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    ONE


     


    Pac-dot, Pac-dot, Pac-dot… the ghosts were trying to corner him, surround him on all sides, but Jamie Garrett knew precisely what to do. He had been playing this game for far too long to simply allow Blinky, Inky, Pinky, and Clyde to get the drop on him, and quickly slammed the arcade joystick to the right and down, once again leading the flickering antagonists on a merry chase—a chase which had, thus far, lasted an hour and fifteen minutes.


                  Once the level was complete, Jamie reached down for his Pepsi, which sat at the base of the hulking yellow arcade machine, and straightened back up. Melted ice had rendered the drink tasteless and unappetising; Jamie couldn’t help feel that a juice would have been more suitable for this particular marathon.


                  “Right,” he said, placing the insipid drink down and returning to the machine. “Next maze…”


    All around him, other machines bleeped; rock music emerged from the speakers of the newer machines, trying to lure in gamers with their unwholesome mix of ultraviolence and fleeting gameplay, perfect for those with the attention span of a goldfish, looking to steal—and then crash—some cars or beat the living daylights out of the digital representation of a prostitute. They were popular games with the tourist children looking to cause carnage without having to deal with the consequences of actual prison, but for Jamie they were about as appealing as a trip to the dentist or a severe bout of acne.


    Pac-dot, Pac-dot, Pac-dot… “Come on, Inky,” Jamie whispered, enticing the cyan ghost around a corner, toward a pink power-pellet. “Time to turn the tables.”


                  Pac-Man devoured the power-pellet; the ghosts became blue and turned around, trying to put as much distance between themselves and their yellow pursuer as possible until the effects of the power-pellet wore off. At this level, Jamie knew it wouldn’t be long, and so concentrated instead on hoovering up the remaining Pac-dots while he could.


                  And then there was a click, a hiss, and the screen turned black. Jamie was faced with his own reflection, and it glared back at him with an expression of utter shock. For a few seconds he simply stood there, mouth opening and shutting like a fish gasping for air, trying to figure out what had happened, where his game had gone, how to get it back…


                  “Still playing this fucking dinosaur, I see,” said a voice. It came from the rear of the machine, which went a long way to explaining what had happened to Jamie’s game. “No good for you, you know?”


                  Jamie closed his eyes and took deep breaths. He wasn’t in the mood for this. When he opened his eyes again, they fell upon Calum Rowe. He was leaning against the machine, turning its unattached plug over and over in his hand, as if he was only now seeing one for the first time. His uneven grin revealed two rows of discoloured teeth; a tiny buttery cemetery which hadn’t been tended for many years.


                  Jamie couldn’t speak, even though he had a thousand things to say, none of which were pleasant. Instead he stood staring at his own ghostly reflection, pondering what might have been if Calum hadn’t pulled the plug.


                  A personal best score?


                  All 266 levels complete?


                  I could have done it. I could have fucking done it!


                  “Aw, don’t look so angry, Jimbo,” said Calum, dangling the disconnected plug on its cord an inch from Jamie’s face as if it were a dead rat. “I’ve just saved you a few hours of boredom. You should be thanking me, if anything—”


                  “I’m not angry,” Jamie mumbled, heart racing so fast in his chest his entire body felt the effects. The arcade was no longer a warm and inviting place; in a matter of seconds it had become cold, unnerving. Jamie itched, as if the atmosphere had been unceremoniously pumped with fibreglass.


                  “You look angry to me.” Calum allowed the plug to fall from his grip. It clattered against the side of the machine before hitting the ground. “Does he look angry to you, Lee?”


                  “He does,” said Lee Kurtz—Calum’s partner in crime—who had appeared at the other side of the Pac-Man machine. Lee was a lot thinner than Calum, but no less menacing. “You can tell by the way he’s chewing his lip. Reckon he wants to fight you, Cal.”


                  Jamie shook his head. At least he thought he did, for it had already been shaking as if independent of him. “Lads, I just want to play my g—”


                  “You do realise this machine is a hazard to health and safety.” Calum patted the side of the machine with his heavily-ringed fist. “And that anyone who plays it is a fucking geek—”


                  “And a virgin,” Lee added.


                  “Yeah,” agreed Calum, his cemetery teeth once again on display. “Are you a virgin, Jimbo? And your mom doesn’t count.”


                  Jamie thought back to earlier that day. He and his mother had stood in the kitchen eating toast and drinking tea as Elvis’ ‘Always on my Mind’ drifted from the crackling radio in the corner of the room. He thought about the invite she had extended to him. “It’ll be fun. You’re always going on about how bored you are of this place, and your grannie will be pleased to see you…” He thought about how he had turned down the offer of a day-trip to Grannie Dale’s, and how his mother had stormed for the car, shaking her head and mumbling incoherently.


                  If I had just gone…


                  “He’s picturing his mom in the nuddy,” said Calum, licking his flaky lips and drumming his fingers on the control panel of the Pac-Man machine.


                  “Don’t blame him,” Lee said. “Jimbo’s mom is fit.” He thrust his hips forward into the side of the machine. “I definitely would.”


                  “Why don’t you set us up with your mom, Jimbo?” Calum rubbed at the bum-fluff sitting above his top lip. It wasn’t anything like a moustache; if anything, it only served to make the idiot look dirty, as if a decent bath wouldn’t go amiss. “We promise we’ll be good to her, and I’m sure she’d appreciate it. I bet she hasn’t had a good dicking since your dad left.”


                  Lee Kurtz snorted, as if this was the funniest thing he had ever heard. Jamie gritted his teeth; he didn’t want to let these cretins win and, if it came down to it, he knew he wouldn’t stand much of a chance in a fight. He was half their size, not to mention the fact there was two of them. No, better to bite his tongue than wind up taking a kicking.


                  Calum leaned in until his face was barely an inch from Jamie’s. A rancid smell—like peanuts past their best washed down with a sickly-sweet milkshake—washed over him, and he closed his eyes, as if that would somehow eradicate the evil stench. “D’ya think one of the reasons your dad walked out on you was because he was ashamed of you? As a son, I mean? The way you turned out?”


                  “Sounds about right to me,” Lee opined. “What kind of a fag son plays Pac-Man?”


                  Jamie bit down on his tongue, so hard that it hurt. He wanted to lash out, to slam his fist into Calum’s temple. He would get at least one good punch in, and hope the shock-factor did the rest. In that moment he forgot all about the stupid game he had been playing, about how he had wasted the last hour or so; all he wanted to do was hurt Calum Rowe and Lee Kurtz. If only—


                  “Who’s unplugged my machine?”


                  Jamie opened his eyes at the sound of this new voice. It was a voice he knew well and, although he sounded angry, Scottie Lipman’s sudden presence eased the tension which seemed to permeate the atmosphere.


                  Calum took a step away from the machine, as if butter wouldn’t melt. “It was an accident, Scottie,” he said, motioning to the disconnected plug. “Lee tripped over it and it just came out. You might want to think about getting shorter cables.”


                  For a second Scottie stood there, trying to figure out if what he was being told was the truth. He was a heavy-set man, and not one with whom to fuck if you liked the way your limbs were arranged. His bald head was the icing on a very menacing cake. Both of Scottie’s arms—thicker than Jamie’s legs in places—were covered in tattoos, however the ink had faded over the years, leaving the artwork wholly indistinct. Jamie could just about discern the shape of an anchor on one arm and the light blue outline of a pair of female legs on the other, but that was all.


                  Scottie regarded Lee and Calum warily, for he wasn’t a stupid man. Far from it, in fact. Scottie knew something was going on here. Had he seen it unfold from behind the cage across the room, the place where he sat day-in, day-out, handing out change and small prizes in exchange for paper tokens? Had he sought to intervene before things turned ugly? Jamie liked to think so.


                  “Why don’t you go ahead and plug the machine back in?” Scottie said, his question directed at Calum, who shifted nervously on the spot.


                  “I—I’ve…”


                  “I’m going to count to three,” Scottie said, unblinking. “And when I get to three, that plug better be back in its socket and Pac-Man better be running around a maze, or you,” —his hand came around in a wide arc and settled upon Calum— “and your little boyfriend here are going to be barred from the arcade until further notice. Do I make myself clear?”


                  Inside, Jamie smiled. This was the best thing that could have happened. Scottie was like an angel—a guardian fucking angel—here to punish the wicked, to make them see the error of their ways. This was a good place to start.


                  Calum, shaking his head, bent down and recoupled the plug with the socket. “Shit, Scottie, it was an accident.” He straightened up, still shaking his head; clearly he didn’t like being told what to do. That was how he had become such a malefactor in Hemsby; he’d got away with so much for so long, he saw no harm in it. “Tell him, Jimbo.”


                  Scottie turned his attention on Jamie, though the proprietor’s countenance had softened somewhat. Jamie wasn’t scared, didn’t feel he had anything to be scared of. He wasn’t the one in the wrong here. He knew that; Scottie knew that, and he knew that Scottie knew that.


                  “Yeah, it was an accident,” Jamie lied. Shrugging, he added, “I wasn’t too far into the game anyway. No harm starting from the beginning.”


                  Scottie nodded, though he didn’t believe a word of it. To Calum he said, “Why don’t you and your mate leave the kid alone, huh? Go and find somebody else to pester, or better yet… piss off completely.”


                  Dread crept onto the faces of the two boys, as if they had just been informed that wrestling was nothing but a choreographed fraud. “You’re not banning us, are you?” Calum said, eyes like saucers. “We spend a lot of money in here, Scottie. There’s nothing else to do around this bloody town—”


                  “I’m not barring you,” Scottie said. “Just leave the kid alone, okay? I have really big feet, and on the end of those feet are really big shoes. You don’t want me to break one of those shoes off in your arse, do you?”


                  Guardian-fucking-angel, Jamie thought once again.


                  Lee Kurtz held up a pair of skinny arms, placatory. “We was just messing with the kid, Scottie. We wasn’t gonna do nothing.”


                  “Go on,” Said Scottie, motioning to the double-doors at the front of the arcade. “Piss off. You can come back in tomorrow.”


                  Calum looked as if he might protest, but then thought better of it. “Come on, Lee,” he said, never once taking his eyes off Jamie. “Let’s go to the dodgems. Barry’s dad owes us a couple of free rides.”


                  Lee and Calum moved toward the door; as they went, Calum flicked out a leg, knocking Jamie’s watery Pepsi cup over. Light brown liquid spread across the floor. Clearly, Calum had meant to kick the drink, but he did a good job of pretending not to notice. Once they were gone, the double-doors swinging shut behind them, Scottie sighed.


                  “I’ll clean that up,” Jamie said, pointing toward the spillage. It was the least he could do; he shouldn’t have left the drink on the floor in the first place.


                  Scottie ran a hand over his bald head and sniggered. “You would, too, wouldn’t you?” He glanced around the arcade, craning his neck to see over the tops of the machines. When he was satisfied the place was deserted—it was always quiet at this time in the afternoon—he gestured to the door and said, “Throw the bolts will you, Jamie. I’ve had enough for one day, and there’s a case of Hemby’s finest cider waiting for me out back.”


