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One





The Academy clock struck two. Outside it was the dead of night. Inside it was quiet at last. Quiet as it could be in a dormitory full of sleepers: every one of them made some kind of noise, course they did. Forty boys in forty beds in this dormitory. Forty boys, and their forty griefs. But just now even the ones who saw monsters in their dreams were quiet. Even the ones who’d cried into their pillows were asleep. Only Jake lay awake in his bed, eyes wide open, and listened.


The Mother had been round a few minutes before, shone her torch at each bed. The Father would be round in two hours’ time. If he was going, then it must be now. Right now. The last boy left it too late and they caught him. He needed stitches in his leg from the dog bites.


You can do it. You can. Jake could hear his dad’s voice inside his head, encouraging him.


–Go, he whispered, and he slipped out of bed, pulled on his plimsolls, grabbed his rucksack, wound a scarf round his neck, tugged his beanie down hard. Spare clothes bundled up beneath the covers made the shape of a sleeping boy, good enough to fool the Father’s torch, he hoped.


Down on his belly, pushing his rucksack before him, he swam beneath the beds, pressing hard against the polished floor with his elbows and knees. He’d practised this.


Keep low, he told himself. Face to the ground.


Twelve beds to reach the door, in each a boy sleeping. The dust was in his nose, in his throat, and he wanted to cough so bad it made his eyes water. Eight beds left, and something caught around his face. He swallowed the cry in his throat. Another boy’s dangling bedclothes, tangled round him like weed.


Sweat slicked beneath his clothes. He could see the door.


A sound. He stopped. There it was again. The sound of the door handle turning. He shuffled back under the last bed. The door opened; he could see a pair of slippers, pink ones: the Mother’s. Why was she back? She was walking towards him, shining her torch at each bed. If she bent down just a little, she’d see him. Jake’s heart was thumping so loud, he was sure she’d hear it. The torch beam swung across the floor. She’d stopped on the far side. Jake peered out. She was standing over a new boy’s bed – Jake didn’t even know his name. Now she was whispering, pulling the boy out. He was very small, maybe five years old. Now she was feeling the sheets, shaking her head, then grabbing the boy’s arm and pushing him roughly, shoving him before her. Finally they were gone.


Not for long, though. They’d be back in minutes. Fast as he could, Jake swam beneath the last beds, and out the other side.


Maybe the Mother had left the sensor turned off? Jake looked up. But there it was, in the corner of the ceiling, its red light pulsing gently.


This next bit would be harder. If the rope held and he could get through the door quickly enough, he could fool it. It had been done. But if he didn’t manage it … He felt the hair on his neck bristle. He’d seen another boy punished for trying.


And he’d have to leave the rope hanging there after him. The Mother didn’t usually help boys in the night. Usually she just pushed them back through the door and left them to sort things out for themselves. The new boy might not even remember which his bed was, or know how to change a sheet in the dark. Didn’t matter. He wouldn’t get any help with it. Unless Jake was out of luck, and tonight was the one night the Mother decided to be kind. But he’d have to risk it. He was too far on to return. He wouldn’t make it back to his bed unnoticed. This was his chance, and he just had to go.


He took the rope from his rucksack. He’d found it, along with a length of washing line, both coiled in the cobwebs in the groundsman’s shed, and he’d hidden them in his trunk these past few days. There was a good twenty feet of rope, he reckoned. It should be enough. He’d practised for this as best he could. Tied a monkey’s fist in one end – his dad had taught him the knot – and tied his Arsenal keyring to one end of the rope, to weight it.


A high shelf ran along the edge of the room, with boxes of old books stacked up on it. Jake wasn’t interested in the books, but he was interested in the brackets that held the shelf up. In the dormitory’s half-dark, he squinted up at the triangular space made by the bracket nearest the door.


He flung the rope in the silence of the sleeping room. It missed, and fell to the ground with a thud loud enough to wake the dead.


Jake froze. He could hear the Mother’s voice from the linen cupboard, raised, angry. Had she heard him? If she caught him, he’d have six months on his tariff, no question.


–Go, Jake! he told himself. And he gathered the rope and threw it again. Tugged. It felt firm.


Somebody muttered something; a bed creaked; again he waited. But the room slept on. 


His heart was in his mouth and his hands were damp.


Don’t think on it, he told himself, and in a single movement, he reached up for the rope, grasped it firmly and swung, out across the sensor beam. The bracket creaked, just as he dropped down by the door. A few seconds longer and he’d have pulled it from the wall, crashed to the ground, woken everybody.


Better be right, JoJo, he thought, because it was JoJo who said the hubbing wouldn’t work so well if you covered up your chip. JoJo, who’d never escape – not with his limp; not a chance.


Jake was out the door, past the linen cupboard and the Parents’ room, into the corridor. He was running, fast as he could, quiet as he could, up on his toes, past the other dormitories, past the double doors that led back to the main Academy building, till he reached the far end and the small fire door he’d pinned his hopes on. It opened into a dim stairwell, concrete stairs in half-flight turns. No sensors, or not that he could see, and he took the stairs fast, one hand on the metal rail for balance. At the bottom was another door marked FIRE EXIT, with a broad iron bar for opening. Beyond the door, he’d be outside, into the grounds, and once he was past the watchmen, he was sure he could make it.


He pushed down hard on the bar.


The door wouldn’t open.


He pulled the bar up and pushed it down again, pressing against the door with his shoulder. Still nothing.


–Come on, he said, because his escape couldn’t end here. He had to get out. He waited for a moment to catch his breath, then using the stairs for pace, he ran the last short flight and barged the door, throwing his weight at it, and this time it gave and he hurtled through, tumbling over his feet on to the dark ground.


Lights glared on instantly, and he lay still, waiting for shouts and dogs. But it was quiet. He’d timed it well and the watchman was still on the far side of the Academy.


On to his feet, crouching low, he ran for the blackness.

















Two





He used to be scared of the dark and his parents would leave a light on for him at night. A light to keep ghosts away. But the day before his tenth birthday they told him: tonight’s the last time. And the next day, when he came home from school, they sat him down in the kitchen and they shut the curtains, turned off the lights, so it was completely dark. Then he heard them open the door and close it again and the room was silent.


–What are you doing? he said. –Where’ve you gone?


There was no reply, and he began to be scared. Then the door opened again and something small tumbled through, a black shadow of a something that scuffled on the floor and bumped against his ankles. But it felt soft, and real, no kind of a ghost, and summoning his courage, he put his hand down.


–Hey! he said, because the shadow of a something had nipped him with its sharp teeth, and the light went on again and there it was.


A puppy. Black as the night, with golden eyes and soft fur, and the sharpest puppy teeth.


–He’s yours, his mother said. –And once he’s trained, he can sleep in your room at night.


–What’ll you call him? his father said, and Jake knew that already.


–He’s called Jet, he said.




