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For our little one,


And all the other lost children.


Always remembered.


Always loved.


Always free.
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TO HELL
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I can tell you the exact moment that my life went to hell.


I was twelve, two years ago now, and there was trouble at school. No surprise there, I came from a rough part of town and everybody wanted to be a gangster. Each lunchtime the playing field became a battleground for the various groups of friends. Most of the war was fought with words – we’d call each other names, we’d tell one gang to move out of our area (we had control of the climbing frame, and we weren’t going to give it up). I didn’t realise until much later just how like a prison school can be.


Every now and again something would kick off and fists would start flying. I never threw a punch in all my time at school; even the thought of it makes me feel queasy. But that doesn’t make me any better than the boys and girls who got their hands dirty. It makes me worse – at least fighting with your own two fists is kind of noble.


That Tuesday started off like a normal day. I had no idea that it was the beginning of the end, my first step on the road to hell. Me and Johnny and Scud had been sitting on the climbing frame, talking about the football, and about who’d been the best England keeper of all time. It was one of those days where everything just seemed like it was perfect. You know, a blue sky that goes on for ever, and so warm that it feels like the sun’s wrapped you up in a blanket. When I think back to my life before it turned, I think about this day. I think about how things could have been different, if I’d just walked away.


But I didn’t walk away when Toby and Brandon dragged this little Year 5 kid across the playground. I didn’t walk away when they started pushing and shoving him and asking him questions about why his daddy drove him to school in a Range Rover. I didn’t walk away when Toby threw the first punch and the kid crumpled. I didn’t walk away when Brandon dug the kid’s purse from his pocket and threw it to me.


Instead, I opened that purse, dug out two ten-pound notes and crammed them into my pocket. Then I turned my back on the sound of muffled punches, and thought about what I’d buy.


That was the exact moment my life went to hell.
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‘Always trust your instincts, Alex,’ was something my dad used to say. He was no stranger to trouble: nothing serious, but a couple of dodgy business deals that hadn’t gone the way he’d wanted. A good man, if a little lost, and not the sort of person qualified to give you advice like that.


But he was right. Your instincts are there for a reason, and on the day that I walked out of school with Daniel Richards’s twenty quid they were screaming for me to find the kid and give it back. You can probably guess by now that I didn’t. No, I learned to ignore my instincts, to switch off the little voice that tells you not to do things, to deny the fact that I hated myself for what I was doing.


And that’s how I became a criminal.


The thing is, it was so easy. It started off with me, Toby and Brandon walking round the playground demanding money from the other kids. The kind of thing you always see in films, just before the big, ugly bully gets his comeuppance. Only I was thin and scrawny, not bad looking and I didn’t get my comeuppance for another two years.


Loose change, a fiver every now and again and occasionally a lollipop – it wasn’t enough. When Toby suggested we break into a house or two Brandon backed out. I didn’t. Greed wouldn’t let me. So we did; we hit a small bungalow three roads over from my house, one we knew was empty for the night. Around three hundred quid stuffed in a fake can and a bundle of jewellery that we chickened out of selling and ended up throwing in the bin.


I still haven’t forgotten the old lady who lived there – glimpsed with a long-dead husband in the faded photographs on the mantelpiece – and the knowledge that those rings meant more to her than any amount of money. But I buried my doubts just like I buried all my other bad thoughts. Committing any crime can be easy if you don’t think about it.


And I never thought about the future, not once. Even though everybody was talking about the tougher police forces. Even though there was zero tolerance on youth crime after the so-called Summer of Slaughter, when the gangs went on killing sprees. Even though they’d built the Furnace Penitentiary – the toughest maximum security prison in the world for young offenders, the place which would swallow you whole if you were ever unlucky enough to walk through its doors. I remember the shivers that went up my spine when I first saw pictures of Furnace on telly, but I never once thought I’d end up there. Not me.


Of course, I knew I couldn’t go on like this for ever, but so long as the money kept coming in I managed to convince myself that I was invincible, that nothing would ever happen to me. On my thirteenth birthday I bought myself a new bike, on my fourteenth a top-of-the-line computer. I was king of the world and nobody could stop me.