                  “Do you have a mop?” Jamie said as he made his way across the room. He slid the top and bottom bolts into place before turning the OPEN/CLOSED sign around to signify that Scottie’s Arcade was, in fact, shut for the day.


                  “Ah, don’t worry about it,” Scottie said. He was behind his cage now, rifling through his jacket pocket for something. He came out with two cigarettes, held one out to Jamie. “You don’t…do you?”


                  Jamie shook his head. “Mom would kick my ass,” he said. “Thanks anyway.”


                  Scottie shrugged, lit one of the cigarettes with an expensive-looking Zippo and tucked the second one behind his left ear. As he exhaled a plume of blue-grey smoke into the room, creating an instant fug, he said, “So what’s the deal with those two pricks? You don’t owe them any money, do you?”


                  Jamie walked slowly through the lanes of arcade machines, entranced by the bright flashing lights and 8-bit bleeping. “They just like to give me shit,” he said.


                  Scottie snorted; Jamie didn’t know what that meant at first, but then the proprietor spoke. “You know, I’ve seen kids come and go around here. Most kids are only in town for a few days—a week at most—but you locals, you, those two fucking muppets, Barry Mills, I’ve watched you grow up. You’re a good kid, Jamie, but those two… I always knew they would turn out wrong. Their dads were no-good sonofabitches, and the apple never falls far from the tree.”


                  Jamie nodded and smiled. He knew Lee’s dad was serving a stretch for armed robbery, and Calum’s dad had done more bird than Bill Oddie.


                  “But you… you’re different.” Scottie emerged from his cage clutching a golden tin. As he pulled its ring, the can snapped and hissed. Froth threatened to spill over the sides, but Scottie was quick and slurped at it before it had a chance. Jamie didn’t drink—except at Christmastime—but, in that moment, he wouldn’t have turned one of Scottie’s ciders down. Scottie must have read the boy’s mind. He headed back to the cage, and when he returned, he had a second can, which he held out for Jamie. “I won’t tell your mom if you don’t. Just remember to give your teeth a damn good brush when you get home.”


                  Jamie accepted the can and snapped it open. He sucked away the froth before it had a chance to spill over, and then guzzled down the frosty contents.


                  “Whoa, steady on, son,” Scottie said. “You’ll be pissed before teatime.”


                  Jamie lowered the can, his face contorted as if he had just bit into a lemon. After a few seconds—and a lot of lip-smacking—he said, “It’s nice.” Though it wasn’t; not really. It left a funny taste in his mouth, and his tongue was now burning, as if someone had given it the once-over with sandpaper.


                  Scottie moved around the room, switching machines off as he went, tendrils of smoke trailing behind him. Jamie watched him work, mesmerised. One day he wanted to work for Scottie, to be the one whose responsibility it was to convert notes to coins, to empty the machines of the day’s takings, to shut everything off at the end of the day. To others it was a deadbeat job, the kind of thing you take on to fill a slow summer or to pay for university, but for Jamie, working at Scottie’s would be the dream job. In those quiet hours, between two and four in the afternoon, he would step out from behind the steel cage (he had no idea why the cage was even there; people don’t hold up seaside arcades) and play the machines. He would never be bored, never be unhappy… he would have Pac-Man and Space Invaders, Asteroids and Defender, Galaga and Donkey Kong. He would play them all. The classics, and only the classics. He had no time for Grand Theft Auto or House of the Dead. If he was in charge, those machines would go, for they were taking up good space. Guitar Hero and Dance, Dance, Revolution out… Q*Bert and Paperboy in. Would it affect the arcade’s popularity? Jamie doubted it. People loved the classics.


                  That’s why they were classics.


                  “Give me a hand with this machine, will you, Jamie?” Scottie flicked the cherry from the end of his cigarette and slipped the butt into his back pocket.


                  “Mortal Kombat 3?” Jamie said, reading the name of the machine aloud. “Can’t say I’ve ever played it.”


                  Scottie laughed. “You wouldn’t have. It was released after 1990.”


                  Jamie walked over to the machine that Scottie was nudging with his huge shoulder. He could have probably moved it on his own; Jamie weighed around nine stone wringing wet. If anything he was just going to get in the way. “So what’s happened to this one?”


                  “Grab it at the back,” Scottie said. Jamie did what he was told, stepping over its loose cable. “I’ve got a delivery of new games coming in first thing. This one, and three others, have to make way.” He pulled the machine away from the wall a few inches, enough for him to move around to its rear and get a firm grip using the handles up near the top. “Okay, we need to tilt it back onto the wheels.”


                  Jamie huffed. He was already sweating, even though he had done nothing yet. “You’re not getting rid of any of the classics, are you?” He sounded genuinely concerned. His voice cracked a little as he spoke. The thought of Scottie’s Arcade without Pac-Man or Frogger was unbearable.


                  Scottie heaved the machine back forty-five degrees. “I’ve got it,” he said. Jamie stepped aside, because he didn’t have any of it. As Scottie wheeled the machine across the arcade, down past the duel standing motorcycles that were integral to Road Rage, he said, “Don’t you worry about your games; they’ll still be there when we open in the morning.”


                  Jamie’s relief was palpable. For a moment there, his heart had picked up the pace.


                  “This one’s got to go out the back. The delivery guy will be taking them with him when he brings the replacements.”


                  Following close behind, and holding the doors open as Scottie manoeuvred the cumbersome machine outside, Jamie felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time.


                  A purpose. A reason for existing. Right now he was of use to someone, even if it was simply holding the door open as Scottie did the lion’s share of the work.


                  Out went Mortal Kombat 3, followed shortly after by Rambo, Jurassic Park, and Neon FM, which was a strange rhythm game in which the player has to pound the five multi-coloured pads in time with the music. Jamie didn’t like those music games; it gave kids false confidence. God forbid they should pick up a real instrument straight after and, lo and behold, not know what the fuck they were doing.


                  With the four redundant machines at the rear of the arcade—where the driver would see them when he arrived at five a.m., according to Scottie—Jamie and the proprietor headed back inside to finish their cans.


                  Lighting up the second cigarette and surveying the somewhat emptier arcade morosely, Scottie said, “So what’s in store for Jamie tonight? A night on the tiles? Bowling?”


                  Jamie almost spat his cider across the room. “Ha! Chance would be a fine thing.” He was feeling the effects of the booze, though hopefully his words weren’t as slurred as they sounded in his own head. “Mom’ll be back from my grannie’s in a few hours, and I’ll have to listen to how the old dear had a nasty fall last week or how she gave my inheritance to a bunch of telephone scammers.” There was genuine scorn in Jamie’s voice, and Scottie picked up on it.


                  “Not a fan of your grannie, I take it?” He blew a perfect smoke ring, and then followed that up with two more. Jamie couldn’t help thinking how cool Scottie was. Even more than that: how cool he would be to work for.


                  “Nah, she’s cool. It’s just… nothing ever changes, you know? Everything is always the same. The stories are boring. This whole… life… it’s getting to me.”


                  A smile crept onto Scottie’s face. “Wow. This got serious pretty quick. You’ve only had one can.” He sucked hard on his cigarette; Jamie was tempted to ask for one, but managed to convince himself it was a bad idea. “Not enjoying the Hemsby life, huh?”


                  That was an understatement. Apart from the arcade, Jamie felt lost. Most kids would love to grow up at the seaside, to spend their days listening to the sound of the ocean, breathing in that salty sea air, listening to the gulls as they swooped overhead in search of an abandoned packet of chips. Most kids came, spent a weekend or a week playing in the sea or mooching around the arcade or gift shops, then went home to their real lives. At the end of their holiday, those kids didn’t want to leave, but Jamie was certain that, given another fortnight or so, they would soon change their minds.


                  “Nothing ever happens around here,” Jamie said, staring down at a piece of bubble-gum which had been trodden into the floor. How long had that pink residue been there? About as long as I’ve been here, Jamie thought. “I got all excited last week because the Red Arrows did a flyover. Do you know how sad and pathetic your life has to be that you shoot your load over a coordinated stunt display?”


                  “Don’t be so cynical,” Scottie said, though he looked as if he was about to erupt with laughter. “I was there for that display. It was fucking outstanding.”


                  “Yeah, but…” Jamie trailed off. Was he being cynical? Was this how a fifteen year old boy with his entire life ahead of him should have been talking? “It doesn’t matter. I think this cider’s made me depressed.” He glanced down at the half-finished can in his hand. He wasn’t enjoying it. It was simply there.


                  Like I’m simply here.


                  “This place isn’t so bad,” Scottie said, motioning to the arcade. “You know you’ll always be able to come here, and if you’re really good, I might even have a key for the Pac-Man machine.” He let that one sit for a few seconds before adding, “Free games for the rest of your very long and very exciting life?”


                  Jamie couldn’t help but smile. He’d already forgotten all about his little run-in with Calum and Lee, though it would come back to haunt him a few hours later. For now, though, he felt… okay.


                  “Right,” Scottie said, snatching the unfinished cider can from Jamie’s hand. “You’d better get yourself home so I can lock up. You might not have anything better to do, but I’ve got a date with Breaking Bad and a bottle of whiskey.”


                  Jamie nodded and headed for the door. “Thanks, Scottie,” he said across his shoulder. “Maybe next time I’ll take you up on one of those cancer sticks, yeah?”


                  “What makes you think I’ll offer again?” Scottie said, finishing Jamie’s cider and crushing the can between his huge palms.


                  Jamie unbolted the door and pulled it open. “See you tomorrow?” It was a stupid thing to say; of course he would see Scottie tomorrow. They both knew it.


                  “Yup,” said Scottie. “Don’t forget to brush your teeth before you get all up in your mom’s face.”


                  Jamie didn’t hear the last part. He was already walking along the promenade, away from Scottie’s Arcade and into a whole heap of trouble.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWO


    Although it was late in the afternoon, the sun beat down with potent ferocity. By the time Jamie reached Jo-Jo’s Ice Cream Parlour—three scoops for two quid, sprinkles an extra 50p—sweat was dripping down his back, darkening his Ramones tee-shirt in patches. Staring out across the seafront, Jamie could make out tiny figures as they cavorted playfully in the breaking waves. Here and there dogs rushed about, chasing Frisbees and balls; a helicopter hovered off in the distance, low enough to ripple the water below, but Jamie saw no struggling swimmer beneath the chopper, no ladder or winch dangling down. The helicopter was merely observing. Perhaps a new pilot was being shown the ropes. Either way there was nothing to see out there, and Jamie turned his attention back to the pedestrianised road in front of him.


                  The promenade was as always quiet at this time of day. Jamie liked it. You couldn’t move for people at noon, crowding in and around the many parlours and gift-shops, searching for the best price on a bucket-and-spade for their whining children, or the least dangerous BB guns for their older spawn. This time of day was reserved for dog-walkers and couples.


