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			PROLOGUE

			These are the things Ruby knew for sure last week:

			 

			
					She was born in Newcastle, almost sixteen years ago.

					Her dad, Alex, is her only family in the entire world.

					She wouldn’t hurt a fly.

					Boys are useless.

					Nothing interesting will ever happen to her while she is stuck in a remote village in the middle of Northumberland.

					Eating meat is the biggest crime imaginable.

			

			 

			This is what she knows now: None of those things are true. Especially No. 6.

		

	
		
			1

			February 2023

			The doorbell heralds the beginning of the end. As soon as Alex hears it ring he knows that the moment he’s been dreading for almost sixteen years has finally arrived.

			The man who pressed the buzzer stands back from the house, glancing nervously at the flutter of snowflakes hitting the ground around him, unaware Alex is staring right at him, hidden by the frosted glass window that he had installed for privacy.

			There’s a moment when Alex considers ignoring it, hoping the man will go away but, as he well knows, sometimes you just have to deal with the crap that comes your way, no matter how bad it might get, and this is another one of those moments. It doesn’t mean he’s not scared shitless though.

			He takes a deep breath, pushes his chair back and thinks about grabbing his insurance policy from upstairs but instead heads for the front door – maybe the guy’s just lost and he can get rid of him quickly. Alex unhooks the security chain, clenches his fist to stop his hand from shaking and slowly, reluctantly, pulls the door open, keeping things nice and easy, trying to look unthreatening.

			The visitor is dressed like a wannabe soldier. Camouflage trousers and a black T-­shirt, no logos, insignia or name badge, not quite what Alex has been expecting – younger for a start – but not a million miles away either. The ponytail is a surprise too, and there’s something about the guy that would set anyone on edge; a kind of manic energy that makes it look like he’s about to explode. He’s shuffling on his feet, bouncing almost. Worst of all, he’s got a gun.

			On the plus side it’s in a covered holster, clipped to his belt, rather than pointing at Alex’s chest but, even so, he’s struggling to take his eyes off it.

			‘Can I help you?’ he says, looking up and smiling, trying to be friendly. Maybe the guy is just trying to find his way to Otterburn where the firing ranges are – military vehicles are a regular sight in the area. But if he’s really lost why would he choose a house at the end of a cul-­de-­sac to ask for directions? And where’s his vehicle?

			‘Are you Winter?’ the guy says.

			Fuck, that’s not good. Alex nods. No use denying it. The guy points at his own chest.

			‘Green.’

			He doesn’t make it clear if that’s a surname or a description but neither of them really gives a shit about the formalities. They’ve both got business to attend to.

			‘I think you’ve got something I want,’ Green adds. ‘Something that doesn’t belong to you.’

			Alex has thought about what he’d do at this moment almost every day for years but has never really come up with a plan that might work. There’s no way he wants a fight on the doorstep though, not with Mrs Nosy Twat just across the road. He’d probably lose anyway but in the unlikely event of him winning, there’d be no way to keep it quiet. Unless he kills the neighbour too but that would definitely be a step too far. So he pulls the door wide open.

			‘You’d better come in.’

			Green looks surprised. It’s clear he’s expecting more of a challenge but, unable to resist an open goal, he walks in.

			‘Go through to the kitchen,’ Alex says, nodding to the open doorway at the end of the hall and closing the front door behind him. Green does as he’s told though he keeps glancing over his shoulder, like he thinks it’s a trap. He’s even younger than Alex first thought and seems more nervous than a man in his line of work should be. Maybe he was expecting backup to have arrived by now.

			Alex follows him in, kicking out the wedge that normally keeps the door open so Ruby won’t hear the conversation. Or what happens afterwards. It closes behind him. Green already has his back to the counter, no doubt making sure that no one can creep up behind him. Not a complete novice then. The man’s twitching hand hovers near the gun’s holster. Alex wonders if he’s on something or just gets off on confrontation.

			‘Where is she?’ Green says.
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			Something weird is going on.

			Ruby pinches herself to make sure she’s not dreaming. Some randomer has just turned up at the door and her dad let him in. That is just not a thing. Ever. He absolutely hates being interrupted when he’s working, which is like, always. The number of times she’s had to collect a parcel from a neighbour cos he didn’t answer the door – even though he can see the postman knocking from where he’s sitting!

			She checks the clock on her computer screen. It’s 12.15. He always starts work at nine a.m. sharp and works straight through till one p.m. on the dot, so caught up in his work that you can’t get a word out of him. Even though she’s the only other one who’s ever in the house he puts a Do Not Disturb sign on the door handle just in case she’s thinking of breaking the rules. This change in routine is beyond odd.

			She caught a glimpse of the mystery visitor from her bedroom window when he first rang the bell and he’s definitely not a local. The camouflage trousers weren’t that unusual but nobody round here has a ponytail like that, certainly not the men – they’re all strictly short-­back-­and-­sides kinda guys. Or bald. Apart from Mad Danny but there’s no way her dad would let him in – he’s never once let anyone from the village in.

			The two of them are talking now, in the kitchen – she can hear them from her room so it must be loud. Annoyingly she can’t quite make out what they’re saying.

			Ruby hates not knowing stuff so she creeps out of her bedroom and down the stairs, edging along the hallway towards the back of the house where the kitchen door is firmly shut. Which is also odd. Their cat, Pluto, needs to get to and from the cat flap so she can crap in the garden so it’s normally wedged open. She can see the piece of wood they use pushed to one side of the hall.

