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"This exciting
first novel is not for the faint hearted with menacing locations
and action descriptions. It is a story of the struggle of a boy who
has all the usual teen angst as well as having to deal with a
family secret which catches up with him. Issues of bullying,
violence, family loyalties, friendships and the battle between good
and evil make this a fairly complex but exceedingly hard to put
down novel…"

(The SL –
School Librarian magazine, Summer 08)

 


 


"Your voices
are well drawn and believable and yet there is an edge of mystery
and magic that comes across very strongly. Your language and syntax
are very good. I’m impressed.

Your
characterisation is excellent. There is someone for everyone to
identify with: Miranda for the girls, Jason’s father for the adults
and Jason for the boys. You have really breathed life into this
family, giving them a history, a past, a present and a future.

…some fabulous
scenes, set pieces and plenty of action…

…You manage to
create a very atmospheric world in this book, with description,
mood and tone. The setting is recognisable, yet otherworldly
too."

Commissioned Editorial Report by: Melissa Weatherill (comments
given amongst a number of highly constructive editorial
recommendations which led to this second edition.
Melissa is an independent editor and reviewer for
books and film, freelance editing fiction and non-fiction for
publishing houses including Macmillan, Orion, Hodder and Grove
Atlantic. Melissa also assesses books and screenplays for film
companies such as BBC films.)

 


 


 


"A gripping
account of the age old battle between good and evil forces.
However, here we have a twist with the supernatural testing ones
perception of the boundaries between reality and imagination.

The fierce,
often gruesome, battles suggest similarities with modern day
computer games and should therefore appeal to readers who are well
versed in these games. The ending is left open and a sequel is
hoped for."

The Times
Educational Supplement (Web Site – reader review)
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‘Get down!’ Dad
yelled and hurled Jason and Miranda to the floor.

Jason tucked
into a roll and flowed to his knees pressing tight against a
concrete pillar. Mum and Dad darted behind parked cars as the
blacked-out van squealed to a halt and three armed men burst
out.

Miranda leapt
on Jason from her prone position and flattened him to the floor.
‘Keep down, you idiot!’

Gunfire
exploded through the multi-storey car park as bullets ripped
concrete from the columns all around them. Jason slapped his
sister’s arm away and jerked his head up.

Dad crouched
behind the next pillar, with a pistol somehow in his hand. One of
the gunmen suddenly appeared, leaping across the bonnet of a 4x4,
his black overcoat billowing out behind him like gigantic bat
wings.

Dad shot his
heart out with a single bullet. As the dead-eyed head smacked onto
the floor, Dad surged to his feet, gun blazing. He thrust his empty
hand out in front of him and stepped out of cover.

Miranda caught
Jason in a headlock and pulled him flat again. ‘Stay down, they’re
agents. There’s nothing you can do.’

Jason fought
against her expert hold. ‘Dad needs us - it’s three against
one…’

Suddenly the
shooting stopped. Silence slammed down around them.

‘Not any more,’
Miranda whispered and eased her grip.

Jason broke
free and scrambled to his knees. Dad stood just a couple of metres
away, scanning the cars with his gun still out.

‘Where’s Mum?’
Jason asked.

‘I’m so sorry…’
Dad said, his voice quiet. He didn’t look at them. ‘She’s
gone.’

What was he
talking about? Jason pulled himself to his feet – numbing panic
pulsing into his head. Miranda stumbled passed him like a zombie
and lurched to a halt next to Dad. She stared at the floor on the
other side of a lurid yellow car then silently sank to her
knees.

Jason was next
to her a second later. Their mother lay there, unmoving, a single
dark patch staining the cream blouse she had bought especially for
the theatre tonight.

This couldn’t
be happening – not after they had survived for so long.

He forced
himself closer and a hint of the perfume that had always been part
of her reached him. He stretched out his shaking hand - her cheeks
were still warm and soft. She couldn’t be dead.

Police sirens
faded in from somewhere. Jason looked up. A few stricken faces were
staring at them – normal people with normal lives. One man held his
mobile phone inches away from his mouth - frozen.

Dad dropped to
one knee beside Jason and cupped Mum’s cheek in one hand. He was
absolutely silent but the tendons down his neck bulged almost out
of his skin.

Jason’s eyes
began to burn from the inside and the car park blurred down to
Miranda’s silent tears dropping onto the concrete. Jason felt her
slip one arm around him.

‘We have to
leave,’ Dad said, his voice cracking. ‘Kiss your mother – you need
to say goodbye properly.’

Miranda
hesitated for only a second then fell forward, clinging on to Mum’s
limp body. Jason couldn’t move. Warm blood soaked into his
jeans…

 


 


***

 


 


Jason’s mother
had been murdered almost a year ago now. The following day, he, Dad
and Miranda had let their faces be caught on CCTV running for the
Eurostar to Brussels. They had switched back through France,
driving at night on tiny roads, and lost themselves working the
farms and vineyards all around rural Spain.

Now they were
back in Britain, flown in under the radar by private plane and en
route for yet another change of life and identity. Dad always
insisted they keep their real first names which was annoying as
Jason didn’t like his very much. Anyway, this time he was called
Willow - Jason Willow.

He was fifteen
now – more than old enough for Dad to finally explain why these
agents had been hunting them all his life. Who keeps sending them…
who exactly had ordered their deaths?

It was time the
hunters became the hunted.
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‘That man keeps
staring at us Dad.’ Jason whispered.

Miranda stopped
trying to read her magazine and looked up at the Easter holiday
crowds churning noisily around them.

‘Dad…’ Jason
repeated

‘Yes, son, I
heard,’ Dad said, gazing around the airport check-in area without
seeming to take an interest in anything. ‘Don’t stare but tell me
which man and where,’ he mumbled.

Jason made a
slight nod towards a tall, slim man standing at a magazine rack.
‘In Smiths – long coat, big camera.’

There was
something compelling about the man. Unshaven, greased back hair and
sallow skinned, he should have come across as unsavoury at best,
but something about the confident way he held himself made you want
to watch him.

‘That doesn’t
narrow it down very much,’ Dad said.

Jason glanced
over again. At least half a dozen scruffy men with expensive,
big-lens cameras were milling around that area watching the
arrivals board above them.

‘Oops,’ Jason
said, ‘I might possibly have been over-reacting.’

‘Probably,’ Dad
smiled thinly, ‘paparazzi are always on the lookout for the next
shot. All the same, which one was it?’

‘Black T-shirt
and jeans – see him?’

Miranda turned
to stare into the newsagents but the man drifted further into the
store.

‘Looks like you
scared him away, Sis,’ Jason said, ‘he’s probably worried you’d
crack his lens.’

‘Don’t try
being funny, Jason,’ Miranda smiled sympathetically, ‘it doesn’t
work for you.’

‘Now, now
children,’ Dad said, ‘be nice. You go into departures on your own
and I’ll meet you in the lounge after I’ve checked out our reporter
chappie. Why don’t you grab us a table for some brunch - okay? Get
me something big with bacon, please.’

Dad ushered
them away with their boarding passes as Miranda tried to walk and
look backwards simultaneously.

‘Definitely no
photo opportunity for little old you,’ Jason said, grinning.

‘I bet he’d
rather snap me than you, Adonis.’

‘Maybe, but
that’s because I’m not a blonde bimbo wearing skin tight jeans and
a pink fluffy jumper… again.’

‘You’re only
jealous because I didn’t let you borrow them.’

‘Fair enough,’
Jason said, looking over Miranda’s shoulder. The photographer had
disappeared and Dad had merged into the shuffling crowds. ‘I feel a
bit stupid now – pressing the panic button and everything.’

‘You are
stupid, but not for that,’ Miranda said. ‘Shush now.’

They joined the
queue and passed through into departures.

‘I think you
should order Dad a Stella - help him chill out for our little
holiday on the sun-drenched Isle of Mawn,’ Jason said.

Edging their
way through the Easter holidaymakers they spotted an eighties
retro-bar with small trees growing out of chrome plant pots and
neon lighting. Amazingly, there were still a couple of tables free
- probably something to do with Dad’s unusual choice of time to
have a meal - half past ten in the morning.

They collapsed
into the red plastic seats and a spotty young waiter hurried over
grinning inanely at Miranda. Jason chose the house special bacon
burger for Dad and himself. Miranda of course ordered the
ever-so-healthy slimmer’s char-grilled chicken salad.

‘It’ll be good
to see Grandfather again,’ Miranda said, as the waiter
disappeared.

‘I’m not sure a
week in sun-drenched Mawn with the old sod will quite match up to
working our way around Portugal,’ Jason said, relaxing back and
pulling off his baseball cap.

Miranda caught
his hand and whispered. ‘Leave it on.’

Jason chewed at
his lip in frustration but put the hat back on. After being on the
run for fifteen years he still occasionally forgot the rules Dad
had drilled into them. Good job his perfect big sister was always
there to save the day.

He glanced
around at the crowd with a twinge of envy at all the normal
families who could travel through airports or railway stations
whenever they liked without having to keep peaked hats on and faces
turned down from the CCTV.

The spotty
waiter weaved through the tables with their drinks. He dumped the
Coke and lager on the table before fussing about undoing Miranda’s
mineral water and pouring it carefully into her glass over a double
helping of lemon slices. Finally he left them, bumping into another
table as he glanced back at her.

‘Looks like
you’ve picked up another love-sick puppy,’ Jason said.

Miranda nodded
but didn’t flash her usual smile. ‘I can’t see him wanting to buy
into our life though, can you?’

Jason took a
slow sip of Coke. ‘We might actually stay in one place this time –
moving to Alan Brash’s little empire and everything.’

‘Maybe.’
Miranda shrugged.

‘And you’re
getting off school until September.’

‘Yeah, great.
I’ll have to re-start the sixth form a year behind with a bunch of
immature boys and cliquey girls.’

Jason raised an
eyebrow. ‘Oh my heart bleeds for you, Sis.’

Miranda licked
the lemon juice from her fingers, a smile pulling at one side of
her mouth. ‘Hey - you might finally get a girlfriend at school
without your big sister’s utter gorgeousness intimidating
them.’

‘Yeah, yeah,’
Jason mumbled, pulling his Coke back towards him again.

Miranda touched
his arm. ‘You will be careful there, won’t you… just keep out of
trouble.’

Jason looked
across at her, waiting for the lecture about not using Dad’s
martial arts training on anybody. However, Miranda had stopped –
she wasn’t going into nagging session. Jason grunted. Miranda
wasn’t meant to be nice to him unless one of them was really upset
about something.

They were quiet
for a time, drinking their drinks and watching the stressed-out
holidaymakers bustling around just at the edges of the café’s sad
brown floor tiles. Dad had been gone for maybe ten minutes – he
always checked everything out really thoroughly – no matter how
trivial.

Miranda broke
the silence.

‘This’ll be the
first time up in Scotland without Mum…’ She stopped, swallowing
back her next words.

Jason took a
slow breath and he fixed his gaze on an electronic flight
information board at the far side of departures. Miranda was
scrabbling around in her bag and he passed over a napkin without
looking at her. She never had anything useful like a tissue in any
of her half a dozen handbags.

‘Thanks,’
Miranda said. He knew she was staring at him and that her eyes
would be all sparkly with blinked-back tears. He didn’t want to
look back at her, not yet.

Luckily, he saw
Dad slipping through the crowds to join them.

‘I need a
drink,’ he said, shrugging his long raincoat on to the back of his
chair.

‘Did you find
the photographer?’ Jason asked.

‘Yep – I
spotted him and a couple of the others skulking about outside an
emergency exit…’ He frowned and wiped a thumb gently across
Miranda’s cheek but she smiled back reassuringly.

‘Anyway,’ Dad
continued, ‘being a good citizen, I shopped them to a security
guard but he didn’t seem bothered. Some reality TV star’s flying in
“secretly” with her new baby and they’ve been hanging around all
day apparently.’ Dad settled back into his chair. ‘Now, where’s my
beer?’

Jason shook his
head and slid Dad’s lager over to him. If his hyper-paranoid father
wasn’t worried about the greasy photographer then why should he
be?
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‘There she is,’
Dad said, ‘our very own, real-life castle.’

Jason smiled.
Eila Doone hadn’t changed - it never would. Like something from one
his favourite old horror films, the squat turrets and thick walls
rose straight out of a misted loch.

They had been
picked up an hour ago from the station in the small town of
Strayfele – the end of the line in so many ways. Old Duncan was
their chauffeur as he had been for all of Jason’s life. He’d driven
them into to a deep sea-loch valley where the small island of Mawn
hunched down in an iron-grey lake surrounded by jagged, wind-ripped
mountains.

As usual,
they’d had to leave the first Land Rover in a ruined cottage to
board an ancient ferry skippered by the equally ancient, white
bearded, Frederick who made Old Duncan seem like a grinning
loon.

Docking in
Mawn’s tiny harbour had been hard on Jason. Ever since he could
remember, he, Miranda and Mum had crammed themselves inside the
tiny waiting room there to shelter from the inevitable storms while
Dad had played the hero, waiting outside and making pathetic faces
through the window.

Now it was only
the three of them, Dad wouldn’t have to wait out in the rain any
more.

‘Snap out of
it,’ Miranda said, elbowing his ribs, ‘we’re here.’

Old Duncan
pulled the island’s battered green Land Rover Defender into the cow
shed that served as the castle’s garage. As he reached for the
keys, a loud voice crackled from the cab radio.

‘Are ye there,
Duncan…? There’s a man here for ye here at the station. He’s
wanting to stay at the castle.’

Short wave
radio was the main means of communication with Mawn. Mobile phones
had no signal in the mountains and laying a land-line had never
been worth the cost.

‘He could have
shown himself when I picked you lot up from the train, couldn’t
he?’ Old Duncan grumbled, banging the steering wheel.

‘That’ll be
another sun-worshipper up for the weekend then,’ Miranda said,
staring up at the thick cloud. ‘Another shamelessly bare body
waddling in and out of the loch all day.’

‘We should
drown them all,’ Duncan grunted.

The Willows
clambered out as rain began to hammer down on the tin roof. Dad
quickly pulled the bags out of the back while Old Duncan drummed
his fingers on the steering wheel. Almost before Dad was clear, Old
Duncan reversed out of the shed, winding down his window. ‘Mr
Darillian will see ye in the High Hall,’ he shouted, ‘I’m away back
for this blasted late-comer.’

Darillian was
Grandfather’s surname. It used to be Jason’s of course - about four
lives ago, but they’d changed their surname each time they’d moved,
together with bank accounts, passports and everything else that
recorded who they were.

As the Land
Rover roared away, Jason and Miranda stared up at the castle
through the driving rain.

Eila Doone had
always been a pause, a safe haven in which to hide whilst their
next new life was put into place by the “fixer” from Dad’s past -
Alan Brash.

This was the
only real home they’d ever known.

‘Watch the
bridge,’ Dad shouted over the wind gusting in through the shed’s
empty windows, ‘- it’ll be slippy.’

‘Dad, you’ve
made us walk along the edges of icy planks since we were five,’
Miranda said without turning around, ‘I think we can manage the...’
Without any warning, she pushed Jason backwards and sprinted
outside.

‘Cheat,’ Jason
yelled and tore after her.

Miranda was too
fast for him to make up for the head-start and she leapt onto the
bridge first. It was no more than two metres wide, low walled and
slick-stoned with rock-frothed waters churning below. Miranda
streaked across it with Jason just a steamy breath behind.

On the tiny
island, the second of two Himalayan Cedars was the traditional
finishing post. The instant they were off the bridge, Jason flicked
his right foot out and caught Miranda’s left. She tumbled forward
but tucked into a tight roll and came up running at Jason’s side as
he tried to pass her.

They swung
semi-contact blows and trips at each other as they ran, each one
blocked or dodged. Three metres from the finish, Miranda feigned a
punch to Jason’s head and simultaneously shot her foot out to trip
him.

Jason fell,
just managing a roll but to the side, away from the tree. By the
time he flipped back to his feet, Miranda was waving to him with
one of the lower branches, her breathing almost back to normal.

‘You cheated,’
Jason said, kicking a bit of mud up at her.

‘I don’t think
your grandfather is very impressed, cheating or not,’ Dad said,
joining them under the branches. Rain ran from his hair onto the
three cases he carried. He nodded towards the castle.

Jason knew
exactly where to look. He swung his eyes up to a small window on
the fourth floor – the High Hall. There, staring down at them
through the rain-streaked glass, was the dark silhouette of their
grandfather.

‘Well you
trained us, Dad,’ Jason said, ‘it’s your fault if our Jakra isn’t
up to scratch.’

‘I thought it
might be,’ Dad grumbled.

‘It’s all
right, Daddy,’ Miranda said, giving a joyful wave up to the window,
‘Grandfather’s smiling.’

‘Yeah, right,’
Jason groaned. After fighting dirty and nearly breaking his neck,
Miranda was now going to put on her ultra-sweet, granddaughter
act.

‘Come on, let’s
say hello to the old… man,’ Dad said. ‘Remember…’

‘Best
behaviour,’ Jason and Miranda chimed in unison. He’d been telling
them that ever since he and mum had raced a pushchair each to the
second cedar.

They each
ducked their heads against the building storm and walked into the
shadow of Eila Doone.

Ten-foot high,
six-inch thick double doors studded with iron barred the entrance
as they had done for about nine hundred years. Dad pushed them open
easily enough though and they dashed inside. As Dad shut the doors
behind them, the cold and silence of the castle closed in on
them.

Eila Doone had
given up very little of herself in becoming a hiker’s hotel. Worn
tapestries, pole arms, shields and claymores were still lashed to
the walls from centuries gone by. The only sign that the ancient
hall they stood in was now the reception area was a small desk in
one corner. As usual it was unmanned.

Dad started
humming “Home, home on the range” as they dumped their cases at the
reception desk and started towards the main staircase. Brett
Darillian, Grandfather, didn’t like to be kept waiting.

The staircase
split and they took the right hand fork into a much smaller
stairway spiralling up through a turret. Cold, grey stone screwed
around Jason as he trotted up steps worn smooth by centuries’ of
footfalls. Twice, the echoing walls broke open onto a narrow
corridor and then sealed them in again before they approached the
private fourth floor.

Jason smelled
the fire in the High Hall long before he left the stairwell. It was
one of the few family rooms Grandfather heated regularly. He
stepped out onto the landing after Dad and Miranda and came face to
face with the ogre himself.

‘You should
have recognized Miranda’s feint, Jason – there was no power in it.’
Brett Darillian stared steadily at his grandson through dark,
double doors opened wide. He stood at the far end of the long hall,
framed by the rain lashed window and with a twelve-seat, mahogany
table stretched between him and his family. Tall, powerfully built
and with cropped gray hair over a face chiselled from stone,
Grandfather might have been part of the castle itself.

‘We were only
messing about,’ Jason said, attempting a smile.

‘There’s no
“messing about”, not now ye’re coming of age. One day, seeing the
difference between a feint and a real blow might save your
life.’

Miranda let the
sage advice fly over her head as she strode past the table and
threw her arms around the old man’s neck.

Grandfather
didn’t flinch from his lordly stance behind the Lairds Seat as she
draped herself over him. Jason winced – Grandfather must be as
comforting to hug as a rock. Still, Miranda usually managed to
crack the ice a little and today was to be no exception. Awkwardly,
Grandfather patted one bear-like hand against her back then eased
her away.

‘That’s enough
girl - ye’re no longer a bairn.’

‘There’s no age
limit on cuddles, Grandfather,’ Miranda said, smiling up at him
sweetly.

Jason crossed
the hall to greet him with a little more decorum. Men didn’t hug
each other in Grandfather’s world. He shook hands with his
grandfather, putting all his strength in returning the old man’s
cold, iron hard grip.

Grandfather
gave a barely perceptible nod. ‘You’re getting somewhat
stronger.’

‘Hello,
father,’ Dad said. He’d remained between the open doors.

‘Where are ye
running to this time, Richard?’

No one spoke.
This was the only thing Jason hated about Mawn – there was such
contempt in Grandfather’s eyes and it laced everything he said to
Dad.

The two men
stared at each other. Dad stood tall, not looking in the least bit
intimidated but he dropped his eyes first, to give a sad smile to
his children. ‘Do you want to unpack while I have a chat with your
grandfather?’

‘Okay but no
arguing, you two,’ Miranda said, in a particularly air-head sort of
way.

‘As if…’ Dad
said, winking at them.

Jason grabbed
his sister’s arm and pulled her out, closing the double doors
behind them.

‘Your running
away has cost too much, this time…’ Jason heard Grandfather begin
as he and Miranda pressed their ears to the thick wood.

‘Father, will
you lower your voice - the children…’ Dad cut in.

‘They’re no
longer children, Richard. You still haven’t told them have you,
even after having their mother shot in front of their eyes? They
need to know – Jason will be coming into his…’

‘Will you lower
your voice or do we have to leave now?’

Surprisingly
Grandfather did what Dad asked and his voice faded out of
hearing.

‘Bugger,’ Jason
whispered, and the two of them started back down the spiral stairs.
‘What do we need to know? What am I coming into?’

‘Your
inheritance?’ Miranda guessed. ‘Perhaps Grandfather’s going to
leave sun-kissed Mawn to you when you grow up… which will be in
about another thirty years I’d say.’

‘Yeah, yeah,’
Jason grinned. ‘But really – d’you think it’s just the same old
argument?’

‘Aye, laddie,’
Miranda said, dropping into a terrible impression of Grandfather’s
Scottish accent. ‘It’s your duty to tell them everything, Richard –
you can’t expect them to run for the rest of their lives as
well.’

Jason nodded.
This was the reason they’d never moved to Mawn permanently – Dad
had always told them that he’d protect them from the dangers of his
old life and that included telling them virtually nothing about it
until they were “grown up”.

‘Sometimes I
wish Grandfather would just tell us – get it over and done
with.’

‘I wouldn’t
listen to him, and nor would you,’ Miranda said, ‘it would be like
betraying Dad’s trust. Anyway – what’s he going to say that we
haven’t already come up with – Dad’s an ex-spy, or MI5 or on some
witness protection programme? Just let Dad tell us in his own
time.’

‘I suppose,’
Jason grunted. ‘I hate it when Grandfather has a go at him though.
D’you think they’ll end up sparring again?’

‘I should think
so but Dad can look after himself. Anyway, he needs someone good to
train against. We don’t really push him.’

‘Speak for
yourself, girlie,’ Jason barged his sister out onto the second
floor as they passed it. He ducked as she threw a punch at his
head.

They clattered
down the stone steps into the still deserted reception area. Their
cases lay where they’d left them. Miranda wrinkled her nose. ‘Sod
the unpacking, let’s go to the village.’

Jason groaned,
looking out through narrow windows. ‘But it’s pouring down.’

‘We’re in Mawn
- what do you expect?’ Miranda said.

‘Nothing will
be open,’ Jason mumbled, pressing his face against the cold glass
and misting it up.

‘You want to
stay here and wait for them to finish arguing?’ Miranda said,
reaching for a bright yellow oilskin coat and hat hanging on the
‘for guest use’ hooks on one wall.

Jason shrugged
but turned away from the window. ‘Mmm, attractive,’ he said,
nodding appraisingly at her.

‘Mmm, dry,’
Miranda said.

Jason grabbed
some waterproofs down for himself. ‘That’s a very practical,
un-Barbie thing to say, Sis.’

She ignored him
and pulled open the front doors then shrieked as a wall of freezing
rain burst in.

Jason shoved
her out and they both crossed the bridge then started up the hill
leading to the village in the next dip. They trudged resolutely
passed a small stable block. They were both excellent riders but
taking out a couple of horses now would mean at least an hour’s
rubbing down and grooming afterwards.

About half way
up the hill Jason heard the throaty growl of Grandfather’s Land
Rover. A moment later it struggled over the crest then came
hurtling down towards them, veering from side to side on the
rain-slicked track.

‘Run for it,’
Jason shouted, scrambling into the heather above the road. ‘Quick,
Old Duncan won’t stop until he feels your head crunch.’

Miranda
followed him, without the dramatics. ‘He’s got the latecomer with
him, hasn’t he?’ she said, trying to peer through the rain
streaked, misted up windscreen.

‘Looks like it…
easier to see if Duncan understood new technology like de-mister
switches.’

‘Oh goodie –
someone apart from Grandfather for me to play with at dinner.’
Miranda waved, smiling brightly with rain running down her
face.

Old Duncan
crashed the gears and roared passed without a sideways glance. They
hadn’t been able to make out the new guest at all.

Jason pushed
his still-waving sister back down towards the track. ‘He won’t
fancy you looking like that, whoever he is,’ he said, nodding at
her shapeless yellow oilskins and wide-brimmed hat flopping down
over her straggly wet hair.

‘Well I thought
I just might change for dinner.’

‘Into what - a
half-decent sister maybe…?’

‘…and you’ve
said that one how many times now?’ Miranda feigned a laugh and
jumped back down onto the road.

Miranda fell
quiet for a while as they walked. Jason chewed his lip - quiet
meant Miranda was either worried about something or plotting.
Finally she spoke.

‘Will you be
asking Laura back for dinner tonight?’

Plotting then,
obviously.

Jason just
grunted. He knew he should never have told his sister about
fancying Laura McKenzie last year.

‘Well?’ Miranda
nudged him.

Jason nudged
her back, resigning himself for another attack of the cupid
sister.

Sure enough,
Miranda hit him with a relentless storm of advice as they walked.
Even though he kept his head-down and only mumbled nonsense in
reply, the chatting-up lesson didn’t stop until they reached the
village.

It was almost
six o’clock and the place was deserted. The rain had eased off to a
drizzle.

‘Don’t you just
hate rush hour?’ Miranda asked.

‘Shall we see
if The Star’s open for once?’ Jason mumbled, trying to push back
his dripping hair into some sort of order beneath the hood.

‘Oooh, now let
me think…’ Miranda said, ‘there are so many other hot clubs we
could try… oh go on then – the Star it is.’

Jason started
forward, his heart starting to thump. The Northern Star was Mawn’s
one and only pub. It had a ‘family room’ where Les, the landlord,
let the island’s youth hang out, play pool, eat crisps and drink
Iron Bru or Coke. If Laura was out anywhere this wet Saturday
afternoon, it would be in there.

They pushed on
past Mary Moore’s general store/bakery/post office/chemist with its
old bay windows then stopped.

‘Typical,’
Jason said, staring at a scribbled note, placed inside a plastic
bag and hung by string from the Star’s main door.

 


 


Open at 7 for
the football

 


 


‘I’m not
hanging around for an hour,’ Miranda said.

‘Straight back
to the castle, then,’ Jason mumbled and began to walk. ‘Who’s
master-plan was this?’

 


 


They were less
than a mile out of the village when he realised they were being
watched.


Chapter
3

 


 


 


A single
silhouette waited on the hilltop before them, a long coat billowing
out and a bushman’s hat pulled low over its face. Ragged strips of
cloud whipped across the darkening sky behind.

‘Looks like a
highwayman without his horse,’ Jason said, glancing across at
Miranda.

‘I don’t like
this,’ she said.

‘Don’t be daft
– it’s probably that new guest, looking to get a pint in before
dinner.’

Miranda tugged
him off the track and started marching off through the heather.
‘Dinner’s in half an hour – he’d hardly have time to drink it. Come
on, we’ll skirt around him.’

Jason glanced
back up the hill. The stranger waved once and started to walk
quickly down the track.

Jason could see
him more clearly now - wide shouldered with the raincoat flapping
open at the top to show a high necked, black jumper. His hands were
thrust deep into his pockets, head still down so the hat brim
covered his face.

‘Move,’ Miranda
hissed and sped up.

‘You’re being
paranoid,’ Jason began, ‘he’s staying on the track. I tell you,
maybe he fancies one of Les’ grotty pies or…’

Suddenly, the
man cut into the heather and broke into a run. He lifted up his
face.

‘It’s the
photographer from the airport,’ Jason said.

‘Oh hell,’
Miranda hissed. ‘back to the village - quick.’

Jason sprinted
through the heather after her but could almost feel the
photographer closing on him. He glanced back, the man was only
thirty steps away now, seeming to fly over the hillside.

‘Stop – both of
you. I have a gun.’ His voice was high and reedy but it cut through
the wind like a fencing foil.

Jason ignored
it and sped up as Miranda shot a look to check on him.

‘Get down,
Jason, he’s going to shoot!’ she screamed and leapt back into
him.

They both
crashed into the heather and rolled down the hill. Miranda pushed
him away so they tumbled apart, making two targets instead of
one.

By the time
they’d both rolled into a crouch, the man stood just ten steps
away, rock steady with both hands on a pistol, pointed straight at
Jason.

‘Just stay
where you are.’ The photographer’s voice seemed to scratch inside
Jason’s head... some sort of East European or Russian accent but
gratingly thin. He walked slowly towards Jason, dropping his gun to
waist height.

Both Jason and
Miranda, ten metres apart, knelt absolutely still. Dad had always
told them you can’t do anything against a gun or the next second
you’ll be dead. And yet…

Jason couldn’t
do much crouching down. He slowly stood up, not sure if he should
put his hands in the air or not.

The
photographer was almost on him, the wind whipping greasy strands of
hair across pale skin. His dark, dark eyes held Jason’s stare like
the ends of two telescopic sights.

‘What do you
want?’ Jason managed to say through the heart pounding in his head.
His own voice sounded strange, breathless and echoing in his ears.
The man had a gun – it was pointed right at him. One twitch of that
trigger…

‘Who are you?’
Jason asked. ‘What do you want?’

The
photographer stopped a couple of feet away, still silent. His face
was thin and hard as he looked Jason up and down then caught him in
that dead-eyed stare again.

‘You can call
me Mr Black.’

‘I don’t care
what your name is,’ Jason said, ‘what do you want with us?’

‘I only want
you, young Master Darillian, just you.’

So this was
Dad’s past catching up with them again. The man knew their real
name - Darillian. He must be an agent. Jason had to keep the man
talking, find out what he wanted, look for his chance.

‘Dar… what?
That’s not my name? You’ve got the wrong person. My name’s Jason
Willow.’

Could Miranda
get away? He could see her in the corner of his eye. If she started
edging backwards… if he could just hold Black’s full attention,
maybe grab the gun…

Black smiled
thinly. ‘Oh I do not think I am mistaken, Jason. We have been
looking for your father for such a long time and now, to find he
has borne a son… I will be made a prince for bringing you to my
master.’

Miranda shifted
her weight and Black’s eyes flicked to her and back again. Jason
had to distract him.

‘I still
haven’t a bloody clue what you’re talking about.’

Black narrowed
his eyes a little, then shook his head. ‘I am afraid we have no
time for your little games. You must both come with me. If there is
trouble, I shoot your sister first.’ He smiled and turned the gun
on Miranda. ‘Now – we walk to the harbour.’

Suddenly an
engine roared and Grandfather’s Land Rover flew over the hilltop a
few hundred metres behind Black. It bounced madly back onto the
road then a moment later, swung into the heather and raced towards
them.

As Black
glanced over his shoulder, Jason snapped his right foot out at
Black’s hand and sent the pistol spinning away into the heather.
Black swore and dived after the gun.

Jason tripped
him up and slammed his whole weight down on Black’s spine, knees
first. He slammed his open palm into the back of Black’s head as
hard as he could. Black’s face smashed down with a crunch of
nose-bone.

The Land Rover
roared and whined as it tore through the heather towards them.

‘This is for my
mother,’ Jason whispered and pulled back his hand for a neck chop.
Before the blow landed, Black suddenly reached up with one arm,
grabbed Jason’s coat and threw him off as if he were a toddler.

Jason rolled
and flipped to his feet but Black was on him instantly. His fist
powered through Jason’s desperate block and burst open his lip.

Jason staggered
and crashed onto his back. Through flashing lights filling his
vision he could just make out Black leaping for him. Desperately,
he kicked up with both feet.

He connected –
oh, how he connected. It was as if twin steel pistons had blasted
Black away.

Jason struggled
to his feet, spitting out blood and shaking his head to clear the
swimming lights. His vision cleared enough to see Black lying eight
feet away, arms wrapped around his chest. How had he kicked him
that hard? A wave of trembling ran through Jaon and he bent over,
almost retching. He and Miranda needed to get away. He turned to
find her.

‘Jason, watch
out,’ Miranda shouted, sprinting towards him.

From the edge
of his misted vision, Jason saw Black flip to his feet and dash
forward, whipping out a long bladed knife as he came.

Blaaaah. The
Land Rover horn blared out long and loud but it was still thirty
metres away. Jason’s tried to straighten up but his legs
buckled.

Black closed in
and the silver blade licked out but Miranda flew in from nowhere,
one foot outstretched to smashing into Black’s shoulder. He span
away, his blade missing Jason by inches. Miranda landed neatly then
rushed over to finish him off.

‘No Miranda,’
Jason yelled, ‘he’s too…’

Black twisted
in the heather as Miranda stamped down at him and his knife sliced
deep into her leg. She cried out, stumbled and tried to roll away.
Black rolled and punched down hard on her bloodied leg.

Miranda
screamed.

For Jason, the
world stalled into slow motion and a deafening wind rushed through
his head. Black raised his knife over Miranda and plunged the blade
down.

In that
instant, Black’s head snapped backwards as if a juggernaut had
smashed into it. He whole body cart wheeled off Miranda and he
landed metres away in a crumpled heap. Two thin shimmers flashed
through the space where his head had been a half second earlier and
disappeared into the heather.

But there was
no one there. No one had touched him.

The world sped
up again and sound rushed into Jason’s head.

The Land Rover
roared to a stop between Black and Miranda. Grandfather threw open
the door, swung himself on to the bonnet then leapt towards
Black.

‘Stay down,
boy.’ Old Duncan shouted from the driver’s seat.

There was a
sickening crack from the other side of the Land Rover.

Old Duncan
glanced out of his window, then switched the engine off.

In the sudden,
intense quiet, Jason heard a heather-muffled pounding further up
the hill. Dad was sprinting down from the copse, travelling faster
than any human should be able to move. He powered over the heather
in flying strides, his feet barely touching the ground. Suddenly he
was with them. He took in Jason with a glance, leapt passed him and
skidded to his knees next to Miranda.

Jason could
only stare at him as he pulled out a knife from somewhere and
sliced through the leg of Miranda’s blood-soaked jeans in two quick
cuts.

‘You’ll be
fine, darling. I just need to stop the bleeding. Lie back, breath
deep… be still.’ He wasn’t even out of breath.

Dad’s knife
slit the denim into a bandage and in seconds he’d tied it over the
wound.

Jason’s mind
was freezing to a stop. He stared stupidly at Dad and Miranda. His
sister had been a blade away from death.

Grandfather
appeared around the Land Rover. ‘He’s dead.’

‘I can’t see
anyone else, Mr Darillian,’ Old Duncan wheezed. ‘I dare say there
will be a twitching curtain or two in the village, though.’

Jason looked
up, his head still swimming with muddled thoughts and motes of
light. Old Duncan had somehow got on to the Land Rover’s roof. He
was standing there, shotgun in hand, like some old-timer on a
Western stagecoach.

‘Ow,’ Miranda
groaned as Dad adjusted the denim bandage around her leg.

‘You all
right?’ Jason asked, stumbling over to her. He didn’t know what
else to say.

‘Oh I’m just
bloody perfect,’ Miranda said, lifting her head up and staring at
him. ‘Do you know how much these jeans cost me?’

Jason felt
himself smile. Miranda was going to be all right. ‘Um… thanks for…
you know…’

‘Saving your
life? Don’t worry about it - I’ll find some way for you to pay me
back.’

Dad touched her
cheek with one hand smeared in her blood and winked at her. ‘I
think you probably will at that, sweetheart.’ He stood up and
pulled Jason tightly to him. ‘Are you all right, Son?’

Jason hugged
him back - a bit awkwardly. ‘I’m fine, Dad but… what happened? It’s
that photographer who was watching us at the airport isn’t it? Is…
was he another agent?

Grandfather cut
in, his eyes narrowing to glints of obsidian and turning on Dad.
‘You didn’t bother to investigate why he was so interested in
you?’

‘He only
glanced over at us,’ Jason almost shouted. This wasn’t Dad’s
fault.

‘I checked,’
Dad said calmly, ‘he seemed to be part of a pack of paparazzi. And
he wasn’t on our plane.’

Grandfather
stepped right up to Dad. ‘You’re a fool, Richard. You should
haven’t have taken any chances.’

‘This is not…
the old country, Father. Things are different here… they do not
have the manpower to consistently cover the smaller airports.’

Grandfather
flung out one hand over the Land Rover’s bonnet. ‘So what the hell
is this corpse doing there? Wake up Richard - they’re spreading
like a cancer into the West. We must live here as if we still
hunted in the Carpathians.’

‘So I should
have killed him – right in the middle of the airport? I’d have a
dozen other photographers taking our pictures and airport security
arresting us. We’d be all over the national press tomorrow and
trapped in a police cell waiting for them to fetch us.’

Grandfather
shook his head. ‘Have you forgotten everything? There are ways…
You’re going to get the rest of your family killed, as well
Richard.’

‘Over my dead
body,’ Dad said.

Jason glanced
up at him. Sometimes, when he was really focussed or angry, Dad’s
eyes turned to ice. They froze over now.

‘Quite
probably,’ Grandfather said, taking a step back from Dad. He
slammed his fist into one of the Land Rover doors. ‘You’re not
enough to keep them safe - the boy needs to know how to defend
himself properly, he needs to be trained in his Gift.’

‘Stop now,’ Dad
said, ‘or I swear you will never see your grandchildren again.’

Grandfather
drew in a breath to answer but Miranda cut in.

‘When you men
have quite finished yelling at each other, I’d rather like to stop
bleeding to death,’ She struggled to sit up in order to glare
properly at Dad and Grandfather with equal vehemence.

Dad stared at
his father for a moment longer then turned his back on him. His
eyes softened immediately. ‘Sorry, darling. I’ll put you in the
back seat where you can stretch out and we’ll stitch you up back at
the castle.’

Dad gently
lifted Miranda and helped her inside the Land Rover, trying not to
jolt her. Miranda, amazingly, didn’t complain or whimper.

‘I’ll take
Robbie,’ Grandfather grunted and he whistled once.

A snort came
from the pines two hundred metres up the hill and Robbie,
Grandfather’s fastest stallion began to trot down towards them.

Willow chewed
his lip. If Dad had been riding why would he leave the horse
there? Had he been running faster than a young stallion could
gallop to rescue them?

‘Take them back
to the castle, Duncan,’ Grandfather said, ‘then come back for the
bodies.’

‘Bodies?’ Jason
asked. ‘Who else…’

‘Mikhail’s
dead,’ Grandfather spat. ‘I set him to following the newcomer the
moment he left the castle. It seems your “photographer” was rather
handy with that knife of his.’

Robbie arrived,
tossing his head and snorting at the smell of blood. Grandfather
took his reins to calm him. ‘Leave immediately, Richard - get the
boy out of here.’ He called back without turning around, his voice
resigned. ‘There’s a chance this one wanted the glory of capturing
Jason all for himself. If not…’

Grandfather
hesitated, glancing back at Jason and Miranda. ‘… more will be on
their way, a lot more.’

Grandfather
swung up into Robbie’s saddle. The big stallion pranced on the spot
and as he turned, Jason saw a Japanese sword, a katana, strapped to
the saddle. Grandfather gathered the reins and kicked Robbie into a
gallop.

‘Come on, Son.’
Dad said, from the back seat next to Miranda.

Jason stared at
him without moving – the last few minutes flashing through his
head. He and Miranda had almost been killed.

‘Jason, come
on,’ Dad said, ‘we have to leave. We’ll talk all this through on
the journey.’

Jason climbed
into the Land Rover, carefully keeping his eyes away from the
corpse sprawled in the heather just feet away.

Dad had better
give them some answers this time.
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‘What happens
if that Black guy wasn’t working alone?’ Jason asked. ‘Will Alan
Brash relocate Grandfather as well now?’

He, Miranda and
Dad were sitting alone in an old fashioned compartment of a rickety
old train rattling its way down the west coast of Scotland.

