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Praise for


FURNACE 





‘Fresh and ferocious, Furnace will hook boys with its gritty, unrelenting surprises.’ James Patterson





‘Furnace is hotter than hell and twice as much fun! Sign me up for a life sentence of Alexander Gordon Smith!’ Darren Shan





‘Alexander Gordon Smith employs tight, gutsy language to tell Alex’s story … This is a punch-between-the-eyes kind of read, punishing in every sense, Gothic in its horrors, darkly claustrophobic ... Readers may find the wait between volumes a long stretch.’ Financial Times





‘[Furnace] will be addictive and gripping for teenage readers who like their villains really, really bad and the fear factor ramped up high. The start of an adventure series – but not for sensitive souls.’ Daily Mail





‘Fears of imprisonment are a strong strain for older readers, and Alexander Gordon Smith’s Furnace: Lockdown, a prison “where death is the least of your worries”, is an adrenalin-packed thriller for teens that grumpy boys will gulp down as escapism.’ Amanda Craig, Sunday Times
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To Gran Baird


Thanks for everything


And to Grandad Baird


I wish we could have shared our stories





I’m grateful that there’s so much of both of you in me
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I wish I could tell you that my story ended here.


I wish I could tell you that this was my happy ever after.


Because it should have been, right? I mean, we were out. We’d been to hell and back but the important thing was that we had made it back. We’d slit open the belly of Furnace Penitentiary, spilled its guts all over the streets. It was dead, and we’d been born again, taking our first steps in a world we thought we’d lost forever. It had to be over. This had to be the end of it. All we had to do was run for the hills and live out the rest of our lives on fresh air and freedom.


But can a story like mine ever have a happy ending?


Does somebody like me ever deserve one?


There wasn’t much time for looking back as we ran from the broken gates, ushered on by the blinding brightness of the rising sun. But I couldn’t help it. Even as the sound of the siren faded into birdsong my mind replayed everything that had happened. I don’t know why, exactly. All I wanted to do was forget it, put everything behind me, pretend that it had never happened. But Furnace wasn’t going to let me. I may have found a way out of the prison but the prison was still buried deep inside my head, locked in every thought, every memory.


I pictured myself as a kid, walking streets just like these a lifetime ago, so obsessed with money that I didn’t care that I was a thief, a bully. I saw myself and Toby – a friend whose face I could no longer picture but who I would never forget – breaking into a house, hoping that we’d strike it rich. I saw us being cornered by the blacksuits, Furnace’s hulking guards with their cruel silver eyes. I watched them shoot Toby in the head, the same way I’d watched it a hundred times before; a thousand. I saw myself framed for his murder and sentenced to life without possibility of parole in Furnace Penitentiary. I saw it all in shades of black and grey and red that seemed so much brighter than the world through which I was running.


The flashbacks kept coming, bleeding into my vision like some kind of haemorrhage. It felt as though I relived every single second of my incarceration – the early days where I thought the only escape I’d make was jumping off the eighth level; my cellmate Donovan and my best friend Zee the only ones keeping me sane; lying in bed at night waiting for the blood watch to come, for the wheezers to drag me into the tunnels below; then discovering that crack in the chipping-room floor and blowing our way to freedom – only to find ourselves recaptured and snared by the darkness of solitary confinement.


There, with the weight of the world on our shoulders, we uncovered the truth about Furnace – the experiments that the warden and the wheezers were doing on the kids. They were pumped full of nectar, a black liquid full of tiny golden flecks, like distant stars. Then the wheezers cut them open and stitched them back together into something completely different. I still don’t know exactly how the nectar worked. If it was successful, then it turned its child victim into a superhuman blacksuit, packed tight with muscle and able to survive an injury that would kill a mortal. You had no memory of who you were, your past life. You became one of the warden’s soldiers. That’s what had happened to Donovan, but I’d killed him – I’d freed him – before he could turn completely.


The nectar didn’t work with everybody, though. Sometimes it had no effect at all, and other times it would go wrong, poisoning its victim’s soul, reducing him to a mindless, razor-clawed freak that stalked the corridors feasting on blood. A rat.


But that wasn’t the worst of it. Some prisoners didn’t turn into blacksuits or rats. They became something else, something that shouldn’t be possible. The nectar chose them, flooding their bodies and causing them to mutate into immense beasts of unimaginable fury, killing machines known as berserkers.


There was no telling what you’d become with nectar inside you. It was the warden’s poison that decided your fate.


Zee and I had been down there, in solitary, for what seemed like forever, rescued by a kid called Simon who’d managed to escape the wheezers’ knives. He’d been halfway to becoming a blacksuit, his torso and one arm packed with muscle, his eyes turned silver, but he’d been discarded before the procedure could be finished. Once again we’d made a bid for freedom – climbing the incinerator chimney – and once again we’d failed. This time we’d fallen right into the warden’s lap.