			She keeps to the left-­hand side of the hallway as she approaches the door. There’s a loose floorboard on the right and she doesn’t want her dad to think she’s spying on him. She is, clearly, but it’s best that he doesn’t know that. He’s a very private person. So private that he won’t even touch social media – and doesn’t let her either. Though obviously she still does – her best friend Liv has taught her how to bypass parental controls and as her dad’s not even on Facebook he’s not likely to find out anytime soon. Hopefully.

			She’s almost at the door when there’s a shout.

			‘No chance. Absolutely not.’

			She stops abruptly, her heart skipping a beat. It’s so sudden and surprising that she’s not sure whose voice it is. It sounded like her dad but she can’t remember the last time he raised his voice so maybe it was the other guy.

			‘You’ve no choice.’

			Definitely not her dad this time. A strange accent. Not from round here. Southern, she thinks. A bit like the guys on TOWIE. And something threatening about it. Maybe she should go in? Would that calm things down? Or make things worse?

			She hears a chair scrape across the floor.

			‘I’d like you to leave.’

			Definitely her dad this time, calmer but insistent. She relaxes, he’s got this.

			‘Not happening. Unless she comes with me.’

			She? Was he talking about her? Must be, no other girls here, apart from Pluto, but Ruby is pretty sure the guy isn’t a cat person – you can always tell.

			Who is he? She puts her hand on the door handle. If this is about her she has every right to know. Something holds her back. Nervously, she puts her ear to the door, hoping to get another clue.

			A loud scream from inside the kitchen makes her leap away from the door. Was that her dad? She starts to shake, her foot tapping loudly on the wooden floor. Ruby summons every bit of willpower she has to stop it, terrified that the ponytailed man can hear her from inside the kitchen. What should she do? Only one answer. Help her dad. She runs into their small front room and grabs a poker from beside the fire, sprints back down the hall and crashes into the kitchen.

			She almost falls over the body lying face down on the floor in front of her. Stumbling to avoid it Ruby drops the poker and one of her bare feet lands in the growing pool of blood that’s seeping over the tiles. She slips and screams. Grabbing at the kitchen counter to keep her balance, she can’t help noticing the empty slot in the knife block in front of her. As she spins around she sees her dad, standing behind her, holding the missing knife, bright red blood dripping from the blade onto his hand.
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			‘Ruby!’

			She blinks. Her dad is holding her shoulders, the blood from his hand staining her T-­shirt; the knife now on the floor by her feet. She is properly shaking now, can’t control it this time.

			‘Listen to me.’

			‘But—’

			‘Not now,’ he says, firmly. His eyes drill into hers, imploring her to pay attention, his hands gripping her arms too tightly, hurting her. He sees her wince and relaxes his hold slightly.

			‘Run upstairs and pack a bag, just essentials. No phones or iPad, nothing that can be traced. Make sure it’s easy to carry. Like a rucksack.’

			There’s a groan. The other man. She glances down. He’s still lying face down but inching very slowly across the floor. There’s a gun lying at his feet but if he’s after that he’s going the wrong way.

			‘Ignore him.’

			‘He’s got a gun!’ she shouts.

			Her dad nods, walks across the floor and picks the gun up. He ejects the magazine and slides the bullets out one by one onto the floor. Each one breaking the silence with a ping. When did he learn how to do that? When it’s empty he throws the magazine into the far corner of the kitchen.

			‘What about the police?’ she says. ‘Your fingerprints are on the gun now. They’ll think it’s yours.’

			‘We won’t be calling the police.’ He lays the gun down on the kitchen counter.

			She closes her eyes. This can’t be happening. The man on the floor moans in pain and she opens them again to look back at him.

			‘We should at least call an ambulance,’ she says.

			‘No!’ She flinches as her dad pulls her around so she can’t see the man any more. ‘We have to get out of here.’

			‘But who—’

			‘No time for questions. I’ll explain later. We have to move. Go. Now!’

			Ruby tries to do as she’s told but her feet won’t budge. It’s like the connection between her brain and the rest of her is broken. She can hear the wounded man dragging himself towards the back door, his boots scraping on the stone tiles. She could swear she’s seen this movie. It didn’t end well.

			‘Move!’

			The urgency in her dad’s voice gets her going. She runs into the hallway, finds a small rucksack in the coat cupboard and legs it up to her room. She grabs some socks but realises she has blood all over her feet. She slumps onto the floor as the tears begin. This can’t be happening. It just can’t. It’s her birthday next week. She’s supposed to be having a small party with a few friends from school in the kitchen downstairs. But it’s covered in blood and there’s a dying man on the floor. She laughs but not the funny kind – more hysterical. She wraps her arms around her body, as if that will keep her safe.

			‘Ruby! Hurry up.’

			Her dad’s shout shakes her out of her trance. She runs to the bathroom, leaving bloody footprints on the carpet and quickly washes her feet in the bath, pink water swirling down the drain. When they’re clean and dry she puts her socks and trainers on, grabs her toothbrush and some paste and dashes back to her room. She throws some knickers, a couple of T-­shirts and a pair of jeans into the rucksack. What else does she need? There’s a pile of make-­up on her dressing table and she reaches for the underarm deodorant but stops herself. It’s not a fucking sleepover. Her phone! She knows her dad said to leave it but it’s all right for him, he doesn’t have any friends.

