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1. CHASE

Sunday 13 August, 2.30 am – the present

‘It’s a dead end. We’ve got him now!’

Three men. One boy. No competition.

The lone figure was a hundred metres ahead of the three but the distance was already shrinking second by second.

The boy glanced back then pushed his skateboard faster. The click of the wheels echoed around the buildings.

They lost sight of him briefly in the fog, but there was nothing to worry about, nowhere for the lad to go. This alley led only one way – straight to the river. Under the bright neon streetlamps the cobbles shone from the recent rain. All the old buildings had been done up – huge wharves transformed into vast loft apartments for rich city-boys with too much money. But who in their right mind would be out in the middle of a night like this, with the mist rising damp and humid from the river? No, this corner of the city was asleep. So much the better.

The fog parted for a few seconds and as the men slowed to a walking pace, closing in, the boy suddenly crouched down on the board with his right hand reaching for the cobbles. The next second, he slid deftly round in a circle and skidded to a stop. He stood up and stared at them defiantly.

‘Is this what you’re looking for?’ he shouted. His other hand held up a memory stick glinting like pirate treasure.

Standing there, he looked like any typical thirteen-year-old: baggy jeans, sweatshirt, hoodie with the hood up. Nothing too original. The men paused for a moment, slightly uneasy. At this point the lad ought to be cowering and terrified. His actions didn’t fit. But then the tallest one, the leader, smiled.

To most people, a smile from such a well-dressed young man would be appealing. But there was nothing polite in the sharp curve that creased this man’s lips. The boy was obviously stupid. They would get what they came for. No doubt.

They advanced through the tendrils of mist, gently now, as if they were hunters flushing out a nervous deer.

The boy stared at them one more time, then winked, placed his board back down, turned and zoomed off straight towards the embankment wall.

‘What the …?’ The leader broke into a sprint and the others followed, picking up speed. At the edge of the embankment lay a pile of sand, spades, shovels and a Portaloo. A single plank leant at an angle against the wall and this is what the boy accelerated towards. One more push and he hit the bottom of it. The plank wobbled dangerously but held as he sped up and crouched down. He reached the top. Beyond lay nothing but a sheer drop. Suddenly the boy was airborne, flying out of the alleyway over the river wall. Then he plummeted. There was a splash. Then silence.

 

The other two were out of breath as they puffed and panted, leaning out over the low parapet to look down into the thick, rain-swollen waters. The leader had followed the boy’s exact path up the plank and now stood on the wall, his hands cupped over his eyes like binoculars.

‘There!’ he gestured and they all saw it. An upturned skateboard floated away from them. With the lights of the city twisting and turning in the reflecting river, the scene looked almost pretty – inspiration for painters and poets. But they also saw the huge, bubbling swirls on the surface and knew and respected the water for its devious turns. No man, let alone a boy, could survive the strength of those undercurrents for more than a few seconds.

The leader stood on the wall like a statue. It bothered him. Why would the boy do such a thing? Maybe because he knew he was trapped, with no way out. Maybe … He looked down to make sure. The walls were smooth straight down to the water, except for an old, iron docking ring, rusting away. The time when the river had been used by barges going about their business was long gone. The leader shook his head, all doubt vanishing. By the time their little thief had been fished out, the memory stick would hold about as much information as a goldfish. Their secret was safe.

‘Come on, boys. Our good friend the river has done our work for us, and we didn’t even need to grease her palm.’ The other two laughed. It was part of the job description to laugh at the leader’s jokes. He jumped off the wall and stood expectantly, pointing to his turn-ups while one of them pulled out a pocket clothes-brush to clean the dirt from his trousers. The leader shrugged, smoothed his hair with one hand and with the other clicked his fingers impatiently. The three men turned away from the water and disappeared back into the night.


2. CHASE

Sunday 13 August, 2.30 am – the present

What chance did he have? The odds were against him. Three fit men against one boy and his board down a dead-end alley. His street wheels were hard as concrete, juddering. His dad still had a board from the ‘old school’ days. He was always going on about how the wheels were made for tarmac – ‘bright green Sims Snakes, the smoothest ride in town’. As the boy’s frame bumped and shook over the cobbles, he thought how he could have done with that ride right now.

Mind you, he’d led them a merry race for the last twenty minutes, zipping in and out of streets, underpasses and junctions. He hoped it would give the gang enough time.

This had better be the right alley! he thought. Or I’m dead … The mist was perfect, almost like he’d ordered it. Good! There was the plank, thirty metres ahead. He crouched down, leant over and put his right hand down on the glistening cobblestones to execute a perfect one-hundred-and-eighty-degree power slide. From full speed to a full stop, facing his three hunters. He needed to buy a bit of time, stop them in their tracks, make them think he was dumb. The memory stick was in his pocket. And if they thought he had all the information on it, the information to buy one man’s freedom, well, that was the point of the whole exercise.

‘Is this what you’re looking for?’

The taunting worked. He liked the pause in their stride, the momentary uncertainty that crossed the leader’s face, a face he wouldn’t forget: the blond hair slicked back, the cold blue of the eyes and the diamond stud in the left ear.