They’d left
their grandfather within an hour of the agent attack that morning.
Old Duncan had sped along forest and mountain roads to drop them in
a sleepy fishing town on the west coast where they’d just caught
the last train. Flying, of course, was now out of the question so
they had a complicated series of line changes ahead of them before
they could pick up their car from Leeds-Bradford Airport.

Dad shook his
head. ‘Your Grandfather would never leave now – he’d rather stand
and fight. Besides, he’s kept himself hidden from Brash all these
years – he trusts him even less than I do.’

‘But what if
they send a lot more agents up there?’ Miranda said.

‘Mawn’s a good
place to defend – maybe safer than running,’ Dad said. ‘Besides,
from what you’ve told me it sounds as if Black was trying to grab
all the credit for capturing you by himself.’

‘Well, that’s
another thing,’ Jason said, ‘Black said something about finding out
you’d had a son. But they must have known about me from the attack
in the car park.’

‘Maybe,’ Dad
agreed, ‘but there’s always a lot of in-fighting amongst the agents
– vying for power and so on. They don’t always share information
throughout their organisation.’

‘This
organisation,’ Jason started, ‘don’t you think we’re “grown up”
enough to know about them now? We were both nearly killed today and
we still don’t know why.’

Dad held his
stare for a moment then glanced at Miranda.

‘Jason’s right
Dad,’ she said, ‘even after Mum being… you know… we’ve haven’t
tried to rush you but now…’

Dad held up his
hands. ‘Okay… okay.’ He tugged out the bag of mint humbugs he
always seemed to have tucked away in one pocket or another and
offered them around. Then he took a long breath then sat up
straighter in the sagging bench seat.

‘Once I tell
you about this,’ he began, casting a sharp glance at Jason, ‘I
don’t want you thinking about doing anything… stupid.’

Jason shrugged.
‘We just want to know, Dad.’

Dad searched
his face for a moment longer then nodded. ‘I’m not going to tell
you everything – you don’t need to know all of it, not yet,’ Dad
raised one pacifying hand as Jason slumped back. ‘… but you deserve
to know more than you do now, so here it is.’

‘Twenty two,’
Dad brushed one hand back through his hair, ‘no twenty three years
ago now, I left an organisation that most of the world has never
heard of. It’s called the Watch. They’re based deep in the
Carpathian Mountains in the heart of the Balkans.’

‘The Watch?’
Jason asked. ‘So what did you do, Dad – were you some sort of
spy?’

Dad dropped his
eyes for a moment then looked up, almost defiantly. ‘The Watch hunt
down and kill people, Jason - evil people who are killers
themselves and who want to force their disgusting practices and
beliefs on all of humanity. They call themselves the Brethren.’

‘Like fanatics,
you mean, religious fanatics… eradicate the unbelievers and all
that?’ Miranda asked.

‘Sort of…’ Dad
began, ‘you could call them a type of cult, I suppose. They
instigate distrust and hatred between all the different religions
and nations so we won’t stand together when they’re powerful enough
to come out of the shadows.’

‘So were you in
MI5 or 6 or something,’ Jason said, ‘like Spooks on T.V.?’

Dad shook his
head. ‘No – I told you, hardly anyone knows that the Watch or the
Brethren even exist – and that includes governments.’

‘So who
authorises this… this Watch to hunt down these people, Dad?’
Miranda asked, her face intent.

Dad smiled
thinly. ‘No one does.’

‘Then you’re
acting outside of any laws or controls or anything?’ Miranda
pressed.

Dad nodded.
‘The Brethren have to be stopped quietly – there would be mass
panic and witch hunts if people found out about what they do… how
they damage people in ways you’d never believe. The Watch is there
to protect us without causing worldwide chaos.’

‘But
governments work together to fight terrorists all the time –
religious, racist, environmental… all sorts. We all know about
them. What’s so terrible about these Brethren that only a secret,
unaccountable organisation should even know they exist?’

‘That’s
something I’m not going to tell you yet.’

Miranda shook
her head and looked at Jason. From years of pleading, tantrums,
silences and arguing they both knew it would be useless to press
their father for information he didn’t want to give.’

‘So why did you
leave?’ Jason asked finally.

Dad was
obviously prepared for this question. He answered calmly. ‘The
things we had to do to stop the Brethren were unbearable. I just
couldn’t do it any more.’

‘But if these
people are as evil as you say…’ Jason began.

‘I don’t want
to go into that any more either,’ Dad cut in. He brushed his floppy
hair back with one hand. ‘What I will tell you is that the Brethren
never stop looking for anyone who stands against them even after we
retire. There are relatively safe areas we could have lived,
protected areas such as Alan Brash’s town, but I thought if I could
keep you two away from any part of that world, never meet any of
its people or even know anything about it then you’d have a chance
at a normal life.’

Dad ran a hand
through his hair again, took a slow breath and carried on. ‘The
Brethren’s agents have somehow always managed to track us down
eventually, even with Brash’s help to change our identities and
move us all over the country but I always believed one day it would
stop. Your mother’s death was the end of all that - it made me
realise I’m not enough to protect you. We need Alan Brash’s
organisation – the security it offers. I should have given in
earlier…. perhaps if I hadn’t been so bloody stubborn your mother
would still be alive.’

‘It wasn’t your
fault,’ Miranda murmured. She shuffled over and rested her head on
Dad’s shoulder and closed her eyes. He put his arm around her and
kissed her hair.

The train began
to slow down for a station and automatically, the three of them sat
back from their windows and pulled down their various hats.

The towns were
getting bigger – thirty or so passengers edged forward out of the
dusk to peer in through the glass.

Jason chewed
his lip – any one of those outside could be the next agent to be
hunting them down.

Low lights had
come on in the corridor and an elderly lady in worn tweed shuffled
past their compartment staring in at the three of them. She
stopped, fumbled with the door handle then slid it open.

Dad stood up
immediately to help her with her small, wheelie suitcase and hoist
it up on the rack above the seats.

As he lifted
it, the woman shot a hand out at his exposed heart.

Jason was half
way out of his seat before she said ‘Mind you don’t strain
yourself, dear.’

Jason made some
half-hearted pretence of helping Dad with the case while
steadfastly ignoring Miranda’s smirking.

The old lady
smiled a “thank-you” then tottered into the seat opposite as the
train jerked forward.

Jason sank back
down and turned to stare out into the oncoming dark.

He was getting
paranoid.
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By nine o’clock
the next morning they were driving through the Yorkshire moors.

Two changes of
train and a taxi ride had got them to Leeds airport just after
midnight where they’d picked up their car. Of course, it had not
been that straight forward. Jason and Miranda had hidden a half
mile down the road from the open air, security fenced airport car
park while Dad had disappeared into the dark. He’d appeared ten
minutes later in their old Renault estate, picked them up and
roared off. If any agents had access to airport surveillance tapes,
they would not have seen a family of three leave the area.

Too shattered
to drive through the night they’d crashed in a Travel Lodge.

Now, however,
after a few hours night’s sleep and a very unhealthy full English
breakfast, they were all feeling marginally more human. Jason gazed
out over the open moor rolling passed in bright, morning sunshine
and found it difficult to believe that only a few hours ago, he and
Miranda had been fighting for their lives in Mawn’s darkening
drizzle.

Jason had
become expert at putting bad things to the back of his mind if
there wasn’t anything he could do about them. However, there was
still so much he wanted to find out.

‘What was
Grandfather talking about when he said I needed to be trained in my
gift or something?’

‘That’s another
thing I’m not going to tell you about yet.’ Dad said, concentrating
on the winding road.

‘Has it got
anything to do with Black flying off Miranda without anyone
touching him? A Jakra technique - something like the inch-punch the
kung-fu masters can do…’

‘Enough on that
one, Jason,’ Dad said. ‘You’ll need to know about it soon enough
but it can wait until then. Change the subject.’

‘But if it will
help…’ Jason began.

‘Tell us about
our new home.’ Miranda cut in, shooting Jason a warning look.

‘You’ll see it
for yourselves in a minute,’ Dad said.

The Renault
hauled them up a particularly steep hill and then dropped down into
a wide, part-forested, river valley.’

‘Ugh,’ Miranda
said, ‘who dumped that town there?’

In the centre
of the valley, ranks of grey, terraced streets marched in towards a
sprawling factory centre like hunched-backed miners trudging
towards the pit. A sun-sparkled river skirted the town keeping well
clear of the grime.

‘That will be
Alan Brash’s Drunken Abbot.’ Dad said.

‘I hope our
house is in that nice bit,’ Miranda said.

Jason grunted
in agreement. Beyond the drab mass of the town, the regimented
streets broke around two low hills. Tumbling down and around the
twin hills were ramshackle wanderings of fairytale thatched
cottages, parks and even a village green. Miles of glinting
security fencing divided the two communities.

‘That “pretty
bit”,’ Dad said, ‘is called Darkston Village and actually, Brash
did offer us a little cottage in there. I was honoured – that’s the
original settlement, built around the same time as the abbey and he
only houses his closest and most valuable employees there.’

‘Abbey?’ Jason
asked. ‘I can’t see an abbey.’

‘That’s because
it’s hidden behind the hills.’

‘And what’s
that huge grey building on top of one of them?’ Jason asked
again.

‘Ahh, that
one’s for you, Son, you lucky devil. It’s called Silent Hill - Alan
Brash’s private School “for the education and training of brewery
children,”’ Dad said.

‘Brewery
children – is that what all those factory buildings are in the town
then – a brewery?’ Miranda asked.

‘Yep,’ Dad
said, ‘a brewery and factories to make all the merchandise -
Drunken Abbot nuts and pork crackling, engraved glasses, party
products and so on. Everyone in the town and village owe their
livelihood to Drunken Abbot Industries and Alan Brash controls them
all.’

‘There’s a bit
on Wikipedia about how successful Drunken Abbot ale is,’ Miranda
said.

‘There’s
nothing about this valley on the net though,’ Jason chipped in ‘not
even a satellite photo of the town on Google Maps.’ The two of them
spent half their lives staring into library and hotel lobby
computer screens. They never had their own internet connection of
course – that would be far too easy to trace.

‘No, there
wouldn’t be,’ Dad said, his jolly mood draining away. ‘Alan Brash
has the money and power to keep the whole place pretty
isolated.’

Jason looked
back at his new school as they dropped further down into the
valley. The grey building loomed over the otherwise pretty village
– an oppressive block of granite with scores of small, dark
windows. ‘Yeah, but back to this Silent Hill school,’ Jason said.
‘What’s it like?’

‘It looks like
some sort of prison,’ Miranda said. ‘Glad I’m not going there in a
couple of weeks.’

‘Helping or not
helping?’ Jason asked his sister.

Dad glanced at
him, a sympathetic smile tightening his lips. ‘It is a bit rough
but Brash assured me that the rules are strict and the prefects
there have quite a lot of authority – they’re the ones who really
keep things in order apparently.’

‘Mmm, as if
prefects ever do anything,’ Jason said, ‘It’ll be much easier if I
just floor the first idiot who tries it on… they tend to leave you
alone then.’

‘Just try to
stay out of trouble,’ Dad said. ‘Brash did warn me that there is
some… friction between the town kids and the umm… posh lot from the
village.’

‘So I’ll be
with the posh lot then?’ Jason asked.

‘Well not
really. I didn’t want us living completely in Brash’s pocket so he
found us a place a couple of miles further up the river – a little
hamlet called Darkston Wick. You’ll be able to see it in a
minute.’

‘Great - some
tiny little place is going to be dead – I bet I’m the only teenager
living there!’

‘Brash said he
lays on a school bus,’ Dad answered, ‘so I think there must be more
horrible “yoof” about the place.’

The road
levelled out onto the valley floor, with a thick wood continuing to
follow them on the right hand side. Perhaps a mile ahead the first
Drunken Abbot houses rose out of the misty moor– their soulless,
dark windows staring hopelessly out at freedom.

Suddenly the
wood broke around a small road. Dad quickly slowed down and
followed it into the trees.

‘Damn – I
nearly missed that turning the last time as well.’

‘Hurrah – we’re
saved,’ Miranda breathed. ‘I’m sooo glad we’re not going any closer
to that disgusting town.’

Dad grinned
across at her and put on his very bad, actor-luvvie voice. ‘Oh, I
know, darling – I knew that living too near to some industrial slum
would quite simply kill you.’

Jason grunted
and stared outside. Thick-trunked red oaks and slimmer ash trees
crowded in on both sides of the narrow, twisting road, almost
shutting out the morning sun entirely. The tree line broke for a
moment on the right and a weed filled track flashed by. He twisted
around to read a rotting wooden sign:

 


 


Darkston Woods
– Picnic Area

 


 


Instantly the
oak and ash closed in again to engulf them in a green filtered
half-light.

‘Uhh, Dad -
exactly how cut off from civilisation is this village?’ Jason
asked.

‘You’ll see for
yourself in a minute,’ Dad said.

‘Can’t wait,’
Jason mumbled.

Six or seven
turns later, sunlight flooded back into the car as the trees peeled
away. Squinting while his eyes adjusted to the returned sunlight,
Jason leaned forward to get a first look at his new home.

Darkston Wick
was just what Dad had called it – a river-crossing hamlet. Perhaps
twenty thatched and slate roofed buildings faced each other on a
street rambling alongside the river. A narrow bridge carried their
road over the water and up into the heavily wooded valley side
beyond.

‘Oh it’s so
sweet,’ Miranda crooned as they dropped down and passed the first
whitewashed cottage.

Jason shook his
head. It was a bright Sunday morning in the first week of the
Easter holidays and there wasn’t a soul to be seen. ‘Does anyone
actually live in this place?’

Dad smiled. ‘We
do… right here, in fact.’
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Dad drove
through one of two matching gateways onto a horseshoe shaped
driveway of raked white gravel and stopped. Five wide stone steps
led up to double doors set deep in the shadows of a carved stone
porch.

Jason swallowed
hard and stepped out of the car. He had to shade his eyes to take
in the sun gleaming from two floors of Georgian windows and
spotless plaster work. ‘No way can we afford this.’

Dad smiled.
‘Actually, we can. The Old Mill is all ours - the magnanimous Alan
Brash is renting it to us really cheaply.’

‘Why really
cheaply, Dad - what’s wrong with it?’ Jason asked.

‘Nothing. We
were just in the right place at the right time. Brash’s only
recently bought the place – the previous owners left suddenly
apparently and he snapped it up just a couple of months ago.’

‘There’s a
little shop across the street,’ Miranda said. ‘It looks like
something out of Dickens with those old bay windows.’

‘I bet everyone
here is out of Dickens as well,’ Jason mumbled.

‘I know it’s a
bit quiet here but it’s about as safe as we could ever hope for,’
Dad said. ‘There isn’t another town within forty miles of Drunken
Abbot and Brash has surveillance and a small army of private
security patrolling all over the valley. If any Brethren agents
ever stumble across this place they will be… dealt with before we
even see them. We shouldn’t have to move again.’

‘Good,’ Miranda
said, ‘about time we had a quiet life!’

‘Yeah but not
this quiet,’ Jason said.

Dad ruffled his
hair like he was five. ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll meet some friends
here or at school, Son, and I can take you into Drunken Abbot
anytime – they’ve got a cinema, I think.’

‘Dad, I’m
fifteen,’ Jason said. ‘I can probably make it into town all by
myself.’

‘Fair point but
let’s just wait to see how rough the place is, shall we?’

Jason
grunted.

‘Want to see
inside?’ Dad said. He walked up the steps and unlocked their new
front door with a ridiculously large key.

‘First choice
on bedrooms,’ Miranda shouted, pushing in front of Jason.

They burst into
a huge entrance hall filled with chequered sunlight streaming
through small-paned windows. Lustrous dark wood, worn smooth with
age, gleamed from floors, walls and heavy old furniture and the
dead eyes of foxes and stags stared down at them from stuffed heads
hung high.

‘It’s like
something out of Dracula,’ Jason said, grinning.

‘First choice,
loser,’ Miranda shouted, already halfway up a curving
staircase.

Jason sprinted
after her and they tore through seven bedrooms in a couple of
minutes.

‘Ok,’ Jason
said, breathless, ‘they’re all decent – you can choose.’ It wasn’t
a huge sacrifice - all the rooms had huge beds, low beamed ceilings
and real fireplaces.

They walked
back down the stairs at a more leisurely pace. Jason tried to
imagine how many generations must have grown up within these walls,
all silently watched over by the ancient house.

They found Dad
in an airy, flag-stoned kitchen. He was putting an old, black
kettle onto a gas hob - for now, it seemed, shying away from
tackling an iron Aga range which dominated one end of the room.
They plonked themselves at a heavy oak table set in front of a
huge, inglenook fireplace.

‘This place is
excellent, Dad. Miranda didn’t even fight over rooms,’ Jason
announced.

Dad didn’t
respond - something outside had caught his eye.

Quickly Jason
joined him at the kitchen window with Miranda a step behind. A
beautiful, dark haired woman with perfect pale skin and dark eyes
was staring in through their gates. She held Dad’s look for a long
moment, then turned and walked slowly on into the village.

‘A neighbour,
do you reckon?’ Jason asked.

Dad continued
to stare between the gateposts then reached for the kettle. ‘I
suppose so.’

‘She could have
waved or something,’ Jason grumbled, ‘you know – to be a bit more
welcoming to us new folk.’

He stared out
over the silent cottages. If the rest of the villagers were like
that woman it was going to be a long, long Easter, trapped here in
the village of the walking dead.

 


 


***

 


 


Jason shut the
front door behind him and breathed in the fresh clean air. Dad had
finally released him from endless moving-in chores saying that he
and Miranda would sort out the kitchen.

He leapt down
the stairs, crunched across the gravel drive and followed the path
down one side of the house. It stopped at the edge of a little
copse of ash trees to one side of the back garden. A manicured lawn
ran down to the river to what Jason was really interested in – the
three storey watermill rising out of the water.

‘Just my luck,’
Jason moaned as he trotted down the lawn. Every door and window on
the watermill was boarded up. A small rowing boat caught his eye,
however. It was moored against a narrow stone jetty that formed a
breakwater around the mill.

He jumped in
and started rowing across the Darkston River – thirty metres wide
at this point and lazy apart from a fast running channel funnelled
under the mill-wheel by the breakwater. Jason moored the boat to a
tree stump on the far side and trotted up into the trees.

It was cool
under the trees which rippled down the valley side in a series of
low hillocks and bright clearings. This was the first chance he’d
had to be alone to really think about what had happened on Mawn and
what Dad had said about…

Crash!

Higher up the
valley side, half obscured by thick trunks, something tumbled down
through several branches of a huge oak and hit the ground with a
solid ‘thunk’. It lay perfectly still while twigs and leaves rained
down around it.

For a moment
Jason hesitated. What if this was another agent? But Dad had said
the whole valley was safe – guarded by Alan Brash’s private army
and high tech’ security cameras.

What the hell –
he wasn’t going to live the rest of his life being afraid.

Jason sprinted
up the hill and stopped at the edge of a small clearing. The fallen
thing was a boy, his face buried in the leaf mold and stocky
shoulders heaving under a long mop of curly, dark brown hair. His
black, “Meat Loaf Rocks” tee-shirt began to push up out of the mass
of debris.

‘Are you all
right?’ Jason ventured.

The boy
started, snapped his face out of the ground and rolled over to face
Jason. Small brown eyes squinted out of a heavy-boned face. Jason
guessed the boy was about his own age, perhaps a year or so
older.

‘Ah, how very
excellent – I am so happy to have had an audience for my little…
accident.’ the boy said, sinking back down. His voice was quite
deep, with a precise, slightly clipped accent.

Jason moved a
bit closer, not knowing if he should try to help him up. ‘Have you
broken anything?’

‘Thank you -
no. I have never felt better.’ the boy grunted. Jason stifled a
grin – his accent sounded a bit like Count Dracula in a badly acted
horror movie.

The boy sat up
slowly and brushed the hair back from his face. There was a trickle
of blood from his forehead and the red smeared through the dirt all
across his cheeks. He stared up at Jason through the dark tangle of
his fringe.

Jason edged
closer. ‘Umm, maybe you shouldn’t move – in case your back is
broken or something…’

The boy raised
one eyebrow. ‘I think that I may have noticed if my back was
broken. Who are you?’

‘Jason, Jason
Willow. We’ve just moved into the village today.’

The boy nodded.
‘A new neighbour then – good. I am called Mouse.’

Mouse? Jason
thought, the boy didn’t look much like a mouse with his bulging
arms and shoulders. Still, perhaps there was something mouse-like
about him - his angular face, stocky body, short legs... and those
little brown eyes.

‘Mouse… right,’
was about all Jason could manage.

Mouse grinned.
‘It is because I am so gentle and shy…’

‘Okay,’ Jason
said.

‘… or perhaps
it has something to do with my family name – Muskowicz… sounds a
little like Mouse-kowicz to an English person … do you think?’

‘Um… a bit I
suppose,’ Jason agreed.

‘I am happy
with the name now - I became bored of breaking the mouths of each
funny boy who thought it would offend me,’ Mouse grinned again and
wiped away the congealing blood from his forehead.

Jason reached
into his pocket and pulled out one of the big cotton handkerchiefs
Dad made them carry for “first aid”.

‘Umm, you
shouldn’t wipe the blood away, it won’t be able to clot,’ Jason
mumbled. ‘Just press this against…’

He began to
bend down to pass Mouse the handkerchief and something like a steam
train slammed into his shoulder. He flew backwards, sprawling to
the ground in a heap.

Instinctively,
Jason managed a clumsy roll to his feet and brought his fists
up.

A girl skidded
to a stop right where Jason had been standing over Mouse.

‘I will send
you back to your slum in an ambulance if you have hurt him,’ she
shouted, her large, dark eyes glaring at him.

Her voice was
hard, defiant, with touches of the same Eastern European accent as
Mouse. The words didn’t really register with Jason, however. His
focus was all on her lips – soft and full over perfect, white
teeth. His fists dropped to his side. She was a younger version of
the beautiful woman who had been watching the house earlier.

The girl’s
mouth tightened into a thin, line. ‘What do you think you’re
staring at? Are you a dumb-wit? Why do you losers have to come out
here to fight with us all of the time…?’

Jason struggled
for something to say but his mouth refused to open. The girl looked
a couple of years older than him and was tall with a figure to die
for. She’d the same fair skin as Mouse but had big, dark eyes
framed by a neat black shoulder bob. The Levis and white tee-shirt
she wore might have been moulded to her.

Jason dropped
his eyes. Was she Mouse’s sister, doing her protective bit… or his
girlfriend maybe?

‘Ah, Louisa,’
Mouse said, slowly easing himself up, ‘be gentle with Jason – do
you really think this long, thin boy could knock me down?’ Standing
at full height he barely came up to Louisa’s neck.

‘You know his
name?’ she asked.

‘Of course. He
is our new neighbour - we should be nice to him, yes?’ Mouse
brushed twigs and clumps of mud from his clothes, holding the
girl’s questioning stare.

‘So why were
you on the floor and bleeding?’ she said at last.

Mouse leant
back against the trunk. ‘I… fell out of the tree – it happens
sometimes.’ He wiped a fresh trickle of blood from his
forehead.

She moved
closer to Mouse and pushed his hand out of the way to examine the
cut. ‘But he was reaching for you, threatening…’

‘He was trying
to give me a handkerchief for my terrible wound,’ Mouse said.

The girl,
‘Louisa’ Mouse had called her, raised one eyebrow, shook her head
and turned back to Jason. ‘Boys,’ she muttered as she wiped a
little of Mouse’s blood off her fingers onto the back of her Levis.
She pursed her lips for a moment then smiled.

‘My name is
Louisa Russof,’ she said. ‘I am sorry for… hitting you. Sometimes
the Drunken Abbot boys come out here looking to fight… I
thought…’

‘No, that’s
fine,’ Jason cut in, ‘it was an obvious mistake to make.’ His voice
sounded too high and squeaky - she must think he was about ten or
something.

‘Yes it was.’
She turned back to Mouse and brought out a handkerchief of her
own.

Jason was sure
he glimpsed a smile pulling at her lips as she turned away. He
stole another quick glance at her tight jeans but caught Mouse’s
hard, dark eyes staring at him over Louisa’s shoulder as she fussed
over his cuts.

Jason quickly
looked away. ‘So do you two live in the village?’

‘Yes,’ Mouse
said, ‘we share what you English would call a pretty “chocolate-box
cottage”.’

‘Oh right,’
Willow said. ‘I have to put up with an older sister as well.’

‘What makes you
think Louisa is my sister? Mouse said.

Louisa handed
the handkerchief to Mouse and turned around to face Jason. Her face
was all innocent curiosity.

‘Oh…’ Jason
stumbled, ‘sorry, I just thought… when you said you lived in the
pretty cottage… and you look a little bit the same. I should’ve
realised… you’re going out… or…’

Louisa smiled
and said ‘You are a very curious boy.’

Mouse pushed
away from the tree and took a few steps forwards. He might have
been a head shorter than Jason but he was about twice as broad.

‘Do not worry,
Jason Willow. Louisa and I are not “going out” or dating or being
boyfriend and girlfriend…’

‘Mouse.’ Louisa
stopped him with a gentle hand on his shoulder. ‘I am sure… Jason
is not at all interested in such things.’ She shot Jason a glance
from under her eyelashes and smiled.

‘You think?’
Mouse muttered and wandered back to the oak where he began fixedly
searching through the branches that had crashed down with him.

‘Uh look,’
Jason started, ‘sorry if I’ve said the wrong thing… I…’

Mouse dug out a
sturdy branch and started to strip twigs and leaves from it. His
mouth twitched into an exasperated smile. ‘No harm is done, yes?
However, it is probably best if you change the subject.’

‘Mouse is a
family friend,’ Louisa explained, tousling Mouse’s hair until he
pulled away. ‘He lives with my mother and me.’

‘Oh, right,
great’ Jason said.

Louisa raised
an eyebrow then turned back to Mouse. ‘Come on,’ she said, we
should at least clean your wound of war with some antiseptic.’ She
started down the wooded valley side. ‘Walk with us, Jason - tell us
something of yourself . Where have you come from, for
instance?’

Jason followed
them. ‘Oh… we’ve moved about a lot… Dad does supply teaching.’ He
gave his standard answer automatically. With their Eastern European
accents, he was hoping Louisa and Mouse were connected with the
Watch but he’d have to be certain before he started blabbing about
his own past.

‘A teacher?’
Louisa asked. ‘He’s not going to teach at our school is he – at
Silent Hill?’

Willow shook
his head. ‘I don’t think so but I’m going there after Easter.’
Suddenly the prospect didn’t seem so bad.

Mouse coughed
out a laugh. ‘It is a lovely school – you will be very happy
there.’

‘I’ve heard
it’s a bit rough,’ Jason said.

Mouse held up
his branch – stripped of twigs and leaves it was fast turning into
a staff. ‘Why do you think I risk breaking my bones to find good
wood like this? A little boy like me needs some protection from the
gangs, yes?’

Louisa looked
over her shoulder at Jason, raising her eyes. ‘Mouse likes to hit
people with sticks.’

‘Only the bad
guys, Louisa.’ Mouse grunted. He flicked out his branch and smacked
it into a trunk.

Louisa shook
her head and smiled apologetically at Jason. He smiled back but
quickly looked down feeling like some grinning lunatic. Why was he
so rubbish with girls?

‘Any top tips
for surviving the “bad guys” at school?’ he asked.

‘Just keep out
of the way of the Brash gang,’ Mouse said, ‘oh., and the
Skins.’

‘Who are…?’
Willow began, but Louisa cut in.

‘Can we talk
about something else? I do not wish to think about that place until
we have to go back there.’

‘Oh, right…
sure.’ Jason said. Mouse just hit another tree with his branch.

‘What is there
to do around here?’ Jason attempted. ‘My dad said something about a
cinema in Drunken Abbot.’

‘Ah – making
plans for a romantic evening already, yes?’ Mouse said and glanced
up from stripping the last pieces of bark from his branch long
enough to wink at Jason.

‘Mouse – you
are so embarrassing,’ Louisa said, gliding over to walk next to
Jason, a grin tugging at the corners of her lips. ‘Jason is just…
what is the English word… chatting.’

Jason coughed.
‘Um… yeah… I didn’t mean….’ was about all he could manage. Louisa
let him suffer for a moment longer, then finally answered his
question.

‘Your father is
correct - there is a cinema and also a bowling place in Drunken
Abbot but it is not a nice town to visit.’

‘Oh right,’
Jason said. ‘So what do you do over the holidays?’

Mouse answered.
‘Outside, we row and swim in the river, walk in the valley and
train in what you would call a martial art. Where we come from we
are used to a simple life.’

‘Where do you
come from,’ Jason asked.

Mouse and
Louisa glanced at each other. Mouse nodded and Louisa said, ‘We
come from Romania. Mouse moved over here with us as his parents
both… died at the same time as my father. Our families have always
been very good friends.’

‘Everyone is
good friends where we come from,’ Mouse said, ‘it is like a
“village thing”.’

‘Well, yes,
quite so…’ Louisa said, ‘but we are like brother and sister.’

‘Lucky me,’
Mouse mumbled.

‘So anyway,’
Louisa carried on brightly, ‘we have been here in England for
nearly three years now.’

‘And we are
loving every minute of the time.’ Mouse said.

‘Don’t you like
it here, really? Why did you move so far away?’ Jason asked.

‘It is safer
here… apparently.’ Mouse said.

That left an
awkward silence. Jason didn’t want to ask private questions but if
these two had come to Alan Brash for safety then surely they must
have been involved in whatever past life Dad had left behind.
They’d lost family as well. At last, he might have found someone
who he could talk to.

Jason lost his
train of thought. Louisa was walking very close to him and the
uneven ground sometimes edged her close enough so her hand or
shoulder lightly brushed his. Jason hoped his face wasn’t blazing
scarlet. He struggled unsuccessfully for something interesting to
say - what if Louisa thought he was boring, or brain dead?

The trees broke
onto the hard, cracked surface of a narrow road running up the
steep valley side. They clumped onto the surface rutted and split
by weeds and headed down to the river.

‘This is the
old coaching road,’ Mouse said, ‘The brewery built the other big
road many years ago for the lorries full of their Drunken Abbot
Ale. A good thing I think, they would have destroyed our little
bridge.’

Jason nodded,
following Mouse’s gaze over the ancient bridge. At it’s far end, a
wooden beamed, four-storey building loomed over the river. A dark
highwayman rode his rearing black stallion on a pitted and creaking
sign whilst a dozen small dark windows silently peered down at the
three of them.

‘So,’ Louisa
said, leaning against the bridge’s low stone wall and looking
downriver, ‘you must have moved into the Old Mill - it is the only
empty house here.’

‘Yeah, that’s
right. Have you been inside - it’s fabulous,’ They could see the
watermill from here, steeped in afternoon shadow now.

Mouse and
Louisa didn’t say anything. He must have sounded like he was
boasting.

‘We don’t own
it or anything – Dad could never afford somewhere like that…’ he
quickly explained. ‘A bloke called Alan Brash is renting it to us
cheap… as a favour.’

Louisa looked
straight into his eyes. ‘Your father and Alan Brash – they are
close friends, then?’

Jason
hesitated. Should he tell them that Dad really didn’t like Brash.
If Brash had helped Louisa, her mother and Mouse to settle here
from Romania, they might be big fans of his. Then again, if that
was the case, why weren’t they living in his exclusive Darkston
village? He decided to take a chance.

‘Not exactly
close friends… or friends at all, really. They used to work
together ages ago and Mr Brash has helped us move quite a few times
but Dad never wanted us to move this close to him.’

‘How could
anyone not like the wonderful Mr Brash?’ Mouse said.

‘Just keep
playing with your stick, Mouse,’ Louisa said, shooting him a
look.

Mouse shrugged
and started poking around the cut on his forehead. He seemed to
quite like the mess of congealed blood and forest floor that he had
smudged over his fingers.

Louisa gave a
satisfied nod and turned her dark eyes back on Jason. ‘This is a
good thing - we are not “exactly close friends” with Alan Brash
either. Perhaps my mother should meet your father – they can… how
do you say it… bitch about him together.’

Jason grinned.
‘Sounds like a plan. You should all come around for lunch or
something.’

‘That would be
nice,’ Louisa said, ‘but my mother has just decided we are going on
holiday – this evening.’

‘There was no
planning,’ Mouse said, ‘she just came in for lunch and said we are
going.’ He smiled sweetly at Louisa. ‘The Russof women are known
for their madness.’

Louisa sniffed
and turned her back on him. ‘She was obviously upset about
something – I will find out about it soon enough. Now, we should go
to pack our suitcases.’

‘Uh… okay. So I
won’t see you…’ Jason began but Louisa was already walking
away.

Mouse looked up
at him and shook his head slowly. ‘You have a saying in this
country – a lamb to the slaughter – yes?’

‘Uhh – yeah, I
think so,’ Jason said.

Mouse grinned.
‘Enjoy your last days of freedom.’ Then he turned and followed
Louisa.

What was he
talking about? Jason wondered as he tried not to stare at Louisa’s
skin tight jeans as she crossed the bridge and disappeared around
the first cottage on the right.

Breathing out
slowly, he climbed up to sit on the low stone wall, pulling both
legs in and holding his knees.

Had he just
made some new friends? He wasn’t so sure about Mouse but he
definitely wanted to see more of Louisa even if she made him feel
like the he was the most un-cool teenager on the planet when he was
around her. Perhaps she might come to see him as more than a friend
given a bit of time. Mouse might have some problem with that,
though.

At least with
school starting in a week he wouldn’t be going into the lion’s den
totally alone.

He needed to
get back to the rowing boat and so he ambled back over the bridge
towards the woods. It was hard to ignore the prickling feeling on
the back of his neck as the Highwayman’s blank, staring windows
watched him walk away.

Across the
river, the water-wheel churned away as it had probably been doing
for centuries. What a fantastic house to live in, right in the
middle of a tiny village lost in time. And now with Louisa in the
picture… even if nothing happened between them, he had finally met
someone else from Dad’s past. This was the perfect opportunity to
have a lifetime of questions answered... and to discover more about
the agents who had murdered his mother.

Jason caught
himself chewing his lip and stopped. Even if he did find out about
the Brethren, what could he do about it – he was just a fifteen
year old boy who was fairly handy at some obscure martial art?

He reached the
little boat, untied it and settled in for the short row back. With
every pull he found himself looking up to the huge oak halfway up
the valley side where Mouse had fallen and he’d first caught sight
of the lovely Louisa rushing out from the trees.

He stopped
rowing.

When he’d
rolled to his feet after being battered away from Mouse, Louisa was
only just skidding to a halt at the oak tree.

She’d hurled
him away from Mouse without being anywhere near him. It was just
like when Black had been smashed away from Miranda up in Mawn.

The boat
drifted passed the churning mill-wheel as the current ushered him
downstream. Jason snatched up the oars again and fought the river’s
pull to get back to his new home.

Dad was hiding
far more than just a secret past of hunting down some sort of cult.
It was time he told them everything.
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‘I hate Sunday
nights,’ Jason grumbled to himself, staring out of his bedroom
window at the river meandering by.

Tomorrow he’d
be going to Silent Hill school.

The Easter
holidays had dripped by: Louisa and Mouse had not reappeared from
their sudden holiday; the few other village kids he had spotted
were all younger than him and not particularly friendly and Dad had
point-blank refused to say any more about his past. To make matters
worse, Dad had kept him in every morning in an attempt to catch up
with almost a year’s schoolwork – teachers!

Jason caught a
glimpse of dark blue uniforms high in the woods. It was Brash
security. There were dozens of patrol teams, Dad had explained the
first time they’d spotted them on one of their evening “family
walks”. The teams of three were all armed with pistols and often at
least one rifle. Dad had also pointed out a couple of the hidden
security cameras which monitored the roads and tracks all around
Darkston Wick and Drunken Abbot.

Jason watched
the pair of security guards disappear back into the trees. Dad had
explained that the third member of each patrol quietly trailed the
lead pair to provide another viewpoint and backup crossfire if
needed.

‘Food, Son,’
Dad shouted from downstairs.

‘Coming,’ Jason
shouted back.

He pulled
himself up from the window seat and groaned. He ached all over.
With Silent Hill playing on his mind ever more, Jason had thrown
himself into his training over the last few days. After the morning
“school” sessions, he’d worked on countless stomach crunches, push
and chin ups and Jakra patterns. He’d set up punch bags, climbing
ropes and balance beams in the double garage and worked them hard
every day. Finally, before any of them started to cook dinner in
the evenings, he’d dragged Miranda and Dad into the garage for
sparring sessions. He always lost spectacularly to Dad and Miranda
beat him about half the time but he learned from every fall, kick,
punch and bone-bruising throw.

He eased
himself downstairs and into the kitchen.

Dad glanced up
at him from dishing out goulash into big bowls. ‘Cheer up, Son -
Silent Hill might not be all that bad.’

‘It’s one long
turf-war, Dad – two gangs virtually run the school.’

A smile flicked
over Dad’s lips. ‘Those friends you met, Louisa and Mouse, told you
this, I suppose.’

‘Yes, Louisa
can’t even bear talk about it.’ Jason helped himself to French
bread and dunked it into his bowl.

Dad raised one
eyebrow in his infuriating, teacher-like, ‘aren’t you missing
something obvious?’ type way. ‘Don’t you think they might have been
exaggerating slightly, winding the new boy up a little?’

‘No. Dad, they
really hate the place.’

Dad raised his
hands in surrender. ‘I guess you’ll just have to see for yourself
tomorrow.’

‘Anyway,’
Miranda said, ‘with all the training you’ve been doing you’ll be
able to handle yourself.’ She smiled sweetly.

They finished
eating quickly and Jason began to clear away the dishes. He put the
kettle on for Dad’s coffee and grabbed himself another Coke.

Dad gripped
Jason’s shoulder shoulder. ‘Come on, let’s take pudding onto the
comfy chairs.’

Jason nodded,
pouring the coffee as Dad went back to the table and sliced off
three huge chunks from a home-made sponge cake he’d picked up from
‘Mrs Miggins General Store’ – the only shop in the village.

The three of
them creaked along the floorboards into the drawing room at the end
of the long, panelled corridor and Jason flopped into his favourite
worn leather armchair by the side of the fire.

Dad turned on a
standard lamp bringing a bookshelf to life with glints of gold leaf
and warm leather bindings.

‘There’s one
good thing about you going to school tomorrow,’ Miranda said,
draping herself over a leather Chesterfield sofa in the centre of
everything, ‘you’ll get to see the lovely Louisa again.’

‘Here we go,’
Jason grumbled, ‘I knew I shouldn’t have told you about her and
Mouse.’

‘I’m sure
Miranda could give you some really useful advice on how to charm
this young lady…’ Dad began, grinning broadly. Then he stopped as
bright lights washed over the curtains from outside followed by
tyres crunching over their gravel drive.

Glad of an
excuse to avoid Miranda’s “agony aunt” session, Jason jumped up to
peer through a crack in the heavy velvet drapes.

The security
porch light clicked on to show a massive black Bentley easing to a
halt in front of the main doors. Its headlights faded out leaving
the comparatively puny porch light bouncing back from the car’s
smoked glass windows.

Dad was
suddenly beside him at the window. A blank expression slipped over
his face. ‘That’s Alan Brash’s car – one of them anyway. If he
comes in… well, just be careful what you say. Switch some more
lights on in here please.’

Dad pulled the
curtains closed and walked calmly along the corridor to the
entrance hall.

Jason turned,
wide-eyed to Miranda. The Alan Brash was here. Despite all
the times the man had helped them move lives, neither Jason or
Miranda had ever met him.

Jason left the
lights off. This side of the room was virtually in darkness with
just the standard lamp glowing in the far corner. Miranda joined
him and eased the curtains back open a little more so she could spy
outside as well.

They were
almost too late. A couple of dark silhouettes were already half way
up the front steps. All Jason could make out was a tall man with a
long, dark coat draped over broad shoulders and a woman with dark
hair piled high on her head and a crimson cloak flowing out behind
her.

Just before
they entered the porch they both stopped and, as one, turned to
stare directly at the drawing room window.

Jason and
Miranda both jerked back from the curtains but Miranda stopped
Jason from shutting them.

‘They’ll see
the twitching,’ she whispered then scuttled over to close the
lounge door with just a crack to squint through.