			She pulls her bedclothes apart but it’s not there. It’s not on the desk either. Then she remembers: it’s charging in the kitchen. Idiot. She dashes downstairs and back into the kitchen.

			Her phone is smashed to pieces on the counter.

			She glares at her dad who is holding the poker she dropped earlier.

			‘Why did you do that?’

			‘They could trace it.’

			‘They! Who’s “they”?’

			‘Later, I promise. You ready?’

			That’s when she really loses it.

			‘Ready for what?’ she screams, spit hitting her dad’s face. ‘I don’t fucking know where we’re going. Or for how long. Or why there’s a dying man on our kitchen floor. I don’t know fucking anything.’

			She rarely swears in front of her dad. His face shows so many things that she can’t register them all: shock, concern, fear are all there but other stuff too. He pulls her in for a hug.

			‘I’ll explain everything later, I promise, but we have to get going. Now. OK?’

			He loosens his grip and steps back, taking her hands.

			‘Trust me,’ he says.

			She nods, then realises he already has a small bag at his feet. Where the hell did that come from? He didn’t even go upstairs. Was he already prepared for this?

			‘Thank you,’ he adds, turning her around to face the door. ‘Now wait in the hallway, will you? I just have to finish something.’

			She starts to move but then hesitates. What does he mean? She glances at the poker in his hand. Thinks about the man on the floor. Shit.

			‘You’re not going—’

			There’s a noise behind her. She glances back at the wounded man and screams. He’s rolled onto his back and is pointing a small gun right at her, though his hand is shaking. He tries to say something but chokes on it and coughs up a mouthful of blood, all the time keeping the gun aimed towards the pair of them. One of his trouser legs is pulled up and there’s an empty holster strapped to his ankle.

			Time slows down. She can see his finger moving on the trigger and then everything happens at once. Her dad flings her to one side and she slips on the bloody floor again, cracking her head on the counter as she falls. The last thing she hears is the gunshot.
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			Ruby comes to, lying on the kitchen floor. No idea how long she’s been out of it but she can smell rotten eggs. If that’s what gunpowder smells like then she can’t have been unconscious for long. She tries to sit up but her head’s sore as shit and the room starts to spin so she lies back down.

			She manages to turn on her side and finds herself face to face with her dad. First glance, she thinks he’s dead. It feels like all the air has been sucked out of her body. Second glance, he blinks. She breathes again. Thank God. She drags herself up, ignoring the dizziness. It’s obvious he’s been shot. There’s blood coming out of his shoulder and he seems to be in shock, barely registering her presence.

			There’s a sound behind her. How did she forget the gunman? She flips around but it’s not him. He’s flat out, on his back, his eyes closed, looking very dead, the second gun lying limply in his hand. The noise is Pluto, licking up the man’s blood. It’s disgusting and she instinctively screws up her face and tries to shoo the cat away. As usual Pluto ignores her so she turns back to help her dad.

			Ruby drags herself up onto her knees, feeling sick but pushing through it. She’s seen enough cop shows on telly to know that she shouldn’t move him. She should try and stop the bleeding though. She reaches for a tea towel from the kitchen counter and wraps it around her dad’s arm, grimacing when she realises that the back of his upper arm is in a much worse state than the front. She remembers that from the TV too – the exit wounds are always bigger. He’s not moving, still in some kind of shock, she’s not even certain he knows it’s her who’s helping him, if that’s what she’s doing. Maybe she’s making things worse? She needs a professional.

			Ruby doesn’t want to leave him but she has to call an ambulance. She clambers to her feet and immediately sees her phone in pieces. How could she have forgotten that already? They don’t have a landline but her dad has a shitty old mobile hidden away somewhere – unfortunately she has no idea where. Probably not charged anyway.

			He’s trying to say something. As she kneels back down next to him his eyes follow her, his lips moving. Water, she thinks. They always give people water in the movies.

			She gets up and grabs a cup, filling it quickly from the sink and almost falling back down in her haste to give her dad a drink. She shoves his bag on a stool and pushes it under the counter to give her more room, puts one hand behind his head, lifting it slightly and tips the cup towards his lips. Some of it gets through but most of it runs down his chin and onto his shirt. He finally manages to make a noise but she’s no idea what he’s saying.

			‘I have to go and get help,’ she says.

			He grips her sleeve tightly and tries to shake his head but winces with the pain. There’s no doubt what he means. And his muttering is getting stronger.

			‘Please,’ she begs. ‘You need a doctor.’

			‘No,’ he says, clearer this time. The effort looks like it’s exhausted him though he’s still trying to speak. She leans right into him, her ear next to his lips. She misses the first word or two but thinks he says something about ‘not safe’.

			‘What’s not safe?’ He’s saying something else but it’s too faint to hear. She pulls up slightly to see if she can lip read, though why she thinks she might be able to do that God only knows. She can feel the tears starting to come but bites her lip, needing to keep her shit together until she can get help.

			She leans in again, more closely, to try and hear what he’s saying. This time it’s as clear as a bell.

			‘Go,’ he says.

			‘No. Not until I’ve called an ambulance.’

