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When school friends Jake, Fatyak, Lemon and Kellogg happen upon a mysterious box during a game of Darkness & Destiny, they have no idea that they’re venturing into a world of magic and mayhem. Suddenly, each Outcast is imbued with special powers, but these come at a price. Pursued by The Reach, a supposed government agency that was charged with protecting Pandora’s Box, they find themselves hunted like animals, until a grim confrontation leaves them with more power and responsibility than they could ever have bargained for.





 


[image: images]




1

Bad Signs

Despite the fact that they were wearing immaculate suits while the hundred or so gamers in the room were all decked out in baggy cargo pants and t-shirts, the two men were moving around Butter’s game shop as if they were invisible.

Rufus Tern, who was dealing Uno cards for The Outcasts in a distracted fashion, only noticed the pair when they actually asked him to move his chair in order to let them pass.

‘Who are they?’ Jake asked, as the table was tipped slightly to afford their passage.

‘Estate Agents,’ Lemon growled, accidentally cracking the table when she leaned her elbow on it. ‘Ooops, I think I broke something.’ She put a hand over the damage. ‘The Butter family can sell this place now that Stew has been missing for – what – over a year?’

‘Since we lost the Box, in fact. I still say The Reach took him.’

Jake and Rufus shook their heads sadly, but Kellogg’s distracted gaze was fixed on the first card that had been positioned in the middle of the table after Rufus had dealt all the hands and the others were picking up their decks.

‘You can’t START Uno with a plus four,’ he said, frowning.

Lemon squinted at the cards, and shrugged. ‘Why not? I’ve got two plus fours in my hand, so I’m okay.’

‘Me too,’ said Jake.

‘And me,’ Rufus admitted.

Kellogg rolled his eyes.

‘Er … that’s insane? If you’ve all got two plus fours, it means I’m going to have to pick up twenty-four cards before I even get a chance to play!’

‘So?’

‘SO … I’m going to have a hand with, like, thirty-five cards in it. I can’t even HOLD thirty-five cards.’

Jake smiled. ‘I thought you were a superhero?’ he said.

The Outcasts burst out laughing, but this quickly died away as the smirk on Jake’s face gave way to a pained expression.

‘Still bad?’ Rufus asked, a worried edge to his voice. ‘I thought you lot were getting better?’

‘We’re getting more powerful,’ Kellogg admitted, with a concerned frown. ‘But the pain is getting worse. It’s as if the two things grow together.

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

Lemon glanced around her: despite the large crowd of gamers in the shop, there did seem to be slightly fewer players in recent weeks. ‘I’m sad about this place. Maybe people are playing the games here, but buying them somewhere else?’ she said. ‘Or, you know, just hitting their consoles instead?’

‘I can’t believe it might close down, but I’m more worried about you guys,’ Rufus said, dragging them back to reality. ‘When you say your powers are growing, what do you mean? You’re not going to explode or anything, are you?’

Jake shrugged, nervously. ‘I can conjure ANYTHING now and I know Lemon is stronger than ever. But we’re both suffering, physically. The pain is slow, constant and exhausting. Kellogg, can you do something?’

The scrawny youth nodded, placed a hand each over the wrists of his two friends and closed his eyes.

As Rufus looked on, a bright yellow glow began to seep into their flesh.

‘Only two days, this time,’ Kellogg muttered, as he gave strength to the pair. ‘You’re needing more and more energy to keep the pain away. We HAVE to find the source of the Box’s power. And QUICKLY.’

‘You’re right,’ Jake nodded, breaking contact and turning over the second card on the main Uno deck to force a fairer start. ‘Where’s Fatyak, by the way? I know he’s always late, but an hour is ridonkulus.’

As Kellogg sat back to rejuvenate, the others lapsed into fits of giggles, but Rufus stopped laughing when he realised that Lemon was waiting on him for some sort of answer.

‘Why are you looking at me?’

‘You were the one who went round to his house at the weekend,’ she pointed out. ‘Did he mention he was going to be late?’

Rufus stared blankly at them before a slow light seemed to dawn in his eyes.

‘Oh … RIGHT! Yeah, I dropped by, but they’d gone away. There was a note on his front door. I was a bit miffed that he hadn’t bothered to text me first.’

Lemon, Kellogg and Jake said nothing, but carefully laid their cards down on the table.

‘Fatyak wouldn’t go away without telling us,’ Lemon said. ‘Especially not with Colonel Bleach on the loose. He’s The Reach’s top agent, remember? We know they hate Fatyak because he destroyed the box and he pushed Bleach over the edge in that sewer drop. I’m amazed they haven’t made their move before now. Kellogg has the THUNDERBOLT, after all. That has to be one of their most powerful weapons.’