 





The moon was next to full, but the sky was overcast and the night took him in. The dark, protecting night. Keeping his distance from the house, Jake made his way round to the front. His eyes had grown accustomed to the dark by now, and he could see clearly enough.


He heard a dog bark close by. Too close.


The watchmen are there to keep you safe, the Headteacher had told them. But Jake knew, they all did, that the watchmen were there to keep them in. Bushes lined the driveway to the house. Ducking down, Jake scrambled inside one. There was space enough between the branches. The moon shone down into his hiding place. The ground was rustly with dead leaves and he tried not to move at all. He put a hand in his pocket, took out a small package.


The dog barked again, nearer now.


The package was soggy, the toilet-paper wrapping sticking in shreds to the bits of meat. Last night’s dinner, and the night before. JoJo said they kept the guard dogs hungry, to keep them more vicious. Jake hoped the dog liked nuggets, and gristle. And he hoped the dog found him before the watchman did.


Now the dog was in the bushes, its padding paws, its panting breath. Jake glimpsed it black across the moonlight, then the snap of a branch and the dog burst through, a huge, muscled beast with sharp teeth and a square, violent jaw.


Jake’s hands were shaking. He held some meat out before him, hand flat. The dog paused; its small eyes stared. It sniffed, nosed the meat, and in one gulp, it was gone.


–Here, Jake whispered, and he tumbled the rest of the package on to the ground.


The dog snouted in the leaves, and in two gulps the rest was gone. 


–Hey! Come, boy! The watchman’s voice, just beyond the bushes.


–Don’t give me away, Jake whispered. –Please.


The dog blinked, and cocked its head.


–Come, boy! The watchman’s voice sounded just a few yards away.


And the dog turned and went.


–Found ’owt? The watchman was so close Jake could hear the sputter of his walkie-talkie.


The dog barked twice, and then it trotted away. Away from the bushes, away from Jake. And after the dog went the watchman, heavy-footed, clumping over the dry ground.


Jake wanted to shout with relief. He listened to the watchman’s footsteps grow fainter and, soon as he dared, he climbed out of the bush on to the drive, and ran on.


Jake didn’t think about his mum or his dad. He didn’t think about home. He didn’t think about the Academy either. He just thought about Jet. Jet would know he was on his way. Somehow he would know, and Jake must not let him down.


Veering off before he got too close to the front gate with its sensors, he made for the perimeter wall: concrete slabs and very high, ten feet at least, with glass on the top that shone in the moonlight. He’d already done a recce to find the right tree, but the night had changed things and he was sure he’d walked too far. He was beginning to panic when he found it again. It wasn’t an easy one to climb, but it had one branch that jutted quite close to the wall and that’s why he’d chosen it: the branch was close enough to jump from, if you were desperate.


He threw his washing line towards the branch. It dropped over on the first throw and he caught the free end and secured it with a slip knot. Grasping the line above his head, he twisted it once around his hand for a firm hold, braced himself, and put a foot up against the trunk. The line cut into his hand, but the rough bark held his plimsoll well. He managed to get a higher grip on the line with his other hand, and then to find a proper toehold in the corrugated bark with his other foot.


His hands hurt and the muscles in his arms and legs burned with the strain.


Just go, he told himself. Go.


Afterwards he couldn’t say how he did it. Couldn’t imagine doing it again. He’d read about men doing things they would never normally have been able to, when they were really really afraid. And women too. His dad liked those sorts of stories: he had a pile of them at home. Jake was good at climbing, very good. And he knew he’d gone into that zone – that’s what his dad used to call it – where all you can see or hear or feel is the thing you’ve got to do.


He felt very calm, and he was very scared. But maybe you could be very scared and very calm at the same time.


He was climbing, hand over hand, when he heard a rustling. He stopped and listened. There it was again, the sound of someone pushing through the undergrowth, sounds of crackling and breaking.


He stopped climbing and looked down. The line was swinging, clear of the tree, and nothing he could do to hide it. He waited, the muscles in his arms tightening, his toes pushed in hard against the tree trunk. If he was silent, they might not come this way, but if they did, they couldn’t help but see him. The rustling grew louder and his heart banged in his chest.


He still had a chance if there was only one of them. He was close enough to make it to the wall. He’d jump and take his chances. He could see the bracken moving now and then there they were. Two of them.


Deer. He could see their eyes shining. He could see the white markings on their pelts. Then they must have smelled him, because they turned suddenly and disappeared again.


Jake took a deep breath and went on up to the branch. Ten feet up, straddling the branch, he untied the washing line and threw it over the wall.


–Stand up and jump, he said out loud. –You don’t make it, you’ll have to climb up some other way and do it again.


Before he could stop and think, he’d jumped and he was on top of the wall, grappling for balance, the glass slicing into his hands with a sharp pain that he barely noticed. He jumped down the other side and landed in the deep ditch that ran along the wall’s outer side. Another time of year, he might have hurt himself. But the ditch was deep in early summer bracken and it cushioned his fall.


You’re out! he told himself. You’ve done it. And only when he stood up did he see that his hand was sticky, and then that it was sliced along the palm. He bound his scarf round his hand and set off. It wasn’t far to home: fifteen miles to Bridgwater, the first sign he saw said. If he walked all night, he’d be there in the morning.


And he did walk all night, ducking out of sight when he heard a car or a lorry. He grew hungry, and thirsty, but he kept his mind on Jet, and he kept on walking.

















Three





Daylight came. Jake had reached the outskirts of the town. His hand was throbbing, and his feet hurt in the plimsolls, but there wasn’t far to go. Harder to hide now, but with people on the streets and other children going to school, he was less noticeable.


He began to recognize places. There was the old swimming baths, closed down before he’d learned to swim. There was Lidl, where Mum used to shop, he thought, and then he checked himself. –Don’t go there.


A little further on and he passed the church, and the Coalition building with its blue-and-red flags. They’d learned about the flag in Reception. How there used to be two flags and two colours and how the Coalition decided to join them together.


He passed a food bank and the scan hub next to it. We’re looking out for you, it said below the smiling face. And though he didn’t think it made much difference, just in case JoJo was right, Jake pulled up the hood on his jacket and kept his head down as he walked past.


Another few streets and he’d be there and Jet would be waiting for him. The Hadleys had promised to feed and look after him and Jake imagined Jet lying by their fire, his smooth black fur shining.


–Hey, Jet, he whispered. –I’m nearly home. And he pictured Jet wagging his tail like he did when he was excited, nearly wagging it off, and giving those little yips.


The morning was cold, drizzle in the air, and everybody hurried along with their heads down. Nobody noticed him. He counted another two scan hubs, the news screens still blank this early in the morning. His neck prickled. It wouldn’t be long before the hubbers found him now, but if he could just get to his street before they picked him up, then he could put his plan into action. He was heading for the Hadleys’ house.