But all those dark, horrible feelings I’d buried were still there, I could feel them churning and growing somewhere inside of me. Deep down I knew I was heading for a fall, one that I’d never be able to pick myself up from.


And, like all good crime movies, that fall came with one last job.



















ONE LAST JOB
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The house was empty, we knew it. Toby had been tipped off by a friend of a friend that the owners were away for the week, leaving behind enough electronic equipment to entertain a small country and a massive bundle of cash from their coffee-shop business.


But we were waiting outside just in case, cowering under a small bush in the back garden with only a solid wall of rain between us and a set of big windows.


‘Come on, Alex,’ muttered Toby, wiping water from his face.‘It’s emptier than Elvis’s coffin in there!’


Toby had a thing for Elvis. He loved his music so much that he refused to believe the King was dead. I ignored the comment and scanned the back of the house. The lights were all off and we hadn’t seen a single movement from inside for the half an hour we’d been here.


Toby was right, it was empty, but the last thing I wanted was to run into some furious guy who’d decided to stay home. It had happened once before when we’d hit a large house out in the countryside and I’d come face to face with a man on the way to the toilet. We’d both stared at each other in shock for what seemed like hours, then screamed in perfect harmony. I’d turned and legged it with him on my tail. It was even scarier than it sounds – he’d been stark naked.


Fortunately nothing like that had happened since, but I was eager to avoid any more encounters with homeowners, clothed or not.


Toby nudged me and I nodded, feeling a trickle of cold water slide down my back. We were sheltered from the worst of the downpour by the bush, but every now and again drips would snake down our faces and necks with an infuriating tickling sensation. Back then I thought it was like Chinese water torture. I know different now.


‘Okay,’ I whispered, getting to my feet and rubbing the life back into my numb legs. It was a bitterly cold winter night, but the light from the moon made the world glow like it was covered in silver polish. If I hadn’t been so focused on breaking the law I might have stopped to admire the sight.


Taking a deep breath I jogged across the garden to the sitting-room windows, trampling over the flowerbeds to avoid making a noise on the gravel. I stopped when I heard an angry mutter behind me and turned to see Toby hopping across the mud on one leg and holding his other foot in his hands.


‘Cat crap!’ he hissed at me, his expression one of disgust mixed with disbelief.‘Why do I always manage to put my foot in crap?’





I wanted to smile but I couldn’t. I was too pumped up – adrenaline flooded my whole body like it did before every job, making my heart beat faster than a hummingbird’s wings and sharpening my senses. I felt like an animal, aware of every sound and sight and smell and ready to turn and flee at the first sign of trouble.


Reaching into the long pockets of my coat I pulled out the only two pieces of equipment, aside from a torch, that a burglar ever needs – a glasscutter and the sticky dart from a toy gun. Licking the suction cup on the tip of the dart I pressed it against the bottom right pane. After a couple of tugs to make sure it was secure I pressed the blade to the glass and cut a smooth circle. Pocketing the cutter I pulled the dart gently and it popped free, leaving a handy hole in the window.


‘Voilà!’ I whispered, grinning despite the unbearable tension of the situation. ‘Do the honours, Tobster.’


I stood to one side and looked at Toby, who was trying to clean his shoe on the soil of the flowerbed. Each time he wiped it giant clumps of mud stuck to the mess until his shoe was lost in a massive brown ball – like he’d just put his foot through a coconut.


‘Toby!’ I shouted. He snapped to attention, pouting.


‘These cost a hundred quid,’ he said.


‘Well buy yourself some new ones with the money you make tonight,’ I replied, running my hands through my soaking hair.‘Buy yourself twenty pairs.’


Toby grinned back and walked to the window, sliding his small hand inside and fiddling with the clasp. After a few seconds there was a loud click and the window creaked open.


‘Wow,’ he said, in shock.‘That was almost too easy.’


I thought so too. It was too easy. I should have guessed then that something funny was going on but greed is a powerful thing, and all I wanted was to get inside and get out again with as much loot as I could carry. If all went to plan, the proceeds from tonight would mean neither of us had to hit another house for months.


