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The Outcasts

Looking back, Jake Cherish could never remember actually buying the box. He could only remember pointing at it and walking out of the shop with the thing wedged under his arm.

He’d been to Butter’s Game Shop many times before and, like every teenager in Mendlesham, he knew the rule: you didn’t talk to Stew about games – especially not on a Saturday morning.

Stew Butter was a nice enough guy, but he absolutely lived for games: computer games, board games, card games, you name it he played it. His particular favourites were fantasy role-playing games, and you could make no greater mistake than raising your eyebrows and asking: ‘Any good?’

Stew had played everything from Dungeons and Dragons to Call of Cthulhu, and could tell you stories that chewed up a Saturday morning and spat it out. Before you knew it, you’d no-showed for a kickabout in the park and had five missed calls from your mum because you were late for lunch. There were so many stories: the time he faced the seven-headed dragon of Armin-Wrath, the night he fought goblins off the bridge at Moon Valley and even that fateful day he’d thrown down his invisibility cloak to go head to head with the Harpies of Narrow Death Rise.

Jake had heard all these stories a thousand times, but it never stopped him going into the shop. Stew Butter’s Game Shop was magic, pure magic, and on a Saturday morning in Mendlesham, there was no better place to be. Shelves piled high with boxes promising hours of fun and mayhem nestled between glass cabinets containing row upon row of brightly painted miniatures: ogres, trolls, vampires, werewolves and demons. Occasionally, there was even a dragon, though these were usually priced far beyond the reach of pocket money and never remained on display for very long.

Jake took another glance at the box as he walked home along the harbour. The accompanying leaflet announced: Destiny – The Ultimate Role-playing Game. It was certainly a catchy title, but the game itself looked a bit complicated – the rulebook was huge.

Jake liked reading, especially when there was a good story involving cool heroes and lots of action. He’d read something like three hundred books before his thirteenth birthday. On reflection, this was probably the reason he belonged to the Outcasts: reading might be tolerated at school, but if you got caught with a book in your spare time, you might as well go kiss the headmaster’s shoes. It was different at his last school, but so were a lot of things. A patchy few years for his dad’s business had forced the family to move from their old house in Meadowford.

Jake now went to St Mark’s Secondary School, home to the Outcasts. There wasn’t a leader of the group, exactly, but he was pretty sure Lemon had given them the name. Before that, they had just been a bunch of losers that hung around beside the mobile huts and tried hard not to be seen. There was Fatyak, Kellogg, Lemon and Jake. He’d joined the group last, but that never seemed to matter to anyone. The Outcasts didn’t choose their own members. If you got beaten up by Todd Miller, or victimised by his evil witch of a girlfriend, you were in.

Todd Miller was the resident thug at St Mark’s and he was far worse than anything you saw on TV. A head taller than any other kid in the year, he spent his time picking on everyone who didn’t fit into his own idea of what a thug should look or act like. He also named people.

Fernando Reed had become Fatyak because he was overweight and, according to Todd Miller, smelled like an ox. Tom Frost was Kellogg because his mum had once packed him a fun-size box of Kellogg’s Cornflakes every day for a week. In contrast, no one in the group had ever quite worked out why Lucy Anderson was Lemon.

Lucy was small, with short blonde hair and piercing blue eyes. She was a member of the Outcasts for two reasons: because Todd Miller’s girlfriend didn’t like her and because she always took a long time to answer people. Although this made her seem a bit slow, she was probably the smartest kid at St Mark’s.

Jake’s Miller-given name was Dealmo, because his dad owned a rundown garage called Deal Motors. The unfortunate thing was, Todd Miller’s names stuck. Even the Outcasts called Jake ‘Dealmo’ and Lucy ‘Lemon’ for the simple reason that they had never known each other as anything else. Jake was in the group because he’d volunteered as Year Librarian two days after he joined St Mark’s, a mistake that had drawn Todd Miller like a moth to a flame. A good thing, too. If Miller hadn’t stolen his school bag and kicked him down the hill beside the H.E. Block, he might never have found the Outcasts …

… or, rather, they might never have found him.