The warden. I could see his face now: every time I blinked he flashed up before me, his mouth twisted into that soulless smile, his eyes black pits that promised nothing but pain. He had let his wheezers cut me open with their filthy tools and pump me full of their poison. He had let them stuff me with someone else’s muscles, someone else’s flesh. He had turned me into one of them. He’d given me silver eyes and a black suit and for a moment – for a single, horrific second – I’d almost given myself to him, I’d almost called him Father and myself a Soldier of Furnace …


But something had stopped me. Something had kept me human. And instead of making me one of them the warden had given me the strength I needed to make a final bid for freedom. Zee, Simon and I, we fought our way up from the tunnels back into the main prison. The blacksuits hadn’t been able to stop us, the mutant, skinless dogs had cowered with their tails between their legs, the wheezers had been powerless, even the warden had run out of tricks.


No, only one person had come close to ending our dream of freedom. Alfred Furnace himself, the mysterious man behind the prison’s darkest secrets. He had sent two berserkers to stop us, and only by injecting myself with more of the warden’s poison, the nectar, had I been able to stop them. The battle may not have cost me my life, but it stripped away all but the last remnants of my sanity. Now the nectar is the only thing keeping me alive, but it’s also trying to turn me into one of them. It’s what drives the freaks of Furnace – and freaks like me.
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With the help of the inmates we cracked the gates and stormed out into the world, hundreds of us, shouting and screaming as we flooded the streets, bleeding the prison dry. We were out. We were free.


That should have been it, shouldn’t it? That should have been the end of my story. But how could it be? Even now I can hear the sound of gunfire as the police start to round us up, the whump-whump-whump of helicopter blades overhead. Soon the entire city will be in lockdown. We haven’t escaped from our prison, we’ve just moved into a new one. And although there are countless places to hide, there’s still nowhere to run.


And that’s not all. Alfred Furnace is coming, and he’s bringing his army. I can hear his voice in my head, carried by the nectar, and his fury is almost enough to crack my soul in two. Yes, Furnace is coming. He will find us.


And when he does there will be all hell to pay.


Some happy ending.

















Freedom
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When you’ve been locked up for too long, freedom can kill you.


It’s overwhelming, like a dam bursting, a trillion gallons of icy water surging into your head, threatening to demolish or short-circuit all that remains of your sanity. I can’t think of any other way to describe it. The moment I began to run from the ruined gates of Furnace my brain started to overload, my vision flickering, my limbs surrendering, my speech failing. All that existed was that sudden rush, a moment of blind emotion – half panic, half euphoria – that felt powerful enough to stop my heart dead.


Great, I thought as I struggled to stay upright, my heart misfiring like a clogged engine, each desperate beat sending a bolt of pain through my chest. I went through all that to get out, and the second I do my mind decides it’s had enough.


I stumbled, felt hands grab my arms. I stared to my side, but I couldn’t make out who was there, my vision had become an ocean of dirty grey flecked with sparks. I scrunched my eyes shut, forced myself to take in a breath. It was hard, as though my body had forgotten how to perform its most basic functions, but as soon as the air hit my lungs the whiteout began to clear.


‘Jesus, Alex,’ came a voice, the fingers on my arm squeezing hard. ‘I thought you’d be fitter than this, what with all that running away you did inside.’


I let my head drop to my chest, took a second deep breath which steadied my pulse and another which seemed to put the bones back into my limbs. This time when I looked, I could see that Zee was standing next to me, his face shiny with sweat and his eyes on fire. Somebody tugged from the other side and I turned to see Simon, his grossly muscled arm wrapped around mine.


‘We gotta keep moving if we don’t want to end up back down there,’ Simon said. He stamped on the pavement and I suddenly pictured the labyrinth of Furnace Penitentiary deep beneath the concrete, the vast complex like some razor-toothed behemoth rising up through the depths, its mouth open wide to swallow the city whole. I shook the image from my head, the motion making the world spin.


A blurred shape sped past us down the road, the slap of paper shoes echoing off the buildings on either side. Two more inmates were racing along the pavement opposite. It was pretty clear what they were running from: the air behind us was alive with sirens, so many of them that the sound they made had lost its undulating pitch and was now a constant, tuneless wail. In the copper-coloured skies above, three helicopters scoured the shrinking shadows, their spotlights silver streaks against the sun as it unfolded itself from the horizon.


‘Ready?’ asked Zee. ‘I know you’ve been through a lot, but if we don’t move …’ He seemed to choke at the thought of what might happen.