‘It’s actually more like a lightning bolt …’

‘Who cares? We need to MOVE!’

Jake was already reaching for his backpack. ‘We need to get to Fatyak’s house,’ he said. ‘NOW!’

‘But it’s on the other side of town.’ Kellogg moaned, feeling guilty for the fact that he couldn’t summon enough energy to sustain himself.

‘It is a mission to get over there,’ Lemon admitted. ‘I’d ask mum and dad to drive us but they’re in London at a conference. Again.’

Jake smiled sympathetically. ‘We’ll take the bus,’ he said. ‘We haven’t done that for ages.’
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Old Enemies

Historically, there were a number of reasons why The Outcasts never used public transport. These included the fact that none of them could understand the bus and train timetables. Even Kellogg claimed he could read them easily, but always got them wrong. Although, the biggest reason was because the bus had always been the weekend hangout of class bully Todd Miller and his odious gang.

Admittedly, the rumour mill had been suggesting that Miller and his horrible girlfriend had recently split up and that Todd’s groupies had left with her, but you could never hedge your bets when it came to the dreaded ‘TM’. Still, Lemon assured the group that her last run-in with the senior had been so colossally bad for him that they should all feel safe in any of his usual haunts.

‘Ten minutes,’ Kellogg said, studying the timetable while running his finger up one column and down the other. ‘No, fifteen. Wait … no, it’s twenty minutes. Yeah: every twenty minutes. So … er …’

‘Just tell us when the next one will be along,’ Lemon muttered, irritably.

Kellogg checked his watch. ‘Not for another fifteen minutes,’ he said, just as a bus pulled into the stop. ‘Oh. Right. Now I get it.’

Jake pushed in front and they all trouped onto the bus, immediately feeling self-conscious when they saw the vehicle was packed full of kids, with a few miserable looking Saturday shoppers dotted in between them.

‘Four to the High School stop,’ Jake said, handing over a ten-pound note while the others looked around for somewhere to sit.

‘We’ll have to stand,’ said Kellogg, sullenly.

‘I can’t,’ Rufus warned. ‘I get really sick from all the swaying. Look! There’s a whole bench free up at the back, but … Oh. Maybe not.’

Todd Miller was sitting on his own on the seats at the very end of the bus. His reputation had ensured that the other four spaces remained vacant.

‘Come on,’ Lemon said, confidently.

‘We need to sit down and there are four empty seats right there.’

Without uttering another word, she strode purposefully towards the back of the bus, the others trailing slowly behind her.

Todd Miller spotted the group before they got anywhere near the back seat, but contrary to all traditional expectations, he straightened himself up and stared directly ahead of him – his eyes so fixed on the seat in front of him that it looked as though he was some sort of android.

The Outcasts nervously filed onto the step and took their seats on the big couch, Jake in the opposite corner to Miller with Kellogg and Rufus filling the spaces next to him.

Lemon took the seat beside Miller.

‘Hey Todd,’ she said, in what she hoped was a friendly, conversational tone. ‘How are things going with you?’

Miller turned his head so slowly that he might have been wearing a neck brace.

‘D-don’t hit my face,’ he said. Lemon frowned. ‘What?’

‘I-if you’re going to attack me, please leave my face clear. My parents have a big fundraising party tonight and I’m supposed to be …’

‘Why would I hit you?’ Lemon barked, so suddenly that Miller actually winced and shrank back from her. ‘You haven’t done anything … today.’

‘P-please just leave m-me alone.’

The Outcasts shared confused glances as Lemon, evidently irritated by the bully’s unusual reaction, tried to press her point.

‘I only asked you how you were doing today.’

‘My stop!’ Miller shouted as he jumped up and almost toppled over the seat in front. Snatching hold of the rail, he frantically pressed the stop button, ringing the bell over and over as he scrambled across the hastily unoccupied seat in order to reach the aisle.

Glancing back once in order to make sure he wasn’t being followed by The Outcasts, he half ran, half tripped his way off the bus, making the final jump onto the street with such a frantic leap that he was still midair when the bus took off again.

The Outcasts erupted into fits of laughter, but Lemon just glared at them, her face red with fury.

‘We have to get rid of these powers,’ she snapped, as the laughter died away. ‘Look what they’ve turned us into.’

‘What?’ Kellogg frowned. ‘What have they turned us into?’
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