			She tries to get up but his grip is like steel and he’s shaking his head more firmly. ‘Safe,’ he says again. Or at least that’s what it sounds like. And then ‘he’s coming’. Maybe. And then much louder and clearer:

			‘Run!’
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			‘Hello.’

			Ruby jumps out of her skin, breaking her dad’s grip on her sleeve, her eyes darting to the door. There’s no one there.

			‘Come in, Green, this is base, over.’ She spins around. The voice is coming from the ponytailed man on the floor. But not from him, from his waist. She looks down and realises there’s some kind of walkie-­talkie attached to his belt. Ruby moves towards him. She could ask them for help! Thankfully, she immediately realises that’s the stupidest idea she’s ever had, and that’s saying a lot. Whoever is on the end of that radio isn’t her friend. Maybe he’s even the one who’s ‘coming’. Maybe he’s right outside.

			Ruby starts to tremble but grips her fists tightly to try and stop it. Her dad needs her. Then her eyes fall on the second gun, which is hanging from the soldier’s limp hand in a pool of his blood on the floor. She has no idea whether she’ll be able to use it but, holding her breath, reaches down and plucks it from him. She’s momentarily distracted by the spooky-­as-­hell way the snake and skull tattoo on his arm appears to move when she pulls the weapon free but that’s just because she’s shaking so hard. He doesn’t react at all. She’s pretty sure he’s dead but doesn’t want to get close enough to check properly. She does her best to wipe the blood from the small gun with some kitchen roll and puts it in the front pocket of her rucksack, before going back to her dad.

			He’s mumbling ‘go’ repeatedly. Her lip-­reading skills can just about cope with that. She bends down, gives him a quick peck on the cheek and whispers in his ear. ‘I’m going for help.’

			His muttering gets louder as she grabs her rucksack and legs it out of the kitchen – now he’s clearly saying ‘no’ but she doesn’t care, she can’t just run to God knows where and leave him like that. She snatches a black hoodie from the hooks by the door but then hesitates. What is she doing? She’s coming back, isn’t she?

			She pulls the front door open slowly, checking to see if anyone is around. Maybe the gunman didn’t come on his own. It’s quiet outside. It always is. Coldburn has so many Airbnbs now that most of the houses stand empty out of season. The snow’s not settling but it is getting a little heavier and she worries that she’s only got trainers on.

			It’s not important. There’s only one thing she needs and that’s the phone box at the end of the street. It’s the only one in the village. It’s always been a bit of a joke that the parish council insisted on keeping it when everyone has their own phone but the people here really don’t like change. Right now she thinks it’s the best decision they ever made.

			She checks once more to make sure there’s no one watching the house and sprints down the road. She can see the phone box is empty. It always is. At least she doesn’t have to wait or explain what’s happened to anyone hogging the phone. Not that she could.

			Ruby reaches it in record time, yanks open the door and goes to grab the receiver. It’s not there. Just a coiled lead coming out from the coin box and hanging down towards the floor.
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			Something very strange is going on.

			Margaret lets the curtain drop and pats the white Bedlington Terrier on her lap as she tries to remember the sequence of events.

			First there’d been the man in the phone box. A stranger. Dressed a bit like a soldier but no soldier would have a haircut like that. Nigel had never shut up about standards dropping since his day but she doubts they’ve dropped that far.

			She’d seen the man earlier that morning, just standing on the corner looking up the street. Hadn’t thought much about it at first but when he was still there ten minutes later she’d started to take an interest. He seemed to be talking to himself but then he took something from his belt and she’d realised it was a radio transmitter of some kind. She’d watched as he’d finished the conversation, put the radio away and walked down to the phone box. Why would he need a phone when he had a walkie-­talkie? She was so curious that she’d made a note of it on the pad she kept by the window. He was only in there a few moments and didn’t make a call. She’d found her binocu­lars by then and would have seen the receiver by his ear if he had.

			Then he’d stepped out of the booth, thrown something over a wall, and walked back up the street, past the spot he’d been standing in and straight up to No. 8, where that quiet man, Alex, lived with his equally reclusive daughter whose name Margaret could never remember. Judy maybe? She’d been surprised when Alex opened the door, she knew from experience that he normally ignored callers – she’d taken in enough of his parcels in the past. After a brief conversation the visitor had stepped inside and the door had closed.

			That had been about fifteen minutes ago. Margaret had assumed the excitement was over so she’d gone and made herself a nice cup of tea which is still sitting in front of her. It’s going cold but she takes a sip anyway, not wanting to miss anything now the girl – Ruby, that was it – is out and about. Margaret doubts that phone box has seen any use in at least a couple of years – and she would know – but now twice in one morning. That’s no coincidence – and the girl doesn’t seem to be making a call either. And why would she need a phone box – all the young ’uns had their own phones these days, didn’t they?

			‘There’s definitely a rabbit off here, Boris,’ she tells the dog.

			Margaret looks up again as the girl steps out of the box, looking puzzled and more than a little distressed, glancing every which way as if she doesn’t have a clue where to go next. The only place she doesn’t seem to look is behind her which is ironic, Margaret thinks, because that’s where the problem is.
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			Ruby feels the touch on her shoulder and spins around, flinging her elbow towards the man’s face just like she’s been taught in the karate classes that her dad insisted she took. The blow glances off the top of his head as he ducks at the last minute but it’s still enough to send him tumbling to the floor.

			‘Christ’s sake, Ruby,’ he cries. ‘What’s that all about?’