                  “Hey, Jamie,” said a voice. Jamie turned and there, standing next to a basket of beach-balls, was Barry Mills. Gangly and awkward-looking—like a giraffe without the markings—Barry was a year older than Jamie, and also a foot or so taller. His Manchester United vest seemed to drip from him, and the shorts he was wearing came just above his knobbly pale knees. It wasn’t a good look for him, but Jamie wasn’t sure what would be…


                  “’Sup, Barry,” Jamie said. He didn’t want to stop and talk, not in this heat, but it was rude to carry on walking, and so found himself leaning into the mesh basket containing the beach-balls.


                  Barry held up a small plastic bag, which appeared to be filled with coins. “Dad sent me to get some change. I’m trying to drag it out, to be honest. It’s boring as fuck over there.”


                  Jamie could picture Marcus Mills, pacing back and forth amongst his dodgems awaiting his son’s return. “Not long to go now,” Jamie said, staring down at his watch. It was 4:20 p.m., and Jamie knew Marcus always closed things down at around teatime for a few hours, when it was really quiet.


                  “Don’t suppose you want to come and keep me company for a bit?” Barry sounded optimistic; his face dropped when Jamie answered with a firm shake of the head.


                  “Really busy tonight, mate,” Jamie said, almost feeling guilty for rebuffing the poor sod. Barry was a good kid—though not what Jamie would call a ‘friend’—and he was in the exact same predicament as Jamie.


                  Trapped.


                  Stuck in Hemsby for the rest of his life, if he wasn’t careful. Though they didn’t speak about it, they were both aware of this shared dilemma. Maybe one day they would leave together, to hell with their parents, off to greener pastures, wherever the fuck they were. Maybe then Jamie would accept Barry as a friend—a mate, a pal, a proper nice geezer—and not just think of him as the ungainly weird kid whose dad worked the dodgems.


                  “If you’re not doing anything tomorrow,” Jamie said, still awash with guilt, “Scottie’s got some new machines coming in. I’ll be in there most of the day. You should come by and let me whip your arse at a few games.”


                  Barry smiled. “That’d be cool,” he said. “I’ll let Dad know; he’s not as exact with my breaks as he used to be.”


                  “Cool.” Jamie stared off down the promenade in a not-so-subtle attempt to drop the hint he had to leave, but that quickly changed when a middle-aged couple emerged from the gift-shop behind Barry, and following them was a young girl—perhaps sixteen, long red hair, freckles running across the bridge of her nose. She was, Jamie thought, beautiful, and probably a tourist, here for the week and then gone forever. As her parents led the way down the promenade, she walked after them, turning occasionally, aware that she was being watched. Eventually she smiled, but then she turned again, shaking her head and turning her attention to the pink mobile phone in her hand.


                  “Did that girl just smile at you?” Barry asked, throwing the small bag of change from one open hand to the other.


                  She did, Jamie thought. She did, and she was beautiful! “I think she was just worried we were going to steal her purse.”


                  “Nah, she totally gave you the love eye,” said Barry. “I don’t know how you do it, man. You should have a girlfriend by now.”


                  Jamie frowned. “Not interested, mate,” he said, though he was… he just hadn’t been presented with the option yet. “She might have been smiling at you, anyway. You’re the one holding a bag of money.”


                  Barry looked down at the huge bag of change he was holding; his face changed, as if he was only now seeing it for the first time.


                  “I’d better be off,” Jamie said, peeling his tee-shirt away from his body. “I’ll probably see you tomorrow then, yeah?” He took a few steps away from Barry, just in case the kid wanted to start a separate conversation. Luckily he didn’t.


                  “Yeah, I’ll pop into Scottie’s when I get the chance.” He tossed the change bag up into the air and snatched it back down again, looking rather proud of his reflexes. To Jamie he looked like an idiot with a bag of change.


                  “Cool.” Jamie turned and began to walk away, slow enough for Barry not to feel bad but quick enough—and without glancing back—to make him realise there would be no extension to this little tête-à-tête.


                  Once he reached the end of the promenade, Jamie whistled through his teeth and looked back to find that Barry was gone. Probably sprinting back to Marcus at full-pelt so that his old man didn’t think he’d done a runner with the takings. Barry was one of the good kids, but he was terrified of his father, and with good reason. Jamie had once watched Marcus Mills beat the shit out of three guys for damaging one of his bumper cars; just dragged them out of there and gone to town on them right on the sand, as if it was nothing. In the end those three lads—couldn’t have been younger than twenty—managed to limp away, shaking their heads in disbelief, holding their wounds, no doubt to prevent them from breaking open and their insides spilling out onto the sand, like so many jellyfish corpses.


                  Jamie reached the BEACH CAFÉ, which was its actual name. Not very inventive, but it did what it said on the tin. Its owners—Pat and Dick Gurley—had been running the place for as long as Jamie could remember, and as he walked past the outdoor seating area, filled with mainly geriatric holidaymakers, Jamie saw Spanner lying at the café’s entrance.


                  Spanner was Pat and Dick’s Jack Russell, and Jamie had the poor thing pegged at around twenty years old. Probably not, but it sure did look it. Spanner had been there, mooching for leftovers between the tables, pissing up pushchairs and other dogs, for about as long as Pat and Dick, and Jamie often wondered how the creature had survived for so long on a diet of fish, chips, and ice-cream. Maybe it was the sea air. People often used that excuse to explain why their nonagenarian mother was still very much alive and kicking. It would certainly explain why his own grandmother wasn’t worm food just yet.


                  Grannie Dale lived about a half-hour drive away, spending her last years—not if that magical sea-air had anything to do with it—in a holiday home in Hopton. Thinking about her now, Jamie felt a sudden pang of guilt. He should have gone to see her, should have at least made the effort. His mom was pissed off with him about it; he could tell by the way she had stormed out of there earlier that morning. I’ll pay for that one over dinner tonight, he thought, anticipating the barrage of abuse from his mother, followed by stories of Grannie Dale’s latest falls and telemarketing scam adventures. Just thinking about it made him slow his pace.


                  “Oi, faggot!”


                  At first Jamie didn’t think anything of it. Some uncouth little shit calling out to their buddy, and nothing more. He didn’t even turn around, and then ten feet later—


                  “Jimbo, you cockhead!”


                  Heart in throat, legs turned to spaghetti, Jamie dry-swallowed and sucked in great lungfuls of sea-air, as if enough of it would make him immortal, the way it seemed to with old people. One glance across his shoulder told him everything he needed to know: Calum Rowe and Lee Kurtz were marching after him, and they didn’t look as if they wanted to discuss the weather, which in that moment appeared to plummet to below freezing.


                  Options, Jamie thought. What are my options?


                  Stop walking, take a kicking, go home covered in blood and bruises and have to explain the mess to his mom? Not really an option; he was already in his mother’s bad books, and showing up with clothes torn to shreds, pissing blood and spitting out teeth, was the kind of thing that would push her over the edge. Sure, she would clean him up, take him to the hospital—if necessary—but she wouldn’t be happy about it.


                  Option two?


                  Run like a fucking maniac, try to lose the degenerates somewhere between here and home, show up with nary a sight of blood or torn garment, and apologise to Mom for being such a dick, and could he please go see Grannie Dale next week to make up for it… or perhaps the week after that, or the one after—


                  “Slow down, Jimbo!” Calum said, already breathless, which boded well for Jamie. “We just want to talk about what happened back there at Scottie’s.”


                  “Yeah, ain’t so big when you don’t have your bodyguard around, huh?” Lee added. Unfortunately—unlike his fat friend—he wasn’t breathless, and Jamie wondered if Lee would continue to chase him without Calum in tow.


                  The duo were twenty feet away from him when Jamie started to sprint; thirty feet before they realised what was happening. Jamie heard a cry of, “Get him, Lee!” from the rear, which pretty much answered his question from a moment ago. This was a straight race, a bolt for the finish line.


                  Jamie just hoped he had enough in the tank to make it.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    THREE


    Past YE OL’ SEAFOOD CENTRE Jamie ran, his nose so full of sweat and snot that for once he couldn’t make out the distinctive aroma permeating the area around the ramshackle business. A stack of pallets threatened to crush him as he took the next corner, though that might just have been his imagination as they didn’t even wobble as he brushed past them at ten miles-per-hour.


                  Part of him wanted to hide, to wait Lee Kurtz out, and he could. In these back streets, away from the seafront, there were myriad hiding places. There were cobblestone alleyways no more than a foot wide you could slip into; there were garden walls you could jump, lie down right there in someone’s flower border until the danger had passed.


                  There was also the chance that Lee Kurtz wasn’t as dumb as his portly counterpart, and so Jamie kept running, aiming for home and hoping that Lee gave up well before then.


                  “I’m gonna find you!” Lee’s voice echoed around the thin street, though he was nowhere to be seen, hadn’t yet made it onto that particular lane. By the time he did, Jamie was onto the next, panting and sweating and wondering how the day had gone so very wrong.


                  This is Scottie’s fault, a voice inside Jamie’s head chirped up. If he hadn’t tossed them out of the arcade, for your benefit, might I add, you’d be enjoying a nice casual stroll home right about now.


                  Jamie knew that wasn’t true, that Scottie had done the right thing. Those assholes were going to cause trouble for him no matter what the outcome. If not now then later.


                  He quickly made his way onto Waters Lane, sprinted past the corner shop-cum-post office-cum off-license, and continued up the hill. Lee was still nowhere to be seen, but Jamie knew his pursuer wouldn’t give up that easily. Not if it meant having to face the wrath of his Commander-in-Chief. I tried to keep up with him, Calum, I did, I did, but the fucker’s got a bit of pace…


                  Up the hill, past the playground with the screaming kids and smoking parents, Jamie turned right into Stable Field Way. When his house came into view, every part of him screamed out with joy. He was sure neither Calum or Lee knew where he lived, which meant that as long as he made it in through his front door, this chase was over and Lee had a rather long walk back to Calum with his tail between his legs.


                  As he ran down the path of his house, slamming into the front door and turning the handle at the exact same time, Jamie didn’t notice the lack of car parked on the driveway. It just didn’t register with him. But then when the door failed to open, it hit him like a freight train.


                  His mom wasn’t back yet.


                  “Fuck!” he muttered. He was exhausted, and it was all for nothing if he didn’t get out of sight and fast. Where’s my key? He rifled in his pockets, searching for the small Yale key which opened the front door. His heart raced as he went through each of his pockets, raced even faster each time his hand came out empty. Fuck! He tried to remember the last time he’d had it. He’d definitely had it at lunchtime, hadn’t he? It didn’t matter. It was just one more thing he would have to explain to his mother later.


                  Moving along the side of the house, Jamie eyed the fence, but knew he would be wasting his time trying to open it. His mom always kept it bolted in three places, except on bin days when it was left open so that the men could get to the trash. Today was certainly not a bin day, and that fence looked mightily high, especially after such an intense run.