I started running again, Zee’s hand on my arm for the first few steps. Been through a lot? He wasn’t kidding. My body – my new body, the one that the warden had given me – was a patchwork of scars. Every time I moved they threatened to split, and I pictured the poisoned flesh escaping from beneath my skin, the muscles uncoiling. It was an unpleasant thought. Or was it? I would have given anything to be able to undo his work so easily.


But it was this mutated body that had got us all out of Furnace alive. Without it, I wouldn’t have stood a chance against the berserkers. Those monsters would have torn everybody in Furnace to shreds, every last living soul. I may have hated having the body of a blacksuit, but without it I’d have had no body at all.


‘Anyone know where we are?’ Simon said as he sprinted. ‘Do either of you two know the city? I lived over in Carlton Heights; never been up this way before.’


I took my eyes off the road to look around, still squinting into the pale light. To our left was a warehouse of some sort, emblazoned with a massive sign shaped like a cardboard box. Similar buildings lined the street on both sides. There were dark alleyways between them, and corrugated-iron fences that promised hiding places beyond. But if we took cover this close to Furnace we’d be found in minutes.


‘I didn’t live in the city,’ Zee wheezed. ‘Our house was miles away, sorry. What about you, Alex?’


‘Yeah, I lived here,’ I said, trying to get my bearings. ‘But on the other side of town, over the river in the suburbs. I don’t think I’ve ever been this far south.’


We reached a junction, the red traffic light reflecting in the puddles below, making it look as if the street was about to erupt like a volcano. Just to get off the main road we swung right onto a narrow side street, our pace slowing as we all fought to breathe. The buildings here were smaller, mainly shops locked up for the night. One stood out from the rest, however, a hulking lump of plastic and concrete that nudged up against the pinkening skies like a massive headstone. My breath caught with the shock of recognition.


‘I know this place,’ I sputtered. ‘It’s Edwards Mall, isn’t it?’


‘Yeah,’ said Simon, wiping a hand across his brow. ‘I think you’re right. I came here when I was a kid, all the time. Had no idea this was a stone’s throw from Furnace.’


I’d come here with my parents, too, once a month or so. It had been like a family day out. The memories hit me like a punch to the gut, the smell of Subway sandwiches and pretzels, the hum of people, the promise of presents. I mentally slapped myself. Reminiscing would get me killed. That life, my old life, was long gone.


Something popped, a gunshot from maybe a couple of streets away. We slowed down, scampering into the shadows that pooled against the shops and crouching to a halt. It had only been a few minutes since we’d got out but already the new day was drawing a blanket of light over the city. At first the sight had been the best thing I’d ever witnessed – I never thought I’d see a sunrise again. But now it seemed as if nature was conspiring with Furnace, and with the police. If the sun can see you, so can everybody else.


‘We should get inside,’ Zee whispered, nodding towards the mall.


‘You kidding?’ Simon replied. ‘In ten minutes or so that place is gonna be crawling with police. We gotta move, head up to the river. If we can get into the city we can disappear, get on a train, hot-wire a car or something, anything to get us as far away from Furnace as possible. I ain’t gonna get caught hiding out in some shopping centre just round the corner.’


‘Simon’s got a point,’ I said, wanting nothing more than to rest but desperate to put as much distance as I could between us and the prison. ‘We should break now; run for it, before they get organised.’


‘No, you’re wrong,’ Zee said. ‘We really need to—’


He broke off as one of the sirens rose up from the chorus. We froze against one another as a squad car blazed across the junction we had just crossed, vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. It had probably been following the inmates we’d seen earlier, but more would follow, countless more.


‘We need to get off the streets and come up with a plan,’ Zee went on. ‘In there we can grab some food and water, and we can get out of these prison uniforms. If we’re walking down the street in Furnace rags then we’re definitely going to get picked up. It’ll only take five minutes. Besides …’


Zee looked me up and down and I followed his gaze. My overalls, which had been falling apart to begin with, were ripped in a dozen places, my tortured skin visible beneath.


‘Besides what?’ I muttered.


‘You’re practically indecent,’ Zee said with a glint of a smile in his eyes. ‘Any minute now that thing’s gonna fall right off you and you’ll be running down the street naked.’


Both Simon and I began to laugh and I had to pinch my nose to make it stop. It didn’t want to, the emotion bubbling up inside me so hard that my shoulders were shaking and my ribs were singing. Even when another wailing police car roared over the intersection, taking it so fast that when it hit a bump in the road it almost took off, I was snorting into my hand. Freedom will do that to you, though, like I was saying. You could laugh yourself right into the grave.


Simon wiped a tear from his eye and turned towards the mall. After a second or two he nodded decisively.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘But we’re in and out, right? I’m not spending all day looking round the bloody shops.’


His words could have come from my dad – he’d said something similar every time Mum had dragged him into the city – and that made me laugh until I cried. I felt Zee’s hand clamp over my own and gradually the moment of insanity passed. I shrugged him away and got to my feet, leading the way towards the huge building and whispering over my shoulder.