 

Jake cut through the alley by the shops and was surprised to see Fatyak dawdling towards him. Despite the fact that he’d known Fernando Reed for years, he always had to suppress a grin when he saw the boy move. It wasn’t so much the speed, more the strange tendency of half-jogging, half-tripping; that and the look of determined effort on Fatyak’s creased face.

‘Fatyak, my man,’ Jake muttered, walking past the breathless youth and spinning him around so that they were both moving in the same direction. He fished in his pocket and produced the leaflet from the game box. ‘Take a look at this bad boy.’

‘Destiny,’ Fatyak read, his cheeks creasing up as he squinted at the scratchy writing. ‘The Ultimate Fant— Oh, it’s one of those. I can’t believe you’re trying to get us into this stuff again – the last time was a nightmare. You needed a maths degree to work out how to hit a goblin the size of a toadstool!’

‘Yeah, I know … Just thought this sounded like fun. Would you help me talk the others into it? Lemon’s always open to trying new stuff, but Kellogg might be a hard sell. Especially after last time.’

‘Sure, whatever.’

‘Good on you, Fatyak. How’s it going, anyway? You chillin’?’

‘Kinda.’ Fatyak was never chilling; he was either watching TV or he was bored. Unfortunately for Fatyak, his parents were exactly the same. So the fact that he was out in the rain meant that they were inside, probably glued to some cooking show or soap opera.

‘Where’s the gang today?’

‘Dunno,’ said Fatyak. ‘Let’s go find out.’

The two friends emerged from the alley and followed the new road until it bled into Shipley Park. There was no one in the play area, but they headed to the big sink tunnel half-buried beneath the slide.

Sure enough, Kellogg was huddled inside. He’d managed to find one tiny corner of the skeletal structure that still contained a fractured piece of roofing.

Kellogg always hung out in the park on Saturdays, because he had always played football with his dad on Saturdays. Kellogg’s dad had died in a car accident nearly three years before, and was one of the nicest people Jake had ever met. Kellogg missed his dad terribly, and the Outcasts always got the feeling that whatever stuff they did together was only helping Kellogg to take his mind off things temporarily. Jake always felt guilty for being glad it wasn’t his dad who’d died.

Kellogg was taller than Jake and ridiculously thin, as if he’d been stretched on a rack or some other torture device. His face was bony, and his hair always sopping with grease. Jake had wondered a few times if rainy days provided the only actual wash Kellogg’s hair ever got. He was also bright, possibly even smarter than Lemon – and that took some doing.

Before they’d even ducked into the pavilion, Kellogg had leapt to his feet.

‘Dealmo, Fatyak – what’s up?’

‘Check this out!’

Jake gave a signal to Fatyak, who pressed the now damp leaflet into Kellogg’s pale hands.

‘Darkness and – oh, get out of here – another RPG? What is it with you and this stuff? It’s boring.’

‘Can’t you just—’

‘Rearrange these words into a well-known phrase: way no.’

‘Stop being a twazzock.’

‘I’m not being a twazzock. You two are being twazzockettes.’

‘It does sound kinda cool,’ Fatyak added, glancing at Jake to see if this was enough in the way of support.

‘Please, Kellogg,’ said Jake. ‘It will be something to do tomorrow night at Lemon’s, rather than sitting in that stupid tree-house making up stories about Todd Miller and his dumb girlfriend.’

‘You do this every time,’ said Kellogg, resentfully. ‘You go out and buy some stupid game thinking that we’ll all have a laugh, but it’s always me who has to read the rules and memorise everything. That last game was rubbish – I’ve never seen anything so complicated in my life. There were fourteen types of troll, all with different armour and weapons – every fight took twenty minutes to get going.’

Jake shot Fatyak a look, but it seemed his friend was out of ammunition.

‘Fine,’ he snapped. ‘I just wasted twenty quid on a game no one will play. It’s not like I need the money or anything …’
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