The Hadleys lived just around the corner, and he’d run errands for them and cleaned their car a few times. They were older than his mum and dad, but he knew they’d take him in, be his parents. They didn’t have children of their own, and they’d told him often what a nice boy he was. How well behaved. How they wished they’d had a son like him. Jake used to take it for a joke, but Mr Hadley would say no, he was quite serious. Well, so now they could have him as a son and then he wouldn’t have to go back to the Academy where every child had to go when they had no parents. Then he would be safe.


He meant not to look at his own house. He had to walk past it, and he meant not to look. But it was too hard. He couldn’t bear to see, and he couldn’t bear not to, and when he got close, he turned and looked.


There was a board up outside:
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They’d given him a trunk before they took him away.


–Plenty of space for a small boy’s belongings, they’d told him. –The rest will be charitied.


The trunk was made of black plastic and they’d made him fill it with his clothes and his school books, a duvet, towels. But when they weren’t looking, he’d put a photo of his mum and dad in there too, and an old CD his mother had in a drawer, and her green cardigan; and he’d put in his father’s knife with the red handle and fifteen different blades, and his father’s cap and his fisherman’s sweater. Now he only had the photo and the cardigan and the knife, zipped deep in his rucksack. Everything else was left behind in the trunk at the foot of his bed in the Home Academy.


The gate was still broken, and no one had put the missing tiles back on the roof. His dad had been going to do that for months. The windows were dark, and Jake didn’t look in. Down the side of the house he went, walking fast, round past the dustbin to the garden. Jet’s kingdom. The grass was long and the flower beds overgrown. His mother would have hated that. Jake sniffed. Foxes.


–Never had foxes when Jet was here.


He allowed himself one long look down the garden.


–Bye, he said, and he turned to go. But there was a noise. A small whine. He stopped.


He knew that sound.


–Jet? he said, turning back. –Jet?


Another small whine, and this time he was sure. It came from the shed.


Jake ran over. It was padlocked and there was no window. Kneeling down, he put his fingers under the door, and there was his dog, nuzzling at his hand, whining. 


–But they said they’d look after you, Jake said. –They promised.


He tugged at the door, but the padlock was firm. He could hear the clink that Jet’s collar made, the name tag chinking against the buckle. He took out his dad’s penknife, flipped open the biggest blade and dug it into the wood around the hasp, but it wouldn’t give. Then he picked at the lock with the toothpick blade, but still the lock stayed firm, and all he could do was lean his head against the rough wood and promise to be back, to get him out of there.


–You and me always, he said, and Jet made small, sad barks in response. Jake tried to keep his voice calm, but finally it was too hard, and there in the garden, hidden in the long grass, he wept.




 





Mr and Mrs Hadley were eating breakfast. He could hear their voices and he could smell rashers in the pan. He put a hand to the wall. His head was spinning. Then, steadying himself, he knocked on the kitchen door. A figure approached, hazy through the frosted pane. He stood straighter, wiped at his face again, tucked his clothes in. A key turned, a bolt was pulled.


–Jacob! Mr Hadley sounded amazed. –What on earth?


–I’m sorry to disturb you, Jake said. –I’m very hungry. Could you give me something to eat?


Mr Hadley stared at him, then past him at the empty street. –Come in, then. Quick.


Jake took in the room as he sat down. Everything was as it always was. Shoes in neat lines on the shoe rack. Biscuit tin beside the toaster. Polished fruit in the fruit bowl, apples on one side, oranges on the other. Very different from his home.


They sat him at the kitchen table. Mr Hadley dropped the blinds and turned off the computer. They put his plimsolls on the shoe rack. His wet socks made footprints on the floor. Mrs Hadley gave Jake a peck on the cheek, not like her normal hug, and he couldn’t be sure, but he thought she had tears in her eyes.


–I’ll put on some more bacon, she said. –No talking till you’ve eaten. Look at the state of you. I’ll get you some dry socks. And you’ve cut your hand.


She cleaned the cut and put a big plaster on it.


–However did you do that? she said, and then she kind of waved her hand at him. –No, actually I don’t want to know. But we might need to fetch something from the chemist.


–Pat, Mr Hadley said and his voice was stern. –We can’t be seen to … And he didn’t finish the sentence, but Mrs Hadley let go of Jake’s hand.


She put a plate of food in front of him, with a glass of orange juice, and Jake ate every last bit of it. When he’d finished, Mr Hadley sat back in his chair and folded his arms.


–So, what’s going on? he said. He didn’t sound angry, but not friendly either.


–I ran away, Jake said.


–You ran away? From the Academy?


Mrs Hadley had put her hands to her head. Jake could see her, there by the cooker, out of the corner of his eye.


–I’ve got this plan. Also, I needed to see Jet. I promised my parents I’d look after him, and I thought he’d be with you, but he’s in the shed at home.


–You shouldn’t have done that, Mr Hadley said. –They won’t like it if you do that.


–And the countryside, Mrs Hadley said. –You can’t go running through the countryside these days, Jacob. It’s much too dangerous. 


–Mum and Dad took me for walks in the countryside, Jake said. –Nothing happened. The countryside didn’t kill them.


The Hadleys looked at each other, but they didn’t answer him.


–Anyway, Jet needs me, Jake said. –And it’s like a prison in the Academy.


–You shouldn’t talk like that either, Mr Hadley said, and Jake saw him glance at the computer, even though it was harmless; turned off.


–The Home Academy is your home now, Mrs Hadley said. –That’s why it’s called that. And you’ve got your Mother and Father there. That’s where you need to be. It’s the best place for you now.


She sounded kind. But she didn’t get it, Jake could see.


–But I told you. Jet needs me, and I can’t have him with me there. That’s why I made the plan. Once you’ve heard it, and once you agree, then I won’t have to go back.


Mr Hadley was shaking his head and he had a face as if Jake had done something bad. –You can’t do this, he said.


–But you haven’t heard the plan yet, Jake said.


–You have to go back, Mr Hadley said, and he was standing up, fishing in his back pocket for his mobile. –I’ll have to let them know.


Jake was braced, ready to run for it, but Mrs Hadley put her hand on her husband’s shoulder.


–At least let him tell us his plan, Simon. They’ll be here soon enough.


Mr Hadley rubbed at his neck. –Not at all regular, he said. –It’s set out very clear, what we should do.


But he sat back down, and Jake told them. They could be his parents. The Coalition said every child had to have two. They could be his now. He couldn’t get to his grandparents because they were in Scotland. And the Hadleys didn’t have any other children, so they’d get a son, and a bit more money. And he could go back to his school down the road, see his friends. And fetch Jet out of the shed.


That was it. That was his plan.


Jake looked up at Mrs Hadley. –What do you think? he said. –You’d have me as a son, wouldn’t you?


But Mrs Hadley’s face had gone sad, and Jake could feel everything falling away.