			She sighs. It’s Lucas. Not a man, a boy. The class clown. Not a serious bone in his body. All she needs. He puts his hand out for her to help him back up but she ignores him.

			‘Thanks a bunch,’ he says, clambering back to his feet and brushing himself down before turning to look at her.

			‘Why you crying?’ he asks.

			‘I’m not,’ she says, reaching up, the damp on her cheeks taking her by surprise.

			‘But you—’

			‘Can I use your phone?’ She hasn’t got time for this.

			‘That’s a shite apology.’ He rubs his head as if feeling for a bump.

			‘Can I?’

			‘What’s it worth?’ He grins. He’s tried to chat her up a few times before, especially on the school bus that they both use when he can be arsed to go. He got no joy, obviously, but clearly he thinks he’s got something to trade this time.

			‘Just give me the fucking phone, dipshit,’ she yells.

			Surprisingly, he does as she asks, fumbling it from his pocket and handing it over. She tries to use it but it’s locked.

			‘Code,’ she demands.

			‘1-­2-­3-­4,’ he says. She should have guessed.

			She puts it in and tries to ring 999 but nothing happens. This sodding village. The whole place is like a dead zone.

			‘Piece of shit,’ she says, handing it back to him. He glances at the phone.

			‘No signal? It’s normally fine around here. That’s weird.’

			‘Everything’s fucking weird,’ she mutters.

			‘What do you mean? And what happened to your head?’

			She reaches up and feels a large bump from where she banged it earlier. She hasn’t got time to explain things to him though, she needs a grown-­up.

			‘Is your mam home?’

			He frowns and suddenly looks lost.

			‘What? N-­no, she’s, um, away.’

			‘So you’re no use to me at all, are you?’ she shouts. He backs away and she’s about to tell him to piss off and leave her alone when a movement from one of the houses nearby catches her eye. It’s the old biddy’s house, the one who used to be in the Neighbourhood Watch, Maureen, no, Margaret. Thinks she’s Queen Bee, just because she’s got one of the biggest houses in the village. She’s always watching out of her window – this’ll be the most exciting thing she’s seen in months. Ruby bets she’s got a phone though. She starts to cross the road when she hears a siren in the distance. Whatever it is, it’s clearly heading towards them as it gets louder and louder. It can’t be, can it? Ruby can’t believe her luck. How is this happening? Who called them? Not her dad, surely? He never carried his phone – and he’d have let her do it if that’s what he wanted. She remembers the dead guy’s radio. Maybe he isn’t dead after all?

			A few moments later an ambulance flies around the corner and speeds past them, squealing to a halt right outside her house. She’s about to run towards it when she realises there’s something wrong. It’s definitely an ambulance – there’s a big red cross on the side. But the rest of it is green. It’s military. She grabs Lucas by the arm and pulls him behind the phone box so they won’t be seen.

			‘What’s gannin’ on?’ Lucas asks. ‘Has something happened to your dad? Is that why you wanted the phone?’

			She nods slightly but doesn’t answer him, too busy watching as two men leap out of the ambulance, one from the passenger side and one from the rear, the latter carrying a stretcher, and run into her house. Who cares where they’re from, they’re going to help her dad. She should be with him. She starts to move forward but then a third man gets out of the driver’s door, which stops her in her tracks. What the fuck? He’s dressed exactly like the prick who shot her dad; black T-­shirt and camo bottoms. Much bigger though, like the Hulk on steroids. The other difference is the hair – which even from this distance she can see is a standard military buzz cut. And then her brain catches up. The other two who went into the house were in the same outfits too. And that ambulance is just plain wrong.

			‘He doesn’t look like a paramedic,’ Lucas says, stepping out from behind the phone box. Ruby says nothing, though he’s right. More like a soldier. She tries to pull Lucas back out of sight but is too late. The guy with the buzz cut looks around and sees them. He grabs something from his belt and puts it to his mouth. It’s another walkie-­talkie, exactly like the first man had. A few seconds later he puts it back and starts running towards them.
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			This is his own fault. Alex lies there, bleeding, thinking all the way back to how it started: Emma’s disappearance. Could he have dealt with it better? If he’d gone after her straight away things might have been different.

			He hears the front door open and is immediately back in the moment, praying that Ruby hasn’t come back. The rush of heavy footsteps is strangely reassuring. Whoever it is, there’s more than one of them. It’s not good but at least it’s not her.

			Two soldiers, dressed in exactly the same gear as Green, rush into the kitchen, stretcher in hand. Alex had heard the wounded man mutter ‘man down’ into the walkie-­talkie earlier. That’s why he insisted Ruby should run – but he didn’t expect them to come so quickly.

			‘Fuck me,’ the smaller of the two says as they run past Alex to their injured colleague.

			‘No pulse,’ the other one says – a Scottish accent this time.

			Alex can hear them trying to revive Green, lots of huffing and puffing and exhortations to ‘go again’. It should be the perfect opportunity to escape but he’s already tried to move twice and the pain in his shoulder is unbearable. He’s pretty sure he briefly passed out the first time he attempted to get up. The bullet must have hit the bone on the way through.

			‘It’s too late, Red,’ the first man says. ‘He’s gone.’

			So he’s a murderer now. No regrets. Ruby’s safety comes first. Always.

			‘Stupid twat,’ Red says. ‘What was he thinking? He was only supposed to be on recon.’