‘Right, let’s do this,’ I said, gritting my teeth and pulling the window right open. The room inside was dark, but I could make out rows of shelves and a couple of sofas inside. Several unblinking red lights stared at us out of the shadows, and I imagined the eyes of some hellish guard dog which would bound from the darkness, fangs bared – ready to chew any intruders to pieces.


But they weren’t eyes, they were the standby lights from a fortune in electronics that would soon be safely in our bags.


‘I’ll go first,’ said Toby. ‘Give me a leg-up.’ He raised his foot but I didn’t move.


‘I’m not touching that,’ I said, looking at the giant clumps of mud and crap that looked like they’d been welded to his trainer. ‘Why don’t you give me a foot-up.’


He sighed and linked his two hands together to form a cradle. Bracing my foot in his grip I pushed upwards, getting one knee on the window frame and pulling myself inside. Scanning the dark interior to make sure it was empty I skipped down onto the floor, not making a sound on the soft carpet.


Toby was at the window holding two duffel bags and I took them from him before grabbing his arm and hoisting him up. He was almost in when his soiled shoe slipped on the wood of the window frame. With a yelp which was deafening after the tense silence he fell on me, sending us and a nearby plant stand crashing to the floor.


For a second, neither of us could move a muscle. I lay there with Toby’s weight on top of me, barely able to hear anything over my thrashing heart. But there was no sound of slamming doors or terrified screams or feet trampling down the stairs. At least we knew for sure now that the house was empty – Toby’s clumsiness would have woken the dead.


Pushing him off me, I got to my feet and picked up my bag, offering Toby a hand.


‘Sorry about that,’ he said sheepishly, pulling himself up.


‘Never mind, you lump,’ I replied. ‘You start putting away some of this electronic stuff, I’m gonna go find the cash.’


‘Ten-four,’ said Toby, pulling a torch from his bag and aiming the beam at the row of hi-tech gadgets lined up underneath the enormous television. I left him to it, pulling out my own flashlight and making my way out of the door.


You never really get over the sensation of being in someone else’s house without their permission. Everything is different – the smell, the atmosphere, even the air tastes strange. I guess that’s something to do with the reason I’m always in another person’s home. It’s as if the building itself doesn’t want you there, like it’s just waiting for you to slip up before it sucks you into some dark room for ever.


Trying to ignore my thoughts, I made my way down a small hallway towards the stairs. According to Toby’s friend of a friend, the owners had stashed the week’s takings in a tin inside their office, along with a bundle of cash from a charity gig they’d held at the weekend. It should be a piece of cake.


It was a fairly old house, but well taken care of and the stairs didn’t creak once as I made my way up. I swung my torch to and fro to see where I was going, the shadows seeming to dance in front of me like there was an army of goblins hiding in the corners and behind the furniture. I swallowed hard as I neared the top, cursing my imagination.


There were six doors on the long landing, all closed. Carefully twisting the handle of the first, I found myself staring into a pristine white bathroom. The second door opened outwards, revealing an empty closet. Well, almost empty – as I was closing the door something rushed at me out of the darkness, slapping me on the forehead. I just about screamed, fighting off my attacker before realising it was a mop. Shoving it back inside, I kicked the closet shut, no longer caring about noise, and walked past a small chest of drawers to the next door.





Third time lucky, as they say. This one opened into a large room with a desk against one wall. I made my way straight to it and couldn’t believe my eyes. On its walnut surface lay a stack of ten-and twenty-pound notes plus several bags full of coins – what must have been a couple of grand in all.


It was as I was reaching for the cash, a massive grin on my face, that I heard the sound of screaming from downstairs.


I froze, my skin turning to ice, my scalp seeming to shrivel up so tightly that it hurt. The house wasn’t empty. Toby had been rumbled by what sounded like a very shocked woman, which meant he’d make for the nearest exit. I, on the other hand, was stuck up here. I snatched up the notes and stuffed them into my pocket.


When the shrieks started again I realised I’d got it wrong. It wasn’t the owner screaming – it was Toby.


But the shock of that was nothing compared to the fright I got when I turned round. In the shadows behind the office door, right in front of me, was an enormous figure. A man whose black suit blended perfectly with the walls, but whose two glinting eyes and vast, sinister grin shone out of the darkness like those of a shark in the cold, dead water of the ocean.



