–We could keep Jet outside if you wanted, he said. –He wouldn’t mind.


Because maybe that was a bit much to expect, to have Jet inside the house. They’d always seemed to like him before, patted his head, but in that careful way that people do who’ve never had a dog. Maybe that was why Mrs Hadley looked sad, because she couldn’t say yes to Jet being inside.


Mr Hadley was shaking his head now, and he’d gone red in the face. He was pacing up and down, making the tablecloth flutter. Sweat patches had appeared under his arms, even though it wasn’t that warm. Jake had a bad feeling in his stomach, and when he felt like that, pretty much always he was right.


–The Home Academy is the place for children like you, Mr Hadley said. –The tribunal said so. A proper Mother and Father and a proper education.


Jake shook his head. They didn’t know what it was like in there. –It’s a horrible place, Mr Hadley, he said. –They’re not like my mum and dad at all. Not in a single way. And there are lots of sad children. And if you cry, you get sent to the safe room and you’re locked in there on your own till bedtime. It’s like Jet being locked in that shed where he’s lonely and miserable. He hates it in there. He was whining.


Mrs Hadley put her hand across the table and patted Jake’s arm. –You’re getting to be a big boy now, Jacob. And you know, it’s not your shed any more, dear. Not any more. Nor your home, I’m afraid. Do you know, there’ll be a new family moving in tomorrow and they seem very nice. Friendly. They’ve got young children. And Jet will stay, because they’d like a guard dog, used to living outside.


–No! Jake said. He didn’t mean to shout, but she still had her hand on his arm, like she was keeping him there, keeping him down. –He’s my dog and he doesn’t want another family. He wanted to shut his ears, keep their words out. They weren’t meant to be saying these things. They were meant to be saying other things. Things that would give him a chair at their kitchen table and his own bed in the little boxroom next to the bathroom upstairs.


–Jet wants me, he said, and he pulled his arm away and shoved his chair back.


–Where are you going? Mrs Hadley said. –Jacob?


–Thank you for the breakfast, he said politely.


–You haven’t anywhere else to go, Mrs Hadley said. –Sit down, Jacob.


Mr Hadley got up and locked the back door. –Right, he said. Nobody’s trying to upset you. You just stay in here for a minute while Pat and me have a word.


Soon as they’d shut the door, Jake stood up, quiet as he could. He listened. Something wasn’t right, with both of them out there and him in here and the back door locked. He could hear their voices, but not what they were saying. Then he heard, unmistakeable, the sound of the telephone keypad. They were phoning someone. And he knew that he had to get out of there, and fast. 


He grabbed his plimsolls off the shoe rack, then paused. Walking boots. Mr Hadley’s would be too big, but hers looked about right. Leather, thick soles. Jake wouldn’t have been seen dead in them six months ago – they were mostly pink – but he was going to need boots like these now. Besides, Mrs Hadley wouldn’t be using them these days, surely. Not with all the virus threats. She’d believe it all.


He pulled the boots on. They’d have him down for a thief now too, but not much he could do about it.


In the biscuit tin, he found what he was looking for: a red penlight keyring with three keys attached.


–Yes! he said, triumphant. He put the keys in his pocket and a half packet of biscuits in his rucksack.


There was a mobile in the biscuit tin too, in a pink case – Mrs Hadley’s, with the PIN written inside the case. Jake was halfway to slipping the mobile in his pocket too, because there’d be cash on there and he could buy some food with it. But then he thought again. Leave the mobile, he told himself, because food or no food, if they didn’t catch him by hubbing, they’d do it through a mobile.


He could hear Mr Hadley’s voice from the hall. Then he heard his own name. Mr Hadley spoke it slowly and clearly and in full, as if he was talking to someone official on the other end: Jacob William Riley, he said.


Jake’s heart missed a beat. No doubt then. The Hadleys had shopped him. He carried a chair over to the sink, climbed up quietly and opened the kitchen window. Throwing his rucksack ahead of him, he twisted into the window opening, first one shoulder, then the other. A moment to balance on the sill, and he was down in the front garden and running. Down the drive, past the car and on to the street. 


Behind him he heard the Hadleys’ kitchen door open and Mr Hadley’s voice, a roar behind him:


–They’re coming for you, Jacob William Riley.


Back round the corner he ran, no time to be careful, no time to hide his face even. Every minute counted. Through the broken gate, down the side of the house, across the grass to the shed. There were his tracks in the grass from less than an hour ago – still only his tracks, he was glad to see.


Jet had heard him, or smelled him, and he was already at the shed door, scratching, barking.


–Hold on, Jet. Quiet, boy. I’ll have you out of there.


Taking out the keys on the red keyring, he found the shortest of them and slipped it into the padlock, and as he pulled the padlock free of the hasp, a tornado of black fur barrelled into him, knocking him backwards, down on to the grass, and Jet was there, licking his face, butting his head against Jake’s, yipping loud.


Jake wrapped his arms around him and held tight. His cut hand throbbed, pressed against Jet’s fur, and he didn’t care. It was twenty-seven weeks and four days since he’d last hugged anybody. He pressed his face into Jet’s fur and held him.


–Hey, boy, he said. –You and me always. Like Mum said. Like I promised.


But Jet felt different from before, and after a minute Jake stepped back from his dog and stared. What had the Hadleys done to him?


–You’re half-starved, he said. The Hadleys hadn’t looked after Jet at all. His collar was loose round his neck and the shine was gone from his fur. They must’ve barely fed him. They’d deserted him, just like they’d deserted Jake.


Back in the shed, he looked along the shelves. There were the tins of dog food, just like always. He pulled back the rings on two, emptied them on to the floor, and watched Jet wolf them down. Then he refilled the water bowl at the tap and watched his dog drink.


He looked towards the bottom of the garden where the brambles tangled, and his mum had her compost piles and his dad had his sawhorse. He looked across the tall grass to the remains of his mother’s vegetable garden. He would give anything to stay here and play with Jet, even just for a few minutes.


He heard the minibus before he saw it: a flash of blue and red as it passed the house. But he knew what it was. Where it had come from, where it was going, and who it was looking for, and in an instant he was on his feet. He took two tins of dog food from the shelf and stuffed them into the rucksack. Then, grabbing Jet’s lead from inside the shed door, he took a last, quick look at his home.


–Time to go, he said, and with Jet at his heels he ran between the brambles to the gap in the fence and through.

















Four





He was running, keeping Jet on a tight lead beside him, weaving through the supermarket car park, round parked cars, listening out for the minibus siren, expecting any minute to see it loom up in front of him. A whole life ago, he used to play out here. What to do next? Where to go? Mr Hadley’s voice was still sounding in his head, booming and angry: They’re coming for you. And they were, Jake knew. They were only streets away and they had him on their screen. They were coming to grab him, and he’d be taken back to the Academy, given years extra on his loan tariff for this and he’d never see Jet again. Jet would be locked in that shed and they’d treat him cruelly, and he wouldn’t understand why.


