the heavy rucksack he tugged it on, the weight making him groan. Then he crossed the wet platform to the gate in the hedge. It hung awkwardly on its hinges, and creaked in the wind. The white paint was blistered and old. He leaned over, getting soaked, his hands frozen, and found there was no timetable, nothing at all but the gate, and a dim lane that ran into utter darkness in both directions.

Cal swore in dismay. He stood under the dripping trees and knew that all around him the night was empty. For a moment the old panic threatened him; then he shoved his hands in his pockets and took a cold breath. Get a grip. Get the next train, that was all. Just get the next train. But when would it come? Would it even stop at this god-forsaken hole? He crushed the despair as he’d taught himself to do, over and over. It would be OK. He’d have to wait.

There was nowhere to sit. The bare platform ran with puddles. He leaned against the lamp and the rain pattered round him, the great trees overhead sighing and swishing every time the wind moved them, sending a cascade of icy drops to soak his shoulders and splash his shoes. His clean shoes. He looked at his watch. The tiny green numbers said 5:40.

Ten minutes later he had dumped the rucksack and was walking up and down, the tap of his footsteps loud in the hush. At least he thought it was ten minutes, but when he looked at the watch again it told exactly the same time, 5:40, and he couldn’t believe this. The watch had stopped, maybe hours ago. He kicked the lamp in fury, and as if in some sort of revenge, the rain immediately came down harder, drumming steadily through the leaves, a thrumming downpour.

He couldn’t stand it any more. Doubts had begun to creep in; he couldn’t keep them out. What if there was no train; what if he had to stay here all night? His uncle would go to the station and not find him, and he’d ring Bangor and his mother … Cal closed his eyes in despair. Then opened them.

A phone! All he needed was a stupid phone. There had to be one near. If he’d had a mobile … if he’d bought one instead of this useless jacket that was letting the rain in … But he hadn’t. So he’d have to go and find one.

It was hard to leave the platform; he dithered, waiting, sure that as soon as he turned his back a train would come, but at last he was so stiff and soaked and fed up that he hauled up the rucksack and splashed back to the gate. The wood was swollen; it took both hands to force open, as if no one had used it for years. He squeezed through, shoved his wet fingers in his pockets, and looked up and down the lane. Dark trees met overhead.

He turned right, walking quickly, trying to get warm. His breath clouded the damp air, his footsteps crunching unnaturally loudly on the muddy, puddled track; all around him the night cascading and pattering and dripping with falling water. Scowling, he dragged his collar up. Someone must live here. Somewhere.

The lane was lonely. Scary. It became a gloomy tunnel, a swishing, pine-smelling dimness, and as he trudged the mud was slippery with great drifts of soaked, clotting leaves. Small noises disturbed him; the snap of a twig, rustles and soft fallings. He walked faster, trying not to imagine being followed, dark shapes jumping out from the trees, but he was rushing, he couldn’t help it and the panic was back. After what he thought was about half a mile he stopped, heart thudding, an ache in his side so sharp he could barely catch breath. He knew he was scared. Anyone might be down here. Murderers. Nutcases. He should go back. He might be walking for hours.

A screech. It was tiny, and high, and it made him jump with terror before he told himself it was a mouse, a stupid mouse. An owl, or a mouse.

He wished he had a weapon. If he could find a thick stick …

Clutching his side he breathed in the damp air. His nose was running; he wiped it wearily on his damp, ironed handkerchief and pushed the wet hair off his face, wishing hopelessly for the warm train, turning and looking back into the pitch black lane. It would be worse going back. He’d come too far already.

Then he heard a splash. It was loud, as if something had plopped into water. Below him. To the right.

Cal breathed out slowly. The noise of the downpour was unbelievably loud, but this had been different. He took a step towards the trees. They were thickly massed. He looked down and saw a steep overgrown incline, dark with brambles and undergrowth, its rich smell of rot and soil rising to him. Down there was water, maybe a lake. It trickled and lapped; he saw glints of it in the dimness. And faintly, above the pattering rain, he was sure he could hear voices. Then, between the wet black trunks, brilliant as lightning, a torch flickered.