                  You can do it, Jamie… just… breathe… and—


                  The run-up wasn’t ideal, but it was enough to get momentum, and as Jamie leapt for the top of the fence he knew he’d underestimated himself. He was up and over that thing in less than three seconds, albeit noisily, but as he came to rest on the other side, the relief washed over him and his emotions threatened to get the better of him.


                  Fuck you, Lee! he thought. And fuck you Calum!


                  He tried not to think about tomorrow, when they would no doubt catch up to him anyway. He tried not to think about that at all.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    FOUR


    Scottie Lipman entered The Lacon Arms at just after six, which was good timing, as far as he was concerned, because happy-hour had just started. The pub was busy, as usual, but Scottie was only here for an hour. The majority of his drinking would be done back at his room, which was built—as if nothing more than an afterthought—at the rear of the arcade, where it was cheaper and therefore a helluva lot easier to get fucking wasted. Occasionally, though, he wasn’t averse to a drink or two of the social persuasion; it was the only time he really got to talk to adults.


                  “Hey, Scottie,” said Angela Michaels, The Lacon Arms’ most sought after barmaid. Scottie was old enough to be her father—or at least her naughty uncle, he thought, but quickly regretted it—and knew that someone as young and pretty as Angela wouldn’t be interested in a hulking barrel of a tattoo-toting reject like him. Knowing your limits is a good thing, and Scottie was wholly aware of his shortcomings, of which there were plenty.


                  “Can I get a double JD, no ice, when you’re ready, Angela?” He rifled through his pocket for the wallet which was always there. Often empty, but always reliably there. When he felt the thickness of the wallet as he brought it out, he smiled. “And one for yourself, if you’re in the mood.”


                  Angela poured two shots of JD into a short glass, smiling as she worked. She had the prettiest smile, framed by dimples which looked deep enough to drown in. “Tough day at the arcade?” She handed him the glass, watched him knock it back in one go and place it back down on the counter, alongside a crisp twenty.


                  “Ah, no tougher than usual,” he said, watching as Angela poured another two shots into the glass. He wondered if she knew he had a drink problem, if she worried about such things, or if she was happy so long as he was, and so long as the money kept going into the till. “Had some trouble with a bunch of kids, but that’s kids for you. Angela, I don’t think I’ve ever asked you before, but you don’t have any…”


                  Angela turned to the till and keyed in the correct sale. “Kids?” she said—almost snorted. “Hell no. How old do you think I am?”


                  “I didn’t mean anything by it,” Scottie said, feeling the burn in his chest as the whiskey went down and did its thing. “I was just about to offer you some sage advice.”


                  “Always useful.” She handed him his change, which he placed down on the bar with every intention of putting it all in the till before the end of happy-hour.


                  “Don’t,” Scottie said. “Don’t ever have kids. They grow up to be little fuckers. Trust me on that. I have to watch the little bastards on a daily basis, coming into the arcade, sticking bubble-gum on anything it’ll stick to, spilling drinks and… fucking ketchup all over my machines. Kids are dirty, and they’re assholes.”


                  Now Angela did laugh, and those dimples threatened to swallow Scottie whole. He wouldn’t have complained about it, either. “Well, I wasn’t about to start spitting out kids anyway, but after that little tirade, I might get rid of my womb on eBay.”


                  “Good,” Scottie said. “Best move you’ll ever make. Just remember me for fifteen percent commission.” He grinned and finished off the second drink. Angela set about replenishing his glass, leaving the JD bottle right there on the counter where she could easily reach it in a minute or two when the entire process could be repeated again.


                  “You never had kids, did you?”


                  The words came out so fast and so easily that they were confusing to Scottie. His frown said as much. “Who, me?” Angela nodded, watching him intently. “I did have one kid,” he said, though he didn’t know why he was saying it. It was the last thing he wanted to talk about. It was always the last thing he ever wanted to talk about. And so it came as something of a surprise when his son’s name crossed his lips less than a second later. “Jake.” God, this isn’t how I planned my night, he thought. Some fucking happy-hour.


                  Angela must have sensed something was wrong; the smile dropped from her face, the dimples vanished, and eye-contact quickly followed. “Sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have pressed—”


                  “No, it’s fine,” Scottie said. “It’s just… I… well, Jake died when he was three years old. I wasn’t there at the time, but he managed to get out into the garden.” Don’t fucking think about it. Just tell the story, but don’t fucking think about it! “We had a big fishpond. Jake loved the fish, but he used to call ‘em tish. I don’t know why.” So long ago, and yet it hurt like it happened yesterday. “That day—three days before his fourth birthday, if you can believe it—I was working a shitty sales job, doing door-to-door, getting told to piss off more often than not, but it paid the pills, or at least it did when the commissions came in. Janet, my wife at the time, was at home. She didn’t have to work; we had enough coming in with me selling life-insurance to people who I managed to convince had a good chance of dying in the next three-to-five years, and our money was topped up with certain benefits.” Scottie picked up his glass, took a few sips, hissed as the whiskey worked at his gut, then continued. “Only left him for a minute, Janet said. To change the bedsheets, she reckoned.”


                  Angela grimaced, as if this sudden imparting of new information caused her tangible pain. And perhaps it did. Scottie was too busy staring at the water-ring his glass had left on the counter to notice.


                  “That day, Jake must have wanted to get up close and personal with the tish. There was no way of contacting me, either. I didn’t have a mobile phone. Only pricks and yuppies had mobile phones back then. Not like now. You know, I’ve seen kids—can’t be older than five—walking around the arcade with their face buried in an iPod.”


                  The barmaid seemed to appreciate this momentary change of subject. “It’s the same in here,” she said, shaking her head. “I’ve found mobile phones down the back of the sofas, loaded to the brim with pictures of cartoon characters and videos of Postman Pat.”


                  Scottie scoffed, then became serious once again. “Anyway,” he said, swirling the remains of the whiskey in his glass, “by the time I got home in my beat up Sierra, the street was filled with blues and twos. Janet was standing at the front door. I’ve never seen a person so white in my whole life. Like a ghost, she was. Whiter than that, even. And she was shaking like she had that… what is it that kid from the films had?”


                  “Parkinson’s?”


                  “Just like that,” Scottie said. “My boy had been dead for three hours, give or take, and in those three hours I’d managed to sign up six dopey old people for critical illness policies they didn’t even fucking need.” He knocked back his drink and sighed. Down went the glass, in went the refill. A perfectly-oiled machine.


                  “I’m so sorry, Scottie,” Angela said. Scottie could see that she meant it, but in that moment all he wanted was to see those dimples again.


                  Waving her apology away, Scottie said, “It was a long time ago. I haven’t thought about it for ages.” A lie. “These things are meant to test us.” It happened around the same time you started drinking heavy. If it was a test, he had failed miserably.


                  “That one’s on the house,” Angela said, motioning to the freshly-filled glass on the counter. “Don’t tell anyone.” She winked at him, as if a huge secret had just passed between them.


                  Scottie smiled as he picked up the drink, watched Angela go about her business. He glanced up at the clock hanging behind the bar, next to the peanuts attached to a piece of card with a nude woman hiding behind the packets yet to be purchased like some saucy advent calendar.


                  It was twenty-past-six.


                  Half an hour later Scottie would be staggering back to the arcade, thinking of Jake, cursing his useless ex-wife, and fighting the urge to simply walk across the dunes and throw himself into the sea.


                  Perhaps I’ll see some tish, he thought, humourlessly.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    FIVE


    Jamie sat staring at the fish pie sitting on the plate in front of him. Steam rose from it in great tendrils, as if the thing was still alive. Sitting opposite, blowing noisily on a forkful of piping-hot cod in white sauce, his mother—Linda—watched him, had been watching him for almost a full minute. When the fork went down with a clatter, Jamie knew what was going to come next.


                  “Are you going to tell me why you were in the garden when I got back?” She poured herself a tall glass of water before filling Jamie’s glass. Jamie wondered what would happen if he picked up the glass and slammed it straight into his face. Would he still have to answer the question? “Don’t tell me you’ve lost another key…”


                  Silence. Jamie was too busy contemplating picking his fork up and slamming it directly down into the sinewy part of his hand. Would the fork embed in the table, or would the bone stop it from going all the way through?


                  Would I still have to answer the damn question?


                  Linda sighed. She already knew the answer, didn’t need Jamie to confirm it. Instead she picked up her fork and resumed blowing the food clinging to the tines.


                  “How was Grannie?” Smooth move, buster. Change the subject, show some actual interest in the old woman, save yourself a grounding.


                  “Fine,” said his mother. “She asked about you, why you hadn’t come to see her.”


                  Jamie rolled his eyes. “What did you tell her?”


                  “I told her you had a lot of studying to do,” said Linda. “I wasn’t gonna tell her the truth. That you’d rather hang around that damn arcade all day.” She finally pushed the fork between her teeth and slid the food from it on the way back out.


                  Jamie felt awful, and yet a small part of him knew that he hadn’t really missed anything. It wasn’t as if Grannie Dale could still get about. She had no adventures to share, or stories to tell. They would have sat in silence, staring at the huge wooden TV in the corner of the room even though it wasn’t switched on, wondering why the hell the clock sitting on the mantelpiece was so loud, for Christ’s sake. After three hours of that, his mother would have suggested a game of Scrabble, and Grannie Dale would have courteously declined because ‘I can’t see the tiles as easily as I used to’. Three cups of rancid piss-water tea later, they would head out to the car, waving back at the net-curtains, not knowing if the old lady was standing beyond them, waving back, or not. It was hardly a trip to fucking Alton Towers.


                  “I’ll take the tram next week, go and see her,” Jamie said, prodding at his fish-pie with very little intention of eating it. Living by the sea, you quickly grew tired of fish in its many forms. What I wouldn’t give for a hearty McDonald’s…


                  “You?” said his mother, incredulous. “On the tram?”


                  “That’s what I said.” Jamie couldn’t believe this. He was trying to do the right thing, and here he was being ridiculed for it.


                  Linda must have sensed his discontent; she began to nod overenthusiastically, grinning as she did. Jamie could just about make out the tiny fish bones protruding from her teeth, and if he hadn’t been sure about not eating his dinner before, he was now. “She’ll love that,” Linda said. “I’ll telephone her, let her know you’re going. What day—”


                  “Nobody says telephone anymore, Mom,” Jamie said. “And I’m not sure what day it will be yet, so don’t go telling her. I’d rather just show up, if I’m being honest.”


                  “She’s a busy lady, your grannie,” said Linda. “You might want to let her know beforehand so she can pencil you in.”


                  Jamie was about to retort when he realised his mother, who wasn’t the funniest person in the room at the best of times, was being sarcastic. “I’ll try to keep it to the days she’s not playing tennis or running marathons,” he said.


                  “Don’t forget abseil Wednesdays,” Linda added, though she felt guilty for making fun almost immediately, and once again tried to change the subject. “Can I ask you a question?”