–Stop it, he told himself. –Think.


Because there was something at the back of his mind, something someone had said that could help him escape right here and now. If only he could remember.


They talked a lot about escape in the Academy, the teachers and the students. –Don’t attempt a departure. That’s what the teachers told them. They called it ‘departure’ because escape made the Academy sound like a prison. But nobody was fooled. The Academy was a prison. So escape was what it was.


But it wasn’t only the teachers. The boys in the dormitory didn’t say much different. There was no point escaping because they just hubbed you and brought you back. Besides, they said, you’d have to be in the countryside, and that was where the virus was, and who wanted to risk getting cancer, or growing an extra head. They’d all seen the pictures. One of them told a story about a boy who’d escaped for two days before they caught him. He’d hidden in the river, breathing through a straw, but they still found him. He had to go up before the Headteacher and she added another whole year to his tariff.


Only JoJo had said different.


Jake pictured him: a small, geeky boy with big ears and a limp, who nobody paid any attention to. But Jake was paying attention now, standing stock-still beside a big, posh car, because JoJo had told them something else as well, and that’s what Jake was trying to remember.


He slapped his head. –Think!


Then he remembered. Junkyards. That’s what JoJo had said.


–Junkyards is where you can be safe, he’d told them. All that metal. It messes with the hubbing, all that magnet stuff. You get inside one of them, they can’t track you.


–Cheers, JoJo, the boys had said. –No problem. And they’d laughed at him, because finding a junkyard was the least of it.


–Course, Jake said now. –The junkyard. And Jet wagged his tail like it was the best thing he’d heard in ages.


They were past the supermarket entrance, round by the vast blank walls to the back. This was where the lorries parked up to unload. They used to do stunts off the loading ramp, Jake and his mates. His mum had found out once and he’d got into trouble. Did he know how dangerous it was? But it was nothing to the danger he was in right now, and he’d have given anything to have his mum march down and shout at him and order him home.


But his mum was dead, and his dad was dead, and there was only him and Jet.


–Let’s stop here a minute. I gotta catch my breath, he said, and he made Jet sit beside him while he hunched in the shadows between two huge container lorries. ‘Eat English’, it read on their sides, and there was a picture of a family eating a roast dinner. Jake stroked Jet’s head. –Good boy, he said.


Then he heard it. The hub-van siren. It was playing ‘Our English Shores’, just one line of it, over and over: ‘Our English Shores stand clean and proud, Our English Shores stand clean and proud …’


–That horrible song. That’s what his mother had always called it. You had to learn it in Reception class, everybody did, and then you had to sing it every morning after Register, all the verses. In the Academy they’d stood at the end of their beds and sung it before breakfast every morning.


It was close, the siren. Too close.


–We got to get out of here. Now, he said. He tried to picture things. Where was the junkyard? On the edge of town, but which edge?


There was the siren again. He hadn’t got much time. Minutes, maybe. He got to his feet and his legs nearly went from under him.


–It’s no good, he said to Jet, and he shoved his hands into his pockets. A finger snagged on something sharp. A plastic edge. He tugged it out, and there in his hand was his school bus pass. Stuck useless in his pocket these past months. There he was in the photo, six months younger, or more, and grinning. 


Grinning. That was weird. But it gave him an idea, and next thing he was walking, head up, dog by his side, round the edge of the car park. Like he had every right to, like he didn’t have a care, like there was no hub van hunting him.


The bus stop was one of those semi-Perspex, see-through shelters, and he could see a couple of people stood waiting, staying out of the rain.


–Best behaviour, he said to Jet, and they went and stood there too. Jake tried not to look behind, back at the supermarket; tried not to see if they’d spotted him. His heart was thumping in his chest and he tried to calm his breathing. He shuffled up closer to read the bus stop news screen:




Virus inoculations held ready at secret location … Chief scientific adviser calls for volunteers … Deal brokered …





Jake tried to be less conspicuous. Not that it would matter if they’d got him on their hub screen. Couldn’t hide then.


A man looked round at him. –You not at school? He didn’t sound hostile, just curious.


Jake thought quickly. It must look odd, a boy his age, and with a dog. –My dog’s sick, he said. –Taking him to the vet.


Jet looked scraggy enough for this to be true. The man shrugged.


And then Jake had a brainwave. –She said it’s out by the junkyard, but I forgot to ask which bus. Do you know, by any chance, sir?


He didn’t know if it was the ‘sir’ that did it, but the man got nicer then, and looked down the stop lists and told him he thought it was the number 37. The digital readout said the next number 37 was three minutes away.


The man went back to reading the news on the screen: ‘Three arrested for virus violation’ … ‘PM hosts Allied Security Talks’, Jake read.


His dad always used to tell Jake why the screens were wrong, but Jake didn’t care any more. It didn’t matter what his dad thought. His heart thumped hard as he and Jet waited on.


He nearly shouted with relief when the bus came. Three minutes on the dot, but it felt like hours. The doors opened and he climbed on, pulled out his pass. He recognized the driver. He was a real stickler. He often drove the school bus, but he didn’t like kids.


Jake held out his pass and the driver looked at it, then back at Jake.


–Expired, the driver said. –A week ago.


From behind came the sound of a booming, tannoy voice: Hub violation. Hub violation.


Jake looked down at Jet, standing patiently by his side. He put a hand to his head, stroked his soft ears and the dog looked up at him and gave a single thump with his tail. Jake felt hollow. It was no good. The driver would have heard the tannoy too, and it wouldn’t be hard for him to guess who it was shouting about. He couldn’t escape. He could feel the tears at the back of his eyes. He didn’t want the driver to see him cry.


He turned to get off.


–Where you headed? The driver spoke quietly.


–The junkyard, Jake said, turning back. –My dog’s ill and my mum said—


The driver waved a hand at him. –I don’t want to know. Less I know, the better. Just get off when I say. There’s a field, some horses. Cross the field and you’ll see the junkyard.


–Thank you, Jake said.


–I’m not scanning your pass. And I’m sorry for your loss, lad, the driver said.


Jake stared at him. He didn’t know how the man could know. But the words gave him a pain in his chest that was nearly sharp.


The driver gestured. –Go on then, he said. –Sit upstairs. Somewhere in the middle.


Passengers got on, got off, but none of them looked twice at the boy seated halfway along with his head down, pretending to doze; none of them even saw his dog, curled up on the floor by the window.




 





No talking, eyes forward, sit up straight, the teachers told them. The teachers sat on chairs at each end of each row, like a lot of vultures. He wasn’t the only one crying. He could hear others around him. They were cross-legged on the floor in rows, maybe thirty children, in the middle of a huge hall. It was late, past his bedtime, and he could see one of the littler ones rubbing her eyes. She looked ready to fall asleep right where she was, there on the floor with the dustballs.