			Alex readies himself for the attack that’s surely coming – he’s killed one of their own. He tries to move again but the pain’s still too great so he feels around for the knife that he dropped earlier. His fingers brush against the handle.

			‘What a car crash.’ The one called Red appears from around the corner and boots Alex in the ribs with his steel toecap. There’s an audible crack but not much more pain than he already has. The knife has slipped away again though.

			‘This what you’re after?’ Red asks, picking up the knife and placing it against Alex’s neck.

			Alex tries to pull away but his damaged shoulder makes it impossible to move. He’s sure he’s about to get sliced and diced when the other guy intervenes, placing a hand on Red’s shoulder.

			‘Pack it in, Red. Green messed up, jumped the gun. The kid should have waited for the rest of us.’

			Alex flinches a little at the word ‘kid’, wonders how old he was.

			‘Didn’t deserve to die for it though, did he?’ Red says, shrugging the guy’s hand away.

			‘Up to you, sunshine. But the boss will want him in one piece. He’s bait.’

			‘You’re a right brown-­nosing bastard, aren’t you, Silver? Bet you’d love to tell tales.’

			Silver shrugs. ‘Your call.’

			Alex can see that Red wants to ignore the advice, desperate to get revenge for his dead colleague, but he’s obviously been trained to follow orders. After a moment’s hesitation he puts the knife back down on the floor and gets right up in his face, making sure that his spit flecks Alex’s cheeks as he speaks.

			‘Temporary reprieve, dickhead. If we didn’t need you you’d be dead already. But soon as we’ve got the girl, you and I will be spending some quality time together. And we’ll see how many pieces you end up in then. Just one thing you need to tell me first,’ he adds, pressing firmly down on Alex’s injured shoulder. ‘Where the fuck is she?’
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			Stranger and stranger, Margaret thinks as she walks over to her house phone. She must tell Sally what’s going on. The woman will never forgive her if she keeps this to herself. She puts the phone to her ear but there’s no dialling tone. She clicks the little button on the top – what do they call those things? It makes no difference; the line is dead.

			‘Bugger,’ she mutters to herself, glad that Nigel’s not there to tell her off. ‘Potty mouth,’ he’d say. She misses him sometimes but he couldn’t half be a sanctimonious old sod at times. And that wasn’t his worst fault.

			She goes back to the window. The two kids and the ambulance driver have disappeared around the corner now, which is a shame, but there’s more action back at the girl’s house. The medics who ran into the house have come back out with a stretcher covered in a sheet. That’s not good. They only cover them up if they’re dead. They put the stretcher into the back of the ambulance and go back into the house again with a second one. Why is it an army-­style ambulance? And what on earth has happened in that house? She remembers those House of Horror stories she’s seen on the news – like the Fred West thing where they found all those bodies. That couldn’t happen here, surely? Though now she thinks about it, that was what the neighbours in those stories always said, wasn’t it? ‘It’s such a nice place to live, and he was such a quiet man, always kept himself to himself.’

			Jesus H. Christ. That was Alex to a T. ‘Blasphemer,’ Nigel would have said.

			A few minutes later the two men come out with the other stretcher though this time it looks like the patient is alive. Margaret can see that the top of the man’s body is uncovered and his head is moving. She picks up her binoculars to take a closer look but it’s too late; by the time she has them refocused the stretcher is in the back of the ambulance. One of the men clambers in after it while the other walks around to the passenger side door. When he gets there he stands scratching his head, looking around, clearly wondering where the driver has gone.

			She wonders whether to pop out and tell him, but thinks not. Best to stay out of it until she knows what ‘it’ is. Eventually the man shrugs, goes around to the driver’s side and gets in. A moment later the ambulance moves off.

			Margaret puts the binoculars down, makes a note on her pad and smiles. Sally’s going to be furious that she missed all the action.
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			This is not what Silver signed up for. It was meant to be a straight in-­and-­out mission. Cut the phone lines, jam the signals, find the target and get the hell away. One last earner before he packed it in and started afresh while he was still young enough. Somewhere quiet, down south, where they didn’t talk funny and live on Greggs. Maybe he could be a postman or, even better, a window cleaner? Plenty of fresh air, cash in hand and no dead civilians or screaming kids to haunt him.

			No one was supposed to get hurt this time, especially one of their own. But now he finds he’s signed up for another shitshow. Not as bad as the last one, in Syria – or Kurdistan, depending on who you asked – where the civilian casualties were off the scale, but that was a pretty high bar to set.

			He looks behind him. Green stares at him accusingly. He reaches across and closes the dead man’s eyes. What was the kid thinking, going in alone? Why didn’t the stupid twat wait for backup like he was supposed to? Now this could take days. And Gold is going to have to bring in more men to seal up the village and carry out a house-­to-­house search. Good job there’s a Plan B and they’ve already set up a base just in case it all went tits up.

			On the other side of the ambulance the father has passed out again. Silver checks his vitals but he’s stable. For now. He’s not losing any more blood at least. They’d been told he was an unarmed civilian, an easy target. They’d been told wrong. He hopes this is just a temporary setback – he’s promised to take his wife out for dinner on her birthday – the day after tomorrow – and she’s not the forgiving type.