A moment later,
the old brass doorbell clanged about on its metal coil.

Jason dashed
around the room switching on table lights and picking up a few
fallen cake crumbs. He dashed over to join Miranda spying along the
long corridor to the entrance hall.

Dad was
brushing back his hair and straightening his shirt. Then he opened
the door.

‘Ah Richard,’ a
rich, almost theatrical voice said, ‘sorry to call on you so late
in the evening, old man.’

‘Alan,’ was all
the greeting Dad gave in return. ‘Is there a problem?’

‘No, no,
nothing like that. I just thought I should meet your boy before I
bump into him at school… you’d prefer it that way wouldn’t
you?’

There was a
moment’s pause then Dad stepped back slightly. ‘Yes, I suppose so.
Come inside.’

Dad moved
further back and Alan Brash entered.

The man seemed
to fill the entrance hall. He must have been two metres tall and
with the long overcoat rippling down from his broad shoulders he’d
the commanding presence of a highwayman halting a mail coach… just
without the horse.

One hand
slipped out from the coat to shake Dad’s before Brash turned back
to the doorway with a rather flamboyant sweep of his coat-draped
arm.

‘I don’t
believe you’ve ever met my personal assistant - Miss Alicia
Sirensong.’

Brash moved
aside to let the woman in and blocked Jason’s view. All he could
see was Brash’s light blond hair, shimmering down in soft waves to
just reach his broad shoulders.

Jason caught a
flash of crimson dress through Brash’s legs and the top of Alicia
Sirensong’s dark hair. Her shining tresses were bound up high with
delicate, silver tracery.

‘Pleased to
meet you,’ Dad said, his voice a little husky.

‘Hello,
Richard. Alan has told me so much about you.’ Alicia’s voice was
like honey - soft, warm and rich. Jason wanted her to speak some
more.

Dad’s voice
took on a more guarded tone. ‘Ahh – well try not to think too badly
of me.’

Brash guffawed
like an inflated, theatre impresario. ‘Nothing of the kind, old
man,’ he said, slapping Dad on the shoulder, ‘I have nothing but
admiration for the work you did – you know that. Your early
departure was a great loss to us.’

Brash whirled
his coat from his shoulders and passed it to Dad in one smooth
action. As he moved, Jason caught a glimpse of Alicia’s pearl white
face - green eyes flashed above high cheekbones and slightly parted
red lips.

Then Brash
began to turn down the corridor. ‘You’re in the drawing room, I
believe,’ he said, his voice resonating down the passage.

Jason and
Miranda scuttled back their chairs.

‘Yes,’ Jason
heard Dad say, ‘go on through.’

Surprisingly
light footsteps for such a big man came closer, followed by the
unhurried click of high heels on the wooden floor. Jason tried to
flop back in his chair, felt awkward and finally stood up just as
Brash entered the room.

‘Jason – we
meet at last,’ he said, a smile pulling back from strong white
teeth with all the pleasure of a wolf sighting a trapped deer. His
hard green eyes held Jason’s.

‘Mr Brash -
pleased to meet you, at last’ Jason replied.

Brash’s smile
changed a little – amusement perhaps – then he turned to Miranda.
‘And you must be Miranda. What a vision of loveliness you are.’

Miranda smiled
back. ‘How nice of you to notice.’

Brash hesitated
for a split second then laughed. He swaggered into the room to
shake both their hands in a strong grip.

For a moment,
Jason’s mind was filled with the man. Not a clear image but more a
sense of his presence. It was like the feeling you get when you
know someone is behind you.

Brash let him
go and stepped back. Jason’s mind was still clearing when a cool,
slim hand slipped into his and his every sense snapped into focus.
Alicia Sirensong stood in front of him.

Jason felt
every square centimetre of her skin against his hand, from the tips
of her elegant fingers just touching his wrist to her soft,
yielding palm pressing against his. He caught a trace of sweetly
seductive perfume before it tantalizingly slipped away.

‘Hello, Jason,’
she said, ‘I’m Alicia,’ her voice wove around him, soft and
warm.

‘Hi,’ he
replied. He could not bring himself to look at her face. She’d set
his cheeks on fire already. Alicia held him for a moment longer
then, with a final, gentle squeeze, slipped her hand from his.

‘Sit down,
please.’ Dad had edged past their guests to stand beside Jason.
‘Would you like some tea, coffee... or something a little
stronger?’

Brash took his
gaze off Jason’s flushed face to look at Dad. ‘Alicia enjoys a
decent whisky,’ he said with an exaggerated wink.

Dad loved
whisky as well. An expensive, single malt made in a small
distillery near Mawn was always kept close at hand.

‘I have a
bottle in the kitchen,’ Dad said, ‘but it’s only from the
supermarket, I’m afraid.’

Jason glanced
at Dad. Was he making sure Brash didn’t have any clues to
grandfather’s home?

Brash smiled
indulgently. ‘At the risk of sounding rude, I have a rather nice
single malt in the car… to help my longer journeys pass a little
more quickly. Might I tempt you?’

‘Fine,’ Dad
said.

Brash gave a
faint nod and looked back at Jason. ‘Jason, old chap, would you
mind awfully just popping out to the car to dig out the whisky.
Just let yourself into the back and you’ll find the drinks cabinet
easily enough.’

Jason nodded.
‘Sure.’

‘Hurry back,’
Alicia breathed.

Jason glanced
at her - surely she was taking the mickey. ‘Missing you already,’
he fired back.

She grinned
warmly and winked. Jason grinned inanely and made for the door,
Alicia Sirensong’s fine porcelain face and vivid green eyes still
burning into his brain.

He walked
slowly along the corridor and into the hall, trying to make his
footsteps sound measured and cool. He heard Alicia laugh at
something, soft and rich, as he tugged open the front door and
stepped out into the porch. He was grateful for the cool air on his
face.

The
motion-sensing porch light blinked into life, illuminating the
steps but turning the rest of the world black. Dark against dark
the Bentley waited. As his eyes adjusted, Jason could make out the
two huge headlamps glinting at him from either side of a snarling
silver grill. The car’s powerful bulk crouched back into the
darkness like a puma ready to pounce.

Whistling in
admiration, Jason walked down the steps. He ran his fingertips
along one wing, over the driver’s door with its blacked out
windows, and onto the double passenger doors behind.

He slipped his
fingers around the cool silver handle and with a solid click, one
door swung easily outwards. A soft, interior light glowed into life
and the comforting smell of fine leather drifted out. The floor was
carpeted in a deep maroon and a rich mahogany gleamed from all the
doors and facings.

Jason placed
one foot carefully inside and bowed his head a little to duck in
under the roof. A hand shot out from nowhere and pulled him in.

Before he could
even start to struggle he was yanked halfway into the driver’s
section with both arms pinned against his body by the two front
seats. The back door clicked closed and the lights went out.

‘You tryin’ to
steal from Mr Brash’s car boy? I’ll cut your ruddy hands off.’

Jason was
helpless. One pincer-like hand gripped him around the back of the
neck, pushing his face hard into the leather of the front passenger
seat, whilst another held his body jammed between the seats.

‘Whisky,’ Jason
gasped, struggling to breath. ‘Mr Brash sent me to get his…
whisky.’

The pressure
eased on his neck a little and a moment later the lights faded up.
Jason took in a deep breath, his lungs filling with polish. ‘I live
here…didn’t you see me come…?’ Jason twisted his head to see who
held him and stopped breathing.

‘…out,’ he
coughed.

A living corpse
had him.

At least, it
looked like a corpse. He was held down by a man with deathly pale
skin stretched thinly over prominent skull bones. His black eyes
were buried deep in their shadowed sockets and thin pale lips drew
back over large, tombstone teeth. All this was dressed up in a grey
chauffeur’s cap and uniform.

‘You tellin’
the truth, boy?’ Those thin, bloodless lips hardly moved as the
man’s East London accent rattled out like it was passing over dry
bones.

‘Yes… go in and
ask Mr Brash yourself if you don’t believe me,’ Jason was starting
to get annoyed. Accused of stealing, being bent over a car seat by
some freak of a driver…

The man stared
at him for a long moment then suddenly he was pulled effortlessly
up by the shoulder and pushed back into the rear seats. With hardly
a hum, a smoked glass screen slid up between the two compartments
and the front light faded out. Jason was left staring at his own
reflection.

‘Psycho creep,’
Jason muttered. He quickly found the drinks cabinet, grabbed an
unopened whisky bottle from its mirrored interior and scrambled out
of the car.

At the porch
Jason looked back at the Bentley, brooding at the very edge of the
circle of porch light. That skeletal chauffer must have seen him
come out of the house – he’d just been having some twisted control
kick.

He went in and
shut the door, straightening his clothes and hair before hurrying
along the corridor to the warm glow of the drawing room and the low
murmur of voices.

‘Hurrah,’ Brash
exclaimed as Jason stepped into the light clutching the whisky,
‘the hero returns with the magical elixir.’

‘Is everything
all right, Son?’ Dad asked, catching Jason’s look.

‘Ah - I bet you
ran into Cadaveril didn’t you, my boy?’ Brash asked before Jason
could answer. ‘He’s enough to give anybody a scare, the ugly old
sod.’

Alicia looked
up, her sparkling emerald eyes instantly drawing Jason’s gaze. He
certainly wasn’t going to tell her he’d been helplessly pinned down
between the Bentley’s seats a minute ago. ‘Uh… yes, sort of.’

‘I see,’ Dad
said, taking the bottle from him and moving over to some crystal
whisky glasses already laid out.

‘Come sit with
me, Jason,’ Alicia said. She patted a cushion next to her on the
central couch. The men had taken the high backed armchairs to
either side of the fire and Miranda had pulled up a spare seat next
to Dad.

Jason attempted
a smile and joined Alicia. Dad had poured him some Coke into one of
the heavy whisky glasses but he ignored it. What was Dad thinking -
putting Coke in a whisky glass for him like he was a “big boy”.

‘How are you
feeling about starting at Silent Hill?’ Alicia asked, her lips
taking a sip from the heavy crystal.

‘All right...
I’ve heard it can be a bit rough there though.’

‘Nothing you
can’t handle, Jason, my boy,’ Brash cut in, gently swirling the
golden whiskey around his glass. ‘You’ll be able to get some Jakra
practice in against some of our ne’r-do-wells. Just see it as a
little extra training to help prepare you for what lies ahead.’

‘What do you
mean?’ Jason asked.

‘I think that’s
enough,’ Dad cut in. He hadn’t touched his drink.

Brash ignored
him. ‘You coming into your powers, of course.’

Dad stood up.
‘You’ve no right to talk about this.’

Brash stared at
Dad but held up one hand in mock-surrender.

‘What powers
are you talking about?’ Jason forced his question into the icy
silence.

Brash shrugged
his shoulders and made a zipping motion across his lips. Jason
glanced at Alicia for an answer. She’d straightened slightly in her
seat but she kept quiet.

‘This wasn’t a
good idea. You need to go now,’ Dad said, finally. His voice was
calm but Jason immediately recognized the relaxed stance he used
just before sparring.

Brash held
Dad’s gaze. ‘Jason needs to know what he is.’

‘And he will be
told in good time – by me. You need to go now,’ Dad repeated.

Brash
considered Dad for a moment then gave the slightest of nods. He
leant forward as if to get up then suddenly launched his heavy-set
frame into a twisting somersault straight over Jason’s head and
landed perfectly a couple of metres beyond the couch. Air rushed
over Jason’s face as he twisted around, open mouthed.

As Brash
straightened up, Alicia hurled her empty whisky glass at him.
Brash’s hand shot out and the glass stopped dead - in mid air. He
twitched his hand forward and the glass flew back into Alicia’s
grasp.

Jason was
frozen to his seat, his mouth still wide open. A second, lesser
breeze brushed passed him.

Brash winked at
Jason. ‘I really am getting too old for all this, you know.’

Alicia rose
gracefully, picked up Brash’s own glass from the table and passed
it to him.

Brash smiled
gratefully and drained the last half inch. ‘I’m sorry, Richard, I
really am, but I know you too well. I needed some way to make you
start the conversation with your son.’

Jason
remembered to close his mouth then turned to Dad. ‘How did he do
that? Can you do it… can I?’

Again, it was
Brash who answered, flashing his perfect white teeth. ‘That’s just
the tip of the iceberg, Jason, my boy. A bit of training and you’ll
be running up walls and levelling houses with the rest of us.’

Dad moved over
the door and opened it wide. ‘You never did consider the rules
important did you Alan – any of them?’

Brash shrugged
his heavy shoulders. ‘Sometimes the rules need changing. Jason now
knows there is more to this world than his physics lessons would
have him believe. Either you tell him about the rest of it or I
guarantee he will come to me to find out for himself.’

Dad continued
to stare at Brash, his eyes cold. He didn’t show a single sign of
anger or annoyance, he never did when he was facing a threat. Jason
swallowed. Dad’s Jakra was devastating but pitted against the sort
of things Brash had just done…

The air in the
room almost shimmered with the chill between the two men but then
Alicia Sirensong’s warm voice flowed over the ice. ‘You know your
son’s potential, Richard, the Gifts that are coming upon him now
that he is… growing up. It is not safe to hide it from him any
longer.’

Dad kept his
eyes locked on Brash. ‘See yourselves out.’

For a moment,
no one moved then Miranda stood up and walked purposefully next to
Dad. Jason got to his feet as well. Where was this going?

Brash held up
his hands and smiled. With a glance to Alicia, they left and Dad
closed the drawing room door quietly behind them.

The moment they
heard the front door open and close, Jason started. ‘How did he do
that?’

Dad turned to
Jason and his eyes seemed to darken to deepest jet.

‘It’s called
the Gift – it’s for killing demons.’
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The next
morning saw Jason eating breakfast alone – Dad had left a note
about going shopping and Miranda was still not up.

Jason put
another couple of slices into the toaster and thought back to last
night. Brash had said something about “knowing Dad too well and
needing some way of making him talk about his past.” He was right -
once the pressure was off, Dad had given next to nothing away.

‘Right,’ Dad
had said, ‘demon spirits can really be summoned into this world and
Jason, you’ll come into some unbelievable powers now you’re through
adolescence. Now there is no way I am going to even start trying to
explain it all at ten-thirty on the night before you start a new,
god-awful school. It will take days and still you won’t grasp the
half of it. We are all going to bed… now.’

‘You think I
can sleep after this?’ Jason tried.

‘Blame that on
Alan Brash.’

‘Do I get some
groovy powers as well,’ Miranda asked, ‘or is it just the golden
boy here?’

‘They only pass
down to the first born of the same-sex until…’ Dad stopped himself.
‘Enough now… you’re not going to draw me into this conversation. Go
to bed.’

And so they’d
left it at that. A lifetime of trying to question their father had
taught them that he couldn’t be forced to talk.

It didn’t stop
Jason fuming for half the night though – finally resolving that if
Dad didn’t tell him everything, and tell him soon, he really would
go to see Brash for the answers.

Was that what
Brash wanted – for Jason to betray his father’s trust?

The toaster was
taking ages. Jason read Dad’s note again.

 


Sorry about
not being here kids – didn’t want to argue about not telling you
everything this morning. Gone shopping..

Jason - don’t
forget the bus is at 8:00 - take the photo-pass that came last week
– not sure where you put it. Good luck at school.

 


PS – finally
got post from your grandfather this morning – everything’s fine up
on Mawn.

PPS - We’ll
talk this afternoon – I promise.

 


‘Yeah – right,’
Jason mumbled ‘of course we’ll talk this afternoon.’

He’d just been
told that demons are real and he’s up for some weird powers and his
father is more interested in giving advice on what to have for
breakfast. Still, Louisa and Mouse should be back from their
holiday by now. Perhaps he’d take a chance and see if they really
were part of it all.

Ten minutes
later, with Miranda still flat out in bed, Jason heaved the front
door open and slouched down the steps.

Beyond their
gates, steam gently rose from the thatched roofs of a pair of
mismatched old cottages leaning against each other for support.
Small paned windows with lace netting peered sleepily back at
him.

Jason crunched
across the driveway gravel and out into the narrow, neatly paved
High Street. Bathed in bright morning sunlight, the hamlet seemed
lost in time. One shop and a score of houses, all tiny-windowed,
jumbled up against each other with the Highwayman Inn looming over
them all like some ancient patriarch. He didn’t want to leave here
for some rough, gang-run school in the middle of a scummy
industrial town.

In a few dozen
steps Jason reached Darkston Wick’s only bus stop. It was set in
front of the old general store owned by the equally old Mrs
Miggins. There was no one else waiting there.

Jason checked
his watch - five to eight. Shrugging his shoulders he plonked
himself down on a little stone wall in front of the shop.

With nothing to
distract him, the images from last night ran through his mind -
Brash flipping his heavy body backwards over the sofa, landing
effortlessly and freezing the whisky glass in mid-air. And then
there was the breeze Jason had felt across his face when Brash did
those things - what was that all about?

Some things had
clicked into place last night between snatches of sleep. When he’d
first met Louisa and Mouse for instance – he was sure now that he
really had been pushed away from Mouse before Louisa got anywhere
near to him… and he’d felt a similar brush of cool air then. She
must have Brash’s powers - this Gift, as Dad had called it.

Jason looked at
his watch again - five past eight and still no one. He wondered if
Dad had got the times wrong and the bus had already gone. He’d have
to telephone the school – see if there was a taxi or something he
could call. God, starting his new school by arriving late and
everyone staring at him. He was suddenly hit by an image of a vast
assembly hall, filled with hard lads and mean-faced girls all
turning to laugh at him as he blundered in through swinging double
doors. Couldn’t Dad even be bothered to find out the right bus
times?

A door slowly
opened halfway down the street and a boy and girl stepped out,
their matching thatches of rusty, bushy brown hair bobbing as they
moved.

Jason
recognised them. He had seen the village children around a few
times over the holidays – a group of two girls and three boys all
aged perhaps between eleven and thirteen, all hardy and sun-browned
presumably from a lifetime of roaming over the moors. He hadn’t got
to know them though – they’d always sidled off whenever he’d seen
them and there was no way he was going to chase after them like
some sort of loner desperate for friends.

Jason watched
the two kids half-heartedly wave to someone inside before trudging
down their garden paths. They looked like First World War soldiers
in those old movies, leaving their families to be slaughtered in
the trenches.

As if everyone
had been waiting for someone else to crack first, more doors opened
along the High Road and others appeared. They all shuffled along
the road to finally plonk themselves on Mrs Miggins’ wall. None of
them talked.

Jason
swallowed. How bad could Silent Hill be? And where the hell were
Louisa and Mouse?

A heavy diesel
engine coughed into life somewhere behind him. Jason twisted around
but the noise was coming from somewhere in the trees on the road
out to Drunken Abbot. All the others seemed to be doing their best
to ignore it.

The engine
roared louder and moments later the oldest, most clapped-out,
double-decker bus Jason had ever seen smoked its way down out of
the trees. It had once been some shade of green but most of the
paint had peeled or been scratched off long ago. There were cracks
in most of the filthy windows and black clouds of diesel exhaust
billowed all around the vehicle as if it were coming out of hell
itself.

Jason flicked
his eyes back to the Highwayman – still no sign of Louisa or Mouse.
The bus roared closer. Staring out of the wiper-cleared arc of the
grimy windscreen was a long faced, greasy haired driver. As Jason
watched, the man’s eyes seemed to fire up with demented glee and he
put his foot down.

The Darkston
Wick children all pressed themselves back against Mrs. Miggins’
wall as the bus sped past, missing their legs by barely a metre and
clouding them in filthy black fumes.

Coughing, Jason
stared in disbelief as with a scream of rubber, the old crate span
around to come back for a second run at them. This time it jerked
towards them, engine revving and belching out more thick black
fumes.

The driver’s
face was pressed up against the window like some leering old letch.
He seemed to be looking for someone in particular amongst the small
crowd of coughing school children. As he pulled up next to them, he
finally sat back in his seat, a thin smile playing on his lips.

The bus stopped
and the doors snapped open with a hiss.

‘Are they ill
then, have they not turned up for their first day back, eh?’ the
man said, grinning with a face full of nicotine stained teeth.
‘We’ll have some fun on the way to school today, won’t we children?
And the new boy from the mill to play with as well… shame your
lovely sister ain’t here.’

Jason frowned.
How did he know where he was living… and that he had a sister?

For a moment,
no one made a move towards the blackened steel steps.

Jason took a
deep, slow breath and took a step forward. He’d not be intimidated
by this creep.

‘What a fine
and dandy morning this is,’ a voice boomed from behind them and as
one, the Darkston Wick children snapped their heads around.

Mouse, rock
solid and smiling broadly, and Louisa, tall beautiful Louisa,
stepped out of the swirling exhaust fumes.

Jason smiled a
greeting then stepped up and thrust his bus pass at the driver like
holding up a crucifix to a vampire before striding towards the back
seat.

The others
piled in afterwards, each flashing their passes before flopping
onto the seats downstairs. Last to enter were Louisa and Mouse. The
driver turned to stare out of the front window, his hand reaching
for the door-close button. Mouse stopped on the stairs, half his
leg still out of the door.

The driver’s
hand hovered over the button. Mouse waited a couple of seconds
longer then continued up the steps. The doors immediately slammed
shut and the engine revved up, enshrouding the outside world in
swirling smoke. Neither Mouse nor Louisa hurried to take a seat.
Jason caught the driver staring up at a tiny mirror, glaring back
at his passengers. Louisa winked at Jason and slipped in between
him and the window. Mouse grinned and joined them on the back bench
seat.

The bus lurched
forward.

Louisa leaned
in to Jason a little, her hair just brushing his cheek. He caught a
hint of her perfume – light and summery. She smiled at him
conspiratorially. ‘The driver is called Porter - he shut the door
on Mouse... once.’

Jason grinned
back at her, his stomach clenching with her leaning so close. ‘He’s
a proper creep.’

‘Alan Brash has
many… creeps working for him’ Louisa said, her eyes flashing. ‘This
one is always sneaking around the village pretending to be doing
one job or another whilst he spies on us.’

Mouse tapped
Jason’s arm, breaking their secretive huddle. ‘Do you like our
lovely bus? Brash really looks after us, yes? In fact, I think they
must have even cleaned it for us over the holidays.’

He patted the
seat hard when he said this and dust mushroomed up and over them.
He grinned. ‘So – you are ready for Silent Hill, yes?’

Jason looked
around. The children from Darkston Wick seemed perfectly
unspectacular and they survived the school. There was no reason he
shouldn’t do as well as them. Anyway, he’d more important things on
his mind.

‘I think I’ll
cope, thanks,’ he said then lowered his voice although no one was
likely to hear them over the engine noise. ‘Talking of Alan Brash…
he visited us last night. You wouldn’t believe the things he
did…’

Mouse and
Louisa glanced at each other then back at him.

‘I think you
know that we would believe it,’ Mouse said quietly.

‘My mother
talked with us on holiday,’ Louisa said, ‘she has seen your father
in the Mill and she needed to get away to think. They knew each
other well, you see, a long time ago in Romania.’

Jason nodded.
‘So you are part of what Dad used to do… the Watch and the
Brethren and all…’

‘Quietly,’
Louisa cut in and glanced down the bus. The Darkston Wick children
didn’t seem to be taking much notice of them as they stared
miserably out of the windows or played with their MP3s and
Nintendos.

‘Sorry,’ Jason
said. ‘I thought you were probably involved from what you said in
the woods. It’s just that Dad has never told us much about his past
but now I’ve met you two…’

‘We can not
“tell you much”, either,’ Mouse said, shrugging.

‘There is a
tradition amongst us…’ Louisa began

‘There are
many, many traditions… rules… laws...’ Mouse mumbled.

Louisa ignored
him. ‘… a tradition which states only a parent may decide when to
first tell their child about… the work we do.’

Mouse cut in.
‘Your father should have told you everything by now – he cannot
have hoped you could live your life without knowing about it,
especially now that you are clearly old enough to...’

‘Mouse!’ Louisa
snapped.

Jason turned
back around to face them. ‘Old enough to what?’

Louisa stared
straight into his eyes. It was almost as if he could feel her
inside his head, pressing against his mind. She dropped her gaze,
flashing a last look up at him before smiling tightly. ‘I am sorry
we cannot talk about this until…’

‘Until my dad
tells me first – I get it.’ Jason said. ‘That could be sometime
never.’

Mouse
shrugged.

‘Well last
night Brash told me about I am going to get some… super powers,’
Jason said. ‘He even gave us a little demonstration.’

Mouse and
Louisa stared at one another for a moment. Finally Louisa turned
back to Jason. ‘He should not have done that.’

Mouse gave a
harsh laugh. ‘Alan Brash does what he likes.’

‘Anyway,’ Jason
said, ‘it means you can tell me a bit about the stuff he did… the
Gift or something.’

‘No it does
not,’ Louisa answered, ‘not until your father has explained it to
you.’

Jason shook his
head. This was getting nowhere. ‘Brash said I’d end up going to him
for the answers.’

Louisa shook
her head. ‘That would be a stupid thing to do – he will try to… to
own you.’

‘For once,
Louisa is right,’ Mouse said. ‘We only stay near him for protection
until we are old enough to join the…’ he glanced down the bus. A
couple of the older Darkston Wick kids quickly turned back to look
out of their windows. ‘… to help with the work that needs to be
done.’

Louisa was
watching the front of the bus. Porter, the driver, kept glancing at
them in his mirror. ‘This is not the place to talk of such
things.’

‘But…’ Jason
began.

Louisa placed a
finger on his mouth. He froze, desperately hoping he wouldn’t
dribble under her smooth, cool touch.

‘Come to our
house after school – we will talk then but remember we cannot
discuss anything your father has not explained to you already.’ She
slowly took her finger away, releasing him.

Jason hesitated
for a moment then nodded and was quiet.

Mouse broke the
silence with a grin. ‘Did Brash have his assistant with him –
Alicia Sirensong?’

‘Did he ever…’
Jason began, then glanced at Louisa.

‘Sirensong,’
Louisa said, ‘– such a stupid name. It should be warning to you
about how Alan Brash controls people, how he thinks he owns
people.’

‘What?’ Jason
asked.

‘Don’t you see
- he gave her that name. When people come to his valley wanting to
forget their past life, he chooses stupid new names for some of
them – like pet dogs. The others he just calls Smith.’

‘Oh, I see.’
Jason managed as Louisa turned her back on him to look out of the
window.

The bus slowed
down and Jason looked out as well. He’d been so engrossed in the
conversation and Louisa’s close proximity that he’d not registered
driving into Drunken Abbot.

They were on a
main road with small, grey houses falling back from it in a warren
of narrow streets and shadowed alleys. On the high street, he could
see a few run down shops, take-aways and newsagents scattered
amongst many boarded-up buildings but the only businesses that
seemed to be thriving were tiny pubs. There was one on at least
half the corners where a dark terraced street slunk up to the
decaying main road.

The pubs were
all garishly decorated in vibrant shades of reds, greens or blues
with liberal dashes of glossy black and gold. He read their names –
“The Abbot and Altar”, “The Abbot and Chalice” – in fact, they were
all called the “Abbot and something”.

The bus hissed
to a halt in a quick series of air-brake jerks. Through the
dirt-streaked windows Jason could make out a dozen or so youths,
all in T shirts, dirty jeans and scuffed trainers. They shuffled
forward through beer bottles and take-away rubbish dumped at the
bus stop.

‘Now you will
have the pleasure of meeting some of the Skins,’ Mouse mumbled and
lounged back into the seat.

The doors
opened and half a dozen skinheads pushed on first – one of them a
girl. They ranged from perhaps twelve to older than Jason but they
all had their noses, eyebrows, ears and even lips studded with a
mixture of gold balls, skulls, daggers and guns. Tattoos including
snakes and spiders crawled up their arms and necks.

Behind them,
the other kids waited on the pavement, keeping well out of their
way. The Skins piled in without showing their passes, pushing each
other and swearing their way towards the stairs. Porter said
nothing but his contemptuous sneer burned in the passenger-view
mirror. Suddenly, the first skinhead stopped at the bottom of the
stairwell - he’d spotted Jason.

The lead
skinhead was big, stocky and maybe a little older than Jason -
probably in year eleven. His lower lip was pierced through with a
gold ball and his left eyebrow had three small daggers studded
through it.

He started down
the aisle, punching the metal headrests and hold-posts with his
large, gold-coloured sovereign rings as he came. As he got closer,
his lips split back over dirty teeth in a malicious smile and he
flicked out a double studded tongue like a snake. The other Skins
crowded in behind him. One of them, lanky but tightly muscled, had
a spider web tattooed over half his left cheek.

The more normal
Drunken Abbot kids getting on behind, scuttled onto the downstairs
seats and turned to watch what would happen. The Darkston Wick kids
kept perfectly still, trying not to catch the Skins’ eyes as they
banged their way passed. They need not have worried - the Skins’
attention was all on Jason although all the boys kept glancing at
Louisa.

Jason sat
still, concentrating on breathing slow and deep. A fight in these
close quarters would get messy.

‘Hello, Hairy,’
Mouse said to the lead skinhead. Jason winced - was that his real
nickname or just one of Mouse’s little witticisms? ‘You have missed
our company, yes?’

Hairy’s small
pig eyes narrowed. ‘I ain’t missed you, Mouse, don’t be fick -
you’re too ugly for anyone to miss.’ He turned to gawp at Louisa
who stared coolly back. ‘Got your sticks wiv ya, Mouse?’ he asked,
finally dropping Louisa’s stare.

Mouse just
smiled.

Hairy nodded
and turned to Jason, leaning close to him as if peering at some
grub found crawling along his mattress. His breath smelled - a mix
of old beer, onions and decay. Jason stopped himself from
swallowing hard.

‘Wot you doin’
on my bus, you skinny little rat?’

The skinhead
girl snorted behind him. ‘Hey, Mouse’s mate would be a rat,
wouldn’t he?’

Jason moved his
head to the side a little to get a breath of cleaner air and to
smile sweetly at the female wit of the gang. She’d a thin little
rat-tail of blonde hair, sticking out from the back of her head.
Despite this, with fewer studs and a bit more hair she’d actually
be really good looking. The boy with the spider-web face scowled
and slung his arm across the girl’s shoulders, mouthing some
obscenity at Jason.

The bus jerked
forward, wisps of black diesel fumes curling in.

‘Well, rat-boy
– you too scared to talk?’ Hairy grunted, leaning even closer. ‘Wot
ya doing on my bus?’

Jason turned
back to the big, ugly face in front of him. He was getting a bit
sick of this foul smelling thug and there was no way he was going
to look afraid in front of Louisa.

‘I’m coming to
your school to make some lovely new friends,’ Jason said,
straightening up so he was closer to Hairy’s height.

Hairy’s face
split back into its dirty-toothed grin and he twisted around to
face his posse. ‘He talks posh, don’t he?’ Hairy nodded as he said
this, giving them the right answer and so they nodded back,
laughing. Only the girl with the rat-tail hair looked a little
suspicious of Jason’s apparent lack of fear.

Just then, the
bus lurched and the skinheads half stumbled with it.

‘You had better
find a seat upstairs where it is safe, Hairy,’ Mouse said, fiddling
with something inside the thin leather jacket he was wearing over
his black tee shirt. ‘We would not want you all falling down and
having your faces smashed in now, would we?’

Louisa sat up
straighter and interlocked her fingers. She pushed out her index
fingers to form an arrow pointing straight at Hairy’s crotch. One
quick flick of her foot at the target and the Skin would be in
agony.

Hairy stared at
Louisa’s hands and nudged back into his gang. A muscle twitched in
his cheek. ‘Maybe we’ll… make friends wiv ya’ at school then, new
boy,’ he said, then turned away, pushing through the others and
leading them up stairs.

The last Skin
to go up was the rat-tail girl. She stared at Jason for a moment
and he waved to her. She shook her head, cut one finger across her
throat and followed her gang.

‘Nice,’ Jason
said, forcing himself to relax back into the seat.

‘Hairy and the
baldies?’ Mouse said. ‘They’re not so bad – it is Big Wig you need
to watch out for. He is not so friendly.’

‘Big Wig?’
Jason snorted, his tension starting to drain away.

Mouse just
winked.

Louisa shivered
and wrinkled her nose as if she could smell something bad. ‘He
means Callum Mennis – the leader of the Skins. Do not call him Big
Wig.’

‘You said
something about the gangs that time in the woods…’ Jason said.
‘Isn’t there a Brash gang or something as well?’

‘You actually
listen to what we say?’ Mouse said, raising one eyebrow.

‘Only the
interesting bits,’ Jason said.

‘So,’ Mouse
continued, ‘there are indeed two gangs – the Brash and the Skins.
It is like a fairy tale, yes - the Brash are rich, beautiful people
from a pretty village but the Skins are poor and ugly, their
families slave in the brewery and drink away their lives in these
pubs we are passing.’

‘Nice,’ Jason
said.

Mouse nodded.
‘Luckily the Skins all live in the hovels of Drunken Abbot and are
fenced off from the nice people.’

Jason stifled a
grin. ‘It must be quite a big fence to keep the whole town
out.’

‘Oh, yes,’
Louisa answered, ‘Brash is very strict about security. He says it
is to protect the laboratories against spying but of course, we
know it is to guard against… other dangers.’

Jason nodded.
She must mean the Brethren rather than the Skins and brewery
workers of Drunken Abbot.

He looked down
the bus. The “normal” teenagers who had got on after the Skins, had
all stayed on the lower deck. They looked fairly rough in their
dirty, ripped jeans and crumpled T-shirts but they weren’t
threatening like the Skins. They were talking more loudly than the
Darkston Wick children however, confident on their own turf and
some of them openly stared back at the new boy. Were they guessing
at his fate once he got into school?

‘So, these town
kids sitting here,’ Jason whispered, ‘they’re not part of the
Skins’ gang then?’

Mouse answered.
‘No – the Skins only want the best of the pickings… the strong or
just the most vicious. The others are sometimes used as punch bags
so they do their best to be invisible most of the time.’

Jason nodded
and looked out of the window. It wouldn’t be difficult to disappear
in the dilapidated buildings and rat-runs of Drunken Abbot.

‘They are not
all bad people, of course,’ Louisa said, snapping his attention
back to her. She paused for a moment, then looked straight into his
eyes. ‘For an example - you seem to have caught the eye of that
nice girl, Lindsey Davenport.’

Trapped in her
gaze like that, there wasn’t another girl that existed for Jason.
He swallowed hard and stammered ‘The skinny, rat-tail girl? I think
she wants my throat cut.’

Louisa held him
for a few more delicious moments then smiled. ‘Be careful of her,
Jason, she is clever.’

‘Okay,’ Jason
said. Was Louisa bothered that he might like another girl? Feeling
his face start to burn at the thought, Jason looked out of the
window again.

They trundled
along the main road, passing more rows of indistinguishable grey
terraced houses – many of them boarded up like the shops.

‘Why are there
so many pubs?’ Jason asked.

‘I think you
would need to drink if you lived in this place, yes?’ Mouse
asked.

‘Brash sells
Drunken Abbot Ale and whisky very cheaply to his workers,’ Louisa
explained, looking out of her window. Her voice sounded flat,
bordering on hopeless.

Mouse carried
on. ‘Brash is very clever - he pays very little but gives them
their homes and feeds their... what is your word… addictions - yes?
This makes it very difficult for anyone to leave the town where
they might spread rumours and secrets that might bring… unwanted
attention.’

‘Have you ever
tasted it?’ Louisa said, suddenly facing Jason. ‘Drunken Abbot Ale
I mean… or the whisky?’

‘Uhh, no, I’ve
had plenty of lager and cider and stuff though,’ Jason said then
immediately felt like a pathetic schoolboy trying to impress a girl
about how big a drinker he was.

‘Do not ever
try it,’ she said. ‘We do not know what Brash has found to make the
drink become so addictive but it happens very quickly.’

‘So there are
no magic potions that you people use then?’ Jason asked, trying to
keep his voice light whilst digging for a little information about
the world of demon hunting.

Louisa
hesitated a moment then spoke quietly. ‘No, we have no potions or
magic spells to change princes into frogs.’

They stopped
twice more to pick up Drunken Abbot kids. Each time it was the same
- a bunch of skinheads pushing and swearing their way upstairs
followed by more normal children, often running from across the
street to catch the bus at the last minute presumably to avoid
waiting with the Skins.

All the normal
pupils stayed downstairs, happy to stand once all the seats were
filled rather than venture onto the upper deck.

Hating to admit
it to himself, Jason didn’t blame them.

‘Is there much
trouble with the Skins at school?’ Jason asked.

Mouse grinned.
‘Only the fighting.’

‘Don’t the
teachers do anything about it?’

Mouse shrugged.
‘They don’t care as long as it is outside the buildings. They are
scared to come out into the grounds, I think.’

Louisa scoffed.
‘It is more likely Alan Brash has told them to let the gangs get on
with their fighting. It is good training for the Brash gang – he
chooses the best ones for his private army of security guards.’

‘This is true.
The Brash gang are like the Securitate or the KGB of the school,’
Mouse grunted, ‘his secret police.’

‘And now you
will see where they live,’ Louisa said, nodding out of the
windows.

They had
arrived at the fence.

Razor wire
stretched six metres high between towering, bright steel poles and
ran continuously across streets blockaded by concrete posts and
behind derelict and boarded up houses. The wire was electrified
too, according to the yellow streaked lightening signs and there
were floodlights and motorised cameras on top of the foot-thick
poles.

The bus turned
down a narrow street and everyone started reaching inside their
coats and trouser pockets to pull out dark blue pass holders.

‘Get your pass
out,’ Mouse said. ‘These security people are not very patient.’

The bus
shuddered to a halt some way before a glistening, sheet-steel gate
hung between twin watchtowers. Two metres in front of the gate a
double row of thick, steel bollards jutted up out of the road.

Jason tugged
out his photo pass just as the bus door hissed open and four dark
blue uniformed security guards stepped on board. They each wore a
belt hung with a long police baton, handcuffs, spray can and
bulging pouches. They wore dark blue helmets, complete with smoked
visors pushed up for the moment, and some sort of tiny web-cam and
microphone stuck on the side.

‘Brash likes
his security, doesn’t he?’ Jason whispered.

Mouse kicked
his foot. ‘Just keep quiet.’

Two of the
guards went upstairs and two moved slowly along the lower deck
checking everyone’s photo pass in small card readers.

‘The readers
blue-tooth to a database,’ Mouse whispered. ‘If the pictures don’t
match they shoot you,’.

Jason stared at
him, eyes wide. He couldn’t tell if Mouse was joking or not.

The foremost
guard reached Jason and stopped, the tiny helmet camera lens
staring at him like a dead glass eye. The bus was silent. Jason
heard a tinny voice inside the guard’s helmet.

‘You’re new.’
the guard said.

‘I am.’

Mouse knocked
his foot and so he added ‘My name is Jason Willow,’ and held his
pass higher.

The guard took
the pass and fed it into his machine. Jason held his breath. Dad
had sent one of his old passport photographs to have the pass made
– his hair was a bit longer now and his spots had cleared up.

The guard
frowned at the photo but then turned around at some shouting from
the upper deck.

‘I just bloody
forgot it, all right. Leave me…’

A moment later,
a skinhead crashed down the metal steps and sprawled across the
floor. He struggled to stand but a black boot lashed out from the
stairwell straight into his stomach. The boy doubled over and
another guard from outside stepped in, grabbed him around the neck
and dragged him off the bus.

Nobody moved.
Jason’s interrogator turned back to him. He didn’t seem in the
least perturbed by the violence as he handed the pass back.

‘Get a new
photograph authorised… soon.’

And that was
that. In moments, the guards were out of the bus and the door
hissed shut. The shining bollards slid down into the road and the
steel gate rolled to one side to allow them into Darkston
village
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The bus rattled
through a community that couldn’t have been more different from the
decaying streets of Drunken Abbot. It was a perfectly landscaped
picture of paved lanes winding between thatched cottages and
breaking into small parks and a village square. The whole place
rambled down the sunny south sides of two gentle hills.

On top of one
of those hills brooded an ominous black marble gatehouse and on the
other, the grey monolith of Silent Hill school.

‘How can Brash
get away with treating people like this?’ Jason asked. ‘Half of
them in a slum and the other in some chocolate box heaven with
crazy armed guards to keep them apart?’