FRAMED
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I don’t need to tell you what I did next. I ran, straight for the open door. But the figure was too quick, slamming it shut and reaching out towards me with an arm the size of a tree trunk. I ducked but he moved like lightning, grabbing the torch from my fist and throwing it at the wall. It smashed as it hit a shelf, plunging the room into darkness.


Well, almost darkness. All I could see as I backed away from the man were his eyes, which still stood out from the shadows like two silver coins. They followed me each time I made a move, never blinking and so bright that they seemed to burn right into my soul.


I had to get out of the room. I had no idea who this guy was but I was in his house and, judging by the size of him, he could turn me inside out without breaking a sweat. I was wondering whether I could leap through the window without killing myself when he spoke.


‘Where you gonna run to?’ he said, his voice so deep that it sent a vibration through the floorboards. ‘I can see you, Alex.’





My heart seemed to stop for an instant as I heard my name. He couldn’t know who I was. There was no way. We lived more than a mile away and we never came to this part of town unless we were hitting a house. Then it struck me. He was a cop. He’d been following Toby and me after a previous job and had framed us by setting up this house as bait.


The thought filled me with panic. At last, the thing I never thought would happen was finally happening – I was about to be busted. Another ear-piercing scream penetrated the room from downstairs. What the hell were the police doing to Toby? I suddenly wished I was back at home, tucked up in bed and dreaming, wished I had never stolen that money from Daniel Richards. And I knew that if I didn’t make it out of this room I wouldn’t be back in my own bed for months, maybe years.


I fingered the money in my pocket, realising how pathetic I was to risk everything for a few hundred quid – money that would be useless behind bars. But maybe it could prove useful here. Grabbing as many of the notes as I could I wrenched them from my pocket and threw them at the man. I didn’t wait to see what effect they’d have, but dived to the floor, rolling under his reach and scrambling to my feet on the other side of the room.


I couldn’t see the door: it was too dark. I slapped my hands furiously against the wall, knowing that I only had seconds before I felt the cop’s huge hand on my shoulder. But there was nothing there except shelves and books. Risking a look behind me, I saw the man’s two disembodied eyes race across the room and it was all I could manage not to collapse to the floor screaming.


Just as he was above me, however, my hand hit the doorframe. Reaching across, I felt the handle and twisted it, ripping the door open so hard that it almost came off its hinges. It struck the man square in the face, but his only response was to laugh – a deep, grating rumble that followed me out onto the landing.


‘Run Alex, run Alex, run, run, run,’ came his voice as I felt my way towards the stairs. What the hell was going on? What kind of cop would say that?


I was running too fast and tripped on the top stair, almost plunging into darkness before I managed to get a hold on the banister. I tried to plan my escape route as I descended. Obviously the room we came in through was now a no-go area – I had no intention of meeting whoever was in there with Toby. There was the front door, which lay directly ahead of the stairs, or I could try to find my way to the back of the house. Either way, I wouldn’t get far in the dark.


As it turned out, though, it wasn’t the dark that got me. Almost as soon as I propelled myself from the bottom step every light in the house was switched on simultaneously. I gasped and pressed my hands to my eyes, momentum flinging me into a wall. The illumination had completely thrown me, filling my head with stars and causing me to lose my bearings.


Forcing my eyes open I squinted against the glare to see that the hall was empty. A quick glance at the front door told me there were too many locks to force it open, so I started running towards the back, hoping for a quick exit.


I couldn’t tell you what happened next. I’m not sure if it was the fact that my eyes hadn’t adjusted to the light, or if fear and adrenaline did something to my brain, but it was as if a figure simply stepped from the wall. One minute my path was clear, the next it was blocked by another mountainous man – so wide and so tall that he seemed to take up every centimetre of space.


I skidded to a halt, mouth agape. This man too was dressed in a slick black pinstripe suit, with a white shirt and black tie. He looked more like an undertaker than a cop. What scared me most about him, though, was his face. It seemed to be expressionless and grinning at the same time – his silver eyes staring down at me with unmistakable glee, like a boy about to squash a bug.