On a stage at the front was a lady in a black gown. She had long black hair and thin, sharp eyebrows. He found out later that she was the Headteacher. She was watching them all; he could see her eyes moving from child to child, and when she got to him, Jake saw that she looked at him for a long time.


–Welcome to your Home Academy, she said. –This is where you live now. Your only home. If you honour us and our rules, and if you honour your loan, and if you honour your country, then we will honour you. She pointed to the big wooden boards on the walls. Jake had seen these when he came in, with their golden lists of names and dates. –Then one day perhaps you will be one of these students, our Heroes.


Jake watched her talk. She paced across the stage to make her gown billow out behind her.


–You will feel homesick for a while, she said. –That’s only natural. But the feeling will pass if you do as we say, and then you will understand that you belong here. Remember: We watch you from the cradle to the grave.


Jake listened to the murmur round the hall: everyone knew that one. You learned it before anything else. Before nursery rhymes, even. Witch lady, he thought. My mum would’ve knocked you down, just like that. He smiled because he’d never seen his mum hit anything. But he knew she would have, if she’d needed to.


Wish you could’ve clobbered something, he thought. Maybe you wouldn’t have died, then. Wish you could’ve, Mum. And while the Headteacher went on with her speech, he cried inside for his mother and he cried inside for his father, his heart burning in his chest, and he didn’t move a muscle and he didn’t look away.


How long she talked for, Jake didn’t know: they’d taken away his mobile, and his watch was in his trunk for safety. By the time she stopped, half the children were asleep where they sat. Loads of them would be too young to understand, anyway.


Jake didn’t know if everybody had had their tribunal that day, like him. He didn’t know which of them had a mum still, or a dad. Maybe some of them had brothers and sisters right here. There couldn’t be many like him that had nobody. But when the Headteacher clapped her hands, as they all filed out, every single child looked alone.




 





When the bus driver shouted for him, he was drifting, half dreaming, and he sat up with a start to find that they were right out of the town now and the bus had emptied. Outside were warehouses and stretches of empty ground, fenced with barbed wire, full of weeds. No people here, leastways not that Jake could see. Him and Jet, they’d stand out like a sore thumb. Good thing the Coalition had people scared of the countryside, he thought, cos at least it kept them away from places like this.


–Over there, the driver said, pointing. There were the horses, heads down, grazing, and somewhere over the hill was the junkyard.


The bus door shushed shut, the bus was gone, and boy and dog stood alone.


It didn’t take long to skirt the edge of the field, running between the trees, crouching low through the bracken. Then up the slope, and there ahead of them was the junkyard. A chain fence ran round the edge, topped with barbed wire, and there were signs: NO ENTRY. CAUTION: ELECTRIFIED.


–We ain’t the first. JoJo must be right, Jake said to his dog, and he felt a faint hope somewhere inside him. Inside the fence he could see cars piled high. They looked like the cars in his old toy box, stacked in a heap like that.


–Get in there and we’re safe.


But there was no way to get over the fence, so they had to get in at the front somehow, and fast. The hub police hadn’t found him yet, but they would. He knew they would.




 





They hid behind a stack of rusted metal girders piled to one side of the gates, watching.


The entrance had high metal gates with jagged iron points. The gates were clamped shut across with a sign attached saying REPORT TO OFFICE, and underneath it an entry phone. There was a shed inside with a wonky chimney and a thin line of smoke rising.


–Don’t think they’d let in a boy and a dog, Jake said. –Gonna have to be clever, Jet.


A lorry approached, and inside the shed a man pressed a button. Less than a minute for the lorry to be in and the gates closed again behind.


–Next lorry, we’re in, Jake whispered to Jet. –Gotta be ready. Gotta move fast.


It wasn’t long before the next lorry came, and he braced himself.


–Good lad, he whispered. Like a runner off the blocks. That’s what his dad would’ve said if he’d seen him, hands flat to the ground, balanced on the balls of his feet, ready to run. His cut hand was throbbing, but he was listening so hard, waiting for the lorry to pull up at the gates, that he barely noticed the pain.


The lorry pulled up at the barrier, and the driver idled the engine while he got out to press the entry phone button.


Jake and Jet crouched by the lorry’s rear wheels, then Jake heard the gears crunch and the lorry was moving.


–Keep in, boy, Jake whispered, –keep in. Because the lorry ran quite tight between the fence posts. Shielded by the lorry’s flank, boy and dog were past the barrier, past the hut, and in.

















Five





Busy with counterfoils and winches, busy shifting tonnes of clattering, clanking steel, none of the men noticed Jake and Jet slipping into the junkyard’s shadows. They clambered in deep, over rusted bonnets and round heaps of twisted metal; and when Jake thought it was deep enough that no one would find them this far in tonight, he found a car with a roof still, and some seats left, and they climbed through the empty windscreen.


A Citroën Picasso, it was, and he took that for a good sign. His grandparents used to drive one of these; he’d seen it in his dad’s photo album. Might’ve been theirs, he thought. Might’ve been Dad sat here once, when he was my age, and he let himself pretend for a moment.


Fishing out the biscuits, he divided them up with Jet. There were two tins of dog food left in his rucksack, but he was saving those. In case.


–Beggars can’t, he said. –But I’ll find you something proper soon. And some water, promise.


They curled up on the back seat and Jake slept, motionless, exhausted, one arm across his dog. When he woke, he’d make a plan. For now, they’d sleep safe. Safe as they could be in a junkyard with the rain pitter-pattering on the roof of an old, rusty car from a time he’d never known.




 





His dad used to say the hubbing wasn’t as clever as they made out, and his mum would roll her eyes.


–A Coalition pumped full of its own power, his dad would say. –Thinking it can control us all. But the facts don’t match the speeches.


–What facts? Jake used to ask. And he’d see his mum try and catch his dad’s eye, to stop him saying more. But his dad would be pacing up and down now, and they both knew that only an earthquake could stop him.


–Number one. They tell you they can locate us at any time, anybody anywhere, from that little chip under the skin. But half the time they haven’t got the manpower, and the other half, their tinpot hubbing technology doesn’t work.


His mum shook her head. –Not true. That girl in Jake’s class who got lost at the seaside. You remember, Jake? They found her because of her hub chip.


His dad waved his mum’s words away. –Number two. If we had to, we could cross the border.


–But the border’s closed, Jake said. –There’s the New Wall across. We saw the photos. They told us about it in Citizenship. About the Faith Bombings, and the Scots attacking, and so we had to build it to keep ourselves safe, and how the Coalition put all the tech in it to keep it secure.


His dad shook his head, and Jake tried again: –What keeps us in keeps them out. Miss McCarthy said so. So we can’t just cross it. Like we can’t cross the Channel. Same thing.


–We can, his dad said.