They reckoned they had him now. And because they had him, there was no hurry. They were off-balance, lazy, just where he wanted them. He could feel the adrenalin rushing through his body as he smiled inanely at them. Time for action. He slipped the stick back into his pocket and was off. He pumped the pavement with his left foot. Goofy-footed, the other skaters called him. If only they could see him now. The plank was straight in front of him. He had to hit it just right. A few centimetres either side and he’d slam straight into the wall. Then he was cruising up, terrified, nothing between him and the murderous currents. How could you rehearse something like that? You couldn’t. A plan was only a plan. This was the real thing.

At the last second, as the board was itching to leave the embankment wall and hurtle into the sky, he crouched down. Yes. His fingers fumbled, but it was there, loosely tucked under the top of the plank. The end of the rope. In one swift movement, he looped it around his wrist and locked on, hoping that just this once the laws of physics were correct. He stood up and kicked back on the tail and the board literally ricocheted off the embankment wall. It was an Ollie better than the great Alan ‘Ollie’ Gelfand himself had ever managed. He took off diagonally, defying gravity. But this was one landing his kit would not make with him. The board slipped away from his feet and arced through the air, away and down. He registered the splash, hoped it was loud enough to sound like a body hitting water.

The boy also flew, a projectile without wings, straight out over the water, with the only line between him and drowning wrapped thin and frayed around his forearm. The rope pulled taut, almost dislocating his shoulder. At the other end, the docking ring it looped around lifted off the wall and strained. Time slowed down. The boy mentally crossed his fingers. Who knows how many years since that ring had held back the weight of a barge full of coal against the unending current of the river? Fortune was kind, though, and the ring did its job as it clenched the rope that swung him in a graceful semi-circle, down and down and straight towards the wall.

The boy had no desire to learn what it was like to be squashed flat like a pizza. If the rope was too long or short, well, forget it. But there it was, looming like a big, black open mouth. He never thought he’d feel so much affection for a sewage outfall. He could practically have kissed it. A blink of an eye and he swung like Tarzan straight into the tunnel mouth, slipping on his bum through all-too-identifiable slime. There wasn’t a moment to lose. His right arm was killing him, but nothing seemed broken. He quickly unknotted himself and pulled one end of the rope to slip it off the docking ring and drag it into the tunnel. Evidence. All that blue-eyes would see now was a rusty ring. He hoped that nobody would start to put two and two together.

Someone shouted. ‘There!’

The boy froze. Maybe they’d spotted him. Then he flicked his eyes towards the river. He spotted the board and his heart ached. Toy Machine deck, Indy 129 trucks and a nice set of Spitfires with Swiss bearings … What a waste of a great bit of kit. You win some, you lose some. Voices murmured above him. If one of them leant over far enough, they could spot this place, easy. It was a gamble. Still, it would take them a while to work out how to get down a vertical wall slippery with green stuff. He’d be gone into the bowels of the city long before then. He strained his ears, listening hard, so when the voices came to their conclusion and drifted off into the darkness, he allowed himself to breathe again.

Yes! Yes! Yes! He clenched his fist up at the ceiling of the tunnel. Oh yes! He, the boy known as Break to his mates, had done it. It was the stunt to beat all stunts, and not a camcorder in sight. Life was so unfair.

Break pushed his hood back. Underneath, he was wearing the latest high-beam caving headgear. He pressed a switch and the tunnel was flooded with light. It was made of brick that might once have been red but was now stained with the contents of two hundred years of organic human matter. It was about three metres high and perfectly circular apart from a channel cut in the bottom to ease the flow.

‘Yeeuch!’ He didn’t want to look at his feet. And he certainly didn’t want to think about what was soaking through his Etnies right now.

When he’d been researching his getaway, he’d found out that the supposedly solid city stood on a honeycombed layer of buried rivers, Tube tunnels and a spaghetti of sewers. He studied the blackness ahead of him. This ancient river was long buried. Where once children fished along the banks and laundrywomen laid out their white linen, rats now scampered, and if there were any fish Break had no desire to meet them. He tied the rope around his waist and slowly began to walk up the tunnel.

Ahead of him the tunnel split into two. He pulled out his iPod and worked the click wheel. You could download anything these days. A few minutes of surfing and he’d come across an underground A–Z. It wasn’t as if he could stop someone and ask the way, unless the rats that brushed against his feet had suddenly acquired the ability to speak.

Break took a left. Instead of sloshing along in a few centimetres of water, the filthy stream was suddenly lapping at his ankles. It also felt like he was under a particularly revolting shower, as his headlamp picked out thousands of grey-brown stalactites stuck to the brick arch overhead, each one dripping in a constant rhythm. He’d be glad to get out, that was for sure. But what was that other sound? The hum that had been lurking in the background for a while grew louder. He put his hand against one of the bricks and could feel it vibrating. Tube train? Traffic above, filtering down? Not at this time of night.