                  “If it’s about dinner, I’m just not hungry.”


                  “No, it’s not about dinner, and let it be known that there is nothing wrong with fish-pie. You used to love fish-pie when—”


                  “When I was little and not sick of eating fish or seafood every single day of the week?”


                  “Smart-mouth.” Linda sipped at her water before asking, “No, I wanted to know if everything was okay with you. You’ve been acting strange ever since you broke up for the summer holidays. Kind of depressed, but then I ask myself, what could a kid of fifteen be depressed about?”


                  “I’m not depressed,” Jamie said. As far as he was concerned, depression was for drug-addicts and the jobless. He was neither, at least not yet. It was Calum Rowe and Lee Kurtz giving him shit day-in, day-out. It was this place, not having any real friends, and school? He wasn’t missing that one jot. In fact, he was dreading going back after the summer. His last year, one filled with important exams and nights of endless study. And none of it mattered because, in the end, he was going to ask Scottie for a job at the arcade, and Scottie was going to say yes, and that would be that. “I’m fine.” He wasn’t great at lying, however he was a teenaged boy, and when a teenaged boy tells you that they’re fine, you’d better believe it because you’re not going to get anything else out of them.


                  His mother knew that better than anyone.


                  “You’d tell me if… if you were having problems or you were in any sort of trouble…” She let that one hang, though they both knew she would be the last to know if he was in trouble, no matter how serious.


                  “Everything’s cool, Mom.” He picked up his fork and prodded indiscriminately at the pie, anything to pass the time until he could go to his room and listen to his music or play his guitar. He was trying to learn the new Kaiser Chiefs album in its entirety, and there were a few songs he hadn’t quite got the hang of yet.


                  There was a moment of silence, and then Linda said, “If I make you a peanut butter sandwich, will you eat it?”


                  Jamie sniggered. “I thought you’d never ask.”


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    SIX


    The truck thundered along the motorway, its driver smoking a roll-yer-own and doing everything he could not to fall asleep at the wheel. His name was Jack Beeton, and Hemsby was his last stop for the night. By six a.m. he would be tucked up in his cab, watching barely legal porn on his laptop, maybe rubbing one out before nodding off for a couple of hours. Then it was all the way back to Bristol, cargo delivered, clock out for the weekend, maybe hit a few bars, a strip-club, JUMPIN’ JACK’S CASINO, where his wages would take a hammering or he would come away flush as fuck, phone in sick on Monday morning, hit a few more strip-clubs…


                  Jack didn’t hate his job. He made good money delivering slot- and arcade-machines to amusement centres across the country. He had a great pension, and was only five years shy of cashing it in. You could say what you like about the gaming industry, but over the years it had treated Jack Beeton just fine.


                  He took a drag on his cigarette—which was down to his thumb and forefinger now—and flicked it out through the half-open window. In his side-mirror he saw the sparks as the roll-up bounced along the motorway before disappearing forever.


                  On the radio, Rod Stewart sang about sailing, and Jack sang along with Rod, because Rod knew what he was talking about.


                  The dim green clock on the dashboard told Jack it was almost three a.m., and the sign a little over a mile back had informed him that he was less than fifty miles from Hemsby. He was making great time indeed; at this rate, he would have rubbed out his wank by five, be fast asleep by ten past. He knew Scottie’s Arcade well, had been delivering machines to the guy for almost two decades, and Scottie always left the yard open so that Jack could drop off the machines and disappear. It was an arrangement which suited them both fine. Jack could get away, either park up in a layby for a few Z’s or head back to the depot, and Scottie could sleep in till late and not have to get up at a godforsaken hour in the morning to unbolt the back gate.


                  Win-win.


                  Jack liked Scottie, too. He was, as Jack’s own dad used to say, a solid geezer. Drank a helluva lot, no matter what time of day it was, but Jack couldn’t blame him for that. Hanging around an arcade filled with spotty, greasy haired kids all fucking day, a guy needed something extra to get him through.


                  Rod Stewart gave way to Roy Orbison, and once again Jack sang along, this time with gusto, for it was a song about driving all night, and if Jack knew anything about anything, he knew about careening through the night in an articulated lorry, dreaming while he drove the long straight road ahead, huh huh…


                  He was so busy singing that he didn’t see the car behind, frantically flashing its lights, and even if he had done, there was no way he would have stopped, not out here, not at this time of night. Too many of his friends had fallen for that one. You pull over to the side of the road, and before you know it you’ve got a knife against your throat and five arseholes are unloading you.


                  But that was fine, because Jack hadn’t seen the frantic flasher up his rear. He didn’t see the sonofabitch in the souped-up Ford Fiesta until it bolted past on Jack’s left at eighty, then pulled directly in front of the artic, hazard lights blazing, slowing down to seventy, then sixty, then…


                  “What the fuck ya doin’, ya prick?” Jack said. If it came to it, he had a wrench down by his feet—a big wrench it was, too—and he was pretty sure any officer of the law would believe him when he claimed self-defence. He tried to rob my load, officer! What the fuck was I s’pose to do?


                  Jack slammed his hand down on the steering-wheel, and the horn beeped unbroken for a few seconds. It made no difference whatsoever. The car in front continued to dawdle. On the fucking motorway! Jack was about to hit the horn again when a hand emerged from the driver’s side window of the Fiesta, signaling Jack to pull onto the hard shoulder.


                  “Wha—fucking not a chance, ya prick!” From what he could see there was only one person in the car—the driver—and Jack was almost certain he could handle one lunatic with his giant wrench, but still…


                  Jack shifted slowly over into the slow lane; he half-expected the Fiesta to follow suit, so when it casually dropped back, level with the artic, Jack was even more confused. He glowered out through the half-open window, trying to look as menacing as he possibly could. He couldn’t outrun this twat, not in his articulated lorry. If this prick wanted trouble—was determined to get some—then Jack would have no choice but to oblige.


                  That was when Jack saw the driver of the Fiesta, and immediately relaxed. It wasn’t a burly hijacker, after all, but a small black woman. She was hunched over the steering-wheel, hands at a perfect ten-to-two, as if she was on her way to some late-night church.


                  All of a sudden Jack felt silly. To think he had almost reached for the wrench.


                  In the Fiesta alongside him, the woman continued to motion to the hard shoulder, her hands returning to the steering-wheel after every panicked gesture, lest she crash into the central reservation.


                  Fuck it, Jack thought. Something was clearly wrong; this woman was desperate to get him to stop. Maybe there was something wrong with her car, something which required immediate attention, something she had no idea how to fix. But Jack looked like he knew a thing or two about vehicles and the maintenance thereof. Yeah, that’s what she needed. A man’s touch…


                  Steering the artic over to the hard shoulder—the rattle of road markings beneath the tyres almost shook his fillings loose—Jack slowed the truck to twenty, then ten, and was unsurprised when the Fiesta fell in behind. Apart from the two vehicles, the motorway was silent and deserted. Too early in the morning for commuters, too late for those heading home from parties or the night-shift.


                  Just the two of us, Jack thought, and despite the seemingly innocuous appearance of the woman in the Fiesta, a shiver ran the length of his spine. With the truck now stopped and rumbling like an anxious tiger, Jack wound the window up, rolled a cigarette—keeping an eye on the Fiesta in his wing-mirror, in case the woman got out—swung the door open and climbed down from the truck.


                  As if she had been waiting to size up Jack (a non-threatening five-foot-two) before making her move, the woman eased the driver’s door open and stepped from the car.


                  “What the hell was all that about?” Jack said, walking the length of his artic. He’d left the wrench in the foot-well of his cab, thinking he didn’t need it. Now, standing there on the hard shoulder with no other cars around and only the growl of his own idling engine for company, he wished he hadn’t been so naïve.


                  If the woman was intimidated, she didn’t show it. Instead, she motioned to the rear of Jack’s truck and said, “One of your doors is open. I saw it swinging back there and tried to get your attention.” She had a slight Jamaican lilt, the kind which suggested she had perhaps been born in the Caribbean, but hadn’t been back for many years.


                  Jack reached the back of his truck and checked the doors. Sure enough, the one on the left had somehow unbolted itself; it creaked open as soon as Jack touched it.


                  “Fuck!” Jack said, turning to face the woman, who was now nodding and smiling. “I thought you were trying to steal my cargo. I’m so sorry.”


                  “Don’t be,” said the woman. “I just didn’t want you to shed your load. You came close a few times back there.” She moved toward the back of the truck, its one door revealing only a little of its contents. “What have you got in there anyway? Fruit machines?”


                  Jack, now fully relaxed knowing he wasn’t facing a fight to the death for both his life and load, smiled, unbolted, and eased open the other door. “Arcade machines,” he said. “You know? Games for the amusements arcades?”


                  The woman seemed to know what he was talking about. “Like Tetris?” she said. “My son was a big Tetris fan back in the day.”


                  “Yeah?” Jack said. “These days, games are a little more violent. I mean, look at these?” He pointed at the five remaining machines, his final delivery of the night destined for Scottie’s Arcade. “Tekken 7? I think that’s a fighting one, and I know those Resident Evil ones are zombie games.” He pointed to the machine with the red and white vinyl umbrella sticker on its side. It’s all about violence with kids these days.”


                  “Pity,” said the woman, somehow managing to suck her teeth at the exact same time. It was a skill not lost on Jack. “That one there doesn’t look like the others.” She pointed toward the machine in the centre of the five.


                  Jack stared up at it. “No, it doesn’t, does it?” he said. It was getting cold standing there on the hard shoulder. “I don’t even know what that one is… how do you even… pronounce that?” The machine was bereft of stickers and imagery, other than the title decals above the screen.


     


    Gēmuōbā


     


                  “Don’t ask me,” said the woman. “I don’t even know what language that is.”


                  “It sure is a strange one. Usually the manufacturers like to plaster these things in big-titted… I mean, big-breasted women. Draws the kids in.”


                  “I’m sure it does,” said the woman, now looking slightly offended. Jack wondered if it was too late to make a grab for his wrench.


                  “But that one—Jemewoba?—nothing…”


                  They stood there in silence for a few seconds before the woman visibly shuddered. Overhead, a plane roared across the sky.


                  Jack slammed the doors to the lorry and secured them, checking and double-checking they were fastened properly. “Look, thanks for stopping me,” he said to the woman as he walked her back to her car. Fuck, am I escorting her to her vehicle? When did I become such a gent? “Boss would have had my guts for garters if I’d lost those machines.”


                  “You’re very welcome,” said the woman. She pulled open the driver’s door and dropped into the seat. Jack thanked her once again before slamming the door shut. A minute later, she was pulling back onto the motorway, and Jack was waving at her and smiling as if he’d just shared a moment with a long lost friend.


                  Two minutes later, the artic was hurtling along the road once again, but Jack couldn’t shake the strange feeling he’d got from that odd machine. Gēmuōbā? What did that even mean?