–Jonathan, his mum said in her warning voice, but his dad shook his head.


–He needs to know. He’s old enough.


–What do I need to know? Jake said, but his mum was fiddling with her rings, wouldn’t meet his eye. –What? he said again.


His mum put her hands flat to the table, as if she’d decided something. –All right. But you mustn’t ever speak of this to anyone, not even your friends. Not even Josh or Liam.


–OK, Jake said. This felt serious. He could hear the clock ticking and his mum was looking at him with a dead serious face.


–Promise us, his mum said. –Say it.


–I promise, he said, and he felt daft, but his mum and dad weren’t smiling. –Not even Liam or Josh, he added.


Then his dad took a deep breath. –The border’s closed, right enough, he said. –Armed guards, all the rest. And yes, one of the men found guilty of the Faith Bombings was Scottish. But Scotland never attacked England. Several of the terrorists were English, for god’s sake, but they don’t tell you that at school.


His mum took over. –The point is, Jakey, the Coalition was looking for an excuse to build that wall. And the Faith Bombings gave it to them on a plate. They want us to think Scotland is full of terrorists. They want us to think the virus is really bad up there. Europe too. They want us to think that we can’t get across the border, and it’s true; the guards on this side will shoot if they see you try.


–But what you need to know is that you can, his dad said. –It might be dangerous, but you can. If you have to.


–And you could live with your grandparents in Scotland, his mum said. –They’ll always look after you, Jacob. You and Jet. She’d used his whole name. Dead serious. –Because if you do go, it has to be both of you. You and Jet, always.


–Sure, Jake said, because why not? He wasn’t going to leave Jet behind ever, was he? Besides which, it wasn’t like he was going anywhere further than the rec to play football, not any time soon. –But I wouldn’t know them, he said. –I know they live in … Appletown, is it?


His mum shook her head. –Applecross, she said. –On the west coast. And your granny’ll know you, even if you don’t know her. You’ve never met your grandad, but your granny got a pass down here when you were five. D’you remember? And we had to visit the scan hub after school every day so she could report in as a visiting alien. Visiting alien, for god’s sake, she said. –This was her country. Visiting alien!


–You’d recognize your granny, Jake, his dad said. –She looks like your mum, only not as pretty and much older.


His mum rolled her eyes. –She knitted you a sweater. You might remember that. You wouldn’t take it off for weeks.


–Zigzags, Jake said, and his mum nodded.


–And my green cardigan. She knitted that too.


–So how come you’re not worried about them getting the virus? Jake said, and his dad leaned forward, his face dead serious again. He was close as breathing to Jake, as if someone might try to listen in and he whispered:


–The truth is …


–Jonathan, his mum said again in her scary stop-whatever-it-is-you-think-you’re-doing voice. But his dad went on.


–The truth is, you don’t need to worry about the virus. Not here, not across the border. Not anywhere.


Jake laughed, because his dad had just gone weird now. –But you’re working on the vaccine, he said. –Both of you. He looked across at his mum. –Mum? Tell him.


But she shook her head. –It’s the truth, she said. –We are working on a vaccine, an antidote for something, but it’s not for the virus. You don’t need to worry about it. And it’s best if you tell nobody about it, like you just promised. Nobody. Do you understand me, Jake?


He nodded, swallowing, because suddenly he felt scared.


–And if you do try to get to Scotland, it’s got to be you and Jet, both. That’s the second promise you’ve got to make.


–And you, Mum, Jake said. –We’d all go. Wouldn’t we?


But they didn’t answer him, which, when he thought about it later, was strange, because they had a thing about giving him answers.


–You and Jet, both, his dad said, looking hard at him, and Jake repeated it.


–Me and Jet, both, he said. He was properly scared now, and he looked at his mum for reassurance.


–Remember your promises, was all she said, and she stared at him until he nodded.


–Last thing, his dad said in a gentler voice. –You are everything to us. But you are nothing to the Coalition. They teach you ‘cradle to grave’, all that rubbish about how they’re always watching out for you. Those pictures they get you drawing in Reception. Universal Credit so no one slips through any crack. Personal well-being budget. Don’t believe it. When it comes down to it, we don’t matter. Only good thing is: how much time are they prepared to spend hunting for any one of us?


That’s when his mum put her hand down on the table. –Enough said, she said in her no-messing voice, and although Jake didn’t know what his dad was talking about, after that both his mum and his dad seemed to pretend that it was all a bit of nothing.


–Go and walk your dog, his mum said, and when Jake looked back through the kitchen window, he could see them still talking. 




 





The smell of food woke him. He checked his watch. He’d slept for four hours and he was weak with hunger, desperate with thirst. The smell was tantalizing.


–Sausages, he said. –It’s bloody sausages. He would kill for sausages. Seriously. And like he understood, Jet sniffed the air and thumped his tail.


Jake listened hard. Everything was dead quiet. Not even the rain falling on the car roof. Nobody was hunting for him, he was sure, so he’d risk it and try to steal some sausages. After all, if he didn’t find some food soon, he and Jet might as well give up now. He rubbed his neck. –Reckon their hubbing’s not as clever as they say. Jo-Jo was right. And Dad.


He would leave Jet safe in the Picasso. Get to the shed. Steal some sausages somehow. Get back to the Picasso. Eat. Hole up till morning.


–Dunno how we’ll ever get to Scotland, Jetboy. But we got to try. I promised them I’d try.


Although it was dark now, the sky had cleared and the moon threw a bit of light, enough that Jake could scramble his way towards the hut. He watched it for a bit, but the dusty little window was lit up bright and there wasn’t anyone at home.


He wasn’t in there for more than a minute. He took some sausages out of the pan, golden-brown, warm. Spread the rest around the pan a bit; took a handful of bread slices; some tins of spam and beans from a cupboard. Stuffed them all into his jacket pockets. Water was the last thing: an empty milk carton under the tap, top screwed on, and then he was gone, just pausing at the door to be sure no one was looking his way. 


He divided the sausages and the bread equally between him and Jet, and both ate in ravenous gulps. He opened Jet a can of the dog food, and it went down the same way.


–Didn’t touch the sides, he said. –You are one gurt lush dog.


Then a tin of beans, scooping them out with his fingers, one scoop for Jet, one for himself. And when the tin was empty, he filled it with water and held it for Jet to drink from, then stashed it in his rucksack afterwards.


The yard was quiet again, and with the moon behind a cloud it was dark as pitch.


Jake scratched Jet’s head between his ears, the place he liked it, until Jet had had enough and shook Jake’s hand away.


–Looks like we got away with it. Glad I got you, boy.


He leaned against his dog, breathed in the smell of his fur. It was the smell of home now. The only smell of home he had.