‘Boo,’ he said, his voice like treacle, just as deep and dangerous as the man upstairs.


I staggered backwards, shaking my head. The man had left only one escape route – the way we’d come in. I bolted through the sitting-room door, ready to fling myself screaming from the window. But what I saw in that room drained the strength from my body, turning my legs to jelly. It took everything I had to remain upright.


The room, which had been deserted less than five minutes ago, was now full of men. Each was almost identical in size, dwarfing the furniture and making the large space feel like a doll’s house – each almost identical in looks too, like brothers. And they were all wearing the same immaculate black suits. I counted four in all, and the sound of footsteps behind me made it clear that the other two were in the hall.


But the figure I couldn’t take my eyes off was standing in between the giants, twitching and shaking like he was having a fit. He looked tiny in comparison, barely reaching the elbows of his comrades, and wore a long, black leather coat that made his bald head look like pale parchment.


I knew now why Toby had been screaming. The man was wearing what looked like a gas mask – an antique, rusted device that covered the lower part of his face and stretched over his shoulder to a tank on his back – like the ones worn by divers. He wheezed noisily through the ancient contraption as if he were having an asthma attack. Peering over the top of the mask, like two raisins set into rancid porridge, were his eyes, and the way they stared at me made me want to curl up and die.


It took me a few moments to notice the frail, shaking body of Toby on the floor beneath one of the men in black. He stared at me with a look of pure terror, his eyes wide, pleading for me to help him. I didn’t know what to do, I didn’t even know who the men were. Taking another look at the shrivelled figure by the window I found myself praying for the familiar uniforms of the police, not this freak show of gas masks and goliaths.


‘Nice of you to join us, Alex,’ said the huge, black-suited man who was standing above Toby. His face was a mirror image of the others’, only with what looked like a small mole on his chin. His voice too was indistinguishable from those I had already heard, like distant thunder.


‘It looks like everybody here knows my name,’ I said, the words coming out of my mouth before I even knew I was speaking. Despite the terror that rooted me to the spot I was determined not to give these men the satisfaction of seeing my fear. ‘If I’d known there was a party here tonight I would have brought some cake.’


To my surprise, the men all chuckled at my joke – a noise so deep that it made the remaining glass in the window vibrate. It was the most terrifying sound I’d ever heard.


‘We wanted to surprise you,’ the man continued.


‘Well then, arrest me – arrest us,’ I said, just wanting to get out of that room.‘You’ve caught us red-handed, take us down the station and we’ll confess.’


The same grating laughter that set my teeth on edge. When it had finished, the giant man turned to his smaller friend as if awaiting a command. Seconds rolled past while the freak in the gas mask studied me and Toby, then he turned his dark eyes to me and nodded.


‘What?’ I asked, desperate to know what was going on.‘What the hell does that guy want?’


‘He wants you to say goodbye to your friend,’ the man continued. I shook my head, the fear and confusion churning in my stomach. Were they just going to take me and not Toby?


‘What?’ I repeated. Toby was no longer looking at me, but was staring at the carpet, sobbing uncontrollably.





‘They’ve got guns,’ he said, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘They’re not police, Alex.’


I didn’t understand what Toby had said until the giant man opened his suit jacket to reveal a holstered pistol tucked beneath his armpit. For a second, I felt the world spin as if I was about to pass out, and by the time I’d regained my composure the man had pulled out the silenced handgun and was pointing it at me.


‘Last chance to say goodbye,’ he said.


I looked at Toby, wanting this nightmare to end, thinking about the things I’d never be able to do if the man pulled the trigger, thinking about how much I’d miss my friends, how much I loved my family. All lost because of greed. It was so stupid! I couldn’t control my emotions any more and tears filled my eyes, blurring my vision. All I could see was the outline of the man, and the black shadow that was his gun.


‘Goodbye, Toby,’ I said through sobs. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Alex,’ was all I heard of his reply. Then the black shadow moved, sweeping downwards and emitting a low pop that was barely audible against the laughter which once again filled the room. I tried to blink the tears from my eyes, not quite believing what I’d seen. But when my vision had cleared I realised there was no escaping what had just happened.


Toby lay motionless, his eyes blank, the carpet beneath his body the same horrible colour as the wound in his head.