Mouse grunted.
‘Brash has many loyal, well paid friends in high places – they are
like a big family, yes? This is how he can have his own little
empire in this valley and keep it all secret.’

Louisa stared
out of the window. ‘This is where Brash gives his important people
their beautiful homes, luxury food delivered to their door and,
best of all, free Drunken Abbot Ale.’

‘What, totally
free, as much as they like?’ Jason asked.

‘Of course,’
Louisa said, keeping to a whisper that did nothing to hide her
vitriol, ‘these are Brash’s most valuable tools – his chemists,
accountants, lawyers and managers as well as those relocated from…
abroad. They know too much to ever leave his service and so he ties
them to him in many ways.’

She turned to
face him, leaning closer and dropping her voice. ‘This is what
Brash does – he gives people everything they want until he does not
need them any more . You must have nothing to do with him,
Jason.’

Jason struggled
to concentrate. He could feel Louisa’s warm breath on his neck as
she spoke. She was wearing that light, summery perfume again,
sending tendrils of delicate sweetness weaving through his
head.

Mouse nudged
him, a little harder than was necessary to get his attention. ‘His
people will try to tie you to him as well – the first will probably
be the Brash gang. They will offer you protection, training and…
other rewards.’

Jason nodded,
sitting back and closing his eyes. Here he was, on his way to a
nightmare school in the middle of a high security fantasy village
and being told not to trust a middle aged businessman who last
night had performed a ten foot back flip and stopped a glass in mid
air and who seemed to be the only person who wanted to tell him
about demons that were being summoned into our world and show him
how to use the miraculous powers he was about to develop.

This wasn’t
normal.

‘We’re here,’
Louisa cut across his thoughts.

Jason looked up
and Silent Hill school filled the windscreen in front of him.
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Row upon row of
small dark windows stared blindly out from a massive, grey granite
wall. The regimented glass only broke ranks once - for a small,
iron bound door which opened into a dimly lit tunnel.

Jason followed
Louisa and Mouse as they got up and shuffled down the bus behind
the other students. No one spoke – it was as if they were being
herded towards the gallows. Thankfully the Skins upstairs seemed in
no hurry to leave either and had not even appeared yet.

Jason stepped
off the bus onto flagstones worn smooth by centuries of shambling
feet. The yard was immense, stretching for two hundred metres or
more across the face of the building. In the centre was a granite
dais rising in three square blocks to a platform four metres up. On
top there stood a black-wood gallows.

Jason shivered.
Standing still in the cold shadow of Silent Hill, he could smell
the stone and almost feel the thousands of tons of granite leaning
forward, overwhelming him with its weight of centuries.

‘Perhaps a
small flower basket would brighten it up a little, yes?’ Mouse
suggested, slapping him on the shoulder.

The spell
broken, noise flooded back into Jason’s head. Pupils were
everywhere - sitting on the gallows’ steps, milling in front of the
walls and door and skulking off into some woods which fell away
down the hillside on the far edge of the yard.

The new
arrivals began to trudge towards the single doorway, the Darkston
Wick children hurrying away as the Skins finally piled off the bus
behind them. Thankfully, the gang members headed straight for the
left hand corner of the school and disappeared from view.

As they
approached the dark doorway, the looming granite and press of
pupils seemed to fill Jason’s head.

‘Are you
alright?’ Louisa said, touching his arm. He forced himself to focus
on her lovely face and block out the school. He didn’t want her to
leave him on his own here – not yet anyway. He just needed a little
time to adjust, that was all.

‘You do get
used to it,’ she said, smiling as Jason forced a nonchalant shrug.
‘It is supposed to make you feel bad – Silent Hill was built a
thousand years ago as a House of Correction for those disobeying
the sacred laws of the Darkston Abbey monks. If the inmates spoke,
they were flogged or worse.’

‘Lovely,’ Jason
croaked, ‘that helps.’

Mouse shoved
between two groups of younger pupils. ‘Come on, we should get
inside before the fun begins out here, I think. Jason would perhaps
wish to avoid that on his first day.’

He forged ahead
towards the passage. The door which was thrown back against the
wall was almost a foot thick, banded with iron and with a barred
watch hole two thirds up. Jason pushed away the image of it being
slammed shut and trapping him inside.

‘What does he
mean – “before the fun begins”?’ Jason asked Louisa.

She glanced
across at the left hand corner and Jason followed her gaze. A
couple of Skins had appeared and were lounging against the wall,
smoking and watching the crowd. She shook her head and pulled Jason
into the tunnel after Mouse.

‘He means the
swearing and stone throwing when the Brash arrive… perhaps a small
fight as it is the first day of term.’

‘Better and
better.’ Willow mumbled.

The passage ran
for perhaps fifty metres or so and opened into bright sunlight at
the far end. It was badly lit by old fluorescent tubes, half of
them broken and most of the others flickering intermittently. Doors
opened off on both sides about every five metres or so and half way
along there were opposing flights of stone steps rising up into
more gloom.

Jason felt
buried alive here, passing under countless tons of granite and
struggling to breathe in the musty air of a passageway not touched
by sunlight for hundreds of years. Countless harsh voices and the
buzzing of the fluorescents echoed around the walls, growing louder
by the second.

‘Come on,
almost there,’ Louisa whispered in his ear and her voice cut
through his new-found claustrophobia. Jason focussed on the growing
arch of glaring sunlight ahead and moments later they stepped
outside.

They were in a
work-yard, one corner blazing bright with sunlight, the rest in
deep, cold shadow. Five huge boulders of chisel-scarred granite
stood around the yard with a number of half-fashioned blocks lying
by each one. Four grey storeys of tiny dark windows rose up on all
sides to completely enclose the yard. An identical tunnel to theirs
ran out of the work-yard through each of the other walls but apart
from these, the only escape from the yard was one small black door
set deep in the shadows.

Jason swallowed
hard. All the passages had heavy, iron strapped doors on the inside
as well – the work-yard could be entirely sealed off from the
outside world.

Louisa tugged
him through clusters of students to the nearest boulder. It was
taller than him with chisel cuts gouged deep into its surface.
Jason traced a deep cut with one finger, feeling the cold stone
pulling at his skin. How many centuries ago had some ragged
prisoner, bound in silence, scored that cut in the cold shadows of
this yard? Jason shivered.

‘It is cold now
but wait until midday,’ Mouse said, clasping Jason on the shoulder,
‘it becomes an oven in here with the sun overhead. This was the
monks’ rock garden, yes?’

Jason didn’t
laugh. Mouse shrugged and carried on anyway. ‘The Brash and Skins
keep out of here most of the time and so the normal kids keep in.
This is a safe place.’

Jason looked
around. Mouse was right. Dozens of ‘normal’ kids clustered around
in groups, straddled the half-carved blocks and leaned against the
walls. A bunch of younger kids were helping each other climb out of
the shade onto the top of one of the smaller boulders. There were
certainly no Skins around and Jason didn’t know what the Brash gang
members looked like.

‘Keep out of
quiet corridors and toilets, go straight to lessons and come here
at breaks is my wonderful advice to you,’ Mouse said. ‘Now, I am
going to see if any of my many, many friends have survived Easter
without me.’ He slapped Jason on the back and wandered off towards
a small group of boys lounging against the next boulder. They
grunted and nodded as he approached.

‘How are you
feeling?’ Louisa asked.

‘I’ve had
better days,’ Jason said and Louisa smiled, flashing perfect white
teeth behind her soft, red lips.

‘Listen,
Louisa, it sounds a bit sad but thanks for you know… sort of being
my friend. Things could have been pretty bad moving to a new house
and school and all that and…’

Louisa touched
a finger to his lips and he froze mid-sentence. She left it there –
cool and still. She must use hand cream that matched her perfume as
once again, Jason’s head was filled with the light evening scents
of a summer garden. He hoped he didn’t dribble.

‘No thanks are
needed, Jason, none at all. We are “all in the same boat”, as you
English say.’ She slowly took her finger away, which was probably a
good thing because it was all Jason could do to stop himself from
kissing it.

Louisa glanced
around. ‘I know you have questions after Alan Brash’s visit last
night. We will talk after school – at home, where we are
private.’

Jason just
stared at her, managing to mumble ‘Okay, great.’ whilst trying to
untwist his stomach and clear his mind. A cold dread of being left
alone here shivered up through him but he forced a smile.

‘I also should
find my friends,’ Louisa continued. ‘You will be safe here. The
year ten form classes are all through the West passage, on the
ground floor.’ She pointed towards one of the identical
passageways. ‘We will see you at break time… if you survive that
long.’ She winked at him and then turned to walk away towards a
group of good looking girls all dressed in tight jeans and
sleeveless, brightly coloured tops.

Jason watched
her go. Did she fancy him… even a little bit? He’d worked out she
was in year 12 but what difference did a couple of years make?

Four hand bells
suddenly clanged out simultaneously, each reverberating down one of
the passageways. Everyone started moving so Jason headed for the
tunnel Louisa had indicated and tried to ignore the fact he was
surrounded by a couple of hundred kids who all seemed to know each
other. He wasn’t exactly new to starting new schools.

He gripped his
small sports bag which held his pencil case, calculator and a
couple of rough books. He wondered if he should have bothered
bringing it – most of the pupils slouching off into their various
passageways carried nothing whatsoever.

He heard some
swearing from behind him and saw the Skins barging their way out of
what must have been the East Passage. Trying hard not to look like
he was rushing away from them, he reached his tunnel and
disappeared into the flickering fluorescent gloom.

 


 


***

 


 


‘Very good,
Jason – whatever school you joined us from is obviously very hot on
Pythagoras. Now, everyone get on with the worksheet - you have
fifteen minutes to finish.’

Jason sank down
into his wooden desk. Why was it always so embarrassing when
teachers praised you?

He was coming
towards the end of his first lesson at Silent Hill – double maths –
and was starting to get his bearings. Things here were very simple.
There were three form classes in each year group and you were
taught in your very mixed ability form class for every subject.
There were no options to be taken until the sixth form so everyone
was taught the same thing whilst sitting in the same seating plan
with the same kids for every lesson. Simple.

Jason had
already worked out that he was probably the brightest in his class
with the possible exception of the girl he’d been placed with –
Violet Gray.

Violet ventured
a quick smile at him then quickly buried her head in her worksheet.
She was a third of the way down the page already. Jason watched her
work for a moment; her slightly pointed nose followed each
rattled-out line of trigonometry as her left hand absently pushed
back her long straight mousy hair over skinny shoulders. She’d
barely whispered more than a few dozen words to him so far but she
was pleasant enough he guessed and far better that he’d been seated
next to her than with some of the others in his class.

He’d been put
in form 10A with Alan Pastor as form tutor. When he’d finally found
the right form class, he’d been unsettled to see four Skins sitting
at the back of the room. One of them was the boy with the web
tattoo on his face from Jason’s bus but he hadn’t seen the others
before - two fairly well built, tall boys and a whip thin girl with
a number 1 crew cut and small, hard eyes.

The form class
also housed what he guessed must be five members of the Brash gang
– three boys and two girls. They were all impeccably dressed in
designer labels and immaculately groomed. All five seemed to watch
him with a sort of superior curiosity.

No one had made
an effort to talk to him but neither had there been any trouble in
form or in his maths lesson, not even from the Skins. There seemed
to be some sort of understanding in the school buildings and all
the kids did more or less what the teachers told them to… apart
from work particularly hard.

Mr Pastor had
given him a printed timetable, put him next to Violet Gray and told
her to show him around for the rest of the day.

Violet was
obviously neither a Brash nor a Skin; in fact she didn’t seem to be
anyone at all really. Painfully quiet, she answered his questions
with yeses and no’s and occasionally offered the odd bit of
information: ‘If you’re not in class by the second bell it’s a half
hour detention’, ‘Call all the teachers sir or miss’, ‘Those are
the quickest stairs to the yard for break.’

Feeling very
ungrateful, Jason nevertheless hoped that Violet would not follow
Mr Pastor’s instructions to the letter and stick with him all
through break and lunch as well.

Jason checked
his watch – just a couple of minutes to go until the end of maths
with a formidable Scottish teacher called Mrs Strachen. He looked
around the room for about the thousandth time. The classrooms were
all long and narrow – he guessed they were made from five or six
cells knocked together. The only natural light came from tiny
windows built high up the walls centuries before. The same dodgy
fluorescent tubes as in the entrance passageways were set in the
low ceilings which added to the feeling of incarceration.

At last the
bell went for break and everyone packed up and headed for the door.
Violet burst into a sudden rush, almost a panic, stuffing her books
and pens away. She dropped a pencil and Jason picked it up for
her.

‘Thanks’ she
said quietly, then fumbled to fasten her bag.

‘No problem,’
Jason said. She reminded him of some flighty, skinny legged fawn
rattled by a cracking twig in Bambi. He packed away more slowly.
Around them, the ‘normals’ shot past and out of the door. Violet
leapt up and started after the pack.

‘Uhh, thanks
for your help this morning,’ Jason said to her back. ‘See you next
lesson.’

She stopped and
turned to him, her brown eyes big and round in her thin face. ‘Come
on, hurry up,’ She said and glanced behind him where the Skins and
the Brash were scraping their chairs back. Her mouth set in a
determined line. ‘I’ll take you to the yard.’

Jason was not
going to look as if he was running scared. He stood up and
stretched. Just as he lowered his arms, the spider-web Skin pushed
between them and went for the door at the same time as one of the
Brash boys. The Brash boy elbowed in front so the Skin shoved him
through. The Brash boy span around in the corridor, fists coming up
but before he could do anything, the Skin was grabbed by the neck
from outside and slammed against the opposite wall.

He twisted
around swearing, and then froze. A huge lad stood in front of him,
his arms crossed. The fight instantly drained from the Skin and he
stood up straight, back against the wall and stared at the
floor.

‘You’re scum,
Richard bloody Baldwin – don’t you touch decent people again – you
understand?’ the big lad said and cuffed Baldwin hard across the
head.

The Skin –
evidently named Richard Baldwin - didn’t react at all but just
stood, head bowed and fists clenched.

Suddenly
Baldwin’s tormentor span around to stare at Jason who had moved to
watch through the doorway.

‘You want some
of this?’ he asked, a sneer tugging at one corner of his mouth.

From the corner
of his eye, Jason saw Mrs Strachen deliberately turn away from the
door and begin wiping the board.

He let his bag
slip from his hands. No way was he going to let some lout try to
intimidate him.

‘He’s with me –
he’s new,’ Violet almost shouted from behind Jason. She picked up
his bag, thrust it into his hand and shoved him down the
corridor.

‘That’s one of
the Brash prefects,’ she whispered, still nudging him forward.

Jason glanced
back. The prefect was still staring at him. He was well dressed in
an open shirt and blue blazer, much like the Brash boys in his
class, but he also wore an ebony badge of the Drunken Abbot logo -
a freakishly jovial monk’s head with its exaggerated features
etched in ivory. Squinting out above fat, laughing cheeks were eyes
cast in tiny glinting rubies. Jason thought the logo had the look
of a sinister clown from some old-time touring circus.

‘Come on,’
pleaded Violet and tugged him down the stairwell.

They ended up
in the South Passage which was packed full of kids. The pupils
split into two streams - Brash and Skins heading out of the
building, presumably to their respective turfs, and the normal kids
scurrying deeper inside to the work-yard. Jason followed Violet
into the “normal” kids stream. It didn’t seem right to be forced
into the work-yard because the gangs ruled on the outside. Still,
too early to make any heroic challenges just yet.

They stopped in
the lee of one of the boulders. Sunlight had edged its way down the
west wall but half the yard was still deep in shadow. Jason looked
around the grey flagstone landscape. Everyone else was in pairs or
groups, talking and stuffing snacks in their mouths. It seemed half
of them kept looking over at him and Violet. Didn’t they have many
new kids in this place? Did they think he and Violet were… an
item?

‘I’d better
go.’ Violet whispered, fiddling with the straps of her bag. ‘Keep
away from the Brash prefects – they’re the ones wearing…’

‘The little
monk badges – I noticed,’ Jason cut in.

Violet nodded.
‘I’m just trying to keep you out of trouble.’ She stared up at him,
her gray/blue eyes hard. ‘We’ve got science next, west passage,
second floor. Think you can find your way there on your own?’

‘Yeah, I think
I’ll manage,’ Jason dropped his gaze. He was being a prat. He
looked back up at her. ‘Listen, Violet… thanks for your help…’

Violet’s eyes
softened and she gave a tight smile ‘You need it,’ she mumbled and
walked off with a cursory wave.

‘Why are you
talking to Violet Gray?’ Willow jumped as Mouse, appeared from
behind the boulder.

‘She’s in my
form, - Pastor appointed her as my nanny.’

Mouse watched
Violet disappear into the crowd. ‘You know she is Alan Brash’s
ward, yes?’

‘No.’

‘Well, now you
do. Watch what things you say to her.’

‘She’s all
right,’ Willow said, ‘she saved me from one of your evil prefects.
Everyone seems terrified of them.’

‘How strange, I
wonder why that is?’ Mouse said, his eyes widening in mock
surprise. ‘Could it perhaps be that they can do anything they
please to a pupil who is… misbehaving?’

‘What,
anything?’

‘More than
less, as long as no one dies – that would lose Brash a future
brewery worker or security guard.’

‘Don’t the
skin-heads fight back – gang up on the prefects or something?’

‘You saw their
pretty badges? That means they are part of Drunken Abbot
Industries. Their friends are those nice guards on the bus this
morning, yes?’

Jason
nodded.

‘Also, the
prefects will all work for Brash security next year. They will have
guns and batons of their own at that time... it would not be
sensible to make them your enemy, I think.’

‘Yeah, okay, I
see your point but what about the parents? Don’t they get involved
with their kids being knocked about by prefects?’

Mouse laughed.
‘Every parent here has a job and a home tied to Alan Brash… just
keep away from the prefects - there is no one to stop them.’

‘Great - so I
have to run away from the Skins and the Brash, especially the Brash
prefects… anyone else?’

‘Also, our
caretakers are not very nice…’ Mouse said, ‘and then if you went
into Drunken Abbot at night, to not become dead you should…’

Just then,
Louisa stepped out from the West Passage and Jason’s attention was
pulled over to her. She looked radiant, the sun kissing her face
and turning her white blouse to shining incandescence. Her hair
gently lifted behind her in the tunnel breeze as she surveyed the
yard. She spotted Mouse and Jason and glided over.

‘I see you have
found something more interesting than my wise advice,’ Mouse
mumbled to the back of Jason’s head. ‘This, as you English say,
will all end in tears.’

‘Mmm?’ Jason
said, not really registering what Mouse had said. Then Louisa
reached him.

‘I think I need
private lessons from your father, Jason – you said he teaches
chemistry, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, yes he
does,’ Jason said, trying not to grin. Louisa, alone at his house
for private lessons – what could be better?

‘Good. I have
just had isotopes and they make no sense to me at all.’

‘Dad will be
able to show you – he explains everything with daft pictures,’
Jason said.

‘Perfect – well
that is a date then,’ Louisa winked at him. ‘You seem to have
survived your first morning quite well – no cuts or bruises.’

‘It’s not so
bad here,’ Jason said, his mind still racing at the prospect of
Louisa coming over to the Old Mill on her own.

Louisa nodded
but she was distracted by a boy striding towards them. He was about
her age, tall, well built with black hair tied back in a short
ponytail. He was munching on some sort of cereal bar.

‘Mmm, the light
has suddenly become too bright for me here.’ Mouse mumbled and
wandered away to join his friends grouped nearby.

‘Hey, Louisa,
who’s your little friend?’ the pony-tail asked in a rich, confident
voice.

Louisa looked
up at the boy, holding his gaze for a little too long Jason
thought, before answering.

‘This is Jason
Willow, he has just moved into Darkston Wick. Jason, this is Darius
– he is in my class.’

I wouldn’t
have said that Jason thought. He nodded a greeting, not wanting
to appear any more friendly than he felt.

‘I hope you can
run fast, Jason, you’re a bit skinny to stand and fight the bad
boys we have around here.’ Darius grinned. His teeth were perfectly
straight and white.

‘Well I’m sure
I can always hide behind a mighty hillock such as you,’ Jason
said.

Louisa raised
an eyebrow. Darius’s forehead creased in concentration. ‘Better
learn to run…’ he said finally, then put a large hand on Louisa’s
shoulder, ‘I’m likely to be a little too busy for you to hide
behind.’

Louisa smiled
at him and Jason felt sick. Surely she didn’t like this idiot.

‘Listen,
Louisa,’ Darius said, ‘Can you just go over that palindromic
equation stuff with me before maths? Old Strachen said she was
going to give us a test today, didn’t she?’

Louisa gave an
exaggerated sigh. ‘Quickly then, we have only five minutes before
the bell.’ She smiled back at Jason. ‘Remember – stay inside the
building.’

Why did she
have to say that? He could look after himself.

A few minutes
later the bells started clanging and Jason trudged off to
science.
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Double science
passed uneventfully. Just as in maths, most of the class were
behind Jason in the topics they’d covered, even with his taking a
year out of school after his mother’s murder. Violet however, was
ahead of him by quite some way.

On the way out
of the classroom, he came face to face with the prefect from
outside maths.

‘He hasn’t done
anything wrong.’ Violet said, stepping up beside Jason. The rest of
the class, including Baldwin scurried off to drain away down the
nearest stairwell.

‘Shove off,
Gray,’ the prefect rumbled, ‘Willow you stay exactly where you
are.’

‘You can’t just
take him – he’s been assigned to me for the day,’ Violet said,
stepping further forward.

‘Violet,’ Jason
hissed, ‘I can look after myself.’

‘Shut it
Willow,’ said the prefect then turned to Violet. ‘You do know,
little orphan, that Mr Brash has personally told us that you’re to
be treated no differently from any of the other scum infecting our
corridors.’

‘Rubbish’
Violet almost shouted, but she took a half step back. ‘Now think
hard… he didn’t actually say that, did he?’

‘More or less.
Now don’t worry about your boyfriend, here. He hasn’t done anything
wrong… yet. I just need a little chat with him.’

‘Everyone knows
what your “little chats” involve…’ Violet began but Jason cut
in.

‘Violet, it’s
fine. Thanks and all that, but you’re showing me up.’

Violet flashed
a glance along the now deserted corridors then stared at Jason.
‘Showing you up? Duh… there’s no one else here.’

Jason shook his
head in exasperation. ‘I know, but…’

‘Fine,’ Violet
said and stalked off down the stairs.

‘Right,’ Willow
turned back to the prefect, ‘what do you want?’

The prefect
waited for Violet to disappear down the stairwell then looked down
at Jason.

‘You’re new,
Willow, so I gave you a chance outside maths. Learn quick – don’t
interfere with anything the prefects do. Just keep your head down,
do what we tell you and sod off out of our way.’

‘Is that
it?’

The prefect
stared at him. ‘For now.’

Jason turned to
leave but another prefect had silently arrived at the top of the
stairwell.

‘He’s to use
the east stairs, Greg,’ the new arrival said, his voice filling the
deserted corridor, ‘these are busy.’

‘Yeah, I know,’
replied Jason’s escort. ‘This way, Willow.’ He pointed to the left
and with a shrug, Jason started walking.

Greg followed
him. The building had the same layout on all four floors - four
corridors forming a square around the work yard outside. Each
corridor had a narrow spiral staircase dropping down into one of
the entrance passages below.

They reached
the east stairs and Greg grunted that he should go down first. The
science labs were on the fourth floor and the big prefect’s
footsteps echoed ominously behind Jason as they dropped down passed
each of the other corridors. They were all deserted now – cleared
for the lunch break.

Finally Jason
stepped down into the flickering gloom of the East Passage. Anxious
to be away from Greg, he immediately turned towards the yard and
found himself staring at Louisa. She stood a step back in the
yard’s sunlight, staring down into the dark passageway. Darius was
standing close to her, looking annoyed about something.

‘Ah, Jason my
boy, what a coincidence. How is your first day going?’

Jason span
around. Alan Brash was standing about two feet away holding a
briefcase and a pile of files. He was in a light grey suit,
perfectly cut to his impressive frame.

‘Oh, uh, fine,
Mr Brash, thank you.’

Greg faded back
upstairs at a nod from Brash.

‘Good, good,’
Brash smiled and then struggled to shift the files under one arm
whilst holding his briefcase.

Jason didn’t
really have much choice. ‘Can I help you with those, Mr Brash?’

‘Ah, I was
hoping you would say that - your father has brought you up
well.’

He swung the
files into Jason’s arms. ‘Governors’ business I’m afraid - even the
Chairman gets homework in this place. Just bring them over to my
car would you, Jason?’

Brash began to
walk towards the outside.

Jason flashed a
look back at Louisa. She was biting her lip and even Darius was
looking vaguely concerned. It was lunchtime – only the gangs would
be out there.

‘This way,
Jason – you’re allowed out of the building at lunch you know.’
Brash called over his shoulder.

Again, Jason
had no choice. Quickly, he caught up with Brash and fell in step
beside him.

‘Not afraid of
a few youths with wild spirits are you, Jason - not a lad with
your… talents?’

The section of
block-paved drive Jason could see outside was dazzling in the
sunlight and completely deserted. ‘Mr Brash,’ he began, ‘those
things you did last night – Dad has never shown me anything like
that. He hadn’t told me anything about the Gift or demons or…
anything really.’

‘I know,’ Brash
said, stopping just short of the sunlight at the end of the
passage. ‘Remember I’ve known your father a long time and I can
understand his wanting to hide things from you – he went through
some terrible times, we all did.’

‘Yes, but he
won’t even explain properly about the agents who killed my mother.
What do they want, where are they coming from? And what about
these… powers you said…’

Brash held up
his free hand, his eyes holding Jason’s. ‘Let’s give your old man a
chance to come through, shall we… it’s meant to be his
responsibility to tell you everything and begin your training. I
don’t want you to rush into finding out things from… other
sources?’ He winked at Jason then glanced at his watch. ‘Sorry, but
I’d better get on – I’ve a lunch meeting at the brewery.’

They both
stepped out into brilliant sunshine forcing Jason to squint. A wide
drive ran along this side of the school and a wood dropped down the
hill on the far side. Another superb black Bentley waited for Brash
in the shade of a large oak. Jason recognised it as the sporty
Continental model.

A bottle
smashed somewhere to the right. Jason peered through the dazzling
sunlight to see half a dozen Skins materialise out of the wood.
They stared back at him, lighting up cigarettes and lounging
against the trees.

Brash smiled
thinly. ‘Lovely lot – the studded and tattooed faces of the future…
if we’re not careful.’ He put one hand on Jason’s shoulder,
gripping him firmly. ‘As slovenly as they are, Jason, do remember
they can be dangerous. They won’t follow any sort of rules… should
you happen to wind up in a fight with any of them, for instance.
Still, perhaps that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.’

‘What do you
mean?’ Jason asked. More Skins were slipping out from the trees to
join the others now – a mixture of heights and builds but all
studded and tattooed with hard muscled arms hanging out of dirty
T-shirts and vest tops.

‘Your
forthcoming Gifts are not some all-powerful magic, Jason, there are
no wizardly spells to save the day and there will be limits to the
power, even for you. Most of what we can do is exercised through
physical skills – strength, speed, suppleness, coordination and
martial techniques.’

‘You mean
Jakra, don’t you? Dad’s been teaching Miranda and me that all our
lives.’

‘Good, good… at
least he did that much for you. However, training against people
who don’t want to seriously damage you is no substitute for a real
fight where anything can happen - where there are no rules. To
survive in our world you must win quickly and move on. Our friends
in the trees over there could be considered as… practice.’

‘Oh – I see,’
Jason said, his stomach tightening. ‘What about the others… the
Brash gang? Are they “practice” as well?’

‘Ah now then,
they’re a different class of vicious youth,’ Brash said, making no
move towards his car as still more Skins sloped out of the trees.
There were perhaps thirty of them now, gathering like hyenas
closing on a cub guarded by just one lion.

Brash looked
down at Jason. ‘You would do well to get to know the Brash boys and
girls I’d say, they could teach you a thing or two, not to mention
safety in numbers and all that. Now I really must leave for this
meeting.’

He began to
cross the road. Jason glanced back at the Skins then hurried to
catch up with Brash who was almost at the Bentley. He wondered if
Cadaveril was sitting behind the blacked out windows?

The boot opened
as Brash reached it and Jason put the files inside. Brash shut the
boot with a heavy clunk. ‘Sixty in five and a half seconds, you
know?’ He said, running one finger along the gleaming paintwork to
the driver’s door. ‘I like to drive this one myself.’

‘It’s
brilliant, Mr Brash,’ Jason said, ignoring the Skins for a moment
to gaze down the aggressive lines of the Bentley.

Brash nodded.
‘We are special people, Jason, you and I… even your father. If you
accept and keep your place in our world the rewards can be…
substantial.’

Brash glanced
over to the East Passage as he spoke but Jason couldn’t see
anything in the comparative gloom.

‘Remember –
choose your friends carefully here in Silent Hill. Off you go now -
I shall see you soon, no doubt.’

Jason nodded.
‘Bye.’ Trying not to seem hurried, he turned back into the shadow
of Silent Hill.

On his left,
the Skins had slunk closer and now began slouching away from the
trees in a ragged line. He forced himself to walk at a steady pace
- there was no way he was going to run for the passage in front of
them.

A movement to
the right caught his eye. Two boys appeared around the front corner
of the school. They were tall and smartly dressed in designer
jeans, trainers and polo shirts – Brash gang members. More followed
– boys and girls, all clean and well dressed.

Jason glanced
back at the Bentley. It just sat there, its blacked out windows
reflecting the still branches overhead. Alan Brash must be inside,
watching him.

Jason continued
to walk towards the passage.

It was only
twenty steps away but the Skins were going to get there first,
their loping strides covering the ground surprisingly quickly.

Fifteen steps.
The Brash gang were closing in too, picking up speed, their eyes
flicking from him to the Skins and back again. No one said anything
to break the silence as over fifty youths converged in the heat of
the morning.

The Skins
slipped into place to block off the cool safety of the passage.

A cold bead of
sweat trickled down Jason’s back but he looked straight ahead at
the arch of fluorescent flecked darkness and carried on walking.
The Brash closed in on the right, their leather soled footfalls
almost silent.

‘Going
somewhere, wimp?’ Richard Baldwin, stepped out from the mess of
Skins.

Jason totally
ignored him and tried to walk straight past but Baldwin shoved out
a hand and pushed him in the chest. He was strong and Jason was
forced a half-step backwards. Baldwin grinned and the blue spider
web tattoo crinkled on his cheek.

Silence pressed
in on Jason. The two gangs had formed a rough semi- circle behind
him – the Skins on his left, the Brash on his right. They’d left a
gap between the them through which he could still see Mr Brash’s
Bentley.

Baldwin pushed
him backwards into the ring of excited faces. ‘You too scared to
answer me, chicken?’

No sense in
running from this but if he took out Baldwin would the rest of the
Skins mob him? And what would the Brash do – just stand and
watch?

‘I said…’
Baldwin began, hitting his shoulder again. Jason twisted with the
blow and it grazed past him. Baldwin over-balanced and stumbled
forward.

‘Slippery
little worm in’t ya?’ Baldwin sneered, recovering his balance and
coming up close, chest out, chin up and hands out wide. ‘Come on
then, worm, take a poke at me.’

Baldwin shoved
Jason with both hands. Jason let the blow land and stepped back a
few paces – he needed the space between them if this wasn’t going
to turn into a wrestling match. He checked to see if any of the
other Skins were closing in but they just leered at him with eyes
hungry for violence. The crowd was eerily quiet – where was the
usual ‘fight’ chant and jeering?

‘We don’t like
chicken-shit, stuck-up kids around here.’ Baldwin pushed him again
and Jason faked a stumble to the right, circling around closer to
the passage. It would give him half a chance at breaking through if
the rest of the Skins joined in.

‘And here was I
thinking we were getting on so well,’ Jason said, his voice calm
and just loud enough for everyone to hear.

Baldwin tried
to push him again but Jason blocked with one hand and stepped
further around to the side.

Now he was
ready.

Suddenly a hand
lashed around Jason’s throat from behind and yanked him back into
the Brash gang.

Jason grabbed
the arm half strangling him but it felt like a steel bar locked
into place.

‘Calm down,’ a
voice whispered in his ear, ‘we’re on your side.’

Jason relaxed
slightly – there were too many of them surrounding him to fight
now. The stranglehold lessened.

A girl stepped
passed him and pushed Baldwin back into his own kind.

The Skins
erupted in a storm of foul-mouthed protest and started forward but
a Brash boy moved into the ring – tall, slim and tightly muscled
under a blue blazer. He had floppy blonde hair framing a handsome
face and the ruby eyes of a prefect’s badge glinted from his
lapel.

A huge Skin at
the front held up a hand and his gang stopped dead. He must have
been their leader – well over two metres tall, he was massively
muscled, broken-nosed and with a scar running out of his cropped
hair straight through a black skull tattooed on his right
cheek.

‘Thank you,
Grizz,’ said Floppy Hair. He stepped further into the ring.
‘Forgive the interruption but it would be such a shame to waste
this opportunity don’t you think?’ His voice was light, confident
and just a little too far back. He sounded like a younger version
of Alan Brash.

The girl who’d
pushed Baldwin, moved to stand just behind the speaker, pushing her
lustrous red hair back over her shoulders. She twisted around to
nod at whoever held Jason and the arm immediately slipped away from
his neck. The ruby red eyes of another prefect’s badge sparkled at
him before she turned back to face the Skins.

Jason twisted
around and a big, black haired youth held up his hands and
whispered. ‘No hard feelings – just following orders.’

‘I shall be
happy to make the arrangements, Grizz old boy,’ Floppy Hair said.
‘if that suits Callum, of course.’

The mountain of
tattooed muscle hesitated for a moment then grunted. With the show
apparently over, Skins and Brash broke into chatter and started
dispersing into small groups as if nothing had ever happened.

Floppy Hair
turned to Jason and held out his hand. ‘Quite a first day for you,
young Jason. I’m Edward Braithwaite but everybody calls me
Eddie.’

Bemused, Jason
shook hands.

‘And this
ravishing young thing is Erin Brock,’ Eddie continued, ‘my second
in command.’ The red head flashed Jason a smile.

‘Don’t worry –
you’ll get your chance to teach the little baldy scumbag a lesson.’
Eddie said, flicking his head back at Baldwin who was disappearing
into the trees surrounded by his mates. ‘I’ll catch you tomorrow to
explain the arrangements.’

Eddie slapped
Jason on the shoulder then he and Erin began to stroll back towards
the front of the school, immediately falling into quiet
conversation

And Jason was
suddenly alone - his adrenaline still pumping from the
almost-fight. What was going on? Why had the Brash stepped in right
when he was going to floor Baldwin? It must have looked like they’d
sent in a girl to save the wimpy new-boy.

Chewing his lip
in frustration, he turned to finally walk into the passage but
stopped dead. His nightmare was complete - Louisa was watching from
the shadows and standing far too close to her was Darius.

‘Are you
alright, Jason?’ Louisa asked, stepping into the light.

‘Why didn’t you
floor the tosser?’ Darius asked, shaking his big head.

Behind him,
Jason heard the Bentley growl into life – Brash was driving away.
No doubt he’d be thinking Baldwin had him running scared as
well.

Without a word,
Jason strode into the gloomy passage. This had to be sorted
out.


Chapter
9

 


 


 


Jason sat on
the bus, staring through the diesel fumes as the shabby grey
buildings of Drunken Abbot rolled passed.

News of his
near-fight with Richard Baldwin had flashed around the whole school
like wildfire and half his form class had been chasing him for
news.

‘Was Callum
there?’

‘D’you think
you could have taken him out?’

‘When are the
prefects setting the fight?’

Even Violet
Gray had put her oar in. ‘It must have been horrible - surrounded
by all those vicious idiots. What a horrible first day for
you...’

Baldwin hadn’t
turned up for English that afternoon. Jason had seethed his way
through two chapters of “Of Mice and Men”, ignoring the stares and
whispers of his classmates. At the end of the lesson, there seemed
to be Brash gang members and their prefects all over the corridors
and in front of the school so nothing more than sneers came from
the Skins as he walked between scattered groups of them on his way
to the bus.

Louisa and
Mouse had been waiting for him on the back seat. He couldn’t meet
their eyes – he didn’t want to see Louisa’s pity or Mouse’s
disappointment at him not fighting back against Baldwin. If that
Erin girl had just waited another couple of seconds before jumping
in, he’d have floored Baldwin.

Luckily, Mouse
and Louisa didn’t seem to want to talk about the fight - not on a
bus filled with curious eyes and ears. At least when the Skins had
got on they’d done nothing more than stomp upstairs, raggedly
humming the Death March in time to their thumping footsteps.

Gradually, stop
by stop, the bus spewed the Skins and Drunken Abbot kids back out
onto to their filthy streets. The bus broke out of the last line of
terraces into the open moorland of the valley floor and Jason
started to breathe easier. Determined to clear his name, he drew in
a breath to speak.

Mouse started
before he could say a thing. ‘You have walked right in to their
trap, I think. I told you to keep away from the gangs.’

‘What?’ Jason
asked.

‘You were
talking with the wonderful Fast Eddie after your little show at
lunch today, yes? You and the spider-web boy will be fighting soon…
for their entertainment and betting’

‘What are you
on about?’ Jason asked, glancing passed Mouse to Louisa. She was
just watching him - reserving judgement probably. ‘It’s not
entertainment. Baldwin jumped me… started pushing me around. I was
just about to hit him when that Erin girl stepped in.’

‘But why were
you there – on the Skin’s… what do they call it… turf?’

Louisa cut in.
‘Alan Brash led him there – I saw it.’

Mouse frowned.
‘Ah, so he has started to pull you in already. You have agreed to
be his gang’s little gladiator, yes - in a day or two, you will be
fighting in the Pit for them?’

Jason shook his
head. ‘Look - Brash just asked me to carry some stuff to his car
for him and then I got cornered.’

Mouse just
grunted.

‘Anyway -
what’s the Pit?’ Jason asked to break the silence.

Mouse didn’t
reply so Louisa explained. ‘The gangs have their fights hidden away
in the woods by the school – in a hollow which they call the Pit.
They charge money for students to watch and they bet with each
other on who will win - first blood, a knockout and so on. If you
do well, the gang who put you forward might let you join them.’

Mouse cut in.
‘Fast Eddie didn’t explain this to you during your little
talk?’

‘No, he didn’t
say anything like that…’ Jason thought back and his eyes widened as
he remembered. ‘He did say something about “explaining the
arrangements” but I haven’t even seen him today so it’ll probably
all fizzle out.’

‘No,’ Mouse
said, leaning back into the seat. ‘I do not think so. He is just
building up the… tension. You will be their gladiator and if you do
well, you can join their gang.’

‘I don’t want
to be in any sad gang.’

‘Then do not
fight for them,’ Mouse said.

‘What,’ said
Jason, ‘after the whole school knows about Baldwin pushing me
around? It’ll only get worse. He won’t stop and everyone will think
I’m scared of the little…’

‘Then fight.’
said Mouse, shrugging. ‘Fight and join their gang and be controlled
by Alan Brash.’

Jason stared at
him. What could he do? He looked to Louisa for help but she just
stared back at him. Did she think he wanted to join the Brash or
worse, did she think he was scared to fight Baldwin?

The bus hissed
to a stop. They were in Darkston Wick, outside Mrs Miggins’ store.
The doors spasmed open and they followed the others off the bus and
Mouse walked off without even a grunt goodbye.

‘You will have
to take this decision yourself.’ Louisa said, ignoring the leering
Porter and jumping down lightly.

Jason shrugged
and started to turn for home.

‘This way,’
Louisa said.

Jason looked
blankly at her.

‘You were
coming to our house to talk after school – have you forgotten?’ she
added.

Jason nodded.
He’d forgotten.

The bus doors
jerked shut behind them and Porter roared away in a cloud of diesel
fumes.

‘Good first
day, son?’

Jason span
around to see Dad wandering across the road towards them.

‘Yeah, thanks…
fine,’ Jason said. ‘I’m just going to Louisa’s and Mouse’s for a
bit.’