                  He kept the window up for the remainder of his journey, and still he spent it shivering and biting the inside of his cheeks.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    SEVEN


    Scottie wakened to a world of pain, something he hadn’t done for many years. The drinks had kept on coming, oblivion seemingly just out of reach for the majority of the night, and then… well, here he was, stretched across his armchair, still wearing yesterday’s clothes, his head threatening to open up and spill out onto the cigarette- and booze-stained carpet at his feet. For a few moments he could barely move, or even open his eyes. He saw the room as though it was underwater through slits no bigger than stab-wounds, and even that hurt. He thought back to anything he might have done last night that could have caused offence, but he was clutching at straws. He wouldn’t know the extent of his debauchery until the next time he set foot in The Lacon Arms, if he hadn’t, of course, somehow been barred.


                  After ten minutes, he staggered to his feet and drew some water from the sink at the opposite end of the room. He gulped it thirstily down before leaning in to splash some on his face. The ice-cold sting felt surprisingly good. He drew a second glass of water, knocked back a trio of painkillers, and waited for the magic to happen.


                  On the TV—a tiny twelve-inch which picked up three channels on a good day; two on every other day—the weathergirl promised a bright and sunny day, with highs of twenty-four and a pollen-count of eight. Scottie didn’t give a shit about the pollen-count (people living next to the shore seldom did) but he was pleased to hear about the unbroken sunshine.


                  With sunshine came new families, weekend heat-seekers, parents with cash on the hip and kids who couldn’t say no to a few flashing lights and a series of high-pitched beeps masquerading as music.


                  It was going to be a beautiful day in Hemsby.


                  Let’s just hope this migraine fucks off…


     


    *


     


    The migraine did in fact diminish around an hour later and, following three of the strongest cups of coffee he had ever made, Scottie got changed and made his way into the yard to bring in the new machines. He immediately knew something was wrong when he saw five games standing there at the back of the yard, instead of the agreed upon four.


                  Shit, was I supposed to send back five? It wasn’t a major problem, but it was hassle he could do without. Later, upon checking the paperwork, he would see that the mistake was not his own, but the distributor. The note clearly stated four machines in, four machines out.


                  So where had the fifth machine come from?


                  It was somebody’s mistake—Scottie was just glad it wasn’t his—but there was nothing he could do about it now, or until Jack returned next month.


                  After one more intense coffee, Scottie brought in the four machines he’d been allocated according to the paperwork, marking them off as he went. The fifth machine—an odd looking thing inasmuch as it had no redeeming features to speak of—stood there in the yard, the ginger stepchild of the arcade world. He would cover it over with a tarp later, or drag it into his own room just to keep it from getting weather-damaged, but that could wait. No rain had been forecast for the coming week; there was no rush.


                  Back in the arcade, Scottie filled the gumball machines, restocked the grabber machines with cheap toys and Japanese knock-offs, skimmed the first three rows of two pence pieces from the tipping-point machines, and filled up the change-machines with pound coins.


                  Outside the sun was already beating down; Scottie thought the weathergirl might have underestimated the temperature for the day. It was already pushing twenty, and it wasn’t even nine o’clock. Scottie had never held much faith in the Met Office, ever since the great storm of 1997, in which at least three patio deckchairs were blown over and some idiot on a skateboard skinned his knee over by the pier.


                  After a cigarette, Scottie set about powering up the machines. He made his way around the arcade, switching each game on at the socket, and everything was going fantastically well until one of the new machines—a video-poker game called Mr Gamez’ Vegas Casino—failed to make it past the boot stage.


                  “Come on you bastard,” Scottie said, willing the green screen with its white gibberish text to shift to something more promising, but a minute passed, and then another, and Scottie knew he was wasting his time. “Great,” he muttered. “Just fucking wonderful.” Now he would have to call the distributor to let them know he was the proud owner of a useless piece of shit and that it was taking up fundamental space on his arcade floor, place better suited to something that worked, something—


                  Staring at the resolute green screen of the broken machine, Scottie had what could only be described as a Eureka! moment. Outside, sitting in the yard, was a spare machine. And then he had another thought: perhaps the distributor had sent that fifth game along because they knew there would be a potential problem with the video-poker machine. Maybe it was hit-and-miss whether the game made it past the boot screen. And instead of risking it, they were supplying amusement centres with a spare.


                  Just in case.


                  It made sense, strangely, and it certainly made enough sense for Scottie to settle upon a plan of action. “Sorry, Mr Gamez’ Vegas Casino,” he said, pulling the plug. He watched as the green screen shrank down to a white dot, which in turn faded away completely. “Looks like you’re the yard-sitter for the foreseeable future.” He began to wheel the machine away, still talking to it as if it were a living thing; a sentient being. “No, it’s no good looking at me like that. You should have put the work in when I connected you up. You’ve got to meet me halfway on this, and you blew your chance.” He was rambling, but it helped make the work lighter somehow.


                  Outside, Scottie frowned as he inspected the replacement machine.


     


    Gēmuōbā


     


    Never heard of it, Scottie thought, though he was sure some of the kids would have, and he was positive Jamie would not only have heard of it, but already mastered it. It certainly looked old enough to be a classic.


                  He wheeled Gēmuōbā in and pushed it into the space recently departed by a busted video-poker machine. After plugging it in, he took a step back and watched as the load screen appeared.


                  “What in the…” Scottie said, mesmerised by the strange dancing triangles on the screen. There were five of them in total, and around and around they went, spinning and shrinking, growing and changing colour. Blue to green to red to purple, it hurt Scottie’s eyes just looking at it. The pressure just below his right eye returned, and he blinked away the pain, made a promise to himself that he would take three more pills before opening up for the day.


                  The stars slowed and came together, until they were touching at each equal base angle. Now Scottie was looking at a five-pointed star with a pentagon at its centre. The entire screen changed to red as the strange pentagram (yes, that’s what it was!) darkened, eventually becoming perfect black.


                  A loading bar appeared beneath the pentagram and began to fill up with black. The digits next to it worked their way up. 5%... 12%... 27%. Scottie didn’t know why, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the screen. Inside his chest, his heart rattled around as if it had come loose. And was that sweat dripping down his back? He’d certainly drunk a helluva lot last night, but surely not enough to give him the sweats.


                  When the loading bar was full, and the percentage reached a hundred, the pentagram faded away leaving nothing but a blood-red screen. For the longest time Scottie didn’t think anything else was going to happen, that this machine was as screwy as Mr Gamez’ Vegas Casino, and part of him wished it was. For some reason, standing there staring at that crimson screen, heart rapidly beating and tee-shirt sticking to his torso, he couldn’t help feeling that this was some sort of sick prank. That the developers of this game were nothing more than a bunch of heavy-metal-listening college students out to make a name for themselves.


                  But that made no sense.


                  And a second later, as if to prove him wrong entirely, the blood-red screen changed to something a little less menacing—forest green, Scottie thought it was called—and a menu appeared.


                  “Okaaaaay,” he said, peeling the clingy tee-shirt away from his body. He ran his eyes over the main menu; all the usual options were there (Start Game, How to Play, Options, High Scores, Credits) but there was only one he wanted to take a look at. He reached down, took the joystick in his clammy hand, and nudged it down once until the word HOW TO PLAY was highlighted.


                  He pushed the green button with his right palm and waited. He didn’t have to wait long. The green screen faded to black, and white text—digital, almost illegible—began to scroll up the screen, like the opening credits to most 1980s movies.


                  “I can’t… read…” he trailed off, squinting at the indecipherable text as it crawled up the screen. “Is that… Japanese?”


                  It was certainly a foreign language, though not like any Scottie had seen before.


                  “Fucking wonderful!” he said, incredulous that the distributors would have sent out a Japanese game—with Japanese fucking instructions—and expected kids to play it. Scottie knew that the kids who frequented his arcade wouldn’t bother, not if they couldn’t understand what the hell it was they were supposed to be doing. You don’t go playing Super Mario if you’re a blind person, do you? This amounted to the same thing.


                  Unless the game was so intrinsically simple that any old fool could pick it up. Scottie knew the kids these days were happy spending hours—and in-app purchase money—on colourful and simplistic games. Candy Crush, Flappy Bird, fucking Bubble Bobble. There was life, yet, in minimalism, so long as the thing was addictive as hell.


                  “Let’s find out,” Scottie said. He pulled a pound coin from his trouser pocket, pushed it into the slot down by his knees, and hit the red button, which took him back to the MAIN MENU. He nudged the joystick up to START GAME. If this was some sort of puzzle, like those Do-Sukos (Su-Dokus?) it was going straight back outside, and to hell with the strange gap in his arcade. Kids didn’t have the fortitude for something like that. Jamie Garrett, maybe, but normal kids wouldn’t give it the time of day.


                  Not enough tits and bloodshed.


                  On the screen, a series of random dots began dancing around, expanding into differently coloured shapes. It was almost psychedelic. As the shapes moved about the display, a four-tone tune repeated itself over and over again.


                  Beeeep-beep-beeeep-thrum…


                  It wasn’t music; it was barely a sound. It set Scottie’s teeth on edge, and made it even more difficult to focus on the odd assortment of shapes slithering across the screen. If there was a game element, Scottie didn’t know what it was.


                  “Fucking Jap instructions, that’s why,” he said.


                  In the top corner, in tiny white text, a percentage bar appeared to be moving toward a hundred. Scottie was currently sitting pretty on eight percent. He didn’t have the patience to stick around and see what happened when he reached the maximum, and yet…


                  He couldn’t take his eyes from the shapes, couldn’t hear anything except for that terrible series of tuneless digital notes. It was as if he was being hypnotised, drawn in by something he couldn’t quite grasp. The percentage bar was up to fifteen now. Maybe he would see what happened when it reached one hundred after all.


                  Adjusting his feet—his legs felt strangely jellied, as if he had just finished a long run—Scottie blacked out everything except for the display in front of him. He could see nothing either side of it. A strange coppery taste now filled his mouth. Had he bit his lip? His tongue?


                  Beeeep-beep-beeeep-thrum…


                  More dots, more mysterious shapes, some of them colours which Scottie didn’t recognise. These weren’t reds or greens, blues or yellows; they were… new, and Scottie couldn’t comprehend how such a thing was possible. He wasn’t the sharpest tool on the drawer, but he thought he knew enough to be able to name the colours of the rainbow. These ones, however, were from no rainbow he had seen before, and he knew that there was no name for them.


                  Beeeep-beep-beeeep-thrum…


                  Teeth rattling, blood upon his tongue, Scottie willed himself to blink, couldn’t remember doing so since the game began, how long ago?


                  Twenty-three percent.


                  Wasn’t there something I should be doing? He knew that there was, that the arcade wasn’t going to ready itself for opening, but he couldn’t do anything about it. He was mesmerised, pulled in like a magnet, and he would see this game through to the (bitter?) end.


                  Beeeep-beep-beeeep-thrum…


                  Forty-two percent.