He straightened up, breathing hard, listening. Poachers? Gamekeepers, maybe. He didn’t know and he didn’t care. He was too wet to care and the thought of the empty, terrifying lane that might go on for miles and miles filled him with despair. It was dangerous – they could be anyone. But he had to find a phone. He squeezed his hair back, feeling the rain from it run down his back. A great leaf plastered itself to his face and he snatched it away in hissed panic; maybe it was the fright that finally made him shout.

‘Hey!’ he yelled recklessly. ‘Hey, you down there. Hello! Can you hear me?’

The night poured on his shoulders. It seemed an age before someone said, ‘We hear you.’

The torch came on again. He glimpsed a tiny boat, a flimsy wicker thing tethered to the bank, the long line slack in the water, and two dim figures looking up at him. The beam of light moved up the bank till it hit Cal’s face and he put his hand up against it crossly. ‘Cut it out!’

But the light stayed on him a long moment. Then it bounced off the trees till he saw one of the fishermen clearly; a bulky man, standing awkwardly. The other was slighter, dark-haired, sitting with a net over his knees.

‘What are you looking for?’ the big man called, his voice deep over the rain-patter.

‘I’m lost. Is there a phone near here? Have you got one I could use?’

To Cal’s surprise, the man laughed, a low, humourless sound. ‘Why?’

‘So they can come and pick me up from home. I got off the train, at the wrong station.’

The dark-haired man, sitting down, said quietly, ‘Have you any idea where you are?’

Cal felt annoyed. Then he remembered the station sign. ‘Corbenic.’

The man said something to his friend. The bigger one nodded, and looked up. ‘You must go on to the Castle.’

‘Castle?’

‘Hotel. About a mile on.’

The wind blew Cal’s hair into his eyes. ‘Great,’ he muttered sourly. But he was immensely relieved.

There was a splash as if the fishermen had dropped the nets over the side. ‘There’s nowhere else,’ the deep voice said. ‘This is the Waste Land. Nowhere else for miles.’

Uneasy, Cal said, ‘Do they get many visitors?’

‘Not so many as they used to.’ The torchlight flickered over Cal’s face. ‘Tell them we sent you.’

Rain spattered. ‘Thanks,’ Cal yelled. But as he turned away the other man, the dark one, said, ‘Wait!’ He looked up; Cal saw even at this distance that he was pale, almost gaunt, his eyes dark hollows. ‘Are you sure you’re ready?’ he whispered, his voice anxious, deeply troubled.

‘What?’

‘You need to be ready. Or it will be a long journey for all of us.’

Cal frowned. ‘I thought your mate said about a mile?’

The fisherman shook his head, almost sadly, and the torch went out. ‘So he did. So he did.’

Uneasy, Cal climbed back up onto the track and trudged on. He felt worn out and it was hard to think. A hotel. Lucky. He might be miles from Chepstow. His uncle wouldn’t come. And his mother would be down at Murphy’s by this time anyway, and be past caring either way.

He was so wet now he didn’t care about the jacket or the drenched boots; rain trickled into every crease of him, even his pockets, and his clothes felt heavy and sopping. He was almost running down the dark leafy tunnel of the lane.

And finally, round the bend, the hedge became a wall, a high red-brick wall smothered with glossy wet ivy, the trees behind it black and ominous. He squelched alongside it, seeing how the track was a mire of mud here, and at the muddiest place of all he found a wooden door, and above that a sign that swung and creaked and dripped on his face.

CASTLE HOTEL 
CORBENIC

The letters were worn, and rain-streaked. Below them, cracked and badly painted, was the pub sign, but instead of a castle all it showed was a crooked yellow chalice. And hanging from that on rusty hooks, swinging so wildly he could barely make it out, a tiny addition read:

VACANCIES
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A sorry figure in a court so distinguished as that.

Peredur

THERE WAS NOTHING to knock but his groping fingers found a latch under the dripping screen of ivy; he lifted it, and the door opened. Beyond the arch was a shadowy garden, blackened by frost. Bare branches dripped onto a gravel path. The trees were dead or leafless.

Cal stepped through, holding the door open. It didn’t look promising, and it was too quiet. Maybe the place was closed up. Out of season. Maybe they were all in bed.

He let the door swing behind him with a soft clink. He’d find out. There was no way he was walking back up that lane.