Dad gave a
tight smile. ‘Ah – sorry, not today – we need to talk.’

‘What,’ Jason
began, but Dad cut across him to speak to Louisa.

‘Sorry to steal
Jason away but I owe him some… explanations. Come on, Son.’

Louisa smiled.
‘Of course, Mr Da…’ she stopped herself, then continued. ‘… Mr
Willow. Jason and I will have plenty of time for chatting on other
days.’ She held up one hand and gave a little finger-wave before
walking away.

‘Right… uhh…
see you tomorrow, then.’ Jason said, just managing to stop himself
returning the wave.

Perfect
timing, Dad he thought and followed his father back to the Old
Mill.

 


 


***

 


 


So how was
Silent Hell?’ Dad asked as they walked back along the ancient
street towards the Old Mill.

‘Great - I was
nearly in a fight - a skinhead called Baldwin. If he starts on me
tomorrow I’m going to kill him…’

‘There is a
chance of that,’ Dad said, catching and holding his eyes.

Jason took a
slow breath. ‘So what – you think I should just walk away?’

‘What if you
punch this lad too hard... what if you really do kill him…?’

‘As if that’s
going to happen - you’ve been training me and Miranda for years,
you know I can control myself.’

Dad glanced
down. ‘Things are changing… you’re changing. Now you’re through
adolescence...’

Jason felt his
cheeks start to burn. He coughed and decided flippancy might be the
best cover. ‘Yes, so what difference does it make if I’ve done my
time with spots, squeaky voices, sticky sheets…’

‘What’s that
about sheets?’ came Miranda’s distracted voice from their porch.
She was leaning forward, looking over their heads.

‘Nothing,’
Jason said quickly. ‘Why are you skulking around up there?’

Miranda trotted
down the stairs wearing a sullen pout. ‘Dad made me promise to stay
here so as not to embarrass you in front of the lovely Louisa.’

‘I owe you one,
Dad’ Jason mumbled.

‘Humph,’
Miranda snorted, ‘as if I would… after all the girlie advice I give
you…’

‘Anyway,’ Dad
cut her short, ‘just bring the backpack down Miranda and both of
you follow me… quietly.’

Miranda and
Jason exchanged glances, then Miranda nipped back up to the porch,
grabbed a small haversack and they followed Dad around the side of
the house.

‘What’s going
on,’ Jason mouthed to her.

Miranda
shrugged then they stopped just behind Dad as he stood in the
shadows scanning the steep woods across the river.

‘Come on,
quickly,’ he whispered, taking the haversack from Miranda and
slipping it on his back.

They ran down
the side of the gently sloping lawn into the cold shade of the
watermill with its boarded up doors and windows. Dad led them along
the near side, running his hand over the wooden slats rising row
upon row above them and then stopped at the corner to peer into the
woods once again.

‘Okay,’ he
whispered after a minute or so and dashed out onto the narrow
wooden walkway which stretched from the garden to a stone cob that
funnelled the sluggish river water into a churning frenzy beneath
the waterwheel itself. The small rowing boat Jason had used on his
first day was moored on the calm, far side of the cob.

Hoping no one
was watching them play ninja-spies in the garden, Jason followed
his father with Miranda behind him.

Dad stopped
before they reached to boat, right in front of the waterwheel and
pointed.

The waterwheel
turned in a sort of square tunnel under the mill building. There
was over a metre gap between the wheel and either side of this
tunnel and a stone ledge ran along each side.

Willow crouched
down on the walkway for a better look. He could just make out that
the ledge ran past the far rim of the wheel and ended at a narrow
ladder. It was dark in there but it would be an easy climb, as long
as the wheel didn’t catch him on the back of the head, knock him
out and pull him down into the freezing waters to be mashed and
drowned.

Dad stepped
across the metre of water and braced himself against the mill,
settling one foot on the ledge. Then he scuttled inside.

‘What the…’
Jason mouthed to Miranda but she just pointed after Dad then
flapped her arms like chicken wings at him.

Jason shook his
head, sat down and reached out a leg. This close, the churning
wheel seemed a lot bigger and louder. Its wide wooden blades sliced
into roiling white water with an incessant slap, slap, slap. A
heavy mist filled the wheel-tunnel and ice cold gobbets splashed up
and soaked into his T-shirt as his foot touched the ledge.

Best not to
think too much about it. He focussed on the ledge, took a deep
breath then slowly shifted his weight forward reaching for the wall
above the ledge. Got it. A bit wet but solid enough. He pulled
himself onto the ledge and hugged the wall.

The wheel
churned inexorably on just five feet behind his head. Dad was only
a few feet into the near-dark. He took Jason’s wrist and guided his
fingers onto an iron ring set deep into the stone.

Jason squinted
and found more of them - they must have been there for workmen to
tie themselves on to or something. Gripping each rusting ring, he
followed Dad along the ledge towards the axle, his trainers
slipping with every other step on the slick stone.

Miranda joined
them and found the rings on her own. They each stepped carefully
over the revolving axle and edged towards the ladder just a few
feet away.

Suddenly
Jason’s foot slipped and plunged into the icy water. Immediately
the current clutched at him, dragging his leg down hard towards the
wheel-blades. He yanked his foot out, gripping on to two slick
rings for dear life just as Dad grabbed one arm and Miranda gripped
his other.

‘I’m fine,’ he
shouted over the roaring water, then remembered they were supposed
to be being silent ninja types.

He took a
couple of deep breaths to calm down and then followed Dad to the
ladder.

Moments later,
Jason hauled himself up onto the floor of a small chamber next to
Dad and watched a smug and very dry Miranda pop up after them.

Dad nodded and
they crawled through a half-height doorway onto the dry wooden
floor of the main mill room.

‘Are you all
right, Son,’ Dad asked.

‘Just fine and
dandy,’ Jason said, pulling off his soaking trainer and tipping out
the water. ‘I take it we can talk now?’

Dad smiled.
‘Here we can. Sorry about all the secret squirrel stuff, it’s just
that…’

‘Alan Brash has
got everywhere bugged?’ Jason asked, looking around at the many
small wheels, cogs, levers, chains and grain shutes that filled the
surprisingly big room. All the machinery, including a thick wooden
shaft rose which rose up to pass through the ceiling, was silent
and still. Jason wondered what lever he could pull to get it all
going.

‘I’m afraid
so,’ Dad said. ‘He’s got every room in the mill on a microphone and
the front of the house on video. I wanted a place we could talk in
private.’

‘Why not a nice
little drive into the moors, then?’ Jason said, now wringing out
his sock.

‘It’s an idea
but open ground is vulnerable to long distance listening devices,’
Dad said.

‘Not that
you’re paranoid about the evil Alan Brash,’ Miranda said,
smiling.

Dad nodded.
‘Fair enough but I’ve had all Easter to search this place and I
know this building’s clean… and as we haven’t undone any of the
boarded up doors or windows, hopefully Brash won’t suspect we’ve
found a little safe house right here under his nose.’

‘Great,’ Jason
said, limping around the room with one trainer on, one off.

Slashes of
sunlight cut through the boarded windows and doors to illuminate a
ceiling of long white planks stretching over him. In its centre
were two open trap doors – one large, one small. A rope dropped
down to a winch through the larger opening and a sturdy ladder ran
up through the other.

Dad cut into is
thoughts. ‘So what do you want to know?’

Jason stopped
gazing around and plonked himself down on a huge cog. ‘When do I
get my super powers?’.

Dad smiled.
‘You’ve already got them.’

Miranda’s eyes
went wide. ‘What – can he do those things Alan Brash did last
night?’

‘Yes, that and
much more,’ Dad answered her then turned back to Jason. ‘All you
need is some training to unlock and control them properly –
otherwise there’s no telling what damage you could do.’

Jason’s heart
leapt. ‘When are you going to show me how to do it?’ He hadn’t
realised just how excited he was about the prospect of having some
sort of “super powers”.

‘I’m not,
Jason,’ Dad said, ‘not the way you think. The only thing I’ll teach
you to do is how to suppress your Gift. I want to train you to stay
normal.’

‘What? Why? You
don’t trust me do you? You think I’m…’

‘I do trust
you, both of you, I always have, in everything. Please don’t doubt
ever that. It is just… oh there’s so much you need to know.
Learning to use the Gift, joining the Watch – it’s not a question
of being some sort of superhero in a comic book. It’s real life –
people die horribly all around you, You’re forced to kill… and once
you get involved you can never truly escape from it. Once you know
more about it, then maybe you’ll understand.’

‘So tell
me.’

‘So tell
us,’ Miranda said, sitting down next to Jason. ‘You’re not
going to put it off again are you?’

He heard Dad
take in a slow breath. ‘No, sweetheart, not this time.’ He pulled
off the backpack, opened it and handed them both a bottle of Coke.
Then he sat down against one wall and began.

‘Things happen
that most people never see, never know about. Good things, bad
things. There are demons trying to come through into our world –
malevolent, powerful spirits trapped in another dimension which we
call the Abyss. The cult I told you about on the train - The
Brethren – have some people who can summon the demons – break
through the barriers and free them from the pit. It’s difficult and
very dangerous, but a few are brought through each year.’

‘But what
exactly are they?’ Jason asked, still not quite believing they were
talking seriously about demons.

‘We don’t know,
not really. They’re no more than spirits when they first come
through, like a stream of black mist that forms into a half-visible
ghost. Once in our world they can’t survive long unless they
possess a living creature, a human when they can, but anything
fairly big will do – wolves are a favourite. The demon feeds on its
host’s life, burns them up from the inside. It has to constantly
replenish blood and flesh to keep the body alive or move on to the
next victim.’

Jason
shuddered. ‘But why would the Brethren want to call up demons in
the first place?’

‘Because
whoever summons the demon can control it… as long as they guard
against being possessed themselves. Once inside another living
creature, demons can make their host incredibly strong and
resilient to harm. The more powerful ones can conjure fire and
darkness and worst of all, they can all infect others.’

‘Infect?’ Jason
asked.

‘By biting
usually – they inject a tiny quantity of their essence into the
victim’s blood.’

‘So if you’re
bitten, you’re possessed by the demon as well?’ Miranda asked.

Dad shook his
head. ‘Not quite. We call them “Touched”. They do become stronger
and heal from damage and the demon can see and hear through their
eyes and ears but they’re not actually possessed. The strongest
demon can control dozens of humans or scores of animals.’

Jason bit down
on the two dozen questions that bubbled out of his mind and chose
one. ‘So the Brethren control the demons and the demons control
these infected people…’

‘Touched.’
Miranda corrected, swigging back some Coke as if they were
discussing some great movie plot.

‘…these Touched
people but what for? What are they all trying to do, what do they
want?’

Dad shook his
head. ‘Something else we don’t really know. It’s been going on for
centuries - the first records of what we think may be the start of
it all was in the time of the Ottoman Empire but we still don’t
know what the Brethren want.’

‘Well it’s got
to be world domination, hasn’t it?’ Miranda said.

Dad smiled. ‘We
know two things that they do. Firstly they infiltrate powerful
organisations, either with normal Brethren agents or sometimes with
the Touched. Centuries ago, they wormed their way into noble
families and religions, then they also moved into rich merchant
houses and in modern days – governments, multi-national businesses
and security organisations. They possess, Touch and kill to make
themselves richer and more influential but we don’t know why.’

‘But why isn’t
anybody stopping them?’ Jason asked.

‘That’s where
the Watch come in. We have soldiers, spies, accountants and lawyers
but Gifted families like ours have always been at the heart of it.
We hunt down the demons, their summoners and the hundreds of agents
who fight, spy and scheme for the Brethren.’

‘And when you
find them…?’ Miranda asked, all trace of humour gone from her
voice.

‘We kill
everyone and utterly destroy the demon and whatever poor sod it
happens to be inside.’

Jason was open
mouthed. He wasn’t sure he could believe all of this, even after
seeing what Brash did last night. ‘Dad, I don’t understand why
people don’t know about all of this? Why aren’t governments and
armies hunting down the demons?’

‘Because
neither side wants to tell the secret. The Brethren obviously don’t
want more people trying to stop their summoning and infiltrations
but the catch is that the Watch need it to be kept quiet as
well.’

‘What? Why?
Surely…’ Jason began but Dad stopped him.

‘Because of
mass panic, over reaction. Mankind can’t cope with the existence of
the supernatural. Anyone, anyone at all who seemed just a little
bit different or showed any sign of unexplained powers is hunted
down and killed. And that means our side as well as theirs.’

‘Okay, I can
see what you mean, but surely governments could sort it all out if
you told them… you know, quietly with the S.A.S and secret services
and all that.’

Dad just raised
an eyebrow. ‘Governments keep a secret like this - I don’t think
so. There have been times, over the centuries, when the Watch were
desperate and were forced to call for help. They have always ended
in disaster - the witch-hunts in England, the Spanish Inquisition.
Some Brethren were caught, but so were many of the Gifted from the
Watch. Then of course, there were the thousands of innocent people
not connected in any way with the struggle who were tortured,
burned and drowned.’

‘So the Watch
is on its own?’ Jason asked.

Dad nodded.
‘More or less. We still have a loose… relationship with elements of
some religions but we don’t really trust each other.’

‘Wait,’ Jason
said, shaking his head, ‘my brain hurts. Let me get this straight –
our side is called the Watch and we hunt down the Brethren who
summon demons; the demons possess humans or animals and the
possessed can infect other people to make them into some sort of
super slaves,’ Jason snorted. ‘It sounds like a really bad horror
movie, Dad.’

Dad stood up
and stretched. ‘Where do you think all those vampire and werewolf
legends come from?’

‘What – you
mean Dracula and his furry-faced buddies were demons?’ Jason
asked.

Dad shrugged.
‘The Brethren have always hidden behind folklore and
superstition.’

Miranda stood
up as well and handed Dad her empty Coke bottle for the rucksack.
‘You said you knew two things the Brethren did. Get their people
into government and business and things and…’

Dad nodded as
he slipped the rucksack back on. ‘They try to track down Gifted
people before the Watch finds them.’

‘Why – to kill
them, stop them joining the Watch?’ Miranda asked, glancing at
Jason.

‘No – they
don’t kill them if they can help it. They take them away.’

‘And do what
with them?’

Dad shrugged.
‘They turn them… sometimes we have to face Brethren Gifted.’

‘So I need to
be able to protect myself – I need to learn how to use these
powers.’

Dad shook his
head. ‘You need to be able to hide. Using the Gift leaves a trace
that Touched can pick up on…’

‘Yeah but we’re
safe here,’ Jason said, ‘and Brash wasn’t afraid to do his stuff
last night.’

‘Even so,’ Dad
said, ‘blending in to the ordinary is the only way to stay
safe.’

‘It hasn’t
worked though, has it?’ Jason said, standing up. They’ve caught up
with us how many times now and… and blending in didn’t help Mum,
did it?’

They went
silent and Miranda glared at Jason before shaking her head and
moving over to stare through the cracks between the window
boards.

Jason wasn’t
going to let it stop there. ‘And what if I want to join the Watch,
hunt down the people who sent Mum’s killers? You’re not even giving
me that choice.’

Dad took a slow
breath. ‘Everyone from your grandfather to Brash and the Watch
Council will be desperate for you to join – you could be really
powerful. I don’t want to be any part of that pressure – I don’t
want you to have anything to do with it.’

‘But why, I
know it’s dangerous but…’

‘Because it’s a
sickening world, an horrific life,’ Dad cut in. The demons often
possess the young as they have less will power to resist and those
are the ones you have to kill. I… I just couldn’t do it any more
and you shouldn’t be expected to start.’

Dad stopped for
a minute, calming down.

‘It must have
been horrible,’ Miranda said from the window.

Dad nodded. ‘It
was unimaginable… and I started to make mistakes, to hesitate at
crucial moments and that put everyone in danger. They didn’t need
me anyway… there were others who were just as powerful and far more
willing to do the job, too willing in my opinion – Alan Brash for
instance. So I walked away. I wasn’t the first or the last. Gifted
and their families have been drifting away from the Watch for
centuries, there are others that can be found and trained
to...’

‘Dad,’ Miranda
cut in, edging back from the window, ‘there are a couple of Brash
security watching the house.’

Dad moved to
the side of the window and slowly peered through one of the cracks.
‘Mmm. Probably wondering where we are – no pick up from the mikes
inside the house and they didn’t see us leave with the front
video.’

‘What do we
do?’ Miranda asked.

‘I don’t want
them to know we can get in here or they’ll cover it in surveillance
as well. Come on, we’ll get out on their blind side. Quickly
now.’

Dad climbed the
ladder to the second floor which was cluttered with moulding sacks
and broken chests and then up a smaller ladder into the overhanging
attic. Even as Jason and Miranda followed him up, Dad was hauling
up the long rope with the hook on. He dropped it down through the
overhang trap door into the garden and checked its strength. The
mill completely blocked them from the security guard’s view.

‘Slide down,
stop before you get to the hook.’

‘Yeah – thanks
for the advice,’ Willow said. He grabbed the rope and slid down out
of the attic.

Miranda was
right behind him and nearly landed on his head. She dropped lightly
to the floor and looked up. ‘If they check from the front they’ll
see the rope.’

Dad was already
sliding down. ‘Glad you’re thinking ahead.’ He moved them a little
away and flicked one hand up towards the inside of the attic.
Something shimmered through the air and the rope dropped down in a
coil at their feet.

‘How…’ Jason
began.

‘Don’t ask,’
Dad said, pulling off the rucksack and handing them back their coke
bottles. ‘Now stroll out onto the lawn as if you’ve been lounging
about here in the shade all along.

As Jason and
Miranda followed his instructions, Dad gathered up the rope and hid
it in the trees that ran down one side of their garden. Then he
joined them on the lawn, still drenched in afternoon sunlight.

‘They’re
leaving,’ Miranda mumbled, not looking across the river to the
woods.

‘I thought they
might,’ Dad said. ‘Now remember the house is bugged so no more
about the Watch for now.’ He roughly hugged Jason around the
shoulders before he could object. ‘We’ll talk about how to avoid
fights at school instead, okay Son?’

Jason chewed
his lip. He’d forgotten about Silent Hill and Richard Baldwin.
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By the time he
crawled out of bed the following morning, Jason was already running
late. He dived into the shower, snatched a banana and his school
books and dashed out of the silent house and into a bright, sunny
morning.

Dad and Miranda
had already left for Whitby. Dad was looking for some supply
teaching work from September and Miranda was obviously desperate to
catch up with some vital shopping for shoes and make-up.

Jason had been
mulling everything over for half the night before finally drifting
off to sleep. There were real demons out there and he had special
powers to hunt them and their summoners down. The hunted would
become the hunter and he could avenge his mother’s murder.

All he needed
was someone to show him how to use his abilities, his Gift as Dad
called it.

Louisa could
help him there. She was Gifted – he was sure of it now. That first
meeting in the woods, she’d pushed him from a distance. They could
talk about it now that Dad had explained so much - perhaps it would
bring them Louisa closer together. Maybe she could even train him
to use his Gifts, if Dad wouldn’t change his mind. That would mean
they’d have to see an awful lot of each other, of course.

He hurried out
through the gates to see Mouse and Louisa already standing with the
others at the bus stop. He reached them just as their bus came
hurtling down out of the woods.

Jason only had
time to marvel at Louisa in tight jeans and a fresh, white blouse
and to say “Hi” before the dilapidated old bus thundered passed
them.

‘That man is
what you would call a loser, I think.’ Mouse said as they all
stepped back to avoid being run over.

The three of
them took the back seat as usual. Jason waited for the bus engine
to fire up before speaking.

‘I think I need
help.’

‘This is very
true,’ Mouse chipped in, grinning.

‘Help to keep
out of the fight with the web-face boy?’ Miranda asked.

‘Uhh… no – I’m
not going to walk away from that.’

Miranda
shrugged and turned to look out of the window. Mouse just shook his
head in a “you’ve got to make your own mistakes” type way.

Jason tried
again. ‘Dad explained loads to Miranda and me yesterday but he
still won’t help me learn my Gifts. Would…’

‘This is not
the place,’ Louisa said, resting a hand on his knee to stop him.
‘We will talk after school, yes? If your father doesn’t take you
away again, of course.’ She held him spellbound with touch and gaze
a moment longer and then turned back to the window.

Mouse was
watching them. He didn’t look angry or even jealous. He just looked
resigned and something else – sympathetic perhaps. With the
briefest of nods, he turned to watch the moors bump by out of his
window.

Jason sank back
against the seat and remembered to breathe. This could be where it
all started between Louisa and him.

Even the shadow
of Drunken Abbot’s first terraces falling over them didn’t darken
his mood.
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‘Jason Jason,
wake up.’

Jason snapped
out of his day dream. For about the hundredth time, his mind had
been on the bus ride that morning, staring into Louisa’s eyes with
her hand on his knee.

‘Well, what’s
the answer, lad?’

Oh hell, what
lesson was this?

‘Two reasons
why the German people were so willing to follow Hitler’s ideas,’
whispered Violet, sitting next to him as always.

‘Uhh -
resentment over World War 1 reparations and the resulting economic
hardship, sir?’

Mr Holmes
looked at him in silence. Jason smiled, sweetly.

‘Do you think
Violet will be sitting next to you in your examinations,
Jason?’

‘Probably,
sir,’ Jason moaned.

Violet elbowed
him and slid her chair further away. A secretive little smile
slipped over her lips though.

Mr Holmes
glanced at Violet and then back at Jason. ‘Just try to stay in the
same universe as us, Jason, all right? Now,’ he said, turning his
round-spectacled gaze back onto the whole class, ‘The reasons Jason
gave are correct and when you have a charismatic orator such as
Adolf Hitler to capitalise on such strong feelings…’

Holmes droned
on. He was quite a good teacher really, making lots of cause and
effect connections but he didn’t get down and dirty enough for
Jason’s tastes… what must it have been like to be one of the
thousands of angry Germans, whipped into a frenzy at the Nuremberg
Rally, filling with a hatred so strong for anyone Adolf Hitler
pointed the finger at? What if you were a Jew, passing by the
stadium, hearing the massively amplified, resonating voice, the
roar and chant of the party-faithful? What would you feel was
coming down on you?

Finally, one
mind-map and four review questions later, the bell went for
lunch.

‘Are you all
right?’ Violet asked him as they packed away their books. ‘You’ve
been really quiet all morning. Is it about yesterday – the fight
with that Baldwin creep?’

Violet’s eyes
strayed towards the door. “That Baldwin creep” was just going out,
not even glancing back. He’d steered clear of Jason so far
today.

‘Oh, that was
nothing – don’t worry about me so much,’ Jason said, glancing
across at Violet. She was all right really, a bit fretful sometimes
but she’d a good heart and an offbeat sense of humour when she
loosened up. He was getting used to her being around.

‘Listen… you
know I was only joking, moaning about you sitting next to me in the
exams and all that don’t you?’ Jason said.

Violet got up
quickly but glanced back over her shoulder. ‘I know,’ she said, her
crooked little smile appearing again for an instant before she
walked off.

Jason smiled
and packed his books away. His day had gone much better than
expected so far. Baldwin was keeping out of his face and the other
Skins in the class seemed to be too wary or at least, under orders,
not to start anything.

‘Wait your
turn!’ Violet’s thin voice brought his head up.

Just at the
door way, a Drunken Abbot kid called Mick was trying to shove
Violet out of his way. He was a big, act-hard ape who Jason had
already worked out desperately wanted to join the Skins.

‘Leave her
alone,’ Jason snapped, dropping his bag and pushing his chair
back.

He needn’t have
bothered. Violet was back on balance in an instant and deftly
snap-kicked the side of Mick’s knee.

‘Aggh.’ he
yelled, catching hold of the door frame for support.

‘Don’t worry
about me so much.’ Violet said, winking at Jason and flouncing
away.

‘Prat,’ Jason
said, picking up his bag and pushing past Mick.

‘Shut it,
Jason, or I’ll set Baldwin on you again.’

Jason span
around but caught sight of a Brash prefect three doors along. ‘Any
time.’ was all he could manage, before storming off down the
corridor.

It didn’t take
him long to forget his anger however. It was lunchtime and before
he’d even walked half way across the yard to the refectory, Louisa
found him.

‘Listen, I have
to hurry away, I have maths revision, but could we meet on the
bridge this evening, after dinner, about half past six?’

Could he
ever?

‘Sure, no
problem,’ Jason stammered, wishing there was something for him to
lean against to make him look just that bit more cool and relaxed
about it.

Louisa smiled
and dashed off. Darius, “Master of the Universe”, was waiting for
her at the West Passage but even that didn’t bother Jason too much.
Tonight was the night - alone at last with Louisa.

The two lessons
in the afternoon, English and Technology, dragged on forever. Jason
tried to take his mind off his date that evening by teasing Violet
how her kicking like a donkey was the only way she could get a boy
to fall for her. She took it well and only ripped out and screwed
up one page of his homework.

Then at last,
he was on the bus home. Louisa wasn’t talkative and stared out of
the window the whole time. Mouse had simply said “bad day” as soon
has he’d sat down and that was it until they reached Darkston
Wick.

‘See you
later,’ Jason said as they stepped off the bus. He must have had a
stupid grin on his face because Mouse just shook his head in
despair.

‘Half past
six,’ Louisa said with a small smile. Mouse grunted his
goodbye.

Moody git,
Jason thought, but then felt guilty. Mouse was actually being
pretty good about him drooling all over Louisa. If he and Louisa
did end up going out with each other he’d be really careful not to
flaunt it in front of Mouse. What more could he do?

 


 


***

 


 


At twenty past
six, Jason was fed, washed, tooth-scrubbed and sitting on the
bridge wall. This was it - he and Louisa were the same, both Gifted
- what a bond that gave them. She was so gorgeous, he couldn’t
believe he was sitting here waiting for…

He caught his
breath. Louisa rounded the corner, saw him and smiled. She was
still in her tight jeans but had changed into a red T shirt that
clung to every inch of her… and she was on her own. Should he
get up? No, just sit here and look cool. He smiled back but
stopped himself from waving.

‘You look like
a grinning madman,’ Louisa said as she walked out of the shadow of
the Highwayman Inn. Her eyes sparkled mischievously.

‘Thanks. You
look really nice too,’ Jason answered.

‘Ahh, how very
nice of you to notice.’ She winked. ‘Come on, let’s walk.’

Jason stood up
and caught the merest trace of Louisa’s light, summery perfume.
They set off up the hill and into the woods with his head
swimming.

‘What have you
done with Mouse?’ Jason asked, hoping he didn’t sound too
obvious.

‘Oh, I am sorry
– are you missing him? We can always go back to fetch…’ Louisa
stopped and turned back towards the village.

‘No… no that’s
fine. Just wondering, that’s all,’ Jason said, daring to touch her
shoulder lightly to turn her back up the hillside.

Louisa
shrugged, a smile tugging at one corner of her mouth and carried on
walking into the woods. Jason hurried after her. He couldn’t stop
staring – her long legs, the movement of her hips as she walked,
the curve of her waist, straight dark hair gleaming in a pony tail
down her back and the perfect, lightly tanned skin of her neck.

They reached
the huge oak tree where Jason had first seen Mouse, flat on his
face after falling. Jason tried to clear his mind as Louisa leant
back against the trunk, one leg bending slightly. She just watched
him without saying anything, her dark eyes steady on his. Was he
meant to kiss her now? No, not yet. Talk first.

‘We’re the same
aren’t we?’ he asked.

Louisa looked
him up and down. ‘There are some differences, I think…’

‘You know what
I mean. When you pushed me away from Mouse that time… you used the…
uh… Gift.’

Louisa slipped
down the tree to sit on an exposed, mossy root. ‘How much did your
father tell you last night, about the Gifted and… so on?’

Jason sat down
cross-legged opposite her. ‘He explained a bit about the Watch and
the Brethren, how both sides want everything kept secret and told
us about… demons, the Touched and possession and all that.

‘I see,’ Louisa
said.

‘But he doesn’t
want me to learn anything about how to use my Gifts,’ Jason
continued trying not to blurt everything out like an over-excited
toddler. ‘He says using them could attract the Brethren Agents and
he wants to keep me totally out of the whole thing. He’s not giving
me the choice to decide for myself if I want to help, you know,
become part of the Watch.’

Louisa nodded.
She was serious now, not flirting. Somehow that made Jason less
nervous. He felt less like he should try to be cool and witty. It
was almost like talking to Miranda.

‘Do you believe
everything your father has told you so far?’ Louisa asked.

‘Yes, of
course. Dad doesn’t lie to us but… well it does sound like a bad
horror movie – the Carpathian mountains, demon cults, possessed
innocents.’

‘It is not
like a movie,’ Louisa cut him short. She took in a slow
breath. ‘Not when you are there… not when your father is killed
trying to redeem a young boy…’ her words drained away.

‘I’m sorry,’
Jason stammered. He didn’t know what she meant by ‘redeem’ but now
wasn’t the time to ask.

‘You should not
think badly of your father. I have tried to forget that life as
well… living in a walled village, protected by armed guards, my
mother and father disappearing for days or weeks at a time to
‘work’ and then coming back exhausted, often injured and their eyes
still filled with horror.’

Louisa paused
for a moment, dropping her gaze and absently digging with a twig
into the rich, dark loam of the forest floor. ‘One day, only my
mother came back - I remember ripped clothing, bloody slashes all
over her body. She could hardly stand. She told me my father had
been killed… both of Mouse’s parents as well and many more. Shortly
afterwards, we left for England. We brought Mouse with us and we
were… relocated here by Alan Brash. Soon after that I started to
develop my gifts – my childhood, such as it had been, was
over.’

They didn’t say
anything for a short while. Jason knew how she must have felt,
losing one of her parents. He didn’t want to think about that.
Mum’s murder was still too close. He guessed Louisa didn’t want to
dwell on her loss either.

Finally, he
broke the silence.

‘Have you
learned how to use your powers? What sort of things can you
do?’

Louisa smiled a
little then, shaking her head. ‘Boys and their toys. I am afraid I
am not very powerful… did your father explain about the Gift
passing down from mother to daughter, father to son, becoming
stronger each time… about the Triple Six and so on?’

‘No – he said
Miranda wouldn’t have any powers but that’s about it.’

‘Then I
shouldn’t really say any more.’

‘It can’t do
any harm, can it?’ Jason said. ‘I mean, I already know about the
Gift – that’s the main thing.’

Louisa thought
for a moment then nodded. ‘There are three Orders, you might call
them stages, of power. Each generation of the same family goes up a
step in the order, so if your father was level one, you would
become level two.’

‘So I’ll have
stronger magic than my Dad?’

‘It is not
magic,’ Louisa said, ‘there are non of your Harry Potter spells and
potions.’

‘Yeah – sorry,
I know that.’

‘Good. Louisa
shook her head. ‘Now can your small brain cope with any more
today?’

‘Go on, try
me.’

She nodded. ‘It
takes six generations to pass through each Order. Then the step
from step 6 in the first order to step 1 in the second order is a
very large leap of power and ability. Do you understand?’

‘Yeah – I think
I can cope. So the highest you can be is…’

‘… third order,
sixth generation – we’d call that person a 6,6,6 – a triple six.
Such a person is more powerfully Gifted than I can ever
imagine.’

‘Great – 666 -
all very demonic. So what happens after with a triple six’s kids…
nobody gets any powers?’

‘The Gift
switches gender, from a Gifted mother to her first born male child
or from a Gifted father to his first born, female child.’

‘Why?’

Louisa shook
her head. ‘We don’t know. Perhaps it is to prevent any one family
from becoming too powerful.’

‘Ok. So what…
order thing are you?’

Irritation
flashed across Louisa’s face for a second and then it softened.

‘You do not
know… it is fine. We do not discuss our generations or bloodlines.
If the Brethren knew who were the most powerfully Gifted they could
concentrate all their forces on hunting them down.’

‘Oh – sorry
I…’

Louisa suddenly
held up her hand. ‘Quiet.’

Somewhere,
close by, a twig snapped. Jason and Louisa slowly stood up and
peered around the great oak she’d been leaning against to look back
down the hill.

A thinly
bearded man, tall and gaunt, was trudging up the hill towards them.
Even though he was probably only in his fifties, he walked with a
thick stick, limping on his right leg. The loose grey trousers and
shabby open shirt hanging off him added a decade or so to his
appearance.

The man was
only ten metres away and making a lot of noise as he hobbled along.
Why hadn’t they heard anything before he got so close? Jason
stepped forward a little, just in front of Louisa. She immediately
moved to stand next to him again.

‘Ah – I am
sorry to have disturbed you. It has been a long time since I was
courting.’

His accent was
foreign, similar to Mouse and Louisa’s – Eastern European or
Russian or something. The man didn’t look dangerous, but then
again, neither did the agent in Mawn.

Jason glanced
around - this whole area was meant to be patrolled by Alan Brash’s
highly trained security forces and littered with hidden
cameras.

He whispered to
Louisa, not taking his eyes from the man. ‘I think we should go…
now.’

The man stopped
just then, leaning heavily on his stick and catching his
breath.

‘Please do not
be afraid - I know you are warned about talking to strangers in the
woods but I am not a stranger, not really. My name is
Marakoff.’

‘We really have
to go,’ Jason said. ‘Come on.’ he whispered to Louisa.

‘Excuse us Mr…
Marakoff,’ Louisa said, giving Jason an annoyed look.

Marakoff
smiled, lifting his face to reveal green eyes twinkling with
unexpected life in the leaf-dappled sunlight. He raised his
stick-free hand in farewell.

‘Ah, it is
better to be safe than sorry, yes? I expect we will meet again,
however.’

The two of them
nodded and backed away. Marakoff waved again and limped off in the
opposite direction. Very soon he was out of sight, lost amongst the
trees.

‘You are very
cautious, Jason’ Louisa said as they began jogging down the
forested valley side.

Jason kept
moving, Louisa easily keeping pace with him. Between breaths, he
told her a shortened account of the attack on Mawn. By the time
he’d finished they’d circled around towards the old forest road
leading back towards the bridge.

‘You are right
to be so careful...’ Louisa said, ‘but this time I think there is
no need. This man, Marakoff - I suspect he may have slipped passed
Brash’s guards and cameras, but he is one of us, I think.

‘What do you
mean, one of us? And how could he have just slipped past all the
security?’ Jason asked.

‘It is not
important just now. Look, we are here.’

They stepped
onto the road a few metres from the bridge. Jason stared back into
the woods, the leafy avenues dimming in the evening twilight. What
if this Marakoff had followed them? Suddenly Jason felt Louisa’s
soft lips brush his cheek.

‘I have to go,
Jason – I should tell my mother about our Mr Marakoff. I have
enjoyed our talk together… thank you.’

Louisa started
towards the bridge.

‘Wait, I’ll
walk you home… that bloke…’

Louisa looked
back at him over her shoulder and winked. ‘I will be fine, thank
you. See you very soon.’ Then she was across the bridge and turning
out of sight.

Jason shook his
head. Girls! What did that kiss and her flirty little wink mean?
What did Louisa really think of him?

And why did she
seem to think that guy, Marakoff, was okay?

Enough for one
day. His head buzzing, Jason ambled across the bridge towards
home.
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Two minutes
after Jason walked into the Old Mill, the phone rang. It was Louisa
– could she come over, with Mouse and her mother?

Dad was in the
kitchen, putting the kettle on as usual and Miranda was testing out
some chocolate cake at the table.

‘Sure, see you
in a minute,’ Jason said and put the phone down.

‘You’d better
fill the kettle a bit more, Dad,’ Jason called through to the
kitchen from the phone table in the hall, ‘Louisa’s coming over
with Mouse and… her mother.’

Dad hesitated
for a moment, took a slow breath then nodded, still with his back
to Jason. He calmly filled the kettle with more water and dug out
some more side-plates. Then he turned to face them.

‘It’s only fair
to tell you two that I knew Louisa’s mother a long time ago – her
name is Ilena. She’s the woman we saw looking in on our first day
here.’

Miranda had
forgotten her cake completely and was looking at Dad like some
hungry cat about to pounce on a carelessly twittering bird.

‘Why haven’t
either of you “old friends” called around to see each other
yet?’

Dad’s face was
impassive. ‘It’s been over twenty years since we last spoke. Ilena
and I worked together for a long time and we were very close once.
After I… left that life, the last I heard was that Ilena had
married a mutual friend. It was a bit of a shock finding out she
was here.’

Miranda
frowned. ‘Wouldn’t Alan Brash have known you two were… friends.
Didn’t he say anything to you?’

Dad’s eyes
flashed. ‘Oh he would have know but Alan likes to play his own
little games.’

‘Louisa says
they don’t like Brash much either,’ Jason said.

‘Mmm,’ Dad
said, ‘I can imagine. Brash was always very fond of Ilena,
though.’

Miranda smiled.
‘Things must have been interesting back then, when you and this
Ilena were ‘very close’ and Brash fancied her… and who’s this
mutual friend she married?’

‘It doesn’t
matter right now,’ Dad said. ‘Now go tidy up the drawing room a bit
while I make a fresh pot.’

‘He was
killed,’ Jason whispered as he and Miranda crossed the hall towards
the long corridor, ‘Louisa’s dad. That’s why they moved here.’

Miranda nodded
but didn’t reply.

The drawing
room wasn’t too bad, probably because Miranda had been assigned
house-keeping duties as she wasn’t re-starting school until
September. They were half way through stacking up the two-day old
Sunday papers when the doorbell clanged.

Jason peered
along the corridor, through the hall and into the kitchen. Dad was
making no move to answer the door but was keeping extremely busy
stacking cups and plates on to a tray.

‘I’ll get it
then, shall I?’ Jason called, already halfway to the door.

Dad didn’t
reply. Jason ran his fingers through his hair, turned the iron door
ring and heaved the heavy oak open.

‘Hi, come
in.’

‘Thank you,
Jason,’ said a woman who was Louisa’s spitting image with perhaps a
couple more decades or so of sophistication added on. Ilena Russof
stood as tall and elegant as her daughter, wearing close fitting
black trousers and a floaty white blouse. She smiled but it was a
little too tight to be relaxed and her eyes darted around the hall,
taking everything in.

Jason stuck out
an awkward hand towards the drawing room. ‘Hi… pleased to meet you.
Come in and have a seat. Dad’s just making some tea.’

Mrs Russof
seemed to steel herself before stepping inside. She started down
the long corridor without looking left into the kitchen.

‘Such a bright
and cheerful hallway,’ Mouse muttered, looking around the dead
animal heads rapidly falling into shadow with the setting of the
sun.

‘Come on,’
Louisa whispered to Jason, taking his arm and following her mother
towards the drawing room, ‘this will be… interesting.’

With Louisa’s
hand draped lightly around his arm, Jason’s mind instantly froze in
panic. Then Miranda appeared at the drawing room door. Her eyes
flicked over Louisa walking arm in arm with her brother then
settled on Mrs Russof.

Mrs Russof
slowed to a halt. ‘You must be Miranda,’ she said, ‘how lovely you
are. Your mother must have been beautiful, indeed.’

Miranda dropped
her gaze. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly, ‘she was. Please take a
seat.’

Mrs Russof
nodded and took one of the high backed chairs by the fireplace.
Louisa slipped her arm out of Jason’s and took the other while,
bringing up the rear, Mouse plonked himself down on the sofa.

Jason stayed by
the door, unnecessarily holding it open as, down the hallway, Dad
came out of the kitchen with his tea tray.

Mrs Russof
seemed to stiffen with each footstep. Finally she stood up out of
her chair, just as Dad entered the room.

‘Hello,
Richard,’ she said. Her eyes flicked over Dad, taking in every
detail then fixed on his face. A small smile wavered on her
lips.

Dad stared
straight at her, holding her gaze, his face unreadable, the heavily
laden tray rock steady in his hands. ‘It’s good to see you safe,
Ilena. I am so sorry about Ivan - he was a good man, a good friend.
You must have been…’

‘… angry.’ Mrs
Russof walked a few steps towards Dad, her smile a bit firmer.

Dad stared back
into her eyes. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t there… perhaps I…’

‘You’re not to
blame, Richard… no one is.’ She stopped an arm’s length away,
looking up at him. Dad was perfectly still.

‘If our teams
had been assigned together…’ Dad began, keeping his voice flat.