He quickened his pace. Weaving left and right through the forks, he steadily worked his way uphill. The flow was nearly up to his knees now and it was slow going. At least the smell had gone. This water was silty brown, with the look of a swollen river. Something niggled in his mind, something he had read. The rivers of the city had long gone to sleep, but when the rains came, they would sometimes wake up again. That was it. This passage wasn’t just a sewer. It was a storm sewer. And the summer rains had been going on for three days. Not good.

He knew he ought to be close to the meeting place, so he began anxiously scanning the curving walls for the metal rungs that should be there.

The hum turned up in volume. He rounded a corner and the tunnel headed straight as a Roman road into the darkness. His lamp caught the rusty metal rungs only thirty metres ahead of him. Great! But the current was strong and he was already wading up to his waist. Still, not far, just very wet. He had the beam of light trained on the ladder, but when the angry hum suddenly switched to an ominous roar he jerked his head around. The lamp confirmed what he’d been dreading. The surge of water that powered towards him out of the darkness was no joke.

Every stream for miles around, every drop that soaked into the ground had been funnelled by engineers to create a monster wave now swallowing everything in its path and accelerating second by second. If he’d had his surfboard it could have been the ride of a lifetime. But as it was, he had no choice except to struggle furiously towards the ladder as the water swelled under his armpits and the wave came crashing towards him.

There were only two thoughts in his head. The first was: ladder. The second was that he’d just duped one of the top gangs in the city only to be finished off by the jolly old British weather. There really was no justice.


3. BREAK AND ENTER

Sunday 13 August, 1.30 am – one hour earlier

‘You must be kidding! How do you expect me to get up there?’ Sanjay looked up at the two sheer walls that met at a right angle. It didn’t help that he barely came up to Ben’s shoulder.

‘Listen, little San, it’s just a matter of technique. That’s all. Remember, my mum was a gymnast and I’ve been at this since I was a kid.’ Ben paced the distances, working the whole thing out. His tall, rangy body was a pressed coil, ready to spring with every step. Even the short dreads that he sported looked bouncy.

‘Anyway, this bit is Ben’s job,’ said Charlie. ‘He gets us up, I get us in, and then San, we let you loose on the computers!’

Sanjay shrugged his shoulders. The word ‘little’ bugged him. Just because Ben was a beanpole in the making, he didn’t need to rub it in. Still, at least it was better than some of the other nicknames he got at school.

Break stood to one side, lost in his own thoughts, but his eyes were sharp as he kept lookout. It was too late for the late-night drunks, too early for the street-sweepers. The city had well and truly gone to beddy-byes – the perfect time for a bit of building infiltration.

Ben was ready. He glanced up. ‘Oh great. Anyone spot the camera?’ There was no such thing as a blind corner in a place like this. Whatever it was that lay inside was clearly intended to stay that way. A frown creased Ben’s face.

‘The great Dread-ded Ben himself is put out! Thinks we’ve slipped up? One up tome, I reckon!’ Sanjay wagged a finger at Ben and pulled out his PDA. ‘And here’s one I prepared earlier: my personal digital assistant. Or, as I like to think of it, a friend in need. The inbuilt satellite receiver intercepts the digital video stream and does a little loop-the-loop. Thanks to my wireless talents, current camera is presently looking at the same empty scene over and over again. It’s the oldest trick in the book. But a security guard on five quid an hour is more interested in the footy than a camera showing the latest series of Empty Space!’ Sanjay gave a little bow as Ben punched him on the shoulder.

‘Wow. I knew you were into computers, but how’d you afford this kind of stuff?’ asked Break, glancing back briefly before returning his gaze to lookout.

‘You’re not jealous, are you?’ said San.

‘No! Just asking.’

‘Well, apart from doing IT consultancy, my dad sidelines by reviewing the latest gear for Gizmoid.’

‘What, the gadget mag? Cool!’

‘Yeah, and even cooler than that, the stuff is out of date a week later and all those freebies get passed on to yours truly. I am one techno-happy bunny! Plus, Dad’s often so stuck in his computer all night, he’s not likely to notice the temporary absence of his only child. Makes it easier to get out and about …’

‘Well, gadgets are one thing, clever clogs. But now let me show you some real talent!’ Ben crouched down and ran straight at the right-hand wall. At the last second, he leapt up, leading with his right leg. His foot met the wall, bent like a spring and bounced his body back to the second wall,which he struck with his left foot. He ricocheted across before reaching up to catch hold of the ledge four metres up. He pulled himself onto it, swivelled round and smiled down at the gang. ‘Spider-Man, eat your heart out!’

‘That was amazing!’ Charlie knew that Ben was one of the best free-runners around, but this confirmed it. He made going up that wall look like taking a stroll along the pavement.

‘It’s all in the angles, girl! But a compliment from you will go a long way! Now come on, the rest of you!’ Ben leant over the edge and with a lot of foot-holding and climbing on shoulders, the rest of the gang were soon standing on an area of flat roof. From the front, the building was a wall of tinted black glass, anonymous, doing its best not to stand out from the other business premises that filled up this part of town. But around the back was where the messy business of architecture was revealed: heating ducts, air-conditioning units and plenty of pigeon droppings. There was a small window set into a wall right above a silver, curved heating cowl that particularly interested Charlie.
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