‘Okay, people, let’s go shopping.’

















Daybreak
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The huge main doors of Edwards Mall were still shuttered so we walked further down the street and turned left at the next junction, walking along the side of the mall until we came to the loading-bay entranceways. They opened up into nothing but darkness, and the way they sloped tunnel-like beneath the ground made my skin crawl.


‘Déjà vu, anyone?’ Zee said with a nervous laugh.


‘Come on, it’s just a mall,’ I replied, leading the way. My silver eyes penetrated the shadows as though I was holding a flashlight, peeling away layers of gloom to reveal an empty service road that curled down and to the left. If we carried straight on we’d get to the car park, but we swung round the bend to find ourselves in an enormous underground loading dock. I let my eyes drift up to see three sets of double doors in the far wall. It was then that I noticed the blinking red lights studded into the ceiling.


‘We’re being watched,’ I said, pointing. ‘Security cameras.’





‘Forget them,’ Simon said, making his way cautiously towards the doors. He reached the low wall of one of the bays and began to haul himself up. ‘They’re just recording; won’t nobody see that footage till we’re long gone.’


As if to prove his point he flicked his middle finger at the ceiling, waving it around for a second before crouching down and offering Zee his hand. Zee took it, letting himself be pulled up. I followed with a graceless leap, my muscles crying out as they propelled me onto the platform. Simon made his way to the nearest door, pressing gently on its handle.


‘It won’t be—’ was as far as I got before the door clicked open, flooding the bay with light. Simon turned and flashed me a lopsided smile.


‘My brother used to work in a mall, over by Carlton,’ he said. ‘We’d sneak in sometimes after dark. Same thing everywhere – shops are all locked, front and back, but the access areas are always open.’ He pushed through. ‘Great for playing manhunt.’


Beyond was a wide corridor of breeze block and concrete, lined with metal doors and lit by just about the brightest bulbs in existence. I had to squint as we jogged along it.


‘Computer games?’ Simon said, reading the names of the shops stencilled on the back of the doors. ‘Nope. How about some books? Yeah, right. Alex, you remember if there was a department store in here?’


There had been. Another vivid memory flashed up – a vast shop occupying one corner of the mall, filled with just about every item imaginable. My parents had let me spend ten minutes in the toy department each time they visited, but they had rarely bought me anything. I let myself get lost in the past, realising with sadness that I could picture every inch of that toyshop – the stuffed bears around the till, the magic sets stacked on the shelf opposite the elevator, the vast tree they always put up on the top floor every Christmas – but I couldn’t remember what my parents looked like. In my head they were faceless mannequins that stood in the corner of my vision, moving every time I moved so I could never see them clearly.


‘Yo, Alex!’ said Simon, giving me a gentle tap on the shoulder. The memory flew, but left behind a dull throb of heartache. ‘You still with us? Department store? Remember?’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Yeah there is one. No idea where, though, sorry. Coming in this way, everything’s all back to front.’


Simon muttered something and carried on, the doors flashing past us on either side – furniture, phones, music and DVDs, underwear, pharmaceuticals, sweets. It was five minutes later, so deep into the warren of passageways that I didn’t think I’d ever be able to navigate my way back, that we reached a double door marked ‘Harvey’s’.


‘That’s it!’ I blurted. ‘Harvey’s, like the rabbit.’


Simon stopped and began to run his fingers along the edge of the right-hand door, eventually pulling free a thick cable. He peeled it away from the wall, splinters of paint fluttering earthwards.





‘This won’t take a second,’ he said, frowning in concentration. He used a long fingernail to split the insulation lengthways, then he clamped one of the wires in his broken teeth and bit down.


‘Whoa!’ said Zee. ‘You crazy?’


Simon shook his head, chowing down on the wire like a rabid dog until it finally surrendered. He carefully folded the split ends away from each other then let it fall back against the wall.


‘Stand back,’ he said. We did as we were told, and Simon threw himself at the doors. They were strong, and with a wheeze he rebounded onto his backside. Zee’s laughter tinkled down the corridor, the sound like wind chimes. Simon clambered to his feet and looked at me. ‘You wanna do the honours?’


I tensed my upper body and ran at the doors, hitting them square in the middle. With a squeal that sounded almost human, the lock sprang and both sides flapped open. I stumbled forward into shadow, skidding across the smooth floor and almost losing my balance. By the time I turned round Zee and Simon had followed me in and closed the doors behind them. Simon slapped the wall a few times before hitting a bank of switches, flipping them all. Gradually the lights blinked to life, revealing another narrow corridor, this one lined with clothes rails, stacked pallets and various loose ends. Limbless store dummies eyeballed us.