‘There is no
telling if you would even have been on that mission and besides…’
she glanced back at Louisa, ‘… a lot of other things might have
been different if you had stayed.’

She reached out
and lightly touched Dad’s cheek then turned to face the three
teenagers.

‘I’d like you
to meet my daughter, Louisa, and Mihail – ahh - Michael Muskowicz,
a close family friend who now lives with us.’

Dad nodded and
attempted a smile. He seemed unable or unwilling to speak for the
moment.

Mrs Russof
carried on. ‘And now I think we should all talk… perhaps over this
lovely tea Richard has prepared.’ She turned back to Dad who
nodded.

Mrs Russof sat
back down on her chair and Jason and Miranda sandwiched Mouse on
the sofa after pulling up a spare chair for Dad. As Dad poured the
tea and offered biscuits around, Mrs Russof began to talk.

‘I must
apologise Richard. I really did mean to wait until you were ready
to meet with us but Louisa gave me some news this evening. A man
named Marakoff is here – from her description it is the same
Marakoff who…’

‘… worked
closely with my father – the ghost?’ Dad cut in.

‘Yes. Louisa
said he walks with a heavy limp – perhaps he is here to be
relocated by Brash.’

‘I doubt it,’
Dad said, ‘none of my father’s team would go anywhere near Alan
Brash.’

‘So why do you
think he is here? Because of you perhaps…?’ Mrs Russof asked.

‘There’s not a
lot of point guessing, is there?’ Dad said a little sharply. ‘He’ll
find us when he wants to talk.’

Mrs Russof
nodded once and sipped at her tea. Louisa flashed Jason a look and
raised her eyebrows.

‘So,’ Dad said
after a few moments of silence, ‘how is life under Alan Brash’s…
tender care?

Mrs Russof
sipped her tea before answering. ‘He no longer has the Council to…
moderate his behaviour. He tries to control everything in his
valley.’

‘It was much
worse in Darkston Village,’ Louisa said.

‘Which is why,’
Mrs Russof added, ‘I demanded that we be allowed to move here after
just a few months. We were being… protected too closely.’

Dad nodded.
‘What’s he up to? Do you know how many of us he has gathered here?
I thought his job was to help scatter the majority of them over the
country, help them disappear into a normal life. Instead he seems
to be forming one huge enclave of his own.’

Mrs Russof
nodded. ‘I do not know the exact numbers, Richard, but there are
many Watch families living in Darkston village and Brash has
perhaps a hundred or more of them guarding and training in his
abbey – including some Gifted.’

‘So they’ve
hardly left the Watch at all?’ Dad said.

‘Those who I
talked to before moving out of the village all seemed happy to be
there.’ Mrs Russof shrugged her slim shoulders. ‘They’re safe and
Brash provides everything they need – a home, work, entertainment,
high wages.’

‘They should
not have left the Watch,’ Mouse suddenly said. He was staring into
his tea cup, his face set. ‘There are many things I do not trust
about Alan Brash but he is right to prepare as many soldiers and
Gifted as he can. In two years, when I am old enough, I will return
to Romania, to the Watch. We all should do this - they need our
help. The fight there is worse than anyone living can
remember.’

‘I am going
back there too,’ Louisa said. ‘I am not powerfully Gifted but I
will do what I can.’

‘Nice that you
have the choice,’ Jason mumbled.

Dad cast him a
warning glance.

Mouse looked up
from his cup at Jason. ‘You should be trained - there is no doubt
of this. The Watch cannot afford to be without someone of your
power,’ He turned to Dad, his eyes defiant. ‘My parents died
because there were too few powerfully Gifted with them on their
last raid…’

‘Mihail - that
is enough.’ Mrs Russof stared hard at him. ‘You have no right
to…’

‘It’s all
right, Ilena,’ Dad cut in, returning Mouse’s stare coolly. ‘I know
it must all seem black and white to you, Michael - train, kill all
the Brethren, Touched and possessed. But you must know that the
Touched have no free will and the possessed… from the tiniest
corner of their mind, they can see themselves killing their own
families, tearing the bodies apart, eating their flesh, drinking
their blood. Would you still want to cut the head off a child to
get to the demon inside?’

‘So you are
saying we should not fight them?’ Louisa asked, shaking her head,
‘just let them multiply - in the end have us all just as food?’

‘No,’ Dad said,
as calm as ever, ‘ but I am saying it’s not a fight I would want
anyone to be forced into.’

Jason
straightened up. ‘But we should be given the choice. They killed
Mum right in front of me, Dad – they would have killed Miranda as
well. I’ve been running from them all my life – I want to stand and
fight… they deserve to pay. I want you to teach me how to use my…
my Gift.’

‘You know I
won’t do that,’ Dad said quietly.

‘Then Alan
Brash will.’ Jason answered quietly.

No one spoke
for long moments. Dad held Jason’s eyes until Jason turned away in
exasperation.

The Mrs Russof
broke the silence. ‘I agree that you should have the choice, Jason
and the Watch are desperate for Gifted of your potential strength.’
She glanced at Dad then continued. ‘But Alan Brash should not be
the one to train you. He is highly Gifted but many of us believed
he… enjoyed his work too much. With him, the end result was the
only thing that mattered. People were just tools for him to use. We
do not know why he was stopped from hunting and sent here to
relocate families but it would have been for something very
serious. The Watch cannot easily afford to lose someone of his
power.’

Mouse was
staring into his tea cup again. ‘That leaves you, Mr Willow. We
know of your power – you should train him… unless you would let him
face the Brethren knowing nothing.’

‘Enough.’ Mrs
Russof stood up. ‘We had better go Richard. I am sorry. Mihail… all
of us have no right to question your decisions like this.’

Dad shrugged
and stood up as well. ‘Why not? I do - every single day.’

Louisa ushered
Mouse off the sofa and out into the corridor. Jason followed the
two of them leaving Dad staring through one of the windows. Miranda
hugged him from behind, her chin resting on his shoulder.

Mrs Russof
stayed in the drawing room with him for a moment, just a step
behind his resolute back. She said something Jason couldn’t hear,
Dad nodded once, then she joined them in the hallway.

Jason glanced
at Louisa. So she was going to go back to the Watch, to hunt
demons. What would she think of him if he didn’t even learn how to
use his Gifts?

They reached
the hallway and Jason opened the door. ‘I want to train, you know,’
Jason said, ‘I want to learn how to use my Gifts but Dad…’

Mrs Russof held
her hand up. ‘Jason - you have no idea at all what your father has
been through… what terrible, terrible things hunters have to do.
Neither have you two,’ she said, glancing coldly at Mouse and
Louisa. ‘You should not blame him for wanting you to stay away
from… our world.’

She smiled
then, sadly and touched Jason’s cheek with cool fingertips. ‘In the
end he knows you will make your own choices, but always listen to
what your father has to say – listen really well. He is only trying
to do what he thinks is best for you.’

Jason nodded
guardedly, but Mrs Russof seemed to accept it. She led Mouse and
Louisa out into the hazy dusk. Louisa looked back at him once, her
eyes searching his and then she turned and walked away.

Jason closed
the door and turned to watch his father still staring out of the
drawing room window with Miranda wrapped around his back. He needed
someone to train him and it didn’t look as if Dad was going to
change his mind any time soon.


Chapter
11

 


 


 


Fight fever
spread quickly at Silent Hill. Jason noticed the whispers and
glances directed at him the moment he stepped off the bus into the
glaring sunlight of the massive forecourt.

Skins, Brash
and normals all kept looking at him - the Brash members pushing up
Ray Ban and Armani sunglasses into their shining, floppy hair and
the Skins sneering and running one finger across their tattooed
throats. The normal kids, those not in either gang, stared with
everything from admiration down to pity.

‘I am guessing
today is when you become Fast Eddie’s little gladiator,’ Mouse said
disinterestedly.

The three of
them had hardly spoken on the bus in. Mouse had mumbled something
about ‘not supposed to talk about it,’ and ‘…your father’s
decision,’ before pretending to study for some maths test or
other.

‘Good,’ Jason
said, his eyes scanning the crowds unsuccessfully for Baldwin who
hadn’t been on their bus this morning, ‘I need to get some practice
in if I’m to join the Watch.’

Louisa looked
at him and her lips pursed in thought. She wasn’t expecting
that, Jason thought.

‘I thought your
father wasn’t going to allow it,’ Mouse said, as they moved through
the crowds to the relative calm of the entrance passage.

‘My father
can’t control my life forever – I’ll do what needs to be done.’

Mouse only
grunted but Louisa bent close to whisper in his ear. ‘This is not
the way to learn, not with Alan Brash or his creatures.’

I haven’t
got much choice, have I? Jason thought but Louisa was already
walking away, Mouse following in her wake.

‘Thanks for
your help,’ Jason mumbled to himself.

So the fight
was planned for today. It would have been nice if Fast Eddie had
let him know yesterday, or even spoken to him for that matter.
Perhaps the Brash leader was washing his hands of him as well.

Baldwin was in
form class and actually made it to the first two lessons. He
constantly stared at Jason, whispering with his three fellow
Skins.

Jason ignored
it all. He felt calm - content to let the fever rise around him
whilst he sat back with a cool head. He’d been at the centre of a
dozen or more proper fights before - when you constantly moved to
new schools there was a lot of “settling in” to the pecking order
to be done. He’d won them all – life-long Jakra training against
opponents as strong and talented as Dad and Miranda gave him a huge
advantage over hot-headed bullies relying only on their size and
aggressive intimidation.

He was
confident he’d put on a good show today for Louisa.

Violet was not
so sanguine about it all, however. In maths, just before break, she
touched his arm and whispered to him. ‘Listen, do you want me to
tell a teacher about this? If I told them then it wouldn’t look
like you were trying to avoid the fight.’

Jason smiled
across at her, as he finished off his last simultaneous equation.
They’d only known each other two and a bit days but she was
definitely growing on him. Behind her quiet voice and skinny figure
Jason there was a tough streak of determination and she always said
what she felt. Best of all, was her cutting sense of humour.

‘Thanks, Violet
but I’m not sure you understand - I have to fight Baldwin. It would
look really bad if I didn’t see it through.’

She raised on
eyebrow, holding his eyes with her grey-blue ones. ‘I’m not a
stupid as you look, Jason. I understand far better than you what’s
going on. You really don’t want to get sucked in to all of this
gang stuff.’

‘And what do
you know about this “gang stuff”?’

‘Hasn’t anyone
told you who I am yet? I’m Alan Brash’s ward.’

Jason dropped
his gaze. ‘Oh yeah, my mate Mouse did say something about
that…’

‘So maybe you
should listen to me for once.’

‘But where’s
the fun in that?’ Jason tried.

He was met with
a stoney glare. ‘You do know all this gang fighting is just a sad
selection process for Brash’s little private army don’t you…?’

‘And the
problem with that is...?’ Jason answered.

‘You don’t know
what he’s like.’

‘I’ve a lot of
people trying to tell me, though.’

Violet didn’t
answer so he carried on, a little less abrasively. ‘Look – all
schools are the same - if I don’t flatten Baldwin now I’ll have
every little punk of a bully trying to push me around – whether
they’re in a gang or not. I’m doing this for me, not for anyone
else, all right?’

Violet stared
at him, her normally bone-white skin flushing with a touch of red.
‘You think so?’ she said finally and started to pack away her dozen
pencils.

Jason passed
one he had borrowed back to her. ‘Look, sorry. I know you’re only
trying to help. Don’t worry about a thing, all right?’ he said, a
lot more softly and touching her on the shoulder. ‘…and don’t tell
any teachers.’

Violet just
ignored him, focussing on the inner depths of her bag.

The bell went
for break and Jason felt a small twist in his stomach. This could
be it. He stood up and stepped towards the door.

‘Jason...’
Violet almost whispered. He turned back to her as the rest of the
class started clearing out of the room.

‘Be
careful.’

‘Thank…’ Jason
began, then suddenly crashed sideways into her desk.

He pushed
himself back up and span around, fists up. Baldwin stood laughing a
couple of feet away.

‘Just thought
I’d help you two get closer…’ He sneered and snaked his studded
tongue in and out of his mouth.

‘Watch my
tables, boys.’ Mrs Strachen, their middle aged, battle-axe of a
maths teacher snapped, looking over her shoulder from wiping the
blackboard. ‘I know you may be in a hurry to escape maths but leave
the room in one piece.’

Jason didn’t
take his eyes off Baldwin. ‘See you soon,’ he whispered, and walked
past.

‘Oooh, I’m
scared,’ Baldwin sniggered and his three skin-headed friends
laughed with him.

In the dining
hall, things were heating up nicely. As Jason entered, there were a
few cheers from various Brash dotted around the place. Perhaps they
had decided to adopt him after all.

There was a
good deal of hissing from the Skins dominating one corner of the
hall and even a low chant of ‘die, die, die’ before a couple of
teachers walked in.

Jason sat down
and pulled a packet of crisps from his bag. This was all good hype
- when he took Baldwin down in front of the wound-up crowds, Louisa
would see what he was really made of.

Mouse came into
the hall, looked around and spotted him. He gave a tight smile and
walked over. As he sat down he pinched a handful of Jason’s crisps.
‘Listen, we are friends, yes? This fight is not the way to prove
anything or even to train. I mean what I said – the Brash will just
use you as a gladiator, to make their betting money on. And all
this will help Alan Brash suck you into his abbey training and you
will be his pawn forever. Perhaps there is a way to get you out of
this before it all starts. If…’

‘I don’t want
to get out of it, Mouse,’ Jason said, keeping his voice down. What
was Mouse trying to do – make him look like some snivelling coward
running away from a fight?

‘You’re being
very stupid, I think. Louisa doesn’t…’ Mouse began then stopped and
looked behind him.

Fast Eddie was
standing there, a frown creasing his perfect skin.

‘You never were
our greatest fan were you, Mouse, old chum?’ he said. ‘Time for you
to leave... I think.’

Mouse returned
the stare for a moment then deliberately turned back to Jason.

‘Are you coming
with me?’ he said.

Jason shook his
head. ‘I’ll see you later.’

Mouse hesitated
for a moment then nodded and left without a backward glance.

Eddie sat down
next to Jason. Half the heads in the refectory twitched around and
the other half huddled in excited whispering.

‘You’ve got the
whole school talking, young Jason,’ Eddie smiled, perfect white
teeth lighting up his handsome face. ‘Your uhh… friend, Mousey,
hasn’t given you second thoughts has he?’

‘Just the
opposite,’ Jason said.

‘Good –
excellent, in fact. One does wonder at his motives of course… he
has always avoided the Pit himself and he probably won’t be best
pleased when the lovely Louisa will see you make your triumphant
debut today. He does rather fancy her, doesn’t he? Not that I can
blame him of course, being so close to her all day… and night.’

Jason didn’t
like what he was hearing – it was too close to his own thoughts.
Still, he wasn’t going to show his weak spots.

‘He just
doesn’t like the idea of me… being like some prize-fighter or
something.’

‘Really – is
that what he says?’ Eddie smiled, pinching one of Jason’s dwindling
supply of crisps with a nod. He lowered his voice. ‘I find that
surprising as he must know this is just training for taking on… a
more serious enemy.’

Jason scanned
the room. They were still being watched but no one sat close enough
to risk cramping the leader of the Brash or be accused of
eavesdropping on his conversation.

‘Do all the
kids here know about…’ Jason began.

Eddie raised a
finger to stop him. ‘No – none of the Drunken Abbot scum and only
those from the village who have come from… abroad shall we
say.’

‘Right.’

Eddie flashed
him another white toothed smile. ‘Seriously Jason – do well today
and it could lead to the best training you could ever wish for… and
I don’t just mean fisticuffs.’

Eddie laid one
hand casually on the table top and pointed one finger at a salt
cellar… which suddenly shot off the edge of the table and smashed
against the back of a Skin on the next table. Salt exploded all
over the year-eleven who span around then froze half way out of his
seat.

‘Oops,’ Eddie
said. ‘So sorry, I dropped it.’

The Skin swore
under his breath and stormed out of the canteen, three or four
smaller hairless ones clambering out after him.

Eddie smiled.
‘That’ll make them mad. Do you know, Jason, we haven’t had a proper
Pit-fight for almost a month, with Easter getting in the way and so
on. We really do need to see a severely squashed Skin.’

‘Not a
problem…’ Jason said, ‘As long as a teacher doesn’t get in the
way.’

Eddie tapped
his golden monk badge, the ruby eyes glinting. ‘The prefects run
the fights old boy - which means the teachers keep away… as if any
of the drunken sots were brave enough to venture outside the school
building anyway.’

‘Drunken sots?’
Jason asked, distracted from thoughts of the fight for a moment.
‘They don’t seem drunk to me.’

Eddie shrugged.
‘Of course not – but you can hear the wheel spins at three thirty
as they dash off to the village inns for a spot of ale.’

‘Really?’

‘It’s the only
way to keep them teaching in this place,’ Eddie winked. ‘Anyway,
the point is, don’t worry about being interrupted in your… work
this lunch time.’

Jason nodded.
His stomach twisted again - things certainly were different at
Silent Hill. He’d a sudden feeling of being alone - friendless and
slipping down a path he couldn’t get off. He shook himself. Rubbish
- this was what he wanted, what he needed to do.

‘Lunch time
then is it? Where is this… pit?’

‘It’s a lovely
venue.’ Eddie smiled again. ‘I’ve been in there a good few times
myself during my meteoric rise to the top - a bit slippy underfoot
but that’s all part of the fun.’

‘Mmm. So where
is it?’

‘Don’t worry.
I’ll send someone to fetch you from the yard after fourth lesson –
it’s a little unseemly if I bring you in myself, you
understand.’

‘Uhh,
right.’

‘Excellent,
young Jason. Today could be the first day of a very different life
for you.’ Eddie stood up, smoothed his immaculate Armani shirt,
winked at Jason and left.

Students were
still watching him, more boldly now that Fast Eddie had left the
building. Louisa had not come in all break - probably doing maths
homework with darling Darius.

Jason chewed
his lip. He needed this fight to go well.

 


 


***

 


 


Two minutes
into lunch break Jason strode out into the yard and leant against
one of the chisel-scarred boulders.

The noise
quickly grew as pupils flooded out of the tunnels and milled around
the yard. Most of them seemed to be staring at him and whispering.
He did his best to look laid back, ignoring everybody and picking
at his fingernails. Where was the escort Fast Eddie was sending
to take him to the Pit.

At last, there
was a general drifting of bodies towards the south passage. It led
out to neutral territory where the woods surrounding most of the
school dropped steeply down to finally thin out into one of the
many small parks landscaped across Darkston Village.

Jason’s stomach
began to clench. Where was his escort? He’d have to go out and
try to find the fight himself in a minute or the whole school would
think he was too scared to move from the yard.

‘Not a friend
in the world, huh?’

Erin Brock, the
tall red head who had stepped in to stop his fight with Baldwin,
was suddenly at his shoulder.

‘Feels like
it,’ Jason mumbled, working on taking slow, deep breaths without
anyone noticing. ‘Let’s get on with it?’

Erin smiled,
showing small, white teeth which were a little crossed at the
bottom. ‘Right you are – nice to see you’re so keen.’

‘I don’t like
the waiting,’ Jason said, straightening up from his supposedly
cool, leaning-on-the-rock pose.

Erin winked.
‘It’s good for winding up the crowd though – a little feverish
anticipation does wonders for the betting.’ She winked and led him
towards the south passage.

The press of
pupils in the yard edged out of their way. A few took one glance at
them and rushed ahead - no doubt to announce Jason’s approach to
their friends.

Erin set a
steady pace through the crowds, chatting as if they weren’t even
there. ‘You’ve caused quite a stir with us sort of backing
you.’

Jason didn’t
reply. Erin glanced across at him and her smile faded a little.
‘You’ll smash this Baldwin kid, you know – I’ve seen him in the Pit
a couple of times before and he’s mainly mouth… although he did win
both times come to think of it.’

‘Not helping,’
Jason mumbled.

‘Just remember
to ignore the crowd this first time and don’t show off with any
fancy stuff.’

‘Suits me,’
Jason said, forced to raise his voice as they entered the tunnel
and excited chatter echoed all around them. The far end was all
blazing white sunlight.

‘Good,’ Erin
said, her smile returning. ‘Now remember that the Skins in the
front row are likely to try a few tricks, so keep away from them.
They won’t be too out of order as we’re behind you but… just so you
know.’

Pupils had
stopped to line the last half of the passage. Jason just stared
straight ahead, not wanting to talk any more. Some of the kids
shouted ‘good luck’ and ‘smash’ im’ type comments but many more let
him know that he was going to get slaughtered.

‘Drunken Abbot
scum,’ Erin told him, ‘- wannabe skin-heads most of them.’ One thin
faced boy with a double nose stud stepped in their path to cuss
Jason. Erin slapped him out of the way so hard that he flew back
into the wall and slid down it. She didn’t even break stride.

They came out
of the tunnel and into the light. The whole area was filled with
clusters of staring, chattering pupils. Jason wasn’t hearing them
anymore – it was like he had one of those “listen-to-the-sea”
shells pressed against each ear. He wanted this over with. If only
his bloody stomach would loosen up. It always clenched up before a
proper fight until he got hit a few times and then he usually
became ice-cold angry and forgot to be nervous. There had never
been this sort of build up in any of his other schools however –
this was like stepping into the Coliseum in ancient Rome.

Erin led him
through the crowds to the edge of the woods. Ten metres down the
wooded hill the Skins waited for him.

At least twenty
of them were lined up between the trees forming a human corridor.
They all stared at him, totally silent.

‘We have to go
through them or it’ll look bad,’ Erin whispered. ‘Watch their
feet.’ Without missing a step they strode between the first two
Skins.

The jeering
leapt out at them - foul language, pointing fingers darting out,
hate filled faces pushing forward. Steel tipped boots kicked out
for Jason, threatening to cripple him before he even set foot in
the Pit. He blocked them with his own feet but they were slowing
him down. If they stopped in the middle of this they wouldn’t have
a chance.

Erin flicked
out two extendable steel batons from her sleeves and then, like
some demented Morris dancer, she smacked four knees and ankles in
little more than a second. The Skins all shoved back, swearing
loudly.

‘Your friend
Mouse is not the only one who plays with sticks.’ Erin grinned,
casually striking another knee without even looking.

The Skins all
pulled far back while still swearing and gesticulating. Erin spun
her sticks happily, looking for an excuse to hit something else as
the two of them ambled through the foul-mouthed gang. Just as they
were stepping out of the human corridor, one big Skin with a
snakehead tattoo on his cheek lent forward and spat at Jason. Jason
dodged most of it and flicked out two fingers to strike the lad’s
nose.

The Skin roared
and stepped forward, blood already welling out of his nose. Erin
whacked him on the head with one steel tip and he crumpled. Furious
shouts erupted from the Skins and they surged in around them. The
next moment though, Brash members appeared from nowhere and formed
a tight circle around Erin and Jason.

‘Warming up
nicely,’ Erin laughed as she grabbed Jason and dashed out of the
Brash-Skin face-off.

And then Jason
caught his first view of the ‘Pit.’

It was like a
three sided amphitheatre in the hillside, perhaps fifteen metres
across at the bottom with steeply sloping sides rising up the hill
and a low lip leading down. The sides heaved with pupils.

‘Fight, fight,
fight…’ it started quietly at first, everyone - Skins, Brash and
normals - joining in and staring at him with violence-hungry
eyes.

Without
realising it, Jason had stopped. Erin touched his elbow and they
pushed down through the crowd.

There was a
definite hierarchy here – non-gang members higher up the slopes,
gang members lower down sitting ‘ringside’. The Skins were on the
left half, being joined now by the dispersing human corridor who
pushed through to find their places. The Brash, smartly dressed,
some sipping from silver hip flasks as if they were at Ascot races,
stood smiling and joking on the right.

Jason and Erin
got through the ringside crowd unscathed and stepped onto the Pit
floor. It was a mix of scrappy grass tufts and dry dirt. There was
a massive tree stump in the centre of the hollow, smoothly sawn off
about a metre above the ground. The noontime sun streamed through
the break in the leafy canopy overhead and spot-lit the stump.

Jason looked
around him, trying to appear calm. There must have been five
hundred or more faces staring down at him from the slopes, chanting
louder and louder, pushing, hanging out of trees - all of them
baying for pain and blood.

Baldwin was
nowhere in sight. Had he chickened out?

Very
self-consciously, standing at the edge of the hollow, Jason began
to loosen up - swinging his arms, turning his wrists, his neck,
stretching and flicking out his legs. The noise got louder. Jeers
and laughter rose over the chanting now, fingers pointing, the back
rows of Skins mimicking his actions like demented monkeys. Jason
felt heat flare up his cheeks but he carried on – settling in to
his warm-up routine, trying to clear his mind.

Then the
taunting broke into a cacophony of cheers from the Skins and boos
from the Brash. Jason eased up from a split stretch to see Baldwin
rising above over the lip of the hollow.

A huge Skin,
broken-nosed and bare-chested with a black skull tattooed on his
right cheek was walking up the hill carrying Baldwin on his
shoulders. It was Grizz – the Skin who had held his gang in check
during Jason and Baldwin’s initial confrontation.

The two of them
lurched to a halt in the hollow and soaked up the cheers. Grizz’s
heavy muscles rippled as Baldwin perched on his shoulders and
punched his fists into the air.

‘Oooh, the big
guns are out,’ Erin said, winking down to Jason who had resumed his
stretching. ‘You remember Grizz… as in Grizzly Bear? He’s Callum
Mennis’s second in command. Big bugger and bloody strong… I wish I
hadn’t asked to be your escort now.’

Jason swallowed
as Grizz started a circuit of the hollow with Baldwin sneering down
from on-high and whooping with presumptuous victory. The Skins
loved it and the shouting and screaming began to be underscored
with a chant of ‘Grizz… Grizz… Grizz…’

Jason shook out
his wrists again and glanced at Erin. ‘Where’s my shoulder ride?’
He had to shout to make himself heard over the crowd.

‘In your
dreams,’ Erin said, without taking her eyes off the two Skins.

Grizz and
Baldwin rounded towards them. Standing where they were, close to
the edge of the hollow, the human bear would be forced to walk
around… or through them to complete his circuit of the hollow.

Erin’s twin
batons slipped into her hands again. Was this how it would
begin – some impromptu tag team fight?

Then Erin
tossed her weapons away to another Brash girl in the crowd on their
right.

‘What’re you
doing?’ Jason hissed as Grizz and Baldwin stomped towards them.

‘No weapons
allowed in a bare knuckle fight,’ she said calmly, glancing across
at him and shrugging.

‘Bugger - hope
you’re some use without them,’ Jason managed.

‘Sadly, today
I’m just here to pick up your pieces.’ Erin grinned.

As the two
Skins approached, Jason and Erin squared up to them. Jason steadied
his breathing and settled on the balls of his feet. If they tried
to bulldoze right through then…

Grizz stopped a
step away, lumbering to a halt like a fall of boulders. Above him,
Baldwin’s web-stained face loomed down seemingly from the tree
tops.

The crowd
stilled, waiting to see what would happen. Baldwin’s lip curled in
contempt and he began to chant, jabbing one hand down rhythmically
inches above Jason’s head.

‘You’re gonna
diiiiie - and you know you are.

‘You’re gonna
diiiiie - and you know you are.’

The Skins to
his left began to join in, drowning out what seemed half-hearted
jeering from the Brash to his right.

‘Bugger this,’
Jason mumbled. Without a hint of what he was going to do, he
suddenly stepped back a pace and leapt into the air, flinging his
right foot in an arc-kick and slapping Baldwin’s jabbing hand
away.

Jason landed in
a crouch and whirled his right foot around to stop an inch behind
Grizz’s knee. Had he hit him, both Skins would have come crashing
down… as long as Grizz’s tree-stump of a leg buckled of course.

There was
absolute silence. Jason looked up at the mountain of muscle looming
over him and wondered if he’d made a mistake.

Grizz’s
rock-troll face was unmoved by his display of skill but Jason was
glad to see Baldwin trying to flex his hand without anyone
noticing.

Erin leapt into
the silence. ‘Anybody want to see a fight?’ she shouted and sprang
onto the central stump. Her long red hair flamed in the sun and
sunlight seemed to burst from her.

The crowd
erupted into cheers, the Brash loudest of all this time.

Jason, still
crouching, rolled back from Grizz’s mighty legs and flipped to his
feet. He was almost beginning to enjoy himself.

He strolled
over to wait at Erin’s right hand below the stump and scanned the
crowd. He stifled a satisfied smile - standing a good way up the
hill was Louisa. She had her back against a tree and was watching
him silently. Mouse was next to her, arms folded and his face set
like stone. Then Darius stepped into view on Louisa’s other side,
brushing his shiny blond hair back from that pretty-boy face. Jason
looked away.

The crowd began
to quieten down again.

‘Right, here
comes Callum Mennis, leader of the Skins.’ Erin whispered down to
him from the corner of her mouth. ‘No fancy, Bruce Lee stuff with
this one or he’ll kill you… he’s not as friendly as Grizz.’

Jason looked
around to see who she was talking about.

From the midst
of the Skins stepped out the meanest looking youth Jason had ever
seen. He was only as tall as Jason but tightly muscled and
perfectly poised. Wearing ripped jeans and only a sleeveless black
leather top, Callum Mennis was completely hairless. His face,
eyebrows, head and chest were all smooth and glistening. Half his
torso was tattooed with all manner of tortured souls, triumphant
demons and red-eyed snakes. A scar ran from his right ear down most
of his neck.

Baldwin quickly
slid down from Grizz’s shoulders and the two of them took their
places behind Callum.

Erin stepped
down from the stump as the crowd fell quiet and still. Complete
silence descended all around the hollow now - no one daring to show
any disrespect.

A stirring in
the Brash crowd caught Jason’s eye and Fast Eddie stepped out from
the sea of designer jackets and sunglasses. He was the tall, floppy
blond haired, immaculately dressed antithesis of Callum Mennis’ raw
malevolence.

‘Kind of gives
you hope for the world doesn’t he?’ Erin whispered to Jason with
her eyes fixed on the leader of the Brash gang.

Callum Mennis
and Fast Eddie met in the centre of the hollow and stepped up onto
the stump at the same time. They faced each other with just a foot
or so between them. Eddie, a head taller than Callum, reached up to
slip off his Ray Bans and pocketed them before nodding once. Callum
lifted his chin, his small, mean eyes like obsidian chips. Without
a word, they turned their backs on each other to face their
respective gangs.

Callum began,
his voice, hard and clipped. ‘Fight-time. A new boy, Jason Willow,
has pissed off one of ours and now he’s gonna pay his dues.’

The Skins all
straightened up, threw a fist in the air and cried
‘FIGHT-TIME.’

Fast Eddie took
over, his voice rich, cultured and in total contrast to Callum’s.
‘Fight-time. Young Jason here is not one of ours… but as he is
taking on one of theirs we offer him protection in and out of the
Pit.’

The Brash all
clapped three times then shouted in rhythm ‘FIGHT-TIME.’

Fast Eddie and
Callum stepped down without looking at each other and walked back
to their gangs. Released from this bizarre ceremony, the crowd
burst into roars and whoops.

‘Kick-off,’
Erin shouted to Jason over the bedlam. ‘You’ll be fine – just
remember to hit him harder than he hits you.’

Jason nodded as
Erin trotted off to join Fast Eddie, front and centre of their
gang.

Jason stepped
further in to the hollow, closer to the stump. Opposite him,
Baldwin did the same, the huge Grizz slapping him hard on the back
and grunting ‘kill him’ above the crowd’s hysteria.

As Grizz strode
back to join Callum in the Skin’s front row, Baldwin stared at
Jason and ran a finger slowly across his own throat.

Jason just
raised his eyebrows. He’d calmed now, his stomach was still
slightly clenched but with excitement as much as trepidation. He
took a ready stance, his left leg a little forward and his fists
relaxed but up at face height.

The crowd
started up again. ‘Fight, fight, fight..’

Baldwin
sneered. ‘Your kungy fuey won’t help you in here, you prat.’

‘How’s your
hand?’ Jason shouted above the chanting.

Baldwin rushed
forward and punched with a right. Jason blocked easily, latched
onto Baldwin’s wrist, twisted and propelled him straight into the
crowd.

Laughter broke
out through the chanting.

Baldwin span
around. He was furious but there was no rushing this time. He
stalked up to Jason with murder in his eyes and started
punching.

Jason blocked
each blow with his eyes levelled on Baldwin’s chest so he could see
every limb. Baldwin tried a vicious kick but Jason swept it aside
almost before it left the ground and pushed him away while he was
off balance.

Baldwin
stumbled sideways, almost falling, and the laughing grew louder
from the Brash and the normals higher up the slopes. Jason glanced
up to the top of the hollow to see how Louisa was enjoying the
show. She wasn’t even watching; she was whispering something in
Darius’ ear.

Smack.
Baldwin’s furious punch hammered into Jason’s cheek and sent him
sprawling in the dirt. Head ringing, Jason automatically tucked
into a roll to get him away but Baldwin was right on him. A steel
capped boot caught Jason in the stomach and he crashed into the
front row of Skins.

Immediately
hands and fists jabbed at him. Jason pushed himself up but someone
kicked his hand away and he crashed down again. Baldwin was on him
instantly, another boot cracking into his ribs sending a red wash
across his eyes and bile halfway up his throat as he sprawled face
first into the dirt.

Anger and fear
surged up in Jason and desperately, he swung his arm up in an arc
at Baldwin’s knees.

It felt as if a
wave of ice shot through his arm and balled in his fist. The strike
should have unbalanced Baldwin at best, but Baldwin’s legs were
hammered out from under him and he flipped backwards to slam down
on his back.

Gasping for
breath, Jason scrambled away from the Skins’ clutching fingers and
clambered to his feet. His head still swam and his ribs shot hot
spikes into him but he could stand. Groggily he stumbled over to
stare down at Baldwin’s prostrate body.

What had he
done to the boy?

Suddenly
Baldwin grabbed his leg. Without thinking, Jason lashed out a
back-fist at his temple. Baldwin went down again, instantly
pole-axed. Jason stepped in to flick-kick him in the chin, but
stopped an inch before making contact. There was no need. Baldwin
wasn’t getting up anytime soon.

Dizzy, his
vision blurred and ribs aching, Jason stepped back and raised one
fist.

The crowd
erupted, jumping up and down and chanting his name – everyone that
is, apart from the Skins, who began pushing their way out of the
hollow in silence. Grizz, as Baldwin’s escort, was presumably the
one meant to pick up the pieces. However, he just spat on Baldwin
and left with the rest of his gang. Baldwin groaned on the floor
and curled up in a ball.

Jason felt
suddenly drained as if he’d spent too much of himself. His mind
seemed to become encased in a sight-blurring, sound-muffling jelly
which vibrated with each throb of pain from his ribs. A mass of
jumbled faces began to flood down the banks into the hollow and
converge on him. Desperately he searched passed them to look for
someone to get him out of there. Where were Louisa and Mouse – had
they already left? Had Louisa even stayed to see him win?

A moment later,
Fast Eddie was standing next to him, flanked by Erin and about
thirty Brash.

‘Well done, old
boy – a fine show.’

Baldwin, curled
up amongst scores of milling feet now, struggled to stand then
stumbled quickly away.

Eddie glanced
at him, his nose wrinkling as if there was a bad smell. ‘One less
baldy-boy to worry about, I think. Something tells me they’ll cut
him loose after that little performance. Good work - Mr Brash said
you were one to watch.’

Jason gingerly
touched his bleeding lip – it felt huge. ‘Thanks - I was just
trying to hit him harder than he hit me.’

Standing by
Eddie’s side, Erin grinned broadly at him but she stayed quiet. Her
leader was doing the talking.

‘Good tactic.
However, flipping him into a somersault while you’re lying flat on
the ground was a little obvious. We should have mentioned that you
don’t want to show everyone here all your… skills.’

‘I don’t know
how I did that,’ Jason whispered.

Eddie smiled.
‘Oh really? Well now, we could help you there.’

Jason didn’t
answer - he just attempted a smile and rubbed his ribs again.

Fast Eddie
shrugged, his eyes narrowing for just a fraction of a second. ‘I
dare say Mousey and his delightful non-girlfriend have been warning
you about me and my nasty gang. They’ve told you we’ll steal your
soul, have they?’

Jason kept his
mouth shut and looked at the floor. Eddie laughed amenably. ‘I’d
want to stay in the lovely Louisa’s good books too if I were you,
Jason, but do remember that there are other equally lovely girls
that Silent Hill has to offer to the… right boy.’

Jason shrugged.
Was Eddie taking the mick?

‘A shame they
didn’t stay until the end… make sure you were okay and so on.’
Eddie said. ‘Anyway old chap, fantastic job today but don’t get
too… complacent. You need to learn what you’re really capable of in
case you antagonise someone a little more scary than Dick Baldwin
next time.’

‘Uhh… right –
I’ll think about that. Thanks,’ Jason nodded then had a mental
picture of himself as some nodding-head dog in the back of a beaten
up old car and held his head still. He glanced at Erin. ‘and thanks
for, you know, your help and all that.’

Erin winked at
him.

‘Plenty more
where that came from,’ Fast Eddie said, breaking into his
characteristic broad smile. ‘You know where we are.

Then he slipped
an arm around Erin and led his gang up out of the hollow, shooing
away the few remaining gawking normals.

Jason spat out
some more blood and started back towards Silent Hill on his
own.
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Baldwin wasn’t
on the bus home that afternoon although that wasn’t anything
unusual. The Skins could catch any one of a dozen or so other buses
that expelled the Drunken Abbot ‘scum’ swiftly through the
beautiful cottages and landscaped streets of Darkston village and
out beyond the fences into the town’s grey terraces.

However, Louisa
wasn’t there either.

‘She has
revision classes.’ Mouse said, obviously noticing Jason’s
disappointed face.

‘Right.’ Jason
said, plonking himself down with Mouse on the back bench seat

‘The wonderful
Fast Eddie was pleased with your performance today, yes?’ Mouse
said.

‘At least he
stayed to see if I was okay.’

‘We waited
until the Skin wasn’t moving any more and then left you to finish
kicking him.’ Mouse said casually.

‘I didn’t kick
him – I stopped.’

‘You are too
kind, I think.’ Mouse said. He pulled his bag up from the floor.
‘We may not see a lot of you for a while – we have the examination
study leave and you perhaps need some time to play with your new
friends, yes?’

Mouse held
Jason’s eye for a moment more. ‘Choose them carefully,’ he mumbled
before shifting away along the seat and pulling out a book to
read.

Willow stared
at the back of Mouse’s head for a moment then turned to stare out
of the opposite window. What was the use in arguing?

When Jason
arrived home, the house was silent so he went to check the
garden.

Dad and Ilena
Russof were there, sitting at the garden table which overlooked the
river and the woods beyond. The remains of what must have been a
very long lunch and an empty bottle of Cava were laid out before
them.

Ilena stood up
the moment Jason stepped through the kitchen’s back door. She
looked fantastic - today in fitted black trousers and a deep red
blouse, her dark hair tied up with a few wispy strands blowing in
the soft breeze from the river.

Dad took one
look at Jason’s bruised face and dishevelled clothes and put his
wine glass down. ‘You’ve been fighting.’

‘I should
leave,’ Ilena cut in. ‘I will telephone you tomorrow, Richard.’
With a half smile to Dad and a concerned glance over Jason, she
walked out of sight around the side of the house.

Jason would
rather face the music than lie to his father. He waited until Ilena
had gone then moved over to the table.

‘Yes – I had a
fight, Dad… with one of the skinhead gang like I told you.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he’s a
prat and kept getting at me.’

‘And did you
hurt him badly?’

‘He’ll
live.’

‘That’s lucky,’
Dad said, throwing the remains of his wine out onto the lawn. ‘I
told you - you’re coming into your Gifts - you can kill with one
blow if you’re not in control, smash bones, permanently damage
brains…’

‘Then teach me
how to use it properly.’

‘I will…’ Dad
said, ‘I’ve already said that I’ll teach you how to suppress your
Gifts, keep the powers locked away. We’ll start this evening.’

‘I don’t want
to suppress it. What happens when the next Brethren agent comes
along to try to kill us?’