                  Stars, now, all over the display, merging into one another as if… as if devouring. Now there was just one big star—a pentagram—and it was spinning in the centre of the screen. Its edges, its corners, became a blur. The thing was moving so quickly that a solid square was all that was visible, but Scottie knew the pentagram was still there.


                  Knock-knock…


                  Fifty-one percent.


                  Scottie’s stomach growled, as if threatening to empty itself right there and then into his pants. He would stand there with faeces dripping down his trouser-leg, because this game had him. This game owned him.


                  Knock-knock…


                  Sixty percent.


                  Scottie blinked. Slurping up the bloody drool hanging from his bottom lip, he forced his head away from the machine and the spinning star at the centre of its screen, and that was when he saw her, standing just beyond the arcade window. Angela Michaels, the barmaid from The Lacon Arms, and she was smiling and waving something around. For a few seconds Scottie could do nothing about it. He watched Angela—am I having a stroke?—and smacked his lips together, hating the bitter coppery taste on his tongue. To his left, the game continued to beep and thrum, but Scottie refused to look at it. It took every ounce of will he had to put one foot in front of the other and walk away from it, but after a slow start, he managed just that.


                  A stroke? Wouldn’t that just be fucking typical? he thought as he set about unbolting the door.


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    EIGHT


    Scottie turned the wallet over in his hand, examining it. He checked the contents and was unsurprised by its barrenness. “Looks like someone got to it before you did,” he said, sighing. It wasn’t Angela’s fault; she had gone above and beyond just to return the wallet to him this morning. Scottie had no real attachment to the wallet—brown leather, nothing special—but the money that had been in it last night, and the few credit-cards he possessed which he would now have to cancel… that was a different story.


                  “You must’ve left it on the bar,” Angela said. “I didn’t see it until about nine, but I knew it was yours. Someone had hidden it underneath one of our menus, and it wasn’t until I picked the menu up that—”


                  “Thanks, Angela.” He searched the wallet one last time, just in case he’d missed something. No, it was completely empty. They’d even taken his picture of Jake. That was worse than losing the money and the cards put together. Money could be made; that picture had been his final link to Jake. Now he would have to track down his ex-wife, wherever the hell she was, and plead with her for another photograph, and that was just a pain in the ass.


                  “Are you okay?” Angela frowned, leaning in and examining Scottie’s face. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


                  Maybe I have. I can’t remember… “I’m fine,” Scottie lied. “I think.”


                  “Is that blood?” Angela’s fingers came up to his lips, hovered there for a moment, as if either waiting for approval or deciding whether touching someone else’s blood was such a good idea. “Shit, Scottie, you bite your lip?”


                  Scottie shrugged and wiped his mouth on his forearm; Angela dropped her hand, though the concern remained. “I must have done,” he said. “It’s been a helluva morning so far. I’ve only just managed to shake my hangover.”


                  Angela brightened, and for the first time that day those dimples made a welcome appearance. “I’m not surprised. You need to take it easy on yourself. You’re not—”


                  “As young as I used to be?” Scottie said, though it was without malice. She was telling the truth.


                  “I was going to say ‘doing your health any favours’, but yours is much better.” She smiled. “Anyway, you got out just in time last night. It all kicked off after you left.”


                  “Really?” Scottie liked to keep abreast of the local news, and this was gold-dust to him.


                  “You know Marcus Mills, don’t you?”


                  Scottie grinned and nodded. He knew Marcus Mills, all right. Everyone did. The guy was a maniac of the highest order, and it wasn’t because he looked tough; it was because he was tough. “What did he do?”


                  Angela shook her head and sighed. “I don’t know what happened, but he was sitting at the bar one minute, and the next he was laying into some holidaymaker. Doing some real damage, as well, until Ted managed to pull him off.”


                  Scottie knew Ted Porter, the landlord of The Lacon Arms, and Ted was no slouch himself. Six-foot-nothing with a bushy red beard, Ted was the kind of guy you usually saw out hunting or fishing. He had that wild look about him, and one thing he didn’t tolerate was fighting in The Arms. ‘That’s what the fucking car-park is for,’ he had once joked, though at the time, Scottie knew he meant it. If you’ve got a problem, you take that shit and squash it outside, not in his pub, where kids were allowed.


                  “Is he barred now?” Scottie hoped not. Marcus Mills owed him at least three drinks, and the chances of him getting them were severely reduced if the prick wasn’t allowed to set foot in the only pub in Hemsby worth drinking in.


                  “Nah. Ted took him outside and had a word with him.”


                  Scottie knew what that meant. Ted had had the very same word with him not so long back. Sort your life out, mate. You can’t come causing trouble for a man in his place of business. It’s not right. I like you, you’re a good man, but this can’t keep happening, and if it happens again… I don’t want to, but you’ll leave me no choice…


                  “A final warning, huh?” Scottie said, though there was no such thing as a final warning when it came to The Lacon Arms. There were only warnings, which meant nothing to those who lived in Hemsby and those who frequented the pub on a daily basis. You could probably kill a guy in there—so long as you were a native—and Ted would take you outside for the infamous ‘talk’, before allowing you back in the next day. Fuck, you sure did make a mess of that guy’s throat with your knife last night. Took Deirdre three hours this morning to get the stains out of the carpet, you little scamp, you.


                  “You sure you’re okay?” Angela was inspecting his face again, her own expression one of concern.


                  “Yeah!” Scottie said, perhaps a touch too fervently. “I, well…” He turned to the machine and rubbed at his bald pate. Through gritted teeth he said, “I don’t know… maybe I need to see a doctor, or something. I was playing that machine a moment ago and it sent me a bit funny.”


                  Angela frowned. “I knew something was wrong, though you’ve got a bit more colour in your cheeks now.”


                  Scottie wasn’t listening. His eyes were focused upon an invisible point in the distance. Something had just occurred to him, something which he’d almost missed completely.


                  “Scottie?” Angela waved a hand in front of his face—an annoying thing to do at the best of times, and Scottie tried not to react.


                  “I just thought of something. You said Marcus Mills was in last night?”


                  “Yeah, but not for long.”


                  “Doesn’t matter. And you said he was sitting at the bar?”


                  “What are you…?” It must have dawned on Angela what Scottie was getting at, for her eyebrows lifted and her lips parted slightly. “You think he might have something to do with your empty wallet?”


                  Did he think that? Marcus was a rogue and tough guy, but a common thief? “I don’t know,” Scottie said. What he did know was that he would do anything to get that two-inch square picture of Jake back. To hell with the money, and fuck the credit-cards. He’d write them off in a God-given second if it meant being able to see his son’s face whenever he pleased.


                  As if remembering something which hadn’t previously occurred to her, Angela said, “He was sitting on the same stool as you were. I mean, I’m not suggesting he found your wallet and emptied it out before going to town on some poor bastard for something and nothing, but…”


                  Great, Scottie thought. Now I’ve got to go see Marcus Mills. How would he even broach the subject? Hey Marcus, I heard you got into a bit of a fight last night. Say, before all that, you didn’t find my wallet on the bar and strip it clean, did you?


                  “Anyway, I’d best be off,” Angela said. “I told Deirdre I’d only be five minutes. She thinks I’m out buying lemon Pledge.”


                  “Ah, the old lemon Pledge trick,” Scottie said. “You’re in a bit early, though, aren’t you?”


                  Angela frowned—almost grimaced—and said, “Not really. It’s nearly eleven. We open in ten minutes.”


                  “Get the fu—” Scottie glanced down at his watch.


                  It was. It was almost eleven. He should have been open an hour ago, and yet it had been nine only…


                  He stared toward the arcade machine; the nonsensical game he had apparently been playing for over an hour?


                  “You’re doing that ghost face thing again,” Angela said. “Are you sure you don’t need a priest?” It was meant as a joke, but Scottie would have given his right arm for an explanation in that moment. Was he losing his mind? Maybe he’d had an alcohol-induced blackout, the kind that knocks you out of reality and leaves you standing there, drooling and confused. He had heard of such things, though he’d never considered himself a prime candidate for one.


                  He made a promise to himself that he would take it easy on the booze tonight, that there were far more important things (his health?) than oblivion.


                  “Okay, I should get going,” Angela said, unconvincingly. She moved toward the doors, past a row of newly-replenished claw-machines. Scottie dazedly followed.


                  When they reached the doors, Scottie said, “Look, I want to thank you for bringing my wallet back to me, even if it is a little light.”


                  Angela smiled. “Yeah, sorry about that.”


                  “Not your fault.” Scottie took out a pack of cigarettes and ushered Angela outside into the morning heat. He lit his cigarette, blew a plume of smoke upwards, and said, “Hope your day goes well, and I might see you tonight.” It was a harmless statement, one which he could retract at any given point during the day. Perhaps it wasn’t a good idea to be binging right now, not with what had just happened, not after leaving his wallet sitting on the bar for all and sundry to help themselves—which they apparently had.


                  “That’d be cool,” Angela said. “Have a good one.” With that, she turned and walked along the promenade in the direction of the pub. She didn’t look back.


                  “That’d be cool?” Scottie repeated. Before he had time to blow Angela’s words out of all proportion, a voice reminded him that, You’re old enough to be her father, you letch.


                  He finished his cigarette and went back inside to open the arcade, almost an hour late.


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    NINE


    “Make sure you put enough sun-cream on today,” Jeanette White told her daughter. “It’s meant to be really warm, and you know how easily you burn because—”


                  Liza White rolled her eyes. “Because I have red hair,” she said. “Yes, I know. Us pasty gingers have to avoid the sun at all costs.” Despite her obvious sarcasm, Liza took a bottle of sun-cream from her handbag and squeezed a large blob out into her palm. As she rubbed it into her arms and neck, she said, “Where’s Dad?”


                  “Gone to fetch his paper,” Jeanette said. “You know what he’s like. Can’t miss out on current affairs, just because we’re on holiday.”


                  “Can you…?” Liza handed the sun-cream bottle to her mother, who had been in the process of plucking her eyebrows. She clicked her tongue, put the tweezers down, and took the bottle. “Make sure you get behind my ears. They’re starting to get a bit sore. I’m not used to this heat. Do you think it’ll go brown or just peel straight off?”


                  Jeanette massaged the cream into her daughter’s shoulders. “It’ll peel off like porridge skin,” she laughed.


                  “Mom!” Liza hated being so pale, couldn’t stand the colour of her hair, even though her mom had told her, on hundreds of separate occasions, that she wished she had hair like it. Her father’s genes were to blame; he, too, had red hair, though it wasn’t quite as intense as Liza’s, and he didn’t seem to burn as easily as her, either. She had certainly drawn the short straw somewhere along the way.


                  “It’s not going to peel,” Jeanette said as she rubbed pea-sized globules of sun-cream into her daughter’s ears. “I’m just messing with you.”


                  “Well,” said Liza. “I’d rather you didn’t.”