‘How’d you know how to get in?’ asked Zee, collapsing onto a shrink-wrapped sofa. He lifted his foot and I noticed it was bare aside from a covering of blood. Paper shoes weren’t much use on the outside. I flexed my toes inside the boots the warden had given me, happy that I hadn’t thrown them on the fire the same way I’d thrown my black suit.


‘Piece of piss,’ Simon replied. ‘Done it countless times. I weren’t no angel on the outside, remember?’ He looked at me knowingly. ‘Hell, none of us was, right?’


‘Right,’ I replied. ‘Come on.’


I made my way to the end of the corridor, past a stockroom which was too similar to the ones in Furnace for my liking. I peered inside, half expecting a rat to bound from the darkness and lock its teeth into my throat, and I turned away before I could think the creature into existence.


‘Oh God, I’m not getting in that,’ came Zee’s voice. I followed his line of sight to the elevator at the end of the hallway, the doors open as if inviting us in. It was about the same size as the one in Furnace, not the main lift but the smaller one that linked the bottom of general population to the blood-drenched tunnels below. I was with Zee on this one. I had no desire ever to ride in an elevator again. I just wouldn’t trust it not to carry us to the bowels of hell.


Fortunately there was another door beside it, the round glass panel revealing a staircase beyond. We bounded through and started upwards. Every step felt like my last. I could have happily curled up right there and then on the cold concrete and slept for a thousand years. I could barely even remember the last time I had rested, an age ago in a bed deep beneath the surface. I had just completed the warden’s test, he had welcomed me into his family and called me his son. And I had slept better than I had ever done in my life.


The thought sent a chill scurrying up my spine and I forced it from my mind. I’d have all the time in the world to sleep when we were out of the city. Right now I had to stay sharp. But still tiredness gripped me like a funeral shroud, numbing my body and my mind, making the world seem dreamlike. And behind the exhaustion something else, a feeling that I was hollow, empty. It was almost like hunger, but deeper, as though it came from the very core of my being, as though my soul was starving.


I realised my thoughts were bordering on delusional, tried to switch them off in order to concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other. We climbed three flights before coming to a door, and Zee pushed it open.


‘Women’s clothing,’ he said. ‘Anybody fancy it?’


Simon nudged his way past Zee and through the door, holding it open for us. I staggered in to see that the store was alive, the lights on, the elevators running and the gentle buzz of mall music giving the scene a surreal atmosphere. I shrank back, half expecting to see shoppers milling about between the racks of clothing, then realised that Simon must have switched everything on when we first arrived. There was no sign of a clock anywhere and I had no idea what the time was, but given that the sun had barely risen, we probably still had a few hours before the mall opened for business.


Not that it would be opening today, I thought, given the fact that the entire neighbourhood was crawling with escaped convicts and armed police.


‘Come on,’ said Simon, setting off across the shop floor. Harvey’s was huge, each level a seemingly endless expanse broken up by various displays and till points. Simon made his way towards the nearest escalator, where a directory listed the various departments. He pressed an oversized finger against ‘Menswear’.


‘Let’s get some kit first,’ he said, hopping onto the moving steps.


‘I don’t know, but I think this might be the best thing for you, Alex.’ I turned to see Zee holding up a pair of huge blue maternity dungarees covered with friendly-faced sunflowers. He pressed them up against me and murmured approvingly. ‘They’re probably the only thing in here that will fit you. And besides, the denim really brings out the colour of your bruises.’


I brushed them away with a half-hearted scowl.


‘You’ll be wearing them on your head if you’re not careful,’ I grumbled, stepping onto the escalator. It carried us up to the second level. To the left was an ocean of blacks and greys that stretched to the distant far wall. To the right was a small collection of sporting goods and behind that a bank of televisions. Framing it all was a huge glass wall that looked out over the rest of the mall.


Simon dashed into menswear with a cheerful whoop but Zee angled off towards the window. I followed Zee, walking into a small café and peering through the thick glass. Two levels of shops were laid out before us, lit by the dim glow of the mall’s night security lights. On the ground floor I could make out a collection of cars and half expected to see police clambering out of them. But they were as still and as silent as the rest of the displays and I realised they were there on show.


‘Looks like we’re not alone,’ Zee said. I cupped my hand against the glare, peering through my own reflection to see a group of inmates strolling out of the shattered glass of a hardware store window on the level beneath us. They were too far away to recognise, but they were all holding what looked like shotguns. I didn’t remember there being a gun shop in the mall, but then things had changed a hell of a lot since I was a kid.


‘Maybe we should have thought of that,’ Zee said.


‘Yeah, right,’ I replied, my breath clouding the view. ‘I haven’t forgotten the last time you tried to use a gun. You almost killed us!’