			A bit like Red. Absolute psycho. He’s pretty sure the jock headcase would have killed this poor bastard back in the kitchen if he hadn’t intervened. Silver makes a mental note to try and switch places with one of the others tomorrow – last thing he needs is another partner who can’t control himself. He’d had that in Rojava and far too many innocents had died as a result. He shakes the images from that day out of his head before they can take root, still ashamed that he stood by and said nothing. Either at the time or since.

			He’d thought those days were over. But now look at him – sat in the back of a knock-­off ambulance with a dead oppo and a wounded civilian that he has to keep alive. For the moment.
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			Ruby’s heart is trying to beat its way out of her chest. She has never run so quickly in her life. She’s barely ever run at all but the sight of that humongous soldier sprinting towards them was all the encouragement she needed.

			Even so she is already several metres behind Lucas. She sees him turn down the small side street and run under the arch that leads to Mr Baldwin’s garage. Ruby pumps her arms harder, gasping in pain as she slips on the wet, icy pavement, her hand clipping the wall when she tears around the corner.

			Lucas is nowhere to be seen. Despite the fear of being caught she slows down, wondering where the hell he’s gone. As she does so an arm snakes out from a doorway to her right and pulls her inside the pitch-­dark room, the door slamming closed behind her back. A hand closes over her mouth.

			‘Divvn’t scream.’ Even though he’s whispering she knows it’s Lucas. He’s got that distinctive Northumbrian burr where some of the letters seem to last forever. He’s facing her and they’re so close she can feel his breath on her forehead.

			‘OK?’ he says.

			She nods and he moves his hand away. They stay silent and still until they hear footsteps pounding down the road which fade away into the distance. It’s only then that she notices the smell. It’s rank.

			‘What is this place?’ she whispers.

			‘Used to be a bin store but now it’s Baldwin’s emergency loo. He pisses in a bucket so he doesn’t have to go back to his house to do it.’

			Ruby gags at the thought of it, the smell somehow becoming worse now she knows what it is. She takes a deep breath and holds it for as long as she can, all the time terrified that their pursuer is going to fling open the door any moment. She’s also conscious of how small this place is. She and Lucas are squeezed tightly up against each other. It’s the closest she’s been to a boy since she snogged Mark Johnson at Sophie Watson’s birthday party for a dare last month. She counted that as brave back then.

			She can feel something nudging up against her waist. Seriously?

			‘Have you got a hard-­on?’ she whispers.

			Lucas shakes his head but pulls away from her slightly. Boys are unbelievable. It stinks of piss, they’re being hunted by a massive psycho and he’s still thinking about sex.

			Ruby’s eyes are adjusting to the light and she can see there’s a curtain behind Lucas’s back.

			‘What’s in there?’

			He turns to look.

			‘Just tins of old paint.’

			‘How do you know about all this?’

			‘Baldwin pays me to tidy up the place now and again.’

			Suddenly Ruby freezes as the footsteps return, right outside the door this time, then she hears someone cough, as if they’ve been running. The door begins to open, bashing into her back. Light streams into the small space.

			‘Who’s in there?’

			She sighs with relief – it’s not the soldier, it’s Mr Baldwin. She imagines his giant belly entering the room a few seconds before the rest of him but Lucas has other ideas.

			‘It’s just me, Mr B,’ Lucas says, squeezing past her and out through the gap, pulling the door behind him. ‘I got caught short.’

			‘Cheeky little bastard. I should charge you for using the executive facilities,’ Baldwin says, but she can hear the laughter in his voice.

			‘When a man’s gotta go . . .’ Lucas says playfully.

			‘You’re not a man yet, sunshine, don’t wish your life away or before you know it you’ll be like me. Having to piss every five minutes. Talking of which . . .’

			The door starts to open again.

			‘Maybe I should empty the bucket first,’ Lucas says, clearly doing his best to keep Baldwin from discovering her.

			Ruby quietly pulls the curtain in front of her to one side. The space is tiny – literally the depth of the tins piled up in there – but so is she and though it’s tight she squeezes into a gap and closes the curtain again.

			‘I only emptied it this morning, lad, unless you piss like a horse it’ll still be fine.’

			Ruby hears the door open fully and can see more light edging around the curtain. She wonders about saying something – maybe he can help? But what’s she going to say – I think my dad’s just killed a man? And everyone knows Baldwin’s a drunk who you wouldn’t trust for a second – her dad has warned her several times to keep away from him. She can smell the stale beer and sweat on him from here. Lucas seems to like him though so maybe he’s not all that bad?

			Her mind is made up by Baldwin’s piss starting to trickle into the bucket. She’d be way too embarrassed to say anything now. The curtain is so near she daren’t move an inch so can’t even put her hands over her ears. It stops and starts several times before the man sighs and calls a halt. She’s so close she can hear him do his zip up before he goes back outside, leaving the door open. The smell is even worse than it was when she got there which she would have sworn was impossible. She waits for as long as she can bear it and then creeps out from behind the curtain, checks that the coast is clear, and steps outside.
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			Lucas is waiting for her around the corner. She doesn’t see him at first as he’s crouched down behind a parked car on the other side of the road but then he stands up and whistles to get her attention. There’s no sign of the soldier.

			She joins him and they both stay down together, keeping out of sight just in case the soldier suddenly appears again. It’s the first time she’s had the chance to properly think for a moment but the delay hasn’t helped. She has no clue what is happening. Her world has been blown apart in the space of – she checks her watch: 12.45 – barely half an hour since the ring on the doorbell which started this all off.