It seemed like hours before anyone moved again. It felt as if the connection between my brain and my body had been severed, turning every limb numb. I wanted to feel anger, hatred, sorrow, anything, but all I could do was stare at my friend, at the body which would never move again – a corpse with one dirty shoe. My legs finally gave way and I sank to my knees.


‘Catch,’ came the booming voice. The giant man tossed the gun to me and I reached out instinctively, grabbing it by the handle and staring at it in shock. For a second, I pointed it at the black-suited brute, but I’d barely held a toy gun before, let alone a real one and quickly tossed it to the floor.


‘Now, if I were you, Alex, I’d make a run for it,’ he continued. ‘I mean, you’ve just broken into a house, stolen a load of cash and shot your best friend in the head in cold blood. The police aren’t gonna like you one little bit, so why don’t you put those trainers to good use and scarper.’


I couldn’t respond, I didn’t know what he was talking about. But suddenly I felt an enormous pair of hands grip me under my arms and hoist me effortlessly to my feet. The same hands turned me round and pushed me roughly towards the front door, which had been unlocked and opened.


‘Good luck, Alex,’ came the voice from behind me. ‘Run as hard as you can or sit and cower outside. Either way we’ll see you real soon.’


I turned and saw the man in black’s face break into a monstrous smile – all teeth and slitted eyes. Then I took one last look at Toby, at rest on his crimson bed, and bolted out into the rain.



















ON THE RUN
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What’s the most scared you’ve ever been? Maybe at night, after a horror film, lying under your blankets convinced there’s a monster in the room. Or one day in the city when you were younger, realising you’ve lost sight of your mum and dad. Perhaps face to face on the playground with someone who wants to beat the living crap out of you.


Multiply those feelings by a million and you get me on a dark, wet night, running as fast as I could on the slippery streets to escape the people who’d shot my best friend. I didn’t know which direction I was heading in, I just needed to get as far away from that house as possible, and I ran until my legs felt like they were made of lead, until my lungs were on fire and my heart stuttered and stammered like it was about to give out.


Then I collapsed by the side of the road, my wheezing sobs so loud that people in the nearby houses actually pulled back their curtains to see what was going on. But nobody came out to help me and I didn’t blame them. When you’ve committed a few crimes something about you changes. It’s like you’ve been marked with a tattoo that only other people can see, and it makes them wary so that they cross the street to avoid you. Even now, as helpless as a newborn baby, my tears conspiring with the rain to soak my jeans, I knew I was alone.


And I also knew that I couldn’t stay out in the open. If what that man had said was true then they were trying to frame me for murder. And that wasn’t just a slapped wrist or a month or two in juvie, that was life in prison – in Furnace with its pits and its punishments and its pain.


Getting to my feet I looked at the road sign to take my bearings, realising that my school wasn’t too far from here. I took a deep, shuddering breath and started jogging again, making my way down Brian Avenue and across an abandoned Trafford Road into the estate that ran along the back of Eastmark High. Toby, Brandon and I had snuck into school this way countless times to play football on the field.


I realised that Toby would never play football again, and the thought was like a punch to the gut. But I fought back the tears, tried to push the image of my dead friend from my mind as I cut through an overgrown garden and climbed over the worn fence into the dark, deserted field beyond.


I didn’t learn the word irony until much later, but I guess it was ironic that I ended up walking across the slick grass to the climbing frame, which rose from the wispy layer of pre-dawn mist like the rusted hull of some ghost ship. It was here that everything had started to go wrong.


It had only been two years since I stole my first cash, but it seemed like for ever. I could barely even picture me before that day – a young boy who had never had a bad thought in his life, who wanted to grow up to be a magician, who couldn’t care less about money.


I pictured that young boy now, saw him turning his back on his friends and walking off into the sunshine to follow a different path. And I hoped that somewhere, in a different dimension, there was a version of me who wasn’t sitting alone on an uncomfortable metal bar in the cold waiting for the police to lock him away for ever.