‘Shut up!’ he replied with a grin. He turned, sniffing the air like a dog until he was facing a cabinet full of cakes. With a cry of delight he leapt behind the café’s counter, picked up a chocolate flapjack and stuffed the entire thing in his mouth. He started to move, then doubled back and picked up another piece before setting off in the direction of the electronics department.


‘This is great,’ he chirruped through a mouthful of cake. ‘I feel like we’re in Dawn of the Dead or something. You ever see that? Y’know when there are zombies all over the world and these people lock themselves up inside a mall.’


I kind of remembered watching the remake but Zee was spouting off again before I could reply.





‘Yeah, it was like the perfect place to hide out. You got food, supplies, water, everything you need. Loads of films and stuff, TVs like these ones. You’d never get bored.’ He had reached the televisions and began turning them on one by one. Most showed nothing but static, others blank blue screens that made Zee’s face look even greyer than usual. ‘Man, it would be so cool if that’s what was happening.’


‘I hate to break it to you, Zee,’ I said. ‘But what’s after us is a lot worse than zombies. And we really don’t have time to watch a film.’


Zee had finished with the televisions and was busy switching on the various DVD players and satellite boxes beneath them. Three of the huge screens burst into life, the sudden flare of volume making my heart miss a beat. Zee stood back to admire his handiwork, tucking into his second slice of flapjack. He didn’t offer me any and I know why – the last time I’d tried to eat anything I’d spewed up everywhere. Another gift of the warden’s poison. I’d never eat a chocolate slice again.


‘Does that look like a film?’ he said, pointing at the nearest screen. I looked to see a newsreader sitting at a desk, her face a mask of seriousness. Behind her on the studio screen was live aerial footage of Furnace Penitentiary. In the short time since we had escaped, the Black Fort – the building that formed the only entrance to the prison – had been gripped by fire. One entire side was now bathed in liquid flame, the smoke masking the cruel sculptures mounted beneath its cathedral-like spire. I wasn’t sure if the destruction inside had spread, or whether one of the inmates had started the inferno on his way out, but I found myself grinning. Nothing could make me happier than watching that hellhole burn.


Especially knowing that the warden, the blacksuits and the wheezers, and the rats too, were still down there, trapped. I offered a silent prayer that they’d all die screaming.


Except I knew that sooner or later the creeps would get out. The warden and his army, his sick force of freaks, would hit the streets. And Alfred Furnace, too. I could still hear his laughter buried deep in the black poison that circled my veins. He was on his way, and he was bringing his berserkers with him. They were all heading to the city, they were heading here right now, and I knew deep down that they weren’t coming just to round up a bunch of escapees.


‘Man, we totally trashed that place,’ Zee said softly, another peal of laughter spilling from his grin.


I stared at the screen, too mesmerised by the pixelated flames to reply. It was the prison that was on fire now, but when Furnace reached the city the chaos would spread. It would spread far and wide.


I couldn’t help thinking that when he arrived, the whole world would burn.

















Television
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The breach occurred shortly after five o’clock this morning.


The newsreader’s clipped accent was the perfect contrast to the scenes of carnage behind her. Zee and I had collapsed against a pillar, our eyes flicking between the various reports. There didn’t seem to be anything on any channel but breaking news of our escape.


Authorities have cordoned off the prison and the surrounding area and have reportedly petitioned the government for help from the army to contain the breakout. There is as yet no word from Furnace Penitentiary itself as to exactly how the prison’s security was breached and how many inmates have escaped.


On the bottom of the screen was a digital clock which read 05.43, as well as the date. It was March the twenty-third. I couldn’t believe how much time had passed, how much of my life had been stolen. Beneath that was a rolling text bar. I followed it as I listened.




PEOPLE IN THE CITY ARE BEING URGED TO STAY  AT HOME, LOCK THEIR DOORS AND IF POSSIBLE  KEEP LIGHTS OFF AND CURTAINS CLOSED. DO  NOT APPROACH OR CONFRONT INMATES OR  STRANGERS UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES. IF YOU  SEE A PRISONER, OR SOMEBODY YOU SUSPECT  TO BE A PRISONER, PLEASE CALL THE DEDICATED  PHONE LINE BELOW. WE WILL UPDATE YOU AS  SOON AS WE HAVE FURTHER INFORMATION.





Zee looked as if he was about to fall asleep – his eyelids almost shut and his chocolate-streaked mouth drooping. I didn’t blame him. We weren’t exactly safe in here, but for the first time in a long time we weren’t running for our lives or fighting tooth and nail to stay alive. This mall was the closest thing we had to a home, and the stillness that hung over the place – the quiet almost church-like despite the chatter of the TVs and the constant drone of music – was disarming. It was tempting to believe that we could close our eyes here and wake up free men. And it was easy to forget that the events on screen were happening half a dozen streets away.