			‘What’s gannin’ on, Rubes?’

			She hates that version of her name but lets it go. Despite his faults, she’s grateful that he’s there, he’s been useful – without him the driver would have caught her easily. She’ll send him packing later once she knows more about what’s happening.

			‘Who was that guy chasing us?’ he adds.

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘OK,’ he says. ‘Why don’t you tell us what you do know?’

			She looks up at him, he’s staring at her intently, serious as cancer. Maybe she’s misjudged him. Lucas has always been one to avoid really, the kid who was always messing about at junior school, cheeking the teachers and that. Once they’d moved up to the big school, he disappeared into the lower groups, rarely seen again, usually sitting at the back of the bus, occasionally flashing his arse and generally acting like a right dickhead – which is why it’s never been exactly difficult to resist his cheesy chat-­up lines before. She prefers this version of him.

			Everyone reckoned he was the one who’d set fire to the school gym last year, which is the only time she’s really thought about him again, but no one was ever officially blamed for that. Before today he would have been the last person she’d have wanted by her side in a crisis.

			Lucas sighs. ‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.’

			‘It’s not that—’

			He turns away, cutting her off.

			‘We can go to my house,’ he says, glancing back over his shoulder. ‘The signal’s fine there. If you’re worried about your dad you can ring a friend or another relative, maybe? Someone you trust.’ He’s obviously pissed off with her.

			‘I don’t have any other family.’

			He looks puzzled, as if everyone must have a family.

			‘Right. Well, you could try the hospital then.’

			She nods, not having a single alternative idea in her head. She needs somewhere to clear her mind and it’s as good a place as any. A small part of her remembers the hard-­on but she pushes the thought away. Lucas is a twat but he’s not that kind of twat – that was just a lad thing, they can’t help themselves. There are a few at school that you wouldn’t want to be left alone with but all the girls know who they are and Lucas isn’t on anybody’s shit list – at least not in that way.

			They make their way carefully through the village, using the back lanes. She and Liv – who’s the only friend her dad’s ever allowed to sleep over – used to play a game to see if they could go from one end to the other without being seen and it’s paying off until they come out onto a small side road and the soldier who chased them is standing on the corner, ten metres away, talking on his radio.

			Luckily, he has his back to them and they manage to scramble back unseen. A few seconds later they hear a vehicle pull up and Ruby takes the chance to peer around the edge of the wall. It’s the ambulance. Their chaser climbs into the passenger seat and it speeds off towards the south end of the village. She’s certain her dad is in the back of it – she can feel it in her bones. But they’re not using their siren any more and she doesn’t want to think about why there’s no hurry this time.

			Ruby and Lucas cross the road into another back lane which threads its way behind what used to laughably be called the village centre – one pub and a small shop, both long closed and up for sale – and manage to avoid anyone else until they reach his house.

			Lucas lives at the arse-­end of Coldburn, only a few hundred metres from Ruby’s place but it might as well be on another planet. It’s a small cottage – not the rose-­coloured kind from a Disney movie but a tumbledown wreck of a place that badly needs some work doing. Ruby realises she knows next to nothing about Lucas, his mum was as much a recluse as her dad and Lucas only started junior school in her last year there. ‘Incomers’ the locals called them – a label they applied to anyone who hadn’t lived in the village for several generations, including her and her dad even though they’d been there for almost her entire life.

			They approach the cottage from the back, through a decaying door in a wall that’s also beginning to crumble. There’s no back garden, just a concrete yard with a couple of pot plants. It’s tidy though, like someone cares about its appearance – there’s a stiff brush propped against the wall in the corner.

			Lucas must notice her glance at it as he smiles at her.

			‘It’s one of my chores. I have to sweep it every other morning.’

			‘It’s cute,’ she says, to change the subject. Truth is she’s embarrassed that, apart from some cooking, she does so little around her own house, leaving most of it to her dad – who sometimes calls her a spoilt princess. She’s always thought he was joking but maybe he was right.

			Once inside, Lucas grabs a couple of cans of Diet Coke from the small fridge and guides her into the tiny front room, which is also tidy. He sits on the only armchair in the room and nods towards a ragged two-­seater sofa that takes up most of the space. Both things point towards an ancient telly in the corner.

			Ruby takes five, glugging from her drink, still not quite sure how she’s ended up there. It’s no time at all since she was sitting in her own room without a care in the world, other than the school project she had to finish. It takes her a moment to realise that Lucas is staring at her.

			‘What?’

			‘Your arm,’ he says.

			‘What about it?’

			Ruby lifts her arm up and realises that the underside of her sleeve is covered in blood. She’s not sure where it came from, or even whose it is.

			‘I cut my hand on a wall when we were running,’ she says, holding it up to show him, but her voice catches and it’s such obvious bollocks, there’s barely a mark on it. Suddenly the room seems freezing and she starts to shake. She tries to control it but can’t and in moments she’s crying big time and there’s snot streaming from her nose like someone turned a tap on. She tries to wipe it away and cover her face with her arms at the same time but Lucas comes over and takes her hands.

			‘You’re safe here,’ he says. ‘You can stay as long as you like. But that’s a whole lotta blood for a scratch and what about the whopping bump on your head? When we’ve got you cleaned up, how’s about you tell us what’s really gannin’ on?’
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