The rain had almost stopped. I climbed a little higher to the platform at the top of the frame and leant against the rail, looking out across the misty field, eerie in the bright moonlight. Every now and again the glow would be shrouded by a passing rain cloud, throwing the whole world into darkness. Each time it happened I was gripped by terror – the fear that a monstrous dark figure would rise from the fog and snatch me up, carry me away for ever. But the moon always fought back, bathing the field and its sole inhabitant in liquid silver.


My options were few and far between. I could sit here and wait for morning, when the school would be full of people all looking for me. I could head home – surely the news about Toby’s death wouldn’t have broken yet, and I could talk to my mum and dad about what happened. I could head to Brandon’s house, hide out there until I thought of a better plan. I could run, head for the hills and never look back. Or I could just go to the police, tell them what had really gone on in that house. I mean, there were six giant men and a freak in a gas mask, somebody else must have seen them.


None of those options seemed particularly appealing, so I put them in order of how bad they were. Running seemed like the worst thing I could do, closely followed by waiting here and going to the police. That left Brandon and my own home. I thought about seeing my mum again and it filled me with a strange mix of sadness and joy. Maybe she could just give me a hug and all this would go away. Surely mums had the power to make anything go away.


But the thought of confessing to her was almost as unbearable as the thought of a lifetime inside Furnace. It would have to be Brandon’s.


I was so lost in thought that I didn’t notice the change in light until it was almost too late. Looking at my jeans I saw they were shimmering with a red and blue haze, not unlike a disco light. But this was no disco. I snatched my head up to see two police cars sitting a hundred metres away outside the school’s main gate, casting a web of colour out across the dark grass.


Several armoured men were climbing out of the vehicles, most equipped with rifles and flashlights and one holding what looked like a bolt cutter. They walked to the gates, the cop with the cutters using them to snap through the heavy chain before kicking them open. He pointed at the school building and two of the police with torches started running towards it. Then he scanned the playing field, his eyes coming to rest on my climbing frame. He gestured my way.


I ducked behind the rail as two beams of torchlight struck the metal frame, seeking me out. There wasn’t much cover but the police were too far away to see me. Not for long, though. As I watched, the two men started jogging across the grass in my direction. I shuffled backwards across the platform until I reached the rear edge, ready to drop down to the ground.


But before I could, my eye caught a piece of graffiti that I swear had never been there before. Carved into the soft wood of the platform, in large, even letters, were three words that made my blood freeze.


Keep running, Alex.


I traced my fingers across the markings to make sure they were real, but the sensation of splinters in my skin let me know that this was no dream. The men, whoever they were, had known what I’d do before I did.


The sound of footsteps pounding the wet grass reminded me that the police were getting closer. I shoved myself off the rear of the frame, landing awkwardly on the soft ground and backing into the darkness. Turning, I sprinted towards the fence, forcing my tired legs to work. Scrambling out into the overgrown garden I scanned the street to make sure it was empty, then turned left and started walking towards Brandon’s house.


I hadn’t spoken to Brandon much since Toby and I had started robbing houses instead of pupils. It was as if he could see that invisible tattoo too, and it was pretty clear from the way he acted now that he was scared of us, of what we’d become. But we’d been close friends once, and even when you’ve been to hell and back your friends stick by you.


I cut up Edwards Avenue, taking another left at the top of the hill and making my way towards Bessemer Road. The houses in this part of town were all huge, their four storeys staring out across the estates below like they were laughing at them. I guess that’s one of the reasons Brandon had backed out – even though his parents only owned a flat up here they weren’t exactly poor. Not that I was stealing bread so that I could stay alive. I’m no Oliver Twist.


I spotted the building that Brandon’s flat was in and crossed the road, trying to stick to the blanket of shadows that kept most of the street in darkness. All the lights were off, which wasn’t surprising given that it was long after midnight, but I knew which room was his. Sneaking in through the front gate I picked up a couple of small stones from the gravelled path and pulled back my arm to launch them at the first-floor window.


Before I could, something grabbed my wrist – a vice-like grip that felt like it could have torn the whole limb off. I yelped, as much from the shock as the pain, and spun round to see a horribly familiar face standing right behind me, his silver eyes glinting, the same tiny mole on his chin and his soulless smile beaming at me like the Cheshire Cat’s. It was impossible – he hadn’t been there seconds before, and nobody could move that quickly, that quietly.