The gravel crunched under his feet. On each side of the dim path small statues peered from among the withered plants: peculiarly crouched animals; bears and cats and tiny foxes whose eyes gleamed fleetingly in wet faces. He passed them quietly, choked with an odd feeling of excitement, the rich stink of the clotting leaves seeming sharper here, the watching animals tense, as if ready to pounce on his back. It made him remember a picture in a book he’d seen when he was small, of a garden of sleeping princes all tangled in thorns, and beyond them, high and grey and sinister, the walls of the castle, with one light in a high window. He had forgotten it till now. For a second, he remembered how the story had made him feel, the flavour of it.

There was a light here too. It flickered through the branches; he had to bend down and peer ahead to see it, because the trees were so tangled and low, and for a moment he thought it was a bundle of burning wooden sticks in a bracket on the wall. But pushing through the stiff branches he found that the trees grew right up to the stonework and at the path’s end was a black wrought-iron lantern with a dim electric bulb inside.

Above him, the house was a shadow. He couldn’t even make out its height, except that it was big, and old, and ivy covered the walls. Over the door a sort of mock portcullis jabbed its pointed spikes down at him. There was a porch, littered in the corner with heaps of windblown leaves and, at last, a bell pull with a heavy, faceted knob, swinging in the wind. Cal caught it in his numbed fingers; water dripped from it, cold as ice. For a moment he stood there, undecided, the night silent around him, afraid of the place, of who might be there.

Then he pulled the bell. It jangled, deep inside the building. Lights came on; they flooded his face and he saw the panels of the door were stained glass, a rainbow patchwork of knights and horses, their heraldry bright with golds and blues and scarlet. Upstairs windows lit; he heard voices, the sound of some sort of horn or trumpet, the rattle and clatter of dishes. For a moment he almost felt he had wakened the place from a centuries-long sleep; then he noticed the stone at the end of the bell pull in his hand was as red and glittering as a ruby, and stared at it in amazement.

The door opened. Warmth came out and embraced him; for a second the relief of that was so great he couldn’t speak. A woman stood there, tall and grey-haired, wearing a long dress of some rich velvet. ‘Welcome to the Castle,’ she said gently.

He had his speech all ready. ‘I’m sorry to bother you so late, but …’

The woman smiled and stepped back. ‘Please! You’re soaked, and cold. Come inside. It’s too evil a night to be on the road.’

‘I haven’t … I mean I just need to use the phone. Do you have a phone?’

‘Yes. We have everything you need. Come in.’

He followed her over the threshold, into a hall panelled with dark wood. It was dazzlingly lit with expensive-looking marble lamps. A huge round table stood in the hall’s centre, with some sort of sword on a stand; on all the walls red brocade wallpaper glowed, and in a vast hearth between two suits of armour a log fire roared and crackled.

Classy, Cal thought. He eased the dripping rucksack off and dumped it on the floor. He felt cheap and wet and thoroughly out of place.

‘While you call,’ the woman said kindly, ‘I’ll have your room made ready.’

A room! Cal stared, alarmed. ‘Oh no! I mean, I won’t be staying. I’m just going to get someone to pick me up.’

She shook her head. ‘From here? I doubt it.’

‘My uncle will. Well … how far are we from Chepstow?’

‘As far from there as from anywhere, I’m afraid.’ The woman knelt and put another log on the fire carefully, the wide sleeves of her dress slipping back to show strong arms. She looked up at him. ‘This is the Waste Land. But the room won’t be expensive, if that’s what worries you. You’re our guest, and there’s no charge.’

That really scared him. Nothing, absolutely nothing, ever came free. Whatever sort of weird setup he had wandered into here had to be dodgy. Phone, then get out, he thought.

As if she guessed the woman stood, wiping her fingers on a lace-edged handkerchief. ‘There’s the phone.’ She nodded behind him. It was an old-fashioned sort of booth in the corner of the corridor.

Cal said, ‘Thanks,’ and headed for it quickly.

A door opened and closed somewhere in the building; he heard music and a rumour of voices, shut off, instantly.

The booth had no door and smelt of lavender. When he’d picked up the receiver and turned the woman had gone, so he dialled his uncle’s number quickly. It was an ancient bakelite machine, black and heavy with a silver dial that spun with a satisfying purr, the words CORBENIC 301000 printed in the centre.

There was a crackle, the ringing tone. Then, oddly small and distant, his uncle’s voice. ‘Hello?’