 





Sharp lights jolted him awake. He didn’t know he’d even shut his eyes, but he must have slept again. The lights strobed across the Picasso and he ducked down further. They swung away and he glimpsed men with torches. Their voices were echoing and angry. Jet growled, a long, low sound, and Jake put a hand to his muzzle: a caution. The men hadn’t seen them yet, but they’d find them soon enough if they didn’t move. No time to think. He pulled on the rucksack, wrapped Jet’s lead round his good hand, and slipped out of the Picasso’s window. The voices and torch beams moved deeper into the yard, and Jake turned back towards the gates.


Crouching behind a stack of cars, he peered towards the shed. The shadow of a single man moved about: left to guard things, Jake supposed. 


We stay, the junk men get us; we leave, it’s the hubbers, he thought. Same difference in the end. He saw himself a hero for the day, the other boys crowded around, and then the years ahead in the Home Academy, his escape only a memory. And he saw Jet locked back in that shed, hungry, and mangy and unloved.


He stroked his dog. Felt how thin he was. Somewhere far back in the mountains of scrap metal, he heard the men’s laughter. Then he made a decision. Got up and clipped the lead to Jet’s collar and took Jet over to the shed. From inside there was the sound of the radio, a song playing, and a man’s rough voice joining in. Then Jake slipped the loop in the lead around the shed door handle.


–Sit, Jet, he said. –Stay.


And before he could change his mind, he walked away, towards the gates. The hubbers were bound to catch him in the end, but they didn’t have to catch Jet. Jake would end up back in the Home Academy, but maybe the junkyard men would keep Jet. Maybe they’d have him as a mascot. Maybe Jet wouldn’t have to go back into that shed.


He didn’t slow down and he didn’t look back. It was the only way he could do it.


There was a button on top of a post off to one side to open the gates. He’d seen a man press it; it should be easy to find. If he was lucky, the gates would close behind him before the men returned and they wouldn’t know he’d left the yard and he’d get a few more hours of freedom before he was caught. Each extra hour meant more solitary when he got back, but it would be worth it.


Behind him, the sounds of the search party grew louder. They were coming back. Shadows loomed in the grey dark and more than once he stumbled. The post must be close by, but he was panicking now. With his back to the gates, he stood still in the dark, his heart thumping.


Think! It was his dad’s voice. They were at the climbing wall, and Jake was halfway up with no fingerholds above him, nowhere to go. You’re not stuck, you’ve just stopped thinking, his dad said. Now calm down, and think.


The men sounded very close. He could make out different voices. He had to get out. Then he remembered the keys. He still had the Hadleys’ keys. Fishing inside his rucksack for them, he felt the little penlight.


–Please work, he whispered, and he flicked it on. A thin bead of light lit the ground, and seconds later he’d found the pole with its button on top and pressed the button down. Slowly the gates swung open and as soon as there was a boy-sized gap, he slipped out. It didn’t much matter where he went because the hubbers would catch up with him in a few hours’ time. And anyway, he didn’t much care about getting caught, now he’d lost Jet.


Shouldering his rucksack, he set off walking down the road. A half minute later he heard a thud that must be the gates closing and waited for any sounds from the yard. He stopped to listen, but everything was quiet from the scrapyard men. No shouts, even, at finding a dog outside their door.


The rucksack was heavy on his shoulders; it would be lighter without the tins of dog food. So, heavy-hearted, he started to unpack it. He was reaching inside when he felt something rub against his leg. Startled, he swung the rucksack and the something yelped.


–Jet? he said, and there Jet was again, tail beating from side to side, lead trailing between his paws.


–How’d you do that? he said, and he hugged his dog fiercely. He feared the hubbers for his dog even more than for himself. But with his dog beside him, he didn’t feel lonely. Maybe they’d catch him, maybe it would be soon. But with Jet there, he felt he could face anything.


–You and me, Jet, he said. –You and me, always.


They walked through the dead time of the night and the roads were empty. The rain had cleared and the stars were out; there was moon enough to see by. At first Jake strode, to get some distance from the junkyard. But nobody was coming after them, so he slowed his pace. He was too tired to move fast for very long. The cut on his hand was throbbing, but he was glad of it because it helped keep him awake.


They walked alongside the dual carriageway with its dead cat’s-eyes, away from the town, keeping to the ditch, or walking slantwise along the embankment above, keeping out of reach of the car headlights. They needed a place to sleep, but it was too cold and too damp just to sleep outside. The warehouses and barbed wire had given way to scratty fields high in grass, or weeds, and every time a car approached, headlights sweeping the way ahead, before he ducked down, Jake hoped to see some shelter lit up: a shed, or a barn. But all he saw were sleeping sheep.


After a time there was a sign: Services 1 mile. And below, the images of a cup, and a knife and fork, and a WC sign and a table with a tree. Surely they’d find somewhere to sleep there. He could slip inside and go to the toilets and wash his face in hot water. That would feel good.


Twenty minutes later, the Services were just ahead. Lit up like a bloody Christmas tree, that’s what his dad would have said. Jake reckoned the picnic area would be their best bet. He could see a shelter, a building of some sort.


They walked up the slip road towards a big roundabout. No avoiding the lights now. Jet’s black fur shone orange under the glow. There were no cars, so they walked straight across.


At the edge of the car park, he stopped and looked around. The Services seemed deserted. Just a few lorries off to the side, and half a dozen cars dotted about. The cooked air smelled of chip fat and fried meat. The picnic hut was on the far side. They could sleep there.


–Let’s go, he said, and that’s when they came. Racing across the tarmac, come from nowhere, three hub vans, sirens blaring. Lights hit the car park, seeking lights, brighter and brighter and above his head the roar and whirr of a helicopter. Jake stood paralysed. A voice blasted through the air:


JACOB RILEY. GIVE YOURSELF UP. THINK OF YOUR TARIFF. JACOB RILEY …


He ran. It was pointless – he couldn’t escape – but still he ran, tearing under the trees, Jet tugging him on. He passed the picnic hut, picnic tables. But the hub vans had screeched up, and the men were closing in and the helicopter had him in its sights, the white lights strobing through the trees. Brambles lashed at his legs and his lungs were burning. Beside him, Jet strained forward on the lead.


–Jacob Riley, stop where you are. Stop, or we shoot the dog.


The voices sounded angry. Jake gripped Jet’s lead and ran on. The helicopter lights took away every shadow, every hiding place. The trees ended just ahead, and beyond them he could see what must be a building site. Concrete half-walls, piles of rubble, metal bars, strutwork, great lengths of shiny tubing. The air burned in his chest. The hub men called to each other, and he thought he could nearly feel their breath at his neck. He ducked behind some rubble. A quick glance behind him. The men couldn’t see him. Then he dived into the mess of concrete and steel, pulling Jet with him; nowhere left to run.


The blow was to the back of his head, so he didn’t see it coming. A hard pain, and hands tugging at him, pulling him under. Then everything slipped away – Jet beside him, the men behind, the concrete, the hard light – and he was gone.
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