‘We’ve been
through this… the best defence is anonymity - look at Ilena and her
family...’

‘Louisa has
been taught how to use her gifts - she pushed me over from ten feet
away the first day I met her’

‘She was
brought up in the Watch and besides, she’s only a first generation
Gifted. If you learned your Gifts you would be able to “push”
houses over – with the accompanying zephyr drawing in any agents
for miles around.’

‘The agents
always find us anyway – with mum and on Mawn…’

‘That won’t
happen again.’

‘How do you
know?’

Dad had no
answer. Jason didn’t want to stop. ‘And what if I don’t want to
hide? What if I want to join the Watch?’

Dad stared at
him, then asked quietly ‘Why in God’s name would you want to do
that?’

‘Oh, now let me
think,’ Jason said, ‘maybe because the Brethren sent men to kill my
mother and maybe because if the Watch lose there will be Brethren
agents and Touched and demons everywhere. Even here. No one will be
safe ever again.’

Dad brushed his
fingers through his hair. ‘Listen Son, do you think your mother
would have wanted you to risk your life time and again to avenge
her or would she have wanted you to have as normal, happy and safe
a life as you possibly could?’

Jason just
stared at him.

Dad carried on,
his voice soft. ‘And I told you the fight between the Brethren and
the Watch always ebbs and flows, no side can ever really win. The
Watch are just on a low at the moment - they’ll recover, they
always do.’

‘So why are
Louisa and Mouse going back to join them if there’s nothing to
worry about? They’ve lost half their family there, both Mouse’s
parents – they want to make the Brethren pay as well.’

‘Is that
another reason you’re thinking of doing this - to follow Louisa
Russof?’ Dad said quietly.

How did he
know that? Jason’s anger flared. ‘No – I’m thinking of joining
the Watch because I’m not a coward.’

Jason hated
himself the moment he’d said it. Dad however, was completely
calm.

‘Whatever you
think of me, of my reasons for trying to leave that world behind,
you need to understand… if you do join them, it will never stop.
The things you will have to do will… change you forever. You don’t
have to throw your life away, Son.’

‘Not much of a
life to throw away is it?’ Jason said and stormed into the kitchen,
slamming the door behind him.

 


 


***

 


 


Mouse did
little more than grunt a greeting to him on the bus the following
morning and Louisa wasn’t there again. It was probably a good thing
or doubtless she’d have moaned at him about having the fight as
well.

Once in Silent
Hill however, it seemed everyone else appreciated his efforts in
the Pit yesterday. The moment he walked into registration, most of
his form started clapping and cheering. Obviously the two big Skin
boys and the whip thin girl just scowled at him. Baldwin himself
was nowhere to be seen.

Jason nodded to
the class, half raising one hand but quickly found his place next
to Violet as Mr Pastor started taking the register.

Violet had not
clapped - she’d slapped on her stern face and Jason guessed the
‘voice of disapproval’ would come out of it any time now.

The moment the
register and notices were called, Violet started.

‘When’s the
next fight, then? With you being so friendly with Fast Eddie, I
assume you’re joining the Brash… should I watch what I say now in
case it goes straight back to my guardian?’

‘Do they report
everything back to him?’ Jason asked.

‘Yes –
obviously… duh, they’re called “the Brash” aren’t they?’

Jason shook his
head. ‘I guess.’

Violet raised
her eyes. ‘Anyway, don’t try to change the subject. Are you going
to be a little Brashy boy then? Are you…’

‘Violet - shut
up,’ Jason said, not unkindly. ‘The truth is I don’t know if I want
to join them or not. My dad and sister are dead set against having
anything to do with Alan Brash.’

‘They’re
obviously a lot brighter than you, then.’ Violet mumbled.

‘I can’t see
what you’ve got against him - a super-rich guardian living in some
huge abbey.’

Violet clapped
her hands in mock joy. ‘Lucky me.’

She pulled her
invariably bulging bag onto the table and started rummaging through
it for no apparent reason.

‘Look,’ Jason
began, ‘I don’t know about the gang but if some idiot tries to push
me around I’ll push them back. There’s nothing wrong with that is
there?’

Violet slowed
down her rummaging and faced him. She looked shy again, like when
they’d first met. Her gray-blue eyes didn’t quite manage to meet
his and she quickly angled her head so that long, mousey hair
covered half her face.

‘I suppose not…
it’s just… well I liked the fact that you were one of the few
people around here who weren’t playing his games and… well,
you might get really badly hurt in the Pit. They’ll keep putting
you up against stronger and stronger Skins and then…it’ll go
further’ Violet’s voice faded away without finishing for once.

‘Go further –
how?’

‘Never mind,’
Violet said, ‘I just don’t want you dripping your blood all over my
stuff, that’s all.’

At that moment,
the prefects rang their hand-bells for lessons.

As he followed
Violet to the door, the Skins tried to push in front of her.
Instinctively, Jason shot his hand out to stop them. Amazingly,
they stopped and even pulled back a step.

Violet flashed
Jason an unreadable look and disappeared into the corridor. As he
followed her out he heard a muttered ‘bloody hero!’ from one of the
Skins but he ignored it. Prefects were everywhere and Mr Pastor was
still in the room - there would be plenty of opportunity to follow
it up later.

It was Friday,
the end of Jason’s first week at Silent Hill. His first two lessons
went well enough - French and Geography. Violet stopped preaching
and prattled on about the forthcoming exams and some television
talent show she was going to watch on Saturday night – she had her
own suite of rooms at the abbey apparently, complete with a huge HD
TV and surround sound.

It was good to
have her inane chatter back. Almost too soon the bells were rung
for break and it was time to face the rest of the school.

The corridors
were buzzing louder than usual as he found his way from Geography
into the packed yard. Everyone kept glancing at him as he made his
way to one of the rocks and wondered if a Brash messenger would
turn up with an invite to join them. He didn’t know what he’d say
if they did, but hopefully it would be Erin Brock again – what a
mix of gorgeous looks and hard fighter.

No Brash came
for him, however. Jason was starting to become annoyed, feeling
like he was some animal in a cage for everyone to gawp at, when
Mouse came strolling towards him, a bag of crisps in hand.

Mouse just
looked at him for a time, finishing his mouthful. They stank -
cheese and onion flavour.

‘So what –
you’re talking to me again, now are you?’ Jason asked.

‘Not with my
mouth full – Ilena is very quick to correct bad manners.’ Mouse
said.

‘I haven’t
joined the Brash if that’s what you’ve come to find out. They
haven’t asked me.’

‘Ah – but they
are about to do so, I think,’ Mouse said, nodding backwards
slightly. ‘This is what I came to warn you about.’

Jason looked
behind Mouse. People were drifting around them – probably trying to
eavesdrop for any news of the fight. He noticed a group of three
girls in particular - all very good looking in short floaty skirts
and pristine white blouses with several buttons open. Two were
blonde, one with her hair long and wavy and the other with hers
straight and cut above her shoulders. The third girl had Louisa’s
look – tall, curvy figure and dark hair in a neat bob. All three
girls caught him staring at them and the dark haired one smiled at
him.

‘They’re very…
tasty, yes?’ Mouse said, without looking around. ‘You see how
nicely they’re dressed.’

Jason shrugged.
‘They look all right.’

‘It means that
they are Brash girls,’ Mouse explained, slowly. ‘Large amounts of
pain will happen for anyone who is not in the gang if they… try
anything with them.’ Mouse smiled tightly. ‘Of course, it is also
true that your good friend, Fast Eddie, likes to reward his
favourite gladiators… as long as they keep winning.’

Jason glanced
back at the threesome. ‘So you reckon Eddie sent those girls to
tempt me into joining up?’

Mouse
nodded.

‘Don’t you
think it’s at all possible that they might actually fancy me?’
Jason asked.

Mouse looked
him up and down. ‘No,’ he said and then walked away.

Jason watched
him barge through the yard and into the shadows of the east
passage.

A whiff of
sweet perfume made him turn around and suddenly he was face to face
with the three Brash girls.

‘Hello, Jason.’
said the long-haired blonde.

‘Hi,’ Jason
said, his throat going instantly dry.

‘My name is
Farah, and my friends here are Tanya and Beth.’ Farah’s voice was
light and airy. She had big blue eyes and her cheeks sparkled with
some sort of lightly glittered blusher.

‘Hi, uhh, I’m
Jason.’ said Jason.

‘We know.’ said
Tanya, the dark haired one. She smiled which made her eyes narrow
and glint mischievously. She reminded him very much of Louisa… when
she was in a good mood, that is. Jason felt his heart pounding up
though his chest and into his throat.

On the other
side of Farah, Beth brushed back one side of her glistening blonde
hair and ran one finger down her cheek to play around the corner of
her mouth. Her head was angled down slightly so she looked up at
him from under prettily plucked eyebrows.

‘We saw you
fight yesterday… we thought you were very good.’

Farah cut in.
‘I liked it best when your shirt ripped open a bit… Mmm.’

Jason’s cheeks
caught fire.

‘Were you hurt
very badly?’ Tanya asked and reached out slowly to gently touch his
left ribs where Baldwin had kicked him. Jason winced slightly. All
the girls were standing very close to him now.

‘Oh, I’m
sorry,’ Tanya said, stepping back a little and covering her mouth
in shock. With her lower face covered, her dark eyes look even
bigger.

‘It’s fine…
really,’ Jason stammered.

‘We think you
need someone to… nurse you back to health,’ Farah said, holding his
wide-eyed stare.

‘It must have
been very frightening in the Pit.’ said Beth, her eyes still
looking up at him coyly.

‘Uhh… that
would be great but you’re… you’re Brash girls, aren’t you? Aren’t
you supposed to only uhh… hang around with Brash boys?’

‘Oh, not all
the time - especially when there is something a little more tasty
on offer,’ Farah said.

Tanya raised
her eyebrows. ‘We can… hang around with anyone we please, Jason -
being in the Brash doesn’t mean anyone “owns” us.’

‘And besides,’
Farah said, flicking back her wavy hair, ‘Eddie is very pleased
with you right now. He wouldn’t mind at all if we kept you company
for a while.’

‘So… would you
like…’ Beth began, clasping her hands in front of her and glancing
up from under her trembling fringe, ‘would you like…?’

‘For heaven’s
sake, Beth,’ Farah cut in. ‘What little miss innocent here is
trying to say is would you like one of us to… show you around the
village? We could have a lot of fun.’

Tanya smiled.
‘You’re new and having a bit of a tough time so we’d like to show
you that not everyone in Silent Hill is horrible. That’s all.’

‘And outsiders
aren’t allowed to wander around the village without someone who
lives there, you see?’ added Beth, gaining some confidence, it
seemed.

Jason’s mouth
dropped open. No one had ever asked him out on a date before and
now here were three gorgeous girls…

‘So choose,’
Farah said, smiling and smoothing down her blouse.

Jason ran his
fingers back through his hair. This can’t be happening - not to
me.

Suddenly the
bells rang out from the three passages - the end of break. Farah
raised an eyebrow - he had to choose, now. ‘Tanya… please,’ he
stammered, ‘… but you’re all so…’

Farah shrugged.
‘We know. Maybe next time. Enjoy yourselves.’

She slung her
arm around Beth who gave a little nod farewell before they
disappeared into the crowds already draining away into the four
passages.

That left just
Tanya standing in front of him.

‘Good choice,’
she said.

‘Thanks… I
mean…’

Tanya touched
his arm. ‘We can’t talk here, the prefects will have us.’

Jason glanced
around. The yard was almost empty already – how had that
happened?

‘Listen,’ Tanya
continued, ‘today, after school – let’s go for a walk and have a
pizza or something. Fridays are always fun in the village.’

‘Yeah… yes.
Great. That would be… great.’

Tanya smiled,
her eyes glinting again. Smoothly, without any hint of rushing, she
leant forward and kissed his cheek. ‘I’ll meet you by the gates,
then,’ she said, turning on one shiny black heel and clipping away
across the yard.

Speechless,
Jason just watched her go then sprinted towards the south passage
before the prefects caught him.

Things were
looking up.
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The rest of
Friday seemed to take an age to get through. Jason got a few
cat-calls in the yard and corridors mainly about the fight but some
alluding to his new “girlfriend”.

Violet was
unnaturally quiet in their last lesson. She seemed almost sad for
some reason and didn’t even bother messing through her bag
much.

After a couple
of attempts at asking, Jason gave up on finding out what he’d done
wrong this time and tried to concentrate on his work..

At last the
waiting was over. The prefects’ bells actually made him jump at the
end of the lesson. It was time for his date.

He was
impervious to the stares and whispers as he strode through the
corridors. He was finally getting a life after years of shying away
from making friends, let alone girlfriends. And for the first time,
he’d a clear future open to him if he wanted to take it – learn to
use his Gift and join the Watch.

His confidence
wavered just a little as he strode down the West tunnel towards the
main school gates. What if this was all some big wind up and Tanya
wasn’t there?

However, when
he broke out into the sunshine, she was waiting for him. She was
leaning against the wall close to the open gates in her short skirt
and that fine white blouse which the bright light rendered
virtually transparent. Farah and Beth were with her, chatting away,
but Tanya spotted him immediately and smiled.

Jason forced
himself to keep a steady pace towards her and smiled back. Tanya
held his eyes briefly then said something to her friends. They
turned around, Farah blew a kiss to him and then she and Beth
walked off before he got there.

‘Hello.’ Tanya
said as he reached her.

‘Hi,’ Jason
said. His stomach was churning but he ignored it. He was supposed
to be enjoying himself but it wasn’t easy when the whole school was
watching them.

‘You alright?’
she asked.

‘Yes, fine…
thanks. I’m just… glad school’s over.’

‘Me too – this
afternoon seemed to take forever for some reason.’ She smiled again
and held out one hand. ‘Shall we go?’

Taken by
surprise Jason just stared at her beautifully manicured, light pink
fingernails. Suddenly he realised what she wanted him to do and
grabbed her hand. Tanya eased away from wall and stood next to him,
her cool fingers curling around his hot ones.

She didn’t
start to walk, however. She just stared at him, seeming like she
was deciding something. ‘You’re going to be a wreck until we get
this over with, aren’t you?’

‘No I’m not…,’
Jason started then slowed down. ‘Get what over with?’ Any small
amount of cool he might have had was slipping away fast.

‘This…’ Tanya
said softly. She brought both hands up and slipped them around the
back of his neck, leant forward and kissed him for one long,
delicious moment.

As she pulled
away, Jason’s head was already spinning. This sort of thing
really didn’t happen to him.

‘Better now?’
she asked.

His eyes
focused on Tanya’s face, on the soft lips that had just been on
his. ‘Umm, not quite’ he said, ‘maybe one more would do it...’

Tanya grinned
and shook her head. ‘Mmm – definitely losing your jitters. Come
on.’

She took his
hand again and led him up to the front gates. A convoy of dirty
buses packed with Drunken Abbot kids was pulling out passed ambling
groups of well-dressed village pupils.

Paddy Chubb,
Silent Hill’s ‘caretaker’ was manning the gates this afternoon,
with two of his three assistants. Although he’d only been at Silent
Hill for a week, Jason had glimpsed Mr Chubb many times out of the
classroom windows. He and his assistants didn’t seem to do any
normal caretaking type work like picking up litter or fixing
things. They just patrolled around the school grounds and manned
the gates.

Paddy must have
been well into his forties, a tall man, well built and tattooed on
both, permanently bare, forearms. He’d a flat face and eyes that
seemed to pop out and look around the side. His assistant, Morton,
was tall and skinny but in a wiry muscled sort of way. He’d lank,
dark hair to his shoulders whereas Paddy shaved his head almost
bald.

Tanya grinned
at Paddy. ‘I have a guest Paddy - we’re off for pizza… and
things.’

Paddy grinned
back. ‘I bet you are Tanya, darlin’.’ He had an East London accent
and sounded like a ham-actor in some early evening soap. He took
out some sort of high-tech palm top computer and a stylus which
looked completely out of place in his big, rough-skinned hands.

‘Now, then –
wot’s ‘is name?’

‘Jason – Jason
Willow,’ Tanya said, glancing up at Jason and smiling. Jason
grinned back but it faded quickly as he noticed Morton staring at
him with something like a snarl contorting his mouth.

‘Jason…
W-i-l-l-o-w,’ Paddy said, writing Jason’s name onto the palm top
and tapping the screen a few times, ‘mind you see ‘im signed out
yourself at the outside gates before ten or security will come
lookin’ for ‘im and you don’t want that, do you.’

‘Oh, I’ll get
him home to bed on time, don’t worry,’ Tanya said, pulling Jason a
little closer.

Morton shifted,
clenching his fists and making the sinewy muscles in his bare
forearms flex. Paddy shot him a glance then grinned at Tanya.

‘You do that my
girl – remember you ‘av responsibilities living where you do. Get
him out well before curfew – those security boys aren’t nice people
to mess wiv’.’ Paddy’s eyes flitted across to Morton again then
back to them.

Tanya just
waved and pulled Jason out of the gates. ‘Ugh - he’s such a creep.’
Tanya whispered.

‘Who? Chubb? He
seemed alright,’ Jason answered, glancing back. Chubb was busy
signing out another couple of guests but Morton was scowling after
them.

‘No of course
not – Chubby’s a sweetheart. I mean Morton. He’s asked me out about
eight hundred times.’

‘I can’t blame
him for that,’ Jason mumbled, casting a glance at her.

Tanya stopped
and faced him. ‘Ahh - you’re really quite sweet, aren’t you?’

Jason couldn’t
stop his stupid grin in time and Tanya laughed and slipped her arms
around his neck again, rising on tip-toes as she moved to kiss
him.

BANG, BANG,
BANG.

They pulled
away from each other and span around. Hammering on the upstairs
windows of a Drunken Abbot bus were half a dozen Skins. Hairy was
among them, his face pressed up against the window and his studded
tongue licking the glass in long, slimy streaks. The others all
started making a whole variety of disgusting, suggestive
movements.

‘Prats,’ Jason
said, returning a suggestive movement or two of his own as the bus
pulled away. ‘I can see why those losers are fenced out of
here.’

Tanya dropped
her head and looked down. A moment later, she took in a deep breath
and turned back to him with a slightly faltering smile on her
lips.

‘Are you okay?’
Jason asked. ‘Just forget about them – they’re not worth thinking
about until they need dealing with.’

She nodded, but
her eyes started to glisten.

Jason
tentatively took her hand and she squeezed his fingers.

‘I’m sorry,’
Tanya said, ‘I’m just being stupid. You’re right - we can pretend
they don’t exist here most of the time - they don’t often manage to
get in to the village.’

‘You mean the
Skins break into the village sometimes? Even with all the fences
and cameras…?

Tanya nodded.
Watching the bus disappear below, they set off down the school
hill.

‘Sometimes. I
don’t know how they get in… but they always come looking for a
fight… with anybody.’

‘Don’t worry -
if anything happens tonight, you just run and I’ll hold them
off.’

Jason meant it
as a joke but Tanya slipped her arms around his neck again and she
kissed him - longer this time and more fully. He breathed in a hint
of her sweet perfume and edged his hands around her waist to return
her kiss. When, long moments later, she pulled gently away, her
eyes were shining.

‘Come on, my
knight in shining armour.’ She smiled at him and tugged him along
by the hand.

He could not
believe he’d said that corny line, even as a joke. Still, the
result was pretty good.

They were half
way down the school hill. Darkston village spread out before him,
beautifully landscaped down the gentle slopes and back up a second
hill to the monumental black abbey gatehouse less than a mile away.
For once, not rushing through the village in a filthy-windowed bus,
Jason had a chance to take in the scene of old thatched cottages
rambling along terraces punctuated with large, houses with red
tiled roofs and tree shaded gardens. He could see at least half a
dozen immaculately kept parks and greens with old fashioned lamp
posts every twenty metres or so.

Then he started
to chew his bottom lip. From up here he could clearly see Drunken
Abbot pressing up around the village despite heavy screening by
trees and hedges. The great steel fence glinted between the
greenery, holding the grey, dilapidated buildings at bay.

‘It’s just like
somebody’s plonked toy town in the middle of a city slum,’ Jason
said.

‘Come on then,
Noddy, catch me,’ Tanya laughed and dashed off.

The next hour
or so was one of the happiest Jason could ever remember. Tanya took
him on a grand tour of Darkston which was interspersed with lots of
teasing, chasing and kissing. At each new turn everything was just
perfect - no litter, every building freshly painted, every garden
manicured. Any other time, it may have seemed a bit too perfect -
like the set from the Stepford Wives film or The Prisoner series,
but right now, it fitted right in with his mood.

The villagers
they passed all played their part in the chocolate-box village
scenario as well. Everyone seemed to know everyone else. People
stopped for a chat, smiled and waved to each other. The tea rooms -
one in each park and also in the main parade of shops - were filled
with women of all ages and young children. With school over for the
weekend, the town’s teenagers had all piled into a couple of
squeaky-clean burger joints like something out of 1950s
America.

He was with the
perfect girl in the perfect town and nothing should have disturbed
his joy. He tried hard to ignore it but every so often the illusion
was disturbed – here a glimpse of the perimeter fence, there a
steel watchtower looming over a perfectly thatched roof. Security
guards watched them pass from the tops of those towers but worst of
all were the scores of security cameras.

Jason had
quickly realized the reason for the big, old fashioned lamp posts
set at such regular intervals - they each housed a turning, zoom
lens camera. More often than not the cameras whirred around to
follow the two of them as they passed. The feeling of someone in a
darkened security room watching his every move sent a chill down
Jason’s spine.

Tanya had
quickly picked up on his unease. As they wandered through the
cobbled streets she frequently pulled him into quiet corners, small
alleys and tree groves that were screened from the sweep of the
camera’s glinting black lenses.

After an hour
or so, Jason noticed Tanya begin to glance at her watch. Finally,
at about five o’clock, she announced she was starving.

‘Let’s eat
something then,’ Jason suggested. ‘Burger maybe?’

‘No - pizza.’
she announced. Then after a second’s thought, she said ‘There won’t
be so many kids there and it’s a little more romantic than a cheese
burger and fries don’t you think?’

Jason smiled.
‘Do we get candles and soft music?’

Tanya sidled up
to him and toyed with collar of his polo shirt. ‘We don’t need it…
Romeo.’ She kissed him quickly, then grabbed his hand and pulled
him along.

‘Come on, I
know just the place.’
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“Just the
place” turned out to be Little Italy - a small Italian restaurant
with an umbrella-sheltered terrace where you could watch the world
go by… and they could watch you.

Tanya chose a
table near to the pavement. After much debate, they ordered a large
Quatro Staggioni to share and a jug of Doctor Pepper.

Vaguely Jason
wondered when to let Dad know he was going to be late home. Just
how he was going to get back to Darkston Wick was also something he
should have thought about. He decided he’d call from one of the old
fashioned red phone boxes scattered around the village – perhaps
Dad would pick him up. Still, all that could wait for later – he
didn’t want to seem like a little boy phoning his daddy.

He reached for
Tanya’s hand under the table. She gave his fingers a quick squeeze
but then gently pulled her hand away and took a sip of Dr Pepper.
Was she nervous being on display with him for half of the
Village to gawp at? She chose the place.

‘Are you all
right?’ he asked. ‘You’ve gone a bit quiet.’

Tanya attempted
a smile that didn’t quite ring true. ‘Oh I’m just hungry... where’s
this pizza?’ Instead of looking back into the restaurant for the
food however, Tanya’s eyes flitted along the pavement.

Jason decided
chatting might help. ‘Tanya, I don’t know anything about you… apart
from you’re gorgeous.’

She flashed a
small smile at him but it quickly faded. He carried on anyway. ‘So
what’s your surname? What do your folks do? Where do you live? All
that sort of stuff.’

Tanya finally
focussed on him to answer. ‘Well, my name is Tanya Elli Baxter, my
father is a chemical analyst in the brewery and mum works part time
in a lingerie shop just around the corner.’

Jason gave an
evil grin at the mention of lingerie. Tanya didn’t notice however -
she glanced down the street again as she reeled off more facts.

‘We moved to
the village about four years ago when Mr Brash head-hunted Dad from
Manchester. It was a great deal, we got a gorgeous house really
cheaply as part of his salary or something.’

Just then a
camera whirred to focus on them from across the street. A few
moments later it panned away.

‘Doesn’t all
this security bother you though?’ Jason asked.

‘You get used
to it after a while – learn where the hidden cameras are and talk
quietly around the ones with microphones and all that.’

‘It sounds like
a nightmare.’ Jason said.

‘Well we need
to keep the brewery secrets… secret, don’t we? There are loads of
companies who want to find out what makes our beer so popular and
that could put everyone here out of a job.’

‘I suppose so.’
Jason said.

‘Besides,’
Tanya continued, glancing at the nearest camera, ‘it also helps to
keep the village safe from the Drunken Abbot lot.’

Jason nodded.
Did she know there was anything more to it than that? Would she
feel happier knowing that all the security was to keep out
something far worse than town thugs and industrial spies?

The pizza
arrived and Jason started to cut Tanya a slice.

‘Oh no, this is
the last thing I wanted,’ Tanya interrupted, stiffly.

‘It’s what we
ordered…’ Jason began but his voice trailed off as he followed
Tanya’s gaze down the street.

The creepy
assistant caretaker, Morton and another nineteen or twenty year old
lad were crossing the road towards them. Morton had swapped his
dark blue work uniform for jeans and black, sleeveless vest. Both
of them had their mean little eyes fixed on Tanya.

‘Who’s Morton’s
little friend,’ Jason asked, stopping cutting the pizza but keeping
hold of the wide bladed knife.

‘That’s Billy,’
Tanya whispered, ‘another caretaker. He’s just as rank as
Morton.’

The two
caretakers swaggered over and stopped right in front of their
table. A low, flower-planted wall was all that stood between
them.

Morton put one
foot on the wall, crushing a bright yellow pansy and leant forward.
He grinned, white, level teeth failing to hold back rancid
tobacco-breath.

‘What you doing
with this wimpy kid, Tanya? You could be with me.’

‘Go away Morton
– you know I’m not interested.’ Tanya said, drawing back in her
seat.

From the corner
of his eye Jason saw other diners were turning around. He kept his
focus on Morton and Billy.

‘You know, I
think I’ll stay - I like the view.’ Morton ran his eyes over
Tanya’s blouse.

‘Yeah,’ chipped
in his mate, Billy, ‘I like the view as well.’

Jason had had
enough. ‘Bugger off, Morton - Tanya doesn’t want you anywhere near
her and nor do I. Go get a life.’

Morton and
Billy both turned towards him. Morton clenched his fists, showing
his sinewy forearms again. He leaned further forward, crushing more
flowers underfoot. His breath really did stink. ‘Shut your mouth
you skinny little…’

Jason didn’t
give him time to finish. Snake quick, he slapped the pizza knife
across Morton’s throat. Morton jumped back, his hands flying to his
neck – they came away slimed in red.

‘You slashed
me… I’m dying.’ Morton pressed his hands back to his throat while
Billy frantically tried to pull them away to see the damage. People
on the other tables were half out of their seats and staring; one
man stood up and started folding a napkin into some sort of
bandage.

Tanya stared at
Jason open mouthed, shaking her head slowly.

Jason smiled,
held up the pizza knife and mouthed ‘flat edge – it’s pizza
sauce.’

Tanya took a
moment to realise what he was saying then burst into a laugh. Jason
grinned back.

The manager and
two waiters rushed out to see what the noise was and Jason coolly
asked ‘Could we have another knife please, this one has touched
something… unpleasant?’

Morton realized
there was no pain and no blood gushing out anywhere and stopped
shouting. He pushed Billy’s hands away and pulled out a bit of
melted cheese from his lank, greasy hair.

One by one,
people at the tables grasped what had happened and returned to
their meals with more than a few sniggers. The man with the napkin
sat down, quickly laying the cloth back across his lap. The manager
ushered the waiters back inside, handing one of them Jason’s pizza
knife. He stayed on the terrace however, watching.

Morton stared
at Jason. ‘You’ll pay for that, you little prick.’

Jason looked
back coolly. In a quiet voice he said ‘Just think if I’d decided to
turn the blade a little, Morton… think very hard about it.’

Morton’s face
screwed up but he didn’t come any closer.

The manager
started to walk down the steps to the pavement. ‘Get out of here,
Morton Locker, or security will be paying you a call this evening…
I’m sure your father wouldn’t thank you for that now, would
he?’

Morton stared
balefully at the manager for a moment then spat and slouched
off.

The new pizza
knife arrived and Jason began serving again.

‘Wow, how did
you do that,’ Tanya asked, ‘it was almost like Fast Eddie?’

Jason kept his
eyes down, concentrating on the pizza. ‘Uh – my dad. It’s part of a
martial art thing he teaches me and my sister – he calls it flick
fighting… it’s all about just touching pressure points and
stuff.’

‘Whatever it’s
called, it certainly got rid of that creep.’

‘Well you’d
better keep me around to protect you,’ Jason said, cringing inside
the moment he said it. This girl was turning his brain to mush.

Tanya rubbed
one foot up and down his leg under the tablecloth. ‘You do make me
feel all sort of safe… although…’

‘Although…?’
Jason asked

‘Well if you
were in the Brash that probably wouldn’t have happened at all.’

‘But you are in
the Brash and they still bothered us,’ Jason answered.

‘I’m not
really,’ Tanya paused for a moment, ‘I’m just sort of associated
with them. I don’t do any training or anything.’

Jason put his
cutlery down – he didn’t feel particularly hungry any more. ‘Are
you just here to persuade me to join the Brash or something?’

Tanya glanced
at the security camera. ‘I’m supposed to talk to you about it,
yes.’

‘And that’s the
only reason you came out with me?’

‘To start with
but… well you’re really nice and we’re sort of hitting it off
aren’t we?’ She slid one hand over the table to rest on his.

Jason grunted
but didn’t move his hand away. This wasn’t exactly a surprise and
at least Tanya was being honest with him.

‘Well, I don’t
know if I want to get involved in this whole gang thing,’ Jason
said. ‘I mean, Eddie seems like a nice guy and I really want to get
some training but I don’t want somebody telling me who to fight in
the Pit so they can win a few bets and ordering me around all the
time.’

‘Oh but Eddie
lets us do whatever we want mostly and you get loads of respect
from everyone.’ Tanya looked up at him while taking a sip of Dr
Pepper. She’d beautiful eyes, big and dark.

‘How much does
Alan Brash have to do with the gang?’ Jason asked.

Tanya shrugged.
‘That’s the whole point isn’t it? Being in the Brash is one of the
best ways to get a good job from him. You’re sort of proving your
loyalty and showing off whatever skills you have to offer. The
fighters are after security jobs patrolling the village and valley
and the best ones like Eddie and Erin, will get into the abbey
itself. All the Pit stuff is a bit of a test really – you know, to
see if they would be any good in a dangerous situation.’

Jason nodded.
She hadn’t mentioned anything about the Watch. It would make sense
he supposed, that even in the Brash gang itself, few or no people
knew about that world until after Mr Brash had recruited them as
adults… perhaps not even then.

‘What about you
– what do you get out of being “associated” with the Brash? Jason
asked.

Tanya smiled.
‘I want a decent job in Brash Enterprises and live here in the
village of course. Look - my dad’s not got a very… influential
position and I’m not the world’s brightest girl which means I could
end up with a factory-floor job in Drunken Abbot or having to try
to pick up some high flyer who will probably dump me after a year
or so. In the gang I’ve got a good chance of being noticed for some
cosy office job - marketing or P.R or something.’

Jason brushed
his hand through his hair and relented. ‘I’ll give you a reference
about how persuasive you can be.’

Tanya smiled.
‘Well there you are – I’m another reason for you to join… we’d get
to see a lot more of each other.’

‘But we can do
that anyway, can’t we? Didn’t you say Eddie “let” you do what you
wanted most of the time?’

Tanya gave a
tight smile. ‘He does but… they prefer us to mix with people they
know, people that are going places.’

‘People in the
gang, you mean,’ Jason said.

Tanya gave an
apologetic smile. ‘I wish you’d just say you’d join us.’ Her eyes
were wide, almost pleading.

Jason tried to
return the smile. This was getting far too heavy.

‘Well let’s
just enjoy ourselves for now, while you’re sort of allowed to see
me and I’ll think about it.’

‘You get
protection as well,’ Tanya blurted out. ‘Callum and Eddie don’t let
the gangs fight each other outside the Pit so…’

‘The Skins
don’t scare me, Tanya. I don’t need to join any gang for
protection, okay.’

Tanya looked at
him for a moment then nodded. She leant over and gently kissed his
cheek.

It felt like a
kiss goodbye.
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They finished
their meal and Jason paid, leaving a good tip. He wanted to keep on
the right side of the manager and staff after the trouble with
Morton - hopefully he and Tanya would be back here soon. It was
lucky Dad had given him and Miranda fifty pounds each to always be
kept with them for emergencies. There was still more than enough
left for a taxi ride home if Dad wouldn’t come to pick him up.

It had gone
half past six when they hit the pavement again. The pubs were open
now - all of them traditional inns, mostly thatched and with small,
neat beer gardens. The clientele were all relaxed and chatting away
happily. The early evening air was deliciously warm and scented by
the flower baskets hanging from every lamp post and most of the
people sat at the tables and on the grass outside enjoying the late
sunlight.

Nearly everyone
held a pint or a half of Drunken Abbot ale, including the women. It
was always served in the Laughing Abbot logo glasses with the
slogan ‘One taste and you’re mine.’ underneath in illuminated
script. Dad, who normally let him have a glass of wine or half a
pint during a big dinner, had forbidden Jason to even taste the
ale. He said it was dangerous – it tasted fabulous and somehow
lifted you, but the thought of it increasingly niggled at you until
you had your next glass, almost like a mild craving. Dad had told
them it had taken him three days to get passed those feelings after
just one pint and he’d never touched the stuff since. No wonder the
new “brew” had swept all over the country in the past year or so
and was earning Alan Brash a fortune.

They walked
towards the far side of the village. Tanya said she knew a little
park there where they wouldn’t have dozens of adults watching their
every move. She’d gone quiet again, almost nervous. When he took
her hand, hers was hot and she kept squeezing his gently but
wouldn’t look at him for more than a moment.

Suddenly she
stopped. ‘Jason, I don’t know if we should go to this…’

A camera
whirred above them and a moment later, Tanya’s mobile rang - some
unintelligible dance anthem. She stopped speaking and pulled away a
little to slip it out of her jeans pocket.

‘Oh, hi… mum.
Yes… yes everything is fine. No… no trouble that… uh came to
anything. We’re heading off to the park, now. Yes… yes I’ll leave
before then.’

She glanced
across at him with a weak smile and walked a little away, turning
her back on him. He could still hear her though. ‘Yes, yes… all
right, I know that. Look, I… don’t think we need to…’

Tanya shut up.
For long moments she just listened and then said a quiet ‘Okay, all
right.’ and flipped her phone closed.

She drew in a
deep breath, wiped her face quickly and turned back around. Her
eyes were shiny. ‘Sorry about that… my mum… full of the usual…
advice and dire warnings about being alone with boys… you know.’
She didn’t look at him.

Jason slipped
his arm around her shoulders. Something was really bothering her
but she obviously didn’t want to talk about it. All he could do was
play along. ‘Parents – they’re so embarrassing.’

Tanya nodded.
She was stiff and tense under his arm and after a few steps he took
it away. She glanced up at him apologetically.

‘It would be
different if you would just agree to join us… I mean, my mum knows
all the boys in the Brash are decent and wouldn’t do anything they
shouldn’t… and…’

‘You can be a
good guy without joining the smart-set, you know,’ Jason said, a
little too harshly. Was recruiting him into the Brash the only
reason she was with him after all?

She looked
across at him again - holding his eyes for a moment.

‘I know you
can.’ Then she started to walk faster. Jason let her get a step
ahead of him and watched her. She no longer swayed sensuously with
every step. Now she was stiff with tension.

This was
stupid. It’s not as if he’d even decided he wouldn’t join the gang
– he might have to if Dad really wouldn’t teach him how to use his
Gift – Alan Brash might make it a condition of training him.

Tanya stopped
at a corner and turned to wait for him. ‘We’re here - Abbeywell
Park,’ she said. She sounded as if she were turning up to a
funeral.

Despite
himself, Jason smiled at the awesome imagination of whoever had
named the places in this town. The park centred on a large well, in
the lee of the abbey gatehouse hill – hence Abbeywell Park. The
evening sun was low now, sinking behind the hill and releasing the
gatehouse’s shadows to creep across the manicured lawns and flower
beds, draining them of colour and warmth. In a short while, the
central well with its columned and roofed plinth would be in
darkness too.

‘Come on… let’s
sit down,’ Tanya said, without turning around. Shrugging, Jason
followed her through a small side-gate into the park and across the
grass towards the well.

The place was
deserted. It must have been a good three acres in area, taking up
an entire corner of Darkston village. A small wood of tall
evergreens grew all along its edge - probably to hide the steel
fences and the dark town beyond.

Tanya sat on
the edge of the well plinth, facing the park entrance, her back set
against the trees. The street lamps were coming on, casting glowing
pools of yellow over the gentle hills of Darkston.

Jason sat down
next to her. It was time to talk properly. ‘What’s wrong?’ he
asked.

‘Nothing.’

‘Yes there is.
We were having a great time and then, ever since the pizza place,
you’ve gone all… sort of… cold and “don’t touch me”.’

‘No I haven’t,’
she said, crossing her arms and looking away.

Jason raised
one eyebrow and half a smile.

‘I… like you,’
Tanya said, quietly.

Jason frowned.
‘But that’s a good thing, isn’t it? Especially as I like you
too.’

‘No, I mean I
really like you.’

Jason
swallowed. He needed to keep things light. ‘Don’t sound so
surprised - I’m really nice. In a minute or two, I’ll even look
good as well,’ he nodded towards the gatehouse shadow which was
only a metre or so away from them now.

Tanya stared at
the dark and shivered.

Jason slid up
close and put his arm around her. She tensed for a moment then sank
into him.

‘Look, you’re
freezing. Let’s go to find somewhere with a bit of sunlight
left.’

‘No we can’t..
I mean… oh, Jason, I want you to know… I didn’t think it would be
like this… it’s been really nice, just you and me…’

She looked up
at him for the first time in ages. Her eyes were shining again and
a single tear spilled down her cheek.

‘I’m glad I
make you so happy,’ Jason smiled, brushing the tear from her soft
skin with one gentle finger. She lifted her face to him, lips
parted and slightly trembling. Slowly, tenderly, he kissed her.

Tanya crossed
one leg over his and they stayed like that for ages, bodies
touching, holding each other tightly and kissing.

The cold shadow
crept over them. Tanya shivered and pulled away. ‘Let’s go,’ she
said, ‘quickly. I’m not going to do this.’

Clink. Iron on
iron - a gate latch?

Jason jumped
and stared around.

In the glow of
main gate lamps, Hairy stood watching them. He was flanked by two
other, even larger Skins.

Jason tried to
stand but Tanya wouldn’t let him go.

‘Don’t worry,’
he said, gently taking her hands where they gripped him and easing
them free.

He stood up.
More Skins were coming out of the trees near the little side gate
he and Tanya had used… three, four, five of them. There was no
Grizz yet, or Callum Mennis.

‘Evening,
lover-boy,’ Hairy shouted across the park, his voice harsh in the
shadows, ‘what’s she feel like then, eh? I wouldn’t mind having a
little cuddle myself… once we’ve finished with you.’ He pushed the
gate back and it clanked shut.

Four of the
five skins from the trees were slowly closing in - one of them
stayed to guard the side gate. There was nowhere to run. Surely the
cameras would pick this up and they would send some security.

Jason shouted
back, trying hard to keep his voice steady. ‘Tanya’s a Brash girl,
Hairy - let her go or all of you’ll be dead meat when Eddie hears
of this.’

Hairy mused for
a moment then pushed himself lazily away from the gates and made a
mocking bow towards them.

‘Off you go
then, gorgeous – wouldn’t want to break the code now, would I? But
you’d better hope you can explain to Fast Eddie what you were doing
out here all alone with this wimp.’

One of Hairy’s
companions, shorter than Jason but thick set and with a nose stud
in each nostril, opened the main gate a couple of inches.