‘Uncle Trevor? It’s Cal.’

‘Cal? Where are you?’ He didn’t sound anxious. More surprised. ‘Is your train in early?’

‘No. Look …’ Cal took a deep breath, hating himself. ‘I made a mistake. I got off at the wrong stop.’

He heard his uncle’s hiss of annoyance. ‘How on earth did you manage that! Where are you?’

Cal ignored the first question. ‘Somewhere called Corbenic.’

‘Never heard of it.’

‘No. I think it’s sort of out in the sticks. The last station I remember before it was Craven Arms, but …’

‘Craven Arms! That’s about three hours’ drive!’

Cal scowled. He felt a total fool, and suddenly knew what was coming. When his uncle spoke again he sounded even more distant, as if he’d stepped back. He was also brisk and matter-of-fact. ‘It’s far too far for me to pick you up. I’m going out later anyway. You’ll have to stay over. Where are you ringing from?’

‘A hotel. The Castle. But I …’

‘Is it all right?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘For heaven’s sake, Cal! Is it decent? How many stars has it got?’

He had no idea. Wearily he looked round at the panelled hall, the crackling fire. ‘It’s posh. It’ll cost an arm and a leg.’

‘Don’t pay more than forty pounds for the night. Have you got that much on you? If not, get them to phone me in the morning and I’ll settle it by credit card, but I warn you, Cal, I’m not making a habit of this.’

‘No,’ Cal said tightly. ‘Neither am I.’

‘Keep to yourself. Don’t talk to strangers.’

‘I’m not a kid.’

‘Well then, be discreet. Don’t make a fool of yourself. And for God’s sake get the right train in the morning and call me from the station.’ He sighed, sourly. ‘I’ll ring Annie.’

‘She’ll be at the pub,’ Cal said, reluctantly.

‘Yes. I know what state she’ll be in too.’ His uncle’s voice was rich with distaste. ‘To be honest I don’t suppose it’s worth bothering. She probably won’t even remember you’re gone.’ The phone went dead with an irritated click.

‘And good night to you too.’ Cal dropped the receiver and stared blankly at the panelled wall. Out of nowhere, loneliness flooded him like a wave. For a moment he knew with devastating clarity that no one in his family knew where he was or even cared that much. Trevor didn’t want him. It went through him like a coldness. Like shock.

‘Your mother will be concerned.’

He turned quickly. The man watching him was sitting in a chair; that was Cal’s first thought. Then he realised it was a wheelchair. The man was watching him closely. ‘Won’t she?’

‘No.’ Cal came out of the booth. ‘She’s not bothered.’

‘I see. But you found my castle. I told you it wasn’t far.’

The fisherman. The dark man in the boat. It was him. Close up he was younger; his hair a little too long, his knees covered in a warm tartan rug. But his face was still drawn, as if some secret pain consumed him.

‘Your castle?’ Cal said quietly.

The man’s smile was brief. ‘I should have said so but it wasn’t a ploy for custom, I assure you. There really is nowhere else for you to go.’ He held out a frail hand. ‘My name is Alain Bron.’

Cal shook hands awkwardly. ‘Cal. Well, everyone calls me Cal. Look, I’m sorry, but I am going to have to stay here tonight.’

The dark-haired man nodded gravely. ‘Of course you are. Everyone always does.’ His green eyes watched Cal so intently Cal felt hotly self-conscious. The old worries came flooding up; his clothes, his accent. He must look cheap. As if he couldn’t pay.

But Bron only said, almost to himself, ‘You are the one, aren’t you.’ He was trembling.

A door opened behind them. A man wearing a peculiar, almost medieval robe trimmed with fur came out and crossed the hall, scooping up the rucksack before Cal could move. Bron put his hands to the wheels of the chair and turned it with an effort. ‘The gatekeeper here will show you your room. Relax, refresh yourself; you’re my guest. A bell will ring for supper.’ Painfully, he wheeled himself away.

Cal followed the man, up the great curving stairs and along a lavish corridor, hung with red velvet. Forty pounds a night? No chance. The place was huge, maybe four star. And full, by the sound of it. They passed rows of closed doors; one was ajar and as they crossed the opening Cal saw a vast bed draped in crimson damask, tapestries hanging on the walls.