I turned my attention back to the television. A middle-aged reporter was standing in the centre of a street, trying and failing not to look nervous, the burning prison visible behind him. There were cops everywhere, and I thought I caught a glimpse of a bunch of inmates being bundled into a van. The thick smoke, flecked with sparkling reds and blues, meant that I couldn’t be sure.


… supposed to have been the most secure prison in the world, but the big question today is just how a group of teenage inmates managed to crack security at Furnace Penitentiary. With memories of what has been dubbed the Summer of Slaughter still fresh in the minds of the nation, it’s no surprise that people here are reacting with anger and distress to the news.


‘This reminds me of being at home,’ Zee said, his voice slurred.


‘You lived in a mall?’ I joked. Zee raised a hand and batted me gently on the leg.


‘No, you doofus. The news. I used to sit with my folks after dinner and watch it. They’d always stick a documentary or something on afterwards.’ He paused, and for a moment I thought he might have dropped off. On screen the reporter was being jostled to one side by an armed policeman, a gloved hand raised to block the shot. I tried to watch but my vision was swimming in and out of focus. For a fraction of a second the reporter and the policeman seemed to appear out of the screen, standing right in front of me wearing flowery maternity dresses, and I realised I’d fallen asleep. I snapped my head up, my entire body jolting.


‘Do you think we’ll be able to go home?’ Zee asked. The question took me by surprise, waking me up a little.


‘Seriously?’ I asked. He nodded, and the sheer desperation in his expression was almost enough to force a lie from my lips. But there was no denying the truth. ‘Come on, Zee. As soon as they’ve finished searching the area the police will be checking out our addresses. If you head home they’ll catch you before the day is up, I guarantee it.’





‘Not if my parents hide me,’ he said. ‘Or if we all go away together. They’d do that, I know they would. They’d just get in the car and we could all drive somewhere nice, somewhere out of the way. Yours would do the same. We’re their kids.’


I spluttered, the noise half laugh and half sob. I may not have been able to remember my parents’ faces but I had never forgotten the way they had condemned me, the way my mum had turned away after the court hearing, the way they had forgotten me. I had no doubt that if I stepped through my kitchen door they’d welcome me with tight smiles and a hushed call to the police. Zee seemed to read my mind.


‘Well, mine would. You could come too; they’d like you.’


The last few words were so quiet they were almost unrecognisable. Zee’s chin slowly dropped until it hit his chest, his breathing growing heavier and steadier.


‘Dream on, Zee,’ I said gently. ‘We’re on our own now.’


I lifted a hand and rested it on his shoulder, shaking him gently. We couldn’t afford to sleep. The moment we let down our guard was the moment we put ourselves back in the warden’s hands.


‘Zee,’ I said more loudly. ‘Zee, stay awake.’


I gripped him harder, feeling the jutting ridge of his shoulder blade beneath the skin. It was rising and falling with each breath, but after three or four it stopped, trembling weakly for a second before lying still. I waited for him to inhale, my heart in my throat, but he sat there scrunched against the pillar as still and silent as a corpse. I rolled onto my knees before him, both of my hands on his shoulders, shaking hard enough to make his teeth rattle.


‘Zee!’ I was shouting now. ‘Jesus, wake up! Zee? What’s wrong.’


His head lurched up like a puppet’s, eyes locked onto mine. Only they weren’t Zee’s eyes, they were empty sockets in his head. No, not empty … They were full of darkness, not just shadow but something heavy and substantial that thrashed and spilled inside them like they were two cups of oil. I looked at Zee and felt as though all the goodness in the world had been extinguished. It was like meeting the warden’s gaze, only infinitely worse. No, these eyes belonged to someone else. Something else. Something unspeakably evil. I don’t know how I could be sure, but I was.


These eyes belonged to Alfred Furnace.


‘Alex,’ the thing that was once Zee screamed, words blasted from the red-raw tunnel of its throat, ‘I AM COMING FOR YOU!’


Then it was grabbing me, shaking me relentlessly, my head banging against the wall, my teeth clacking together, screaming my name over and over and over—


‘Alex! Alex, wake up!’


My eyes opened and for a moment all I could see was those oil-slick eyes gaping at me. I blinked, and the two versions of Zee’s face overlapped, as though he was wearing a cheap Halloween mask that had slipped. One more blink and he snapped back to normal, his expression one of concern. His hands were around my collar and he was shaking me, hard enough to bounce my head off the pillar. When he saw that I’d come to he let go, rocking back on his heels.


‘Thought we’d lost you for a minute there,’ he said.


I staggered to my feet, trying to rub some of the confusion from my head. I could have just fallen asleep, the vision a nightmare. But I knew better. Furnace had been inside my head. Somehow he had peeled open my mind with filthy fingers and seeded his thoughts there. I slapped my cheek a couple of times, then yawned twice, the rush of oxygen to my brain brightening the room.