The four Skins
from the trees reached the plinth. Two of them leant against one
corner sniggering and leering at Tanya. The other two circled
around the back.

‘Come on - I’ll
walk with you to the gates,’ Jason said, glancing down at her and
forcing a hopefully reassuring smile.

Tanya’s eyes
were wide, her lips a tight line. ‘I don’t want to leave you… if I
stay they might not…’

‘Oh we will.’
laughed one of the Skins at the plinth corner. He’d a mean
ferret-like face and black eyes. ‘Stay or go, darlin’, we will have
our fun with your little boyfriend, whatever. It just means you’ll
get all upset and splashed in his blood if you stay.’

Jason ignored
the ferret-face. ‘Come on. It’ll be okay,’ he said and held out his
hand.

Tanya hesitated
then took it and he led her towards the main gates. The four skins
from the plinth spread out and followed a short way behind
them.

Half way to the
gates, Tanya suddenly stopped and threw her arms around Jason. With
her lips close to his ear, she whispered ‘I’ll phone Eddie for help
as soon as I’m out – I’ll get this stopped.’

Jason squeezed
her and nodded. They were right on the edge of town - by the time
any of the Brash got here it would all be over. That’s if they
bothered to come of course - after all, he wasn’t in their
gang.

‘Aaah - how
sweet,’ Hairy shouted out again, his voice seeming to fill the
night. ‘Hurry up, lover-boy – I thought you’d be eager to kick some
more Skin arse.’

Jason gently
pulled Tanya forward, staring at Hairy but whispering to her from
the side of his mouth. ‘Don’t watch, all right? Just get as far
away as you can… they may forget their manners when I do a bit of
damage to them.’

They reached
the main gates. Hairy’s big, rugged face was a shadowed, evil
yellow under the lamplight. He and his two mates tightened ranks in
front of the gate.

Tanya dropped
Jason’s hand and pointed at Hairy. ‘You can’t do this – Jason is
about to join the Brash…’

‘Save your
mouth for what it’s good at, darlin’,’ Hairy cut her short. ‘No
one’s told us the wimp’s joined up so he aint got no protection.
Now sod off, my boys are gettin’ twitchy an’ I might not be able to
hold ‘em off you for much longer.’

She opened her
mouth to argue but Jason laid his hand on her shoulder. ‘Go Tanya,
get out of here.’ His voice cracked just a little. ‘It won’t do any
good.’

With a last,
desolate look up at him, Tanya nodded. She had to squeeze between
Hairy and one of the others to get through the gates. Jason wanted
to smash the leering grins off their faces as Tanya was forced to
rub up passed them, but it was too important that she get away
safely before anything started.

Then she was
out and Hairy shut the gate with an ominous clang that echoed
through the night.

He just caught
a glimpse of Tanya running down a side street, her hand already
pulling out her mobile, before the Skins closed around him in a
circle. Attacked from all sides he’d have no chance.

‘Not so hard
now, are you hero?’ Hairy said.

‘You and I are
going to need a bit more space than this to fight, Hairy,’ Jason
said as calmly as he could manage. ‘It is one on one, I take it… I
mean, you Skins wouldn’t want a reputation for being cowards, would
you? I mean, all of you against me would look like you were scared
or something, don’t you think?’

Jason spoke
slowly, breathing deeply. He glanced around the circle as he
talked, noting the weakest looking one – a spiky blonde haired lad
of about his own build.

‘Different
rules out her here, wimp - you’ve offended the honour of the gang
so we’re all going to teach you some manners.’

There was no
sense in letting them start when they were ready. Break out of the
circle, run like crazy and lose them in the dark woods. Easy.

Jason dropped
his defiant stare. ‘Look… I didn’t mean to offend the whole gang –
it was just …’ he began, in a small, pleading voice then leapt for
the spiky blonde.

He grabbed his
neck, spun him into the circle and catapulted himself out into the
shadows of the open grass.

There was a
half second’s confusion and Jason pelted for the trees.

He was fast,
but one of the Skins was faster. Ferret-face caught up ten metres
from the tree line and tripped him. Jason fell, rolled straight
back up to his feet but they were already on him.

Fists and boots
flew at him out of the darkness. He’d no chance of blocking so he
just lashed out in all directions. He hit a few, felt noses crunch
under his fists but their punches and kicks rained in on him. His
whole body was being beaten and the Skins were leaping over
themselves to punch his head and face. Any moment now he’d be
knocked to the ground.

‘Scum’ he
screamed and threw his arms out to push his way clear. A surge of
ice-cold energy shot down each arm and out though his palms. Two
skins flew back from the circle in different directions and Jason
burst into a panicked, half-blind run for the deep dark of the
trees again.

His legs
wouldn’t work properly - they were too heavy, weak and throbbing
with pain. His head was spinning and blood ran into his eyes and
mouth. He couldn’t move fast enough - the Skins would be on him
again any second now. He could still feel their fists in his ribs
and face, their boots biting into his shins.

The first tree
rose up before him, black and massive. He dodged passed it and
stumbled further into the woods. At least they couldn’t all hit him
at once in here.

Two shadows
materialised before him, others detached themselves from the trees
to either side. Oh hell - they were everywhere.

Jason had no
choice - he just ran at the nearest silhouette.

He smashed into
a chest which twisted to take the force from his charge. Two
steel-strong arms slapped around him and held him fast with his
face pressed up against a silk-smooth shirt.

Jason gasped in
a breath for one final attack and smelled aftershave.

‘Steady old
boy, we’re the good guys.’

Jason’s knees
gave way. He felt himself being passed back to other hands, then
lowered to the ground to flop against a tree.

The shadows
flitted away and he was suddenly alone.

It was cool
here. He hurt everywhere, everything was blurred, his ears rang and
his head throbbed out all thought. Somewhere back towards the park
there was shouting, cries of pain, swearing, and dull thuds and
smacks.

He didn’t know
how long it went on for. The next thing that really registered was
a soft cloth touching his face, dabbing his nose. A delicate, sweet
perfume filled the one nostril that wasn’t full of drying
blood.

‘Oh God, I’m so
sorry, Jason. I never wanted this to happen. They took so long to
get here… I phoned straight away… the scum wouldn’t stop hitting
you…’

‘Tanya?’ Jason
tried sitting up a bit straighter but stopped at a jabbing in his
chest. The silhouette of a girl was leaning over him, soft hair
just brushing his cheek as she leaned in close.

‘Yes, yes, it’s
me. Please say you’re all right…’

Jason couldn’t
stop himself - he coughed up a laugh and hot, metallic blood
trickled into his mouth from lips that felt three inches thick.

‘I’ve felt
better.’ His words didn’t sound right – short-tongued and slurred.
He forced open his eyes against his swelling cheeks.

A blurred Tanya
was inches from his face. She kissed his mouth, as softly as she
could, her lips trembling, salty tears running down to sting his
cuts.

‘Ouch,’ he said
and she quickly pulled away.

‘Oh, I’m so
stupid… sorry.’

Jason reached
out his less agonized arm and rested it on Tanya’s knee. ‘Sh’okay.
What happened?’

‘Eddie and a
some of the others came in the van. They ran down through the trees
and surprised the Skins when they saw them chasing you in
here.’

‘Wish they’d
got here a bit quicker,’ Jason coughed, his head ringing with the
motion.

‘Now there’s
gratitude for someone who bled all over my second best Armani
shirt.’

Jason lifted
his head slowly - it hurt, everywhere hurt.

Faint moonbeams
lanced through the branches above to reveal Fast Eddie dabbing a
handkerchief over the glimmer of a white shirt. Even a glint of his
perfect smile somehow managed to catch the faint light.

‘Whersh
everyone elsh?’ Jason asked. It seemed important.

‘Skin hunting.
I left them chasing the cowards back out through whatever little
rat-hole they used to get in here. It’ll probably go on half the
night and I need my beauty sleep.’

‘Thanksh
for…’

‘No problem –
all good exercise,’ Eddie cut in. ‘Now, don’t talk anymore or I
might have to laugh.’ That smile flashed again.

Jason nodded.
Tanya dabbed at his face some more and brushed his blood-matted
hair back from his eyes. If he’d had the strength he’d have stopped
her fussing over him… at least in front of Eddie.

‘You did well
out there Jason – you would have had no chance in that circle. Your
er… running push was pretty effective, too - you really sent those
skins flying. I think one of them might have broken an arm in the
fall… but we made sure of it, just in case.’

Jason nodded
but something immediately didn’t ring true. Hadn’t Tanya said Eddie
arrived when the Skins were already chasing him into the trees? How
did he see Jason break out of the circle by the gate? He must have
it wrong, he couldn’t think straight with his brain pounding out of
his skull.

‘Of course with
the proper training, someone of your… talents could have taken them
all out,’ Eddie continued. ‘Then there would have been no need to
abandon young Tanya here, and run away.’

Jason snapped
his head up. Ouch. He’d not abandoned Tanya - he’d got her safely
out of danger… and then what else could he do but run from those
sort of odds?

Fast Eddie
seemed to read his mind. ‘Now don’t take offence, I know you didn’t
have much choice this time but the thing is, we could teach you...’
he glanced at Tanya, ‘so much, Jason. To be honest, I think you’re
going to need it. After tonight, you’ll be a hot target… and that
means the big boys will take notice.’

‘There are
bigger boysh?’ Jason asked, wincing as a couple of lip cuts cracked
open again. Tanya winced with him.

Fast Eddie
laughed. ‘Oh yeah but we’ll talk more when you can speak properly.
Come on Tanya, let’s get the Elephant Man here into the van.’

Tanya took one
arm, Eddie the other and they hoisted him to his feet. Eddie’s help
was a lot less delicate than Tanya’s. It was almost completely dark
now, even once they’d hobbled out of the trees. The entire park had
turned into a mass of shadows clawing their way out of the
earth.

Eddie steered
them towards a small gate at the top end of the park and then into
a low-lit side street. A big, black Mercedes van with heavily
tinted windows waited for them. The three of them climbed into the
cab, Tanya helping Jason in and drawing breath with him at every
jolt. As he sank gratefully into the leather seats Jason risked the
pain of twisting around to check in the back. It was empty but as
the courtesy lights faded out, he saw the van had been converted to
seat about another dozen people - complete with a black fridge and
television screen for their travelling comfort.

Fast Eddie
turned the key and the engine growled into life. He flicked on the
lights and pulled out onto the brightly lit street running past the
park. Jason tried to think through the throbbing in his brain - why
had Eddie bothered carefully hiding the van in an alley if the
Brash had been rushing to his rescue?

Tanya kept
looking over at Jason, her eyes shining each time they passed
through the yellowed light of a street lamp. He leaned further back
so she couldn’t see his face so clearly and closed his eyes.

He felt
wretched - he ached all over, sharp spikes stuck in him whenever he
moved and he’d not only abandoned his sort-of-girlfriend but he’d
run like a rabbit before half the Skins.

He’d be the
laughing stock of the school on Monday morning. He’d never live
this down and have to leave the school, just when he was starting
to settle in.

There was one
way to get out of this of course – if he fought all of tonight’s
Skins, one by one, in the Pit he could clear his name.

Of course, the
Pit might only be part of it. Hairy had said something about
“different rules out here”. If he wasn’t even safe in Darkston
village, fenced off from the Skins by razor wire, cameras, armed
guards and watchtowers, how vulnerable would he be in Darkston Wick
– less than an hour’s walk through woods and meadow from the edge
of Drunken Abbot. And what had Eddie meant by the “big boys would
take an interest in him now”?

If he was going
to survive this he needed some friends who would stick by him and
now, more than ever, he needed to learn how to use his Gift. That
was exactly what Eddie seemed to be offering.

Jason opened
his eyes and sat up straighter - ignoring the burning blades
jabbing in to his back and ribs. No one was saying anything. Tanya
had even stopped her fussing over him although she still kept
glancing across.

Jason just
looked outside - he was in no state for deep and meaningful
conversation right now.

Nightfall had
changed Darkston. The picturesque houses were dark, the quaint
overhanging thatch roofs casting windows and walls deep into
shadow. Little alleys between houses, quaint in the daytime, were
dark beyond the reach of the streetlights.

Pub life had
changed as well. In the two inns they’d passed so far, the gardens
and tables stood dark and deserted, the only signs of life were
silhouettes, distorted in the lace-draped windows, slowly, steadily
drinking back their ale.

Eddie flipped
open a tiny mobile and said ‘Taxi’ into it.

‘Hello Barbara…
yes it’s Eddie. Listen, I need a car from West 3 to Darkston Wick…
yes, I know it’s late. Better get someone to ride shotgun as well,
I’ve a feeling things might be a little stirred up tonight… Okay,
cheers old girl - be there in five.’

Eddie snapped
his phone shut and slipped it away.

‘Sorry I can’t
drive you all the way home myself… the van is a tad conspicuous and
we’re not very welcome out there after dark.’

Jason started
to nod but quickly stopped himself. His head was about fourteen
times too heavy to move anymore. ‘Thatsh fine. You’ve done enough…
thanksh again.’

‘How’re you
feeling?’ Eddie asked, glancing across at him.

‘Not exactly
shparkling.’

‘Mmm. They
aren’t very nice, our baldy friends, are they? Things can get a
little out of hand away from school… and we’re only playing in the
kiddy-league here.’

Tanya put her
hand on Jason’s thigh. ‘You can’t go through this again Jason, not
on your own… you just can’t.’ She stared at him, trying to draw his
gaze. Jason just looked out of the front window, watching the
street lights drift by, catching the glint of a camera lens
following the van.

‘Mmm,’ he
grunted.

‘Seriously
Jason,’ Fast Eddie said, ‘Tanya’s got a point. Next time we may not
happen to be around to help out. Let’s not prat about here… you’re,
um… talented and you need to know how to build on those talents…’
Eddie glanced across at Tanya again. From his caginess it was
obvious Tanya didn’t know anything about the Gift. Eddie carried
on.

‘But no matter
how good you get, you also need to even up the odds a little.
Nobody can take on all the bad guys by themselves. For your own
safety…’

Jason couldn’t
take much more. ‘All right – I’ve thought about it and I want to
join you. I want to pay the Shkinsh back, shtarting with every one
who was in that park tonight.’

There was
silence for a moment. Tanya hesitantly slipped her hand into
his.

Jason caught
Eddie’s thin smile in the rear view mirror. ‘About bloody time,’
Eddie said. ‘Now let’s get you home.’

 


 


***

 


 


Getting home
was no simple affair.

Fast Eddie drew
up to a small gate in the fence and turned his headlights off. A
huge, dimly lit garage opened up on their right and he slipped the
van straight into it. The electric garage door was coming down even
as Eddie switched off the engine.

Fluorescent
light flickered into life and Eddie stepped out onto the dusty
concrete floor. Jason limped out after him, forcing down memories
of the concrete floored, fluorescent-lit multi-storey car park
where his mum had been murdered.

Two Brash
Security were waiting for them. They were in their midnight blue
uniforms, radios, handcuffs and police batons swinging from their
belts. Something bulged under both of their jackets on the left
hand side - a pistol of some sort, Jason guessed. Little would
surprise him about Alan Brash’s little empire now.

‘Taxi ready,
gentlemen?’ Eddie asked.

‘Top of Pew
Street. Go out the normal way.’ one of the guards replied.

‘Wait for me
here, Tanya,’ Eddie said, ‘this is no place for pretty young
things.’

Tanya nodded.
‘See you Monday,’ she whispered to Jason and gently kissed his
cheek.

Jason
nodded.

The security
guards led them over to a small door at the far end of the garage.
One of them switched off all but a single, low red light as the
other tapped a pin number into a keypad. Eddie swung open the
steel-cored door on silent hinges and he and Jason stepped out into
Drunken Abbot.

Behind them, a
five metre wall topped with razor wire rose up in shadow to seal
them off from the village.

‘Sorry about
all this cloak and dagger stuff, old boy.’ Eddie whispered,
flashing a smile as he scanned the dingy street. ‘It’s just if any
of the Skins are still around they might be watching the gates for
you. It’s best they don’t know how you’re travelling over their
turf.

Jason grunted –
he’d be quite happy to meet a couple of them now.

Eddie led them
off in silence along two or three narrow and dirty alleyways. He
moved easily through the dark cover of derelict buildings and
broken streetlights as if he’d done this journey a hundred times
before.

At last, when
it felt as if his bruised bones were rubbing through the cartilage
and sparking off each other, Jason saw his taxi home. It was an
old, pea-green Audi battered with scratches and dents. Even the
unlit ‘TAXI’ sign on its roof had been smashed.

‘No expensh
spared,’ Jason grumbled, splitting open his lip again.

‘None
whatsoever, but it does blend in better out here.’ Eddie said,
opening the back door.

No interior
light came on but Jason could make out two huge, crop-haired
meat-heads sitting in the front. Neither one turned around as he
eased himself onto the rear seat. The front passenger was holding
the top of a baseball bat which disappeared into the darkened
foot-well.

‘Keep your head
down, sunshine,’ Eddie said, ‘and remember not to go too far from
home until we officially take you under our tender wing.’ Then he
quietly clicked the door closed.

The driver
rolled down his window and Eddie bent down to speak through it,
handing in a couple of folded banknotes as he did so. ‘The Old Mill
in the Wick, please George.’

The man grunted
and the Audi’s engine stuttered into life.

‘You’re safe
now, young Jason,’ Eddie said, grinning through the driver’s
window, ‘George and his mate here are old hands at this.’

The “taxi” sped
away before Jason could reply and George closed the window and
locked the doors. The Audi rattled through a number of maze-like
back-streets and alleys before finally pulling into a main street
and accelerating up to sixty. Despite Eddie’s words, nothing felt
particularly ‘safe’ about this ride home.

Jason sank
lower in his worn fabric seat. They sped along the wide street
without slowing down for junctions. Irregular streetlights – those
not yet smashed - flashed by in a harsh yellow blur. Dark buildings
loomed up and fell away with hardly a window lit. They passed pub
after pub, all with dark silhouettes drinking behind filthy frosted
windows.

Not everyone
was inside, however. Lounging against pub walls and on street
corners were groups of youths - many of them Skins. They all
watched the cab speed by with malevolent eyes. Jason sank lower
still. What if the cab crashed or got a flat tyre. He’d have to
step out into those streets and find his own way home.

There were men
walking the streets as well, hard looking men. Again, many of them
were skinheads in white T-shirts or leather vests like Callum
Mennis. They were all heavily tattooed - tormented demons, skulls
and writhing women for the most part, glowing lurid blue-green
under the street lamps. Their eyes all followed the cab but they
didn’t slow their trek to the next pub.

Jason tried
moving his stiff arms and legs. Everywhere hurt, but at least his
mind was clearing a little more now. Had he done the right thing?
He’d just agreed to join the Brash. Dad would do his “I’m
disappointed with you but you need to make your own mistakes”
bit. Mouse and Louisa would probably never speak to him again.

Well… whatever.
He wasn’t going to run any more, from anyone or anything. And
joining the Brash meant he’d get training and a chance at having
his revenge on the Skins. It would also open the door for him
learning about his Gift if Dad carried on being so stubborn.

Smash.

Glass - a
bottle or something, shattered on the cab’s roof. The man riding
shotgun pulled up his bat but George accelerated away leaving more
bottles crashing harmlessly behind them. Jason twisted painfully
around - a dozen or so skinhead men had run out into the road -
shouting and flashing the finger after the taxi. A last bottle came
hurtling towards them but they were on the edge of town. The Audi
roared out onto the moors and left Drunken Abbot behind.

It was suddenly
quiet again with nothing but dark fields stretching away to the
black mass of the valley sides. The driver slowed down and the
whole car seemed to breathe out slowly. Jason opened his window a
little and fresh, cool air streamed in.

Soon they
turned into the little forest road towards Darkston Wick. Jason
only closed his eyes for a moment but suddenly they were pulling
into the gravel drive of the Old Mill and Dad was yanking open the
house door. As he rushed down to the taxi, three silhouettes took
his place at the top of the steps with the hall lamp shining like a
beacon behind them.

He was safe, he
was home.


Chapter
13

 


 


 


‘Jason, are you
all right? Can you walk?’ Dad had snatched open the cab door and
was half inside. His hair was all messed up as if he’d been raking
his fingers through it for hours. Miranda peered over his
shoulder.

‘I’m fine,
don’t fuss,’ Jason mumbled.

Ilena Russof
appeared at the driver’s window. She pulled out some money and
offered it to him. George took it, even though Fast Eddie had paid
him already. Jason bit his lip, glancing at the men’s weapons in
the shadows, and decided not to say anything. When he joined the
Brash he’d get a refund for Ilena from these two crooks.

‘Perhaps you
should let him get out, Richard,’ Ilena said. Her voice was soft
and compassionate, its slight accent making her sound almost husky
when speaking this quietly.

Dad pulled
himself out of the cab. ‘Yes, yes of course. Come on, Son. Do you
need help?’

‘I’m not bloody
dead yet,’ Jason said and edged himself out of the cab, every cut
seeming to tear open again as his bruised and aching muscles flexed
to move him.

Dad’s mouth
dropped open as Jason straightened in the lamp light. Then he
closed it and his whole face set like stone around eyes suddenly
hardened to onyx. Ice mode.

‘Who did this
to you?’

Ilena quickly
put a hand on Dad’s shoulder and turned him half towards her. ‘We
should just take him inside for now, Richard - clean him up a
little. It looks worse than it is… mostly dried blood.’

Dad stood rigid
for a moment, staring at his battered son. Then he turned on his
heel and strode back into the house. With an encouraging smile at
Jason, Ilena stepped quickly to catch up with Dad, talking softly
to the side of his set face.

‘We thought you
were… in real trouble.’ Miranda said then stormed back up the
steps.

‘I was…’ Jason
grunted to her back.

‘Better luck
next time, kid.’ George grunted through his window as he pocketed
the money and pulled away.

As the
headlights disappeared down the High Street, the mystery third
silhouette he had seen stepped out of the shadows. It was the man
he and Louisa had met in the woods – Marakoff.

His limp was
more pronounced on the stone steps and he leant heavily on his
walking stick. It looked like he was wearing the same loose
grey-green shirt and trousers he’d had on two days ago.

‘I did say that
we would meet again, yes?’ Marakoff smiled and gestured towards the
front door.

Jason started
walking up the steps

‘Your father
has been very worried about you,’ Marakoff continued in his
stilted, Dracula accent as he limped up next to him. ‘It was hours
ago that he telephoned your Mr Brash to see if he and his cameras
knew where you were. It seemed there was no sight of you in the
village.’

Jason frowned
but didn’t reply immediately. He and Tanya must have walked passed
dozens of cameras that evening – there should have been loads of
footage of them. How embarrassing though – Dad panicking and
calling Alan Brash for help.

‘Nobody needed
to push the panic button,’ he mumbled. ‘Anyway, who are you, why
are you here?’

Marakoff
smiled. ‘Ah – I am an old friend of your grandfather – we worked
together for a number of years before he retired.’

Marakoff’s
walking stick clicked to a stop at the top of the slate steps. Dad
and Ilena where waiting just inside the hall, Ilena touching Dad’s
arm and still whispering earnestly to him. Miranda was nowhere to
be seen.

Jason raised
his voice a little to Marakoff. ‘Why didn’t Dad come looking for me
himself if he was so worried.’

Marakoff
glanced at Dad then turned his steady grey eyes on Jason. ‘A good
hunter must know his ground and would never rush in blindly, you
understand? Alan Brash has almost every square metre of Darkston
village covered by camera… how much quicker would he be to find you
than all of us running up and down every one of those little
streets?’

A mean image
flashed through Jason’s mind - one of Marakoff hobbling around the
fluorescent yellowed streets of Darkston, searching through bushes
for him with his walking stick.

Dad shut the
front door as they stepped into the hall and was in his face again.
He wasn’t in ice-mode anymore though - how had Ilena managed that
so quickly?

‘What happened,
Jason? Brash’s people eventually found you on camera; they said
you’d been in a fight but you were in a taxi home… why didn’t you
phone?’

Jason felt his
cheeks begin to burn. ‘Why the hell did you have to call Mr Brash?
How stupid does that make me look?’

‘Just tell me
what happened.’ Dad’s voice was calm and low but his eyes were
hardening again.

‘Nothing much.
I was walking with my… friend, Tanya and I was jumped by a bunch of
skin heads and beaten up. Tanya phoned a guy called Eddie and his
mates and they helped me because I was being thrashed. Aren’t you
glad you didn’t teach me any Gift stuff - I might have hurt those
poor Skins instead of it being me ending up like this?’

Dad pulled back
like he’d been slapped. ‘You… you had your Jakra…’

‘Against a
dozen or more, Dad… I don’t think so. Jakra’s not enough.’

‘Son… I know
how you feel but…’

‘So your whole
body is throbbing and stabbing knives into you as well, is it? You
feel like a bloody coward for running away, do you - leaving the
girl you’re with and having to be rescued by her mates?’

‘Jason, if you
had been able to use the Gift against those youths you could have
killed them - literally killed them - dead. How do you think you’d
feel if that happened – you’d be a murderer?’

Jason’s eyes
were starting to burn and prickle inside his head. Flashes of the
beatings, the kicks and punches filled his mind.

‘And if they’d
killed me… or Tanya? Dad you weren’t there, you’re never there.
It’s just like in Mawn - I’ve got to learn to look after
myself.’

Jason made for
the stairs, hot tears welling up. Dad grabbed his shoulder, stopped
him.

‘Jason…’ he
started.

Jason froze,
half of him burning to slap Dad’s hand away and the other half
wanting to bury his face in his father’s shirt.

‘Get off me.
I’m going to train with these kids at school and then decide for
myself about… learning how to use my Gifts and hunting bloody
demons or whatever.’

‘Training with
what “kids at school”?’ Dad asked. ‘Brash’s little gang of
well-dressed thugs?’

‘Yes it’s with
the Brash,’ Jason almost shouted, ‘I’m not going to run away any
more. The Skin’s are going to pay for tonight.’

Ilena gently
put her hand over Dad’s and eased it away from Jason’s shoulder.
Jason stared at her – this had nothing to do with her.

Marakoff
stepped to the other side of Dad. ‘Jason – you are angry. All three
of us here have been beaten, many times. You need to recognise when
winning is impossible or simply just too high a risk and then you
get out, you need to run. There is no shame in escaping so you can
continue the fight another time – you understand this, I hope?’

Jason grunted.
‘And leaving your girlfriend to look after herself is just fine, I
suppose?’

‘Was she in
danger? Were these… skin heads intending to harm her or were they
just hunting you?’ Marakoff asked.

‘Well… no…
she’s sort of protected from them… they let her leave the park
but…’

Marakoff
clumped a little closer and leaned on one banister. ‘Then she was
safe and you were… outnumbered. Time to run, yes?’

Jason stared at
him – what did this crippled stranger know about how it felt to run
from scum like Hairy? What right had he to even be in on this
conversation?

‘You don’t know
what you’re talking about,’ Jason began, ‘I don’t even know who you
are.’

‘I think my
brother’s had enough for one night.’ Miranda’s voice cut across the
hallway. ‘Maybe we should just let him go and clean himself up and
sleep. Dad and I can interrogate him tomorrow.’

Dad took in a
slow breath then held up his hands in submission and headed off
towards the sitting room.

Ilena gave a
sympathetic smile and followed him with Marakoff who raised a hand
in farewell.

Willow glanced
at his sister. ‘Thanks,’ he said.

Miranda nodded.
‘You owe me,’ she grunted and followed the grown-ups.
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‘So what do you
know about this Brash gang?’ Dad asked.

‘Enough,’ Jason
said, sitting down to breakfast the following morning. ‘The kids
train up in the gang and then go to work for Mr Brash after leaving
school… but then so does everyone in this place.’

‘Have you
joined them already?’ Dad said.

Jason dropped
his gaze and reached for his toast. As nonchalantly as he could
manage he answered before taking a bite.

‘No but told
them last night that I will.’

‘So you’re
going to train with this gang and then go to work with Alan Brash?’
Miranda said.

‘Not
necessarily,’ Willow said. ‘I’m going to train in Jakra with them,
let their leader sort out some fights so I can take on the cowards
who jumped me one by one and then I’ll see what happens.’

Dad poured them
all some more tea. ‘Listen Son, Alan Brash is a very clever
manipulator. When he hunted in the Watch he’d use anyone, in any
way to achieve his goals. He was successful but his methods didn’t
count the cost of human life.’

‘He can’t be
all that bad – he’s still working for the Watch, isn’t he?’ Jason
said.

‘Well, yes… but
he was ordered to leave active hunting and was sent far away to
relocate the injured or bereaved.’

‘So they trust
him – why can’t you?’

‘Because he
controls and uses everyone he can. Look at this place – a relocator
is supposed to help Watch members disappear into normal society but
he’s gathered them to him and built up a powerful little army of
Gifted well trained, well armed soldiers. We don’t know what he’s
up to’

‘So why aren’t
the Watch bothered about it?’

‘Because he
still has many powerful friends on the Council there and because
his brewery makes a fortune for them - money they need for weapons,
vehicles, surveillance technology – all things to hunt the Brethren
across the world.’

‘Well that all
sounds good – he’s helping them.’ Jason said.

‘In many ways,
yes, but my point is that he wants to draw you into it all. He’s
always wanted us to move into the valley – every time the agents
were getting close I had to ask for his help to relocate and he put
more pressure on me to ‘come under his protection’. Finally, after
your mother was… well, I thought it would be best. Now he’s got you
right where he wants you.’

‘You’re not
getting it, Dad, are you?’ Jason said. ‘Maybe I want to be part of
it – learn my… my super powers and join the Watch.’

Dad took a slow
breath and nodded. ‘No I do get it and to be honest, I can’t really
stop you. However, I’m asking you not to get mixed up with Brash…
at least until we can work out just what he is up to.’

‘And just how
are you going to do that?’ Miranda asked. For once, she’d been
listening quietly to the conversation - almost, Jason thought, as
if she were trying to decide who to back – him or Dad.

Dad nodded.
‘Fair question. Sergei Marakoff can help with that. He’s what we
call a ghost - a spy and assassin for the Watch. He and your
Grandfather worked very closely with each other.’

‘What’s he
doing here?’ Miranda said.

‘Your
grandfather asked him to come when we moved into the valley. He
doesn’t trust Brash either and wants to know we’ll be safe.’

‘Ahh, I knew
Grandpa loves us really.’ Miranda purred.

‘So how is this
Marakoff guy going to find out what evil stuff Mr Brash is
supposedly getting up to?’ Jason asked.

‘Marakoff has
told the Watch Council that he wants to retire here,’ Dad said,
‘and they’ve informed Brash that he’ll be arriving in the next few
weeks for relocation.’

‘So then he can
just spy his way around the abbey and village whenever he wants –
very clever.’ Miranda said.

‘I’m sure he’ll
find out loads with all the cameras, security guards and his…
walking problem.’ Jason said, finishing the last of his tea and
getting up. ‘I’m going out.’

‘Jason,’ Dad
said, putting his cup down, ‘join this gang if you have to,
practise your Jakra but for now, keep away from Alan Brash and
learning your Gifts. Wait until we know more about him and… give
yourself time to think.’

‘Okay, Dad –
for now but no promises, all right?’

‘No promises,’
Dad said and went to refill the kettle.
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The following
Monday saw the start of a month of intensive training with the
Brash gang.

His first week
quickly blurred into a daily round of squeezing Jakra into lunch
hours and after school sessions before going home in time to eat
and sleep.

The Brash
gang-hut was actually a fully equipped training hall, complete with
mats, punch bags, wooden weapons from knives up to quarterstaffs
and body protection for serious sparring. There was even a set of
four power-shower cubicles and lockers for spare clothes.

Most of the
training was led by Fast Eddie and Erin Brock. The two of them
trained in Alan Brash’s abbey at the weekends and then in turn,
instructed the Brash members at lunch times, after school and
whenever they felt like skipping lessons.

Training was
hard and punishing. If you lost concentration, Eddie or Erin
wouldn’t hold back with the blows, throws or locks you had allowed
through your defences.

Fast Eddie
deserved his name. Jason had never seen anybody move so quickly,
one move flowing into another. His hands were a blur as they
punched you three times before you could breathe or slapped on a
lock and flipped you onto your back in some greased lightening body
throw. Jason learned quickly however, his lifetime of training and
his determination helped soak up Eddie and Erin’s instruction.

The Brash
version of Jakra emphasised limb breaking, incapacitating and even
killing. Every style of punch, knife-hand, kick, throw and lock was
designed for maximum damage against a stronger opponent. Dad’s
techniques had also been focussed on incapacitating but only to
allow you time to escape from a situation quickly. Consequently,
Jason found he could block a lot of his sparring partners’ moves
and floor them but he’d a lot to learn about finishing off an
opponent so that they would not get up again… possibly ever. It all
had the feel of going far beyond even the Pit fights in Silent
Hill. This training was for life and death situations and Jason
kept reminding himself this is exactly what he needed.

By the end of
that first week Jason was dimly aware that he was changing.

His training
filled his mind and normal, non-Brash life faded into a hazy
background. He still kept up with his lessons but moved away from
Violet to sit with the only two other Brash members in his class -
dark haired twins, Jack and Jayne Ryehouse. Neither was Gifted but
they both trained hard in the hope of getting in to Brash Security
when they left school. Jayne, who was almost as stocky as her
brother, was the better fighter of the two but they worked
exceptionally well as a pair, seeming to know each other’s moves
and defending and attacking almost as one body. Working together,
they beat Jason more often than not in those first few days.

He felt a bad
about dropping his friendship with Violet but he didn’t want to
hear any of her arguments against his joining the Brash. Twice, she
moved over to talk to him when he was on his own between lessons or
strutting through the tunnels to the clubhouse. Both times he made
some excuse and walked on. She stopped trying after that.

As for Mouse
and Louisa, examination study leave had begun and that meant they
were hardly in school at all. No doubt Dad had told Ilena about him
joining the Brash and so neither of them would want to see him
anyway. What did he care?

At home, there
was a sort of quiet acceptance. The Brash organised a taxi home for
him each night so he could stay to train. He usually arrived back
at the Old Mill after eight o’clock, wolfed down whatever Dad had
left for him in the kitchen and exhausted, hit his bedroom. Miranda
and Dad were always there when he got back, even attempting to sit
with him while he ate for the first few days. Conversation was
stilted – he was doing something Dad didn’t want him to but was
powerless to stop – what more was there to be said.

Miranda gave up
on him by day three and ate in front of the television. Dad stayed
as Jason’s withdrawal didn’t seem to concern him too much – not now
he’d his two friends to “play with” - Ilena Russof and Marakoff.
Marakoff it seemed, had moved into the attic rooms – they didn’t
want Brash to know he was here yet while he snooped around the
valley.

In the second
week, the revenge fights began. First Jason took out Hairy – the
big Skin from the bus. After that, Fast Eddie said it would give
them better odds in the Pit-side betting if he tweaked things a
little. The next fight he matched Jason against two of the
park-attack Skins at the same time.

Jason got hurt
in that one. Dad had trained him and Miranda in fighting two
opponents and he’d had some multiple Brash opponents in training
the previous week but this was something else. One of the Skins
managed to get behind him as he was smashing the other to the
floor. Jason took a hard kick in his back and went down. It took a
desperate snap-kick from the ground to crack his second assailant’s
knee and then a leg sweep to bring him down, lock him up and make
him scream for a while before letting him submit. Erin had to help
Jason out of the Pit as the crowd ranted and screamed for more
blood.

In the third
week, the fights really began to heat up. Particularly satisfying
was fighting the ferret-faced Skin who had run Jason down in the
park. The Skin had been given a baseball bat to even up the odds a
little. Another was against a huge but slow monster who Jason dimly
remembered laying into him with massive punches as he’d been
struggling to get into the trees. Jason dealt out a lot of pain in
both bouts with only minor damage to his own hardening body.

Now the kids at
Silent Hill moved out of his way in the corridors. Everybody looked
at him, their glances coming in two flavours - fear or admiration.
The Brash whooped him or slapped his shoulder whenever they passed,
the Skins muttered and swore under their breath and there were
still a few that held his gaze defiantly… that would change, they
would all learn eventually.

It wasn’t all
training and fighting in the Brash hut - there was always the very
pleasant distraction of the girls. Tanya became very friendly
although there were no more after-school pizza trips on offer
during his intensive training. After each fight she was always
around to strip off his shirt and massage his back however, while
the rest of the gang celebrated with cans of lager and pounding
rock music. None of them went to lessons during a post-fight
afternoon and no teachers ever came to dig them out of their
hut.

One month after
the ambush in the park, Jason was stronger, faster and more lethal
than he’d ever been in his life.

 


 


***

 


 


On the Monday
of the fifth week since joining the Brash, the last one before
summer half term, Violet cornered him.

‘Have you had
enough yet?’

Jason looked
around to see who was watching. Violet had caught him coming out of
the west passage en route to the Brash hut which most normals and
obviously Skins avoided. Apart from a few of his gang, there was no
one around.

‘Hi Violet, how
are you?’ Jason asked, leading her a little away from the hut. Now
he looked, she appeared even more harried than normal.

‘Fine and
dandy, thanks. Have you had enough of it yet?’

‘Enough of… the
fighting?’ Jason ventured.

‘Yep.’

‘No, not
really.’ Jason said, resigning himself to a lecture. ‘There’s still
three Skins I need to get even with and…’

‘You haven’t
seen the half of it yet.’ Violet said, quietly.

‘The half of
what?’

‘The fighting
doesn’t end at the Pit you know… that’s just practice. They take
you out onto the streets – into Drunken Abbot mainly, but sometimes
here, in the village late at night… after curfew.’

‘Violet, I want
to keep training, I need real fights to…’ Jason began.

‘You’ve never
been here in Darkston after curfew have you?’

‘No, but then I
guess that’s sort of the point of a curfew, isn’t it?’

‘Well
obviously… but have you ever wondered why a sweet little village
like ours needs a curfew… it’s a little unusual don’t you
think.’

Jason ran his
fingers back through his hair. What was Violet getting at?
‘Something to do with stopping gang fights…?’ he asked.

Violet shook
her head slowly. ‘Just the opposite – curfew’s when the real
fighting starts. It keeps everyone else out of the way – makes sure
they don’t see anything. People get killed, Jason… as in dead.’

‘What…?’ Jason
began.

‘Ah, there you
are my little gladiator,’ a rich voice rang through the still
summer air.

Jason turned
around to see Fast Eddie step out of the Brash hut a few dozen
metres away.

Violet grabbed
his arm. ‘I’m trying to help you. Leave the Brash, don’t get any
more involved with my guardian… he’s not a nice man. He plays God.
He’ll use you for whatever…’

‘Jason,’ Eddie
shouted, walking towards them now, ‘shoe away your little admirer,
we need to talk.’

Jason looked
down at Violet. ‘You’d better go.’

She shook her
head and for the first time, Jason saw her looking scared.

‘Look,’ he
said, touching her lightly on the arm, ‘we can talk about this
later, okay?’

‘I don’t think
I’ll get the chance again.’ Violet said quietly, just as Eddie drew
up close.

‘Take a walk,
Violet,’ Eddie said, ‘you know Mr Brash doesn’t want you hanging
around us.’

‘I’m sure
you’ll let him know all about my crimes, Edward.’ Violet said,
already starting to walk back towards the passage entrance.

‘Already have,
sweetie.’ Eddie said, blowing a kiss to her back.

‘She’s all
right, you know,’ Jason said. ‘She’s not doing anything wrong,’

Eddie turned to
him. ‘She’s a spoiled little brat who’s never shown the proper
gratitude to Mr Brash for taking her in.’

Jason watched
Violet disappear into the tunnel. She’d never seemed the least bit
spoiled to him. Still, what was the point in arguing?

Eddie patted
Jason’s cheek playfully to bring his attention back. ‘You know
Jason - I think you deserve a little reward after taking out so
many of the baldies.’

Jason shrugged.
He looked forward to the Pit fights now - the harder the odds, the
better. However, he was constantly aching and hurting in some part
of his body from the fights and the never-ending training. A reward
would be good.

‘Surely you’re
not going to cut me in on the betting profits, Eddie?’ Jason
asked.
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