‘Didn’t your mother tell you never to throw stones?’ the man in the suit asked, his voice so deep that it felt as if it was being transmitted right into the centre of my brain. I couldn’t respond, my whole body felt numb. The man tightened his grip on my arm, bending down until his face was almost touching mine. ‘Not long till sunrise, Alex,’ he said, the scent of his breath like sour milk. ‘And now you’ve got these guys to deal with.’


He twisted my wrist, spinning me round and giving me a shove which propelled me back out of the gate. I tripped on my own feet, staggering backwards off the kerb and landing in a heap in the road. I glanced up just in time to see a police car slam on its brakes, squealing to a stop seconds before its front bumper made friends with my forehead. I looked back to Brandon’s garden, but it was empty – the man in black had vanished just as quickly as he had appeared.


I heard the sound of the car doors opening and I leapt to my feet, backing away from the vehicle. A policeman in beetle-black body armour was making his way towards me, his expression one of concern. A policewoman held back, one hand on her radio, the other on the nasty looking nightstick that hung from her belt.


‘You okay?’ the man asked, stepping closer. ‘You just came out of nowhere. Did we hit you?’


I kept on retreating, my eyes flitting back and forth from the man to the woman. Her radio bleeped, the sound filling the whole street, before a voice spoke from the static. I couldn’t make out what it said, but I knew from the way she looked at me that it wasn’t good.


‘It’s him,’ she shouted, wrenching the stick from her belt and advancing. Her partner’s expression instantly morphed into one of anger, and he pounced, leaping towards me.


Up until tonight, I’d have thought he was a big guy, and quick too. But after dealing with the men in black the cop looked tiny, and his move was sluggish. I darted to my left, angling my body so that his hands missed me, then swivelled, pushing him square in the back and sending him sprawling onto the wet road. His partner shrieked at me to stop, vaulting over the car bonnet with her nightstick held high, ready to knock me into next week.


I don’t know how I did it, but somehow I managed to start running again. You must remember how your legs feel after PE at school, after cross-country races, when they’re so exhausted that it seems like you’re running underwater. That was how it felt – leaping back onto the pavement and hurtling down that road, trying to choke back the sobs so I could breathe. Looking back, remembering that policewoman, who only chased me to the end of the street before heading back to her car, it doesn’t seem too bad. I mean, I’ve run screaming from far worse things since that night, creatures that never stop chasing you.


There was only one place left to go, and I headed there at full pelt. I don’t remember the journey, it was as if my brain had shut down so that all my energy could be directed to my feet. And I couldn’t stop running, even when I reached my house. If I kept moving then nobody could catch me – not the police who were gathered outside, not the men in black suits who were waiting in the shadows, watching everything through silver eyes. If I could just make it inside then all the bad things would go away.


So I didn’t stop. Not when the police started shouting, not when officers in black masks and bullet-proof vests ran into the street with rifles, not when my mum came racing out of the front door dressed in her pink nightie and slippers, screaming at me to give myself up. I just put my head down and cried to her with all my strength.


I don’t know how I even managed to stay upright, the world was spinning so fast, but I made it past the first policeman, my sheer momentum sending him flying. The second backed out of my way, his expression of shock almost comical. I could see my mum, tears streaming down her face, being held back by two policewomen. I could see the open door behind her, the warm glow of the kitchen. If I could just make it, ten more metres, then maybe all this could end. Maybe I could find Daniel Richards, give him his money back. It was only twenty quid!


I hit the third policeman square on. He was built like a rugby player – all chest and shoulders – and I bounced off, the breath knocked from my lungs. I charged forward again but it was too much. My legs cramped and I dropped to my knees for the second time that night. I reached out to my mum, and she reached out to me, but the air between us was instantly flooded with black uniforms, blotting her out like flies. Then I was on the floor, strangers’ knees in my back, their nightsticks against my skull and sharp metal around my wrists.


‘I didn’t do it!’ I sobbed.‘I didn’t do it!’


But I couldn’t even lift my head from the pavement, and with the weight of the world on my shoulders only the cold, wet concrete beneath me heard my denial.
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