‘Where’s Simon?’ I said, knowing that the only way I was going to stay awake was by keeping upright. ‘We’d better get moving.’


I didn’t wait for a response, shuffling across the smooth floor towards menswear. Simon was lost in the middle of it, almost buried by a pile of clothes. He was smoothing down the front of a black designer hoodie.


‘Fatties’ department is just over there,’ he said, peeking out of the cotton folds and nodding to one side.


‘Thanks,’ I muttered, squeezing between the overstuffed rails. My mind must still have been pretty fragile, because it almost shattered when I crossed an aisle and saw a shape loom up beside me. I turned to see a blacksuit there, decked in torn overalls but his cold silver eyes glinting. I fell back against a table laden with jeans, my hands darting up defensively. The blacksuit’s did the same, and it was only when I waved at it, the hulking brute imitating my actions, that I recognised my reflection.


It was the first time I had seen myself properly since my surgery. Of course deep down I’d known what the warden had done to me. I knew that he’d torn me open and stuffed me with somebody else’s flesh, making me bigger, stronger, faster. But when I saw myself in my own imagination I still saw me, the skinny kid I’d been when I entered the prison.


That … that thing in the mirror – its torso massive, its limbs bulging so much they looked like they would burst, its skin lined with black veins, and those eyes … It was a monster. It was Frankenstein’s repulsive creation, bruises and blemishes beaten into every square inch, scars criss-crossing like roads on a map. It couldn’t be me. It just couldn’t.


But it was.


I groaned, the noise boiling up from my stomach. I held my giant hands up in front of my face so I wouldn’t see the tears, then I scurried shamefully away from the mirror.


Focus, I told myself. You have to focus or you’re not getting out of here.


Ahead was a shelf full of carefully folded tracksuit trousers and I rummaged through them, wiping my blurred eyes until I could make out the size. I pulled out an XXXL, sending the rest crumpling to the floor. They were tight but comfortable enough. A minute or so later and I was also wearing a massive black hooded sweatshirt and a brand-new pair of size-14 Nikes. I felt a little better being free of my Furnace stripes, but I still avoided the full-length mirrors as I made my way back to the electronics department.


Simon was leaning against the same pillar as I had been earlier, trying on a gold watch he had found. Zee had also got himself some new kit – a pair of dark blue jeans and a brown T-shirt. He had a black beanie on his head and a parka draped over his shoulders. He looked over when he heard me coming and smiled at my hoodie.


‘Nice touch,’ he said. I frowned, looking down to see a bright yellow smiley face plastered across my chest. I wasn’t quite sure how I had failed to notice it when I’d plucked the thing off the shelf. I thought about taking it off but I just couldn’t be bothered. Besides, if a guy couldn’t wear a smiley when he’d just got out of prison then when could he?


‘How are things out there?’ I asked, nodding at the televisions.


‘Bad,’ said Zee. ‘Looks like the army are on the way, the coastguard too. They’re bringing in everyone they can to round us up. Take a look at this, though.’ He pointed at a smaller television which was showing CNN. ‘Wait for it, hang on … There.’


Just to recap on this latest story, said the anchorman, his finger pressed to his ear. There have been reports of some kind of … animal loose in the city. This footage from close to the prison shows what looks like a large dog … The picture on the screen flicked to a CCTV clip of something huge and beetle-black darting down an alleyway. It was on screen for less than a second, the image too grainy to make out any detail other than four long legs. I knew what it was, though, and it was no dog, not even one of the warden’s skinless beasts.


‘The berserker,’ I whispered to myself, my injuries seeming to throb even more painfully as I remembered the battle I’d had with it, a fight that had almost killed me. If that thing was loose then we needed to be careful; there was no way I could face it again, even with its injuries.


I studied the array of screens in front of me to see whether there was anything else about the berserker, but the other channels only wanted to talk about the breakout. On one they were interviewing a politician, the man half asleep. On another they were showing a blueprint of Furnace that I knew from just glancing at it was completely wrong. I turned to the next, the largest television in the display. It was another aerial shot, obviously being filmed live from one of the choppers. There was no prison in view, just a bunch of narrow streets and shops, plus another building that looked much larger than the rest. There was a round glass dome in the roof and a shaft of light beamed up from it like an emergency flare.


The helicopter was so low that we could see through the dome to the shop beyond, and a bank of flickering television screens against which three hunched forms were silhouetted. I watched one of those figures turn and wave, a slight delay between Zee’s action and its digital echo.





‘We’re on the telly,’ he said as we all stared in disbelief at the vast dome over our heads.


Then the glass exploded, armed police dropping on ropes like spiders scuttling in for the kill.
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