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Prologue – The Bond


[image: ]




He turned the corner like he always did—head down, hood up, mind on nothing. The wind was cutting up the estate, crisp and sharp, pushing bins across the concrete like they were trying to escape. But it wasn’t the wind that made JoJo stop.

It was the noise.

Shouting.

Laughter.

The kind that didn’t match the weather. Or anything decent. He looked up.

There, in the middle of the piss-stained path beside the bins, five boys circled one on the ground. The one on the ground wasn’t screaming. Wasn’t crying. Just trying to move, to shield his face, his ribs. Kicks were landing—thuds against bone, trainers slapping flesh. The boys were laughing.

“Fucking freak.”

“Go on, get his other eye.”

“Doesn’t even feel it. Like a zombie.” JoJo watched for a second.

The boy on the ground — small, skinny, maybe ten or eleven — wasn’t making a sound. But his hands were moving, trying to catch a foot, block a knee. Not giving up. Not folding. Not begging.

That was all JoJo needed. He didn’t shout.

Didn’t plan.

Just moved.

He ran full tilt into the middle of them, arms swinging wide, wild, teeth clenched. Fists and elbows. He didn’t care who he hit first. One boy dropped back, another caught a forearm to the chest. The rest turned in

confusion.

“What the fuck, JoJo?” “You mad?”

“Ain’t your business!”

But it was his business now.

It was happening on his watch.

They tried to come at him, but he was already moving again—ducking, pushing, flaring up like fire from a spark. The chaos was too fast, too loud. The boys lost momentum, lost nerve. One by one, they started backing off, cursing as they went.

“He’s lost it.” “Fucking psycho.” “This ain’t over.”

Soon it was just JoJo and the boy on the ground.

JoJo didn’t speak right away. He crouched, breathing hard, hands still curled into fists. The kid looked up. Blood on his lip. Dirt in his hair. One eye already swelling.

But no tears.

No thanks.

Just silence.

JoJo looked at him, really looked.

“You fight back, even when you can’t win?” A shrug.

“Yeah. Thought so.”

He reached out a hand. The boy took it. That was it.

They walked for a bit without speaking. Just the slap of feet on wet pavement, the city breathing its cold smoke into them. Then JoJo said:

“What’s your name?”

“Brian.”

“You got anyone?” “What, like family?”

“No,” JoJo said. “I mean anyone.” Brian shook his head.

JoJo nodded like he already knew.

“Come with me. I’m heading somewhere better.” Brian didn’t ask questions. He followed.

The Boxing Club – Same Evening

The gym was down a flight of iron stairs, hidden behind a shutter tagged with half-finished graffiti. Inside, it was a different world—sweat and music and the sound of gloves smacking pads. Real noise. Real effort.

JoJo pushed open the door like he owned the place. Brian hesitated.

“You train here?”

“Nah. I survive here.” JoJo grinned. “C’mon, there’s someone you should meet.”

They crossed the gym to where a boy a few years older stood barefoot in the ring, wrapped hands slicing the air like weapons. Tall, lean, focused. Every punch had rhythm. Precision. Rage under control.

“Marco!” JoJo called. “Yo, Gladiator!”

The boy paused mid-combo, sweat gleaming down his arms. He turned, gave JoJo a nod, and eyed Brian.

“Who’s this?”

“New recruit,” JoJo said. “Fights like a kicked dog. Doesn’t quit. Took five- on-one and didn’t cry once.”

Marco looked Brian up and down.

“He’s got dead eyes. That’s good.” “You’ll train him?” JoJo asked.

Marco shrugged. “If he turns up again tomorrow.” JoJo turned to Brian.

“You in?”

Brian didn’t hesitate. “I’m in.”

––––––––
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On the Way Home

JoJo lit a cigarette and passed it without thinking. Brian didn’t take it. “Why’d you help me?”

JoJo didn’t look at him. Just walked.

“Because someone should’ve helped me once. And didn’t.” Silence again. But this time it felt warmer.

“You come here now,” JoJo said. “With us. With me. No one touches you again unless they want a problem.”

Brian didn’t reply. But something inside him settled — not peace, not comfort, but a shape. A direction. A person to follow.

From that day on, he didn’t miss a single session. And he never walked alone again.
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Chapter 1 – Everyone Wants In
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The estate was breathing smoke and shouting again. The kind of Saturday where time dripped like rust and nothing good was on TV. Carly was curled up on her windowsill, flicking through her chipped phone, one eye on the street below.

Word was spreading — Marco, the Gladiator, was throwing something. Not a party exactly. More like a gathering. The kind of thing where speakers got dragged in, lights strung across cracked plaster, and the

wrong people ended up pressed against each other in rooms that reeked of sweat and possibility.

She didn’t care about Marco. But she had heard JoJo would be there. That changed things.

Carly wanted in. Not to dance. Not to drink. But to walk through the door like someone worth remembering. She knew the game — half the boys who trained with Marco weren’t fighters, they were satellites. Trying to burn brighter just by standing close.