The gatekeeper was looking back. ‘This way, sir,’ he said. At the end of the corridor he opened a door and carried the rucksack inside, as carefully as if it was made of some precious metal. Cal stepped past him, amazed. A four-poster bed filled this room too, and as he turned he saw gilt mirrors and another log fire, and a small bathroom, its carpet deep and soft.

‘Please ring if you need anything at all.’ The man made an elegant half-bow.

‘Wait!’ Cal turned. ‘Listen. Do I have to … dress up for supper?’ He would have given anything not to have to ask.

‘Not at all, sir. Come as you wish.’

‘And this place. Does it really belong to … Mr Bron?’

‘He is the King.’

‘Has he had some sort of accident?’

It was nosy, but the man didn’t blink. Instead he looked grave. ‘The blow that struck him down devastated us all and all our lands and all the world. But I think you have given him – given us all – great hope. Will there be anything more?’

‘No. Thanks.’ He had no idea what any of this meant. Were they that desperate for customers? For a confused moment he knew he should give some sort of tip, take a handful of coins out of his pocket like they did in films, and press something into the man’s hand, but it would be too embarrassing and he didn’t know how much and anyway, the man was gone.

Wearily, Cal went and sat on the bed, head in hands. He felt shaky and almost sick with hunger. And cut off, somehow, from everything, everyone, as if he’d stepped through some invisible barrier into a totally other place. He didn’t belong here. But after a minute he made himself get up and go into the bathroom. The bath was huge; gold taps reflected his face. He turned the hot tap on and watched the water gush out, steaming. The roar of it cheered him. He’d always dreamed of staying in a flash hotel. So why not make the best of it.

Later, warm and dry, wearing his favourite clothes – there had even been a little iron to get the creases out of his chinos – he sat by the roaring fire and leaned his head back in the comfortable chair. There was no mini-bar, but some hot sweetish drink with lemons in had been waiting on the table; he sipped it now, its warm fruity flavours. Slowly, he grinned. The station had been a nightmare, and the walk … well, all right, he’d got the creeps, but this – this was great. This was living. At home the flat would be empty like every night, and cold, because the two-bar electric fire would be off. There’d be no cooking smells, no TV. Only the old wooden clock in the dirty room, ticking. And next door’s baby wailing.

No one could blame him for going. He’d had it since he was a kid, getting his own food, washing his own clothes, sorting himself out for school. It would do her good, anyway, to have to manage for a bit, to have to get herself together. It was over for him now. He was never going back. Never.

A sound made him look up. Repeated, it rang through the corridors and mysteries of the house. A sweet, silver bell.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/fig16.jpg
FLEVEN





OEBPS/images/fig3.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig18.jpg
THIRTEEN





OEBPS/images/fig17.jpg
TWELVE





OEBPS/images/fig32.jpg
TWENTY SEVEN





OEBPS/images/fig31.jpg
TWENTY Six





OEBPS/images/fig15.jpg
TEnN





OEBPS/images/fig14.jpg
inE





OEBPS/images/fig29.jpg
TWENTY FOUR





OEBPS/images/fig5.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig30.jpg
TWENTY FiVE





OEBPS/images/fig9.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig10.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig7.jpg
Two





OEBPS/images/fig8.jpg
THREE





OEBPS/images/fig13.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig11.jpg
Six





OEBPS/images/fig12.jpg





OEBPS/images/fig26.jpg
TWENTY OnE





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
Corbenic

Catherine Fisher

Random House Children’s Books





OEBPS/images/fig25.jpg
TWENTY





OEBPS/images/fig28.jpg
TWENTY THREE





OEBPS/images/fig27.jpg
TWENTY TWo





OEBPS/images/fig2.jpg
SWO®RD





OEBPS/images/fig22.jpg
SEVENTEEN





OEBPS/images/fig6.jpg
OnNE





OEBPS/images/fig24.jpg
VINETEEN





OEBPS/images/fig1.jpg
CORBENIC

rReD Fox ©EEENEELE





OEBPS/images/fig23.jpg
FIGHTEEN





OEBPS/images/fig20.jpg
FIEFTEEN





OEBPS/images/fig19.jpg
FOURTEEN





OEBPS/images/fig4.jpg
S+®NE






OEBPS/images/fig21.jpg
SIXTEEN