She wouldn’t orbit anyone. But she would walk in glowing. Drugs helped with that.

Tully was where she expected him — hunched by the corner shop, sketchbook open, chewing the end of his pen like it held secrets. His coat was too clean for the street, his eyes too big for the way he tried to hide them. People called him Doc, half as a joke. But sometimes, he earned it. Knew things. Fixed people.

Carly dropped down beside him without warning. “Got a question,” she said.

“If it’s about quantum mechanics, I’m not awake enough.” “Where can I get something decent? For tonight.”

He blinked. She was direct. That was their deal. “Drugs?”

“Something light. Something that makes people look at me twice before they forget their own name.”

He sighed, closed the sketchbook. “Kane. Weed. You know him?” “Heard of him. Don’t trust him.”

“No one does. Doesn’t stop them buying.” “Come with me then.”

She didn’t ask. She told him. He followed — half curious, half worried.

Kane was waiting where the bins met the railway wall, his hood up, eyes darting like moths. His bag looked heavy but well-loved. He grinned when he saw Carly.

“Didn’t think you were the type.” “What type is that?”

“The kind that finds their way to me.”

She stayed still. Tully shifted beside her like a ghost. “Got anything clean?” she asked.

“I got miracles. I got sunshine in capsules. I got what Gladiator wishes he could bottle.”

She hated the pitch. But the product looked real enough. She traded cash, slipped the packet into her pocket.

Kane leaned in.

“You off to the party, then?” “Maybe.”

“Funny. Think I might swing by too.”

They didn’t answer. But he saw it in her eyes — she thought she’d be the surprise. And now he was coming too.

By the time the party pulsed to life, the boxing club backroom had transformed. Someone had dragged in a sound system. Lights flickered like broken promises. The walls still smelled of sweat and chalk, but no one cared. There was cheap vodka in plastic cups and joints moving like handshakes.

Marco stood like a statue in the middle, shirt off, muscles coiled. He nodded at people like a general before battle.

JoJo leaned against the wall, not talking. Just watching. And Brian — the boy no one called Psycho yet — stood at his side, arms crossed, eyes hard, drinking everything in.

Then Carly arrived.

She didn’t smile. She didn’t rush. She moved through the crowd like a

quiet explosion — every glance bouncing off her and hitting someone else harder.

JoJo saw her. And for a second, he forgot to pretend he didn’t care. Brian saw that too.

Then Weed came in — laughing, bag slung over his shoulder, handing out little promises like he’d been invited. And just like that, the party shifted. People leaned in. The music got louder. The room got hotter.

And something, somewhere, started to crack. “That night, the pack changed shape.”

“No one said it. No one had to. But after that, nothing fit the same again.”
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Chapter 2 – The Bond is Sealed in Blood
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The party was peaking — lights low, sweat high, bass rattling the floor. The air was thick with smoke and cheap perfume. It smelled like youth pretending not to care.

Carly moved through it like she owned the place, drink in one hand, half a pill dissolving on her tongue. She didn’t feel high — not yet — but she felt watched. And that was almost better.

That’s when Jay pushed through.

New face. Clean trainers, cocky mouth, pupils too wide. He smelled of beer and ego. The kind of boy that never asked, only assumed.

“Didn’t think they let angels in with the rest of us,” he grinned. “I must’ve slipped past,” Carly said, already bored.

He stepped closer, the space between them collapsing. “You should smile more. You’d make the paint peel.” She moved to walk away, but his hand caught her wrist. And then, quietly, Tully stepped forward.

Awkward. Too thin. Heart beating so loud it probably showed through his shirt.

“She said no.”

Jay turned. Looked him over. Laughed.

“You serious? Thought you were her pet ghost.” And then — too fast to flinch — he punched Tully.

Tully flew. Tables crashed. People screamed. The music staggered and died.

Jay stumbled back from the punch and collided with Weed, who was mid- deal with a stranger in a leather jacket. His stash spilled — little white pills bouncing like teeth across the floor.

“The fuck, mate?!” Weed shouted.

And just like that — the whole room snapped.

Hands flew. Drinks were thrown. People grabbed bottles, chairs, whatever they could swing. Someone hit the lights and the place fell into a strobing nightmare — fists and bodies, shouting and blood. A riot born from a spark.

And in the middle of it all — five of them ended up back-to-back. JoJo. Marco. Carly. Tully, limping but up. Brian, silent and burning. “Watch her!” JoJo shouted, pointing to Carly.

From the chaos, Jay reappeared — glass in hand, fury rising. There was a flash of silver. A blade.

Time bent. Carly froze. Jay lunged.

And Brian stepped into the knife.

He caught the blade with his bare hand, clamping down so hard blood squirted between his fingers. But the knife stopped — just shy of Carly’s ribs.

She screamed.

Jay pulled back, and Marco moved. He surged forward like a piston and

threw a single punch that cracked the air.

Jay’s head snapped sideways. His knees folded. And he didn’t get back up.

No one noticed at first. The room was still screaming. From the back, someone shouted:

“Cops!”

“They’re outside!” “Nathan’s at the door! GO!”

The five of them bolted — shoving, tripping, climbing over bodies and noise. They burst into the freezing night, the door slamming behind them like a gunshot.

Police sirens howled from two streets over.

They ran until their lungs burned, until the lights of the estate looked like stars shaking.

And then, at the edge of the park, breathless and wide-eyed, they laughed.

Not because it was funny. But because it was real. Because they’d made it out.

Carly turned to Brian, his hand soaked in blood. “You’re bleeding—”

“It’s nothing,” he said.

JoJo looked back at the way they came. “That was a fucking mess.”

Marco was silent.

No one knew yet that Jay wasn’t breathing.

But something had been born in that fire — not friendship, not yet. Just a bond, welded shut by violence, loyalty, and blood.
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Chapter 3 – Hero’s High
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They ran like wolves set loose.

Down backstreets, over fences, laughter tearing from their lungs like steam off boiling water. Police sirens echoed behind them, bouncing off brick and shuttered windows. But none of them looked back.

For that one stretch of road, they felt immortal. “We fucking ruined them!” JoJo shouted.

“That punch, Marco!”

“Did you see Psycho take the blade—?”

“It was like a movie,” Carly said, breathless. Then Weed shouted from the front, arms wide:

“Anyone up for a smoke? My place, c’mon!” Nobody hesitated.

Weed’s flat wasn’t much — a top-floor tenement, curtains always drawn, PS2 still hooked up. But it had heat, a couch, and weed. That was enough.

The six of them piled in — still buzzing, still shaking, jackets half-off, breath still visible. Weed flicked on an old lamp. The room glowed amber like a safehouse lit by memory.

Carly found Brian sitting on the edge of a kitchen chair, clutching his hand in his sleeve.

“Let me see,” she said.

He hesitated, but didn’t stop her. She peeled back the fabric.

The gash was deep — blood matted, raw muscle showing at the edge. “You’re an idiot,” she whispered. “You could’ve lost your hand.”

“You could’ve lost your life,” he said quietly.

She blinked. Said nothing more. Just cleaned it. Wrapped it in gauze from Weed’s bathroom cupboard. Then handed him a joint rolled too fat, lit it for him. They passed it around like communion.

The mood rose again — the high creeping in like warm water. JoJo and Marco were dissecting the fight, animated.

“When he came at me, I sidestepped, boom — elbow to the back of the skull.”

“You went through that table,” Weed cackled at Tully.

“Yeah, thanks for the replay,” Tully muttered, one eye already bruising. “But you stood up. That counts,” JoJo said. “You earned your place.”

They laughed again — like gods in a dying empire, kings of a ruined room. For a moment, it was just them. The circle. The tribe.

In the corner, Nathan scrolled through his phone, thumb twitching. “Anyone post about it?” Carly asked.

“Nah,” Nathan said. “Not yet. Just some snaps. Fuzzy shit. We’re good.” Then he froze.

Silence.

Everyone turned to him. “What?”

“What is it?” “Nathan—?”

He looked up, pale now. The air snapped cold again. “Word on the street is someone’s dead.”

“What?”

“That boy. The one Marco hit.” No one moved.

JoJo stood, suddenly sober. “You sure?”

“It’s all over the group chats. No names yet. But it’s him.”

Carly sat down hard.

Brian looked at his bandaged hand, then at Marco. Marco hadn’t said a word.

The high drained from the room like colour from a face. The laughter was gone, like it had never been there at all.

They were no longer just kids who survived a fight. They were now something else entirely.

Bound.

By silence.

By blood.

By the dead boy’s shadow stretching back toward them.

“That night, we left with bruises. But something darker followed us home. Not one of us saw it then — but we’d all just crossed a line.

And you don’t come back the same.”
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Chapter 4 – The Pact
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So that was it.

The smoke had cleared, the laughter had faded, and the truth was clawing at the walls. The buzz was gone. The room was too bright. No one moved.

Someone was dead.

They all knew what that meant — especially if it got out.

No names had been mentioned online, not yet. The street only said there’d been a riot. A boy was gone. But no one was naming Marco. Not yet.

And in that silence, the panic set in.

“We need to report it,” Nathan said suddenly, staring at his phone. “We

can’t sit on this. What if someone saw?”

“That ain’t happening,” Brian snapped — his voice sharp and final. “Not one of us is going down for this.”

Tension cracked through the group.

“He had the knife,” JoJo said, standing up. “Marco just reacted. Anyone would’ve done the same.”

“I wouldn’t,” Nathan muttered.

“Then next time you can take the blade,” Brian said. The room burned cold again.

JoJo’s voice dropped low, but it cut like steel.
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