                  “Since when did you get so sensitive?” Jeanette closed the cap on the sun-cream bottle and handed it back to her daughter. “Is this a teenage thing? Do we need to have ‘the talk’?” She grinned.


                  “Ew, ew, ew,” Liza said, though she was smiling now. “I never want ‘the talk’. Stacey Coyne’s mom gave her the talk last year and she hasn’t been the same since.” Stacey was a girl in Liza’s class at St. Beresford’s, and it was true: she had arrived at school one morning, pallid and quiet, all because her mother had sat her down and given her ‘the talk’. At fifteen, girls know pretty much everything there is to know about their bodies, about sex, about giving birth. What they don’t know is just how awkward it is when ‘the talk’ is forced upon them, spilling like sordid hogwash from a parent’s mouth. It’s worse—more embarrassing even—than hearing them having sex.


                  Liza pushed herself up from her mom and dad’s bed and walked across the holiday apartment toward the balcony. As far as accommodation went it was more than comfortable, even if she was resigned to a sofa-bed which had to be folded away of a morning so that they could move around the apartment without tripping.


                  “What do you want to do today?” Jeanette asked. She was now at the small kitchenette, washing the breakfast dishes. “I was thinking that we could drive down the coast a little bit. We could stop at a few of the smaller towns? You love going in charity shops, and those places are full of them.”


                  Liza slid the door across and stepped out onto the balcony. It was a beautiful morning, already warm but with a pleasant breeze. “I might just hang around Hemsby today,” she said.


                  Dishes clattered in the sink as Jeanette became flustered. “There are three of us in this party,” she said, somewhat irately. “We stayed in Hemsby all day yesterday. We’re going to head out to some of the coastal towns.” The way she said it—with an underline, almost—suggested Liza would be wasting her time arguing. But Liza was a fifteen year-old girl, and no-one argues better than a fifteen year-old girl.


                  She turned and stepped back into the apartment, missing the breeze on her face almost immediately. “You and Dad should go,” she said. “Honestly, Mom, I’m not a kid anymore, and I—”


                  “You’re fifteen, Liza,” Jeanette said, not looking up from the plate she was scrubbing so hard, it was as if she was trying to remove the pattern. “We’re not going to leave you behind in some strange town.”


                  Liza sighed. “It’s hardly dangerous around here, Mom. When was the last time you heard about someone getting kidnapped or murdered at the seaside?” She thought she was making a good point (when was the last time?) but now she had used the words kidnapped and murdered. Out loud. Her chances of being left to her own devices for the day had decreased significantly.


                  Before Jeanette White had a chance to argue, there was a rattle in the lock and then, a second later, the door swung open. Ken White walked through it carrying one of those huge broadsheets, the ones with the myriad supplements which no-one read. As the door closed behind him, he must have sensed the atmosphere. He looked to his daughter first, then across to his wife, who was frantically scrubbing cutlery.


                  “What’d I miss?”


                  “Your daughter,” said Jeanette, “wants to stay around Hemsby today, while we go off without her.”


                  Ken shrugged. “Sounds like a good idea to me.”


                  Liza smiled; she could always rely on Daddy to talk some sense.


                  “What?” Jeanette stopped doing the dishes and scowled at Ken. “You’re quite happy to do that, are you? Leave your daughter in a strange town—”


                  “It’s not like she’s a kid anymore,” Ken said, motioning to Liza, who was doing everything in her power to keep the smirk from her face, and failing. “She’s a good girl, and she knows not to go getting herself into situations she can’t get herself out of.”


                  Jeanette sighed. Two against one was never fair, and she always seemed to be the one, no matter how hard she tried.


                  “Plus, we’ll have a nice day, just the two of us, and we won’t have to put up with Liza’s constant text-messaging and selfies.” He winked at his daughter: no offence intended.


                  For the longest time, Jeanette White stood at the sink, suds dripping onto the tiles beneath. When she finally spoke, it wasn’t a clear-cut answer, but Liza knew they were getting somewhere. “And what, pray tell, are you going to be getting up to all by yourself?”


                  Liza shrugged. “Bit of sunbathing, might have a paddle, then an ice-cream. Nothing too extreme, you know?”


                  “See,” said Ken. “Not one mention of crack cocaine, Nettie.” He grinned mischievously; he also knew how much his wife hated being called Nettie. He was, for want of a better description, pushing his luck.


                  Jeanette took another moment to consider things. Liza thought they would still be standing there in that holiday apartment, frozen in time, when Christmas rattled around. It seemed to take forever. “Okay, but you’re to call one of us at lunchtime, and then again this afternoon. If we don’t hear from you, we’ll come straight back, do you understand?”


                  “I’ll call you,” Liza said. “Just go and have a nice time, and don’t worry about me. Unless I have a sugar overdose, I’m pretty sure I’ll be fine.”


                  Her father screwed his face up; Liza saw it, and quickly added:


                  “Nothing to worry about. At all. Swear.”


                  Nodding, Ken said, “And on that note, I’m going to read my paper on the balcony. Is it too early for wine?”


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TEN


    Jamie was nervous as he walked along the bustling promenade. He hadn’t touched his breakfast that morning, much to his mother’s discontent, and his legs were sore from running home the previous day, a constant reminder that he was a wanted man and that he should have his wits about him today.


                  Would Calum and Lee still be after him? Even though he hadn’t really done anything, other than stand there while Scottie made them look about an inch tall, would they still be pissed off?


                  You bet your ass they would, which was why Jamie had come prepared. He didn’t like weapons, not that the Swiss army knife in his back pocket could really be considered a weapon, but it was better to be safe than sorry. If shit was going to go down, he wanted a fighting chance. Perhaps the sight of a gleaming blade would be enough of a deterrence. Maybe it would go the other way entirely, and they would lunge for him, knowing that the worst they were going to get was a tiny stab-wound. After that, well, Jamie didn’t want to think about it.


                  When he arrived at Scottie’s Arcade at a little after half eleven, he was surprised to find the place still empty. Not one holidaymaker walked the arcade floor, and Scottie was nowhere to be seen either, though the flashing lights all around and the accompanying music and beeps suggested the place was open for business as usual.


                  “Scottie?” Jamie made his way toward the cage at the back of the room, where Scottie usually sat during the day, watching the gamers pushing coin after coin into the machine, waiting to hand out coins in exchange for notes. As a business it was relatively lucrative, if you didn’t mind sitting around doing nothing all day long. “Scottie, are you back there?”


                  Jamie knew Scottie’s quarters were just beyond the door at the back of the cage, and his first thought was that the proprietor had had some sort of accident, that he had gone back there—shifting machines?—and had done himself a misdemeanour. It wasn’t a pleasant thought, and Jamie quickly expunged it from his mind. There were a million reasons why Scottie wasn’t out front.


                  Jamie just needed one. “Scottie?” A little louder now.


                  “Hang on a second!” a voice from beyond the door called. It was Scottie, and as soon as Jamie heard it, he relaxed. To think he had been picturing Scottie lying there, trapped beneath a felled arcade machine, blood pouring from his cracked skull like yolk from an underdone boiled egg. He felt foolish, now, for even considering it; Scottie was big enough and strong enough to juggle those damn machines.


                  Around a minute later, the door inside the cage opened and Scottie came through it, dabbing at his nose with a piece of tissue. “Had a fucking nosebleed,” he said. “Can you believe that shit? I haven’t had a nosebleed since I was at school.”


                  The sight of the blood-peppered tissue made Jamie nauseous. It was a good job he hadn’t had any breakfast. “It looks like it’s stopped,” he said, motioning to Scottie’s nostrils.


                  Scottie ran his nose along the back of his hand and, satisfied Jamie was telling the truth, tossed the bloody tissue into the wastepaper basket to his left. He stepped out of the cage, shaking his head. “Don’t you have anything better to do than hang around here all day?” He hadn’t meant to sound mean; it just came out that way.


                  “Not really,” Jamie said. “Summer holidays are always a bust for me.” He noticed some of the new machines opposite, and was a little disappointed with them. More unnecessary violence and very little for the connoisseur of classic arcade games. Scottie looked a little lost this morning, too, as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. Had something happened? Something more than just a nosebleed? “You okay, Scottie? You look like you’ve seen—”


                  “A ghost, yeah,” Scottie interrupted, and there was something in his tone—a certain brusqueness—which Jamie was not used to, and didn’t like one bit. “You’re not the first person to tell me that today.” He stared out through the large window at the front of the arcade, preoccupied with something or nothing. Jamie could see the reflection of his face in the glass, could see that he was gnawing nervously at his bottom lip, as if there was something he wanted to say and didn’t quite know how to say it. He looked on edge, which put Jamie on edge. He liked Scottie, but not this Scottie. This Scottie was strange… intense.


                  “You want to me watch the place for a few hours while you go and get some sleep?” Jamie didn’t know what was wrong with his friend, but he wanted to help. He also wanted to get to grips with the mechanics of the arcade, so that when the time came—if it ever came—he would be accustomed to it.


                  Scottie turned from the window; Jamie was pleased to see the proprietor was smiling now. “You really would, wouldn’t you? Without pay and everything.”


                  Jamie nodded. “Well, you say without pay, but you did promise me a key for the Pac-Man machine. I’d happily take that as payment.”


                  “In that case,” Scottie said, “I trust you to keep an eye on the place while I’m gone.” He moved toward the door. “I’ve got to see someone about something.”


                  At first, Jamie thought Scottie was messing with him, but before he knew what was happening, Scottie was outside and marching along the promenade toward the pier, leaving him stood in the arcade doorway with an expression of immense confusion painted across his face.


                  “O-kay,” Jamie said, heading back into the arcade. The excitement he felt in that moment was hard to hide. Scottie must really have trusted him to leave him in charge of the arcade, even for a few minutes, and it felt… good.


                  This day was shaping up to be a great one. It would take something truly awful to bring Jamie down from the cloud upon which he was currently riding.


                  Scanning the empty arcade, Jamie sighed. “Nice.”


     


    *


     


    What the fuck are you doing man!?


                  Scottie wished he had an answer for that. All he knew was that he couldn’t stand by and do nothing, not if there was a chance that picture of Jake could be retrieved. He didn’t care about the money; Marcus was welcome to keep that, so long as he was honest and handed back the photograph. Call it a reward.


                  All I want is that picture, and nothing else matters.


                  The promenade was busy with holidaymakers, dog-walkers, and deliverymen. Walking in a straight line was impossible; Scottie drifted in and out of bodies, apologising, anything to get through the masses as quickly as possible. To his left, the beach was already heaving with sunbathers. Canvas sun-shelters had been erected as far as the eye could see. A pair of solemn-looking donkeys carried children back and forth just beyond the small wall separating the beach from the promenade. An ice-cream vendor was doing good trade—judging by the queue trailing back from his van—next to a hippie-looking guy, who appeared to be balancing rocks on top of one another while a rapt audience silently watched.


                  Part of Scottie wanted to turn around and head back to the arcade, but he wasn’t thinking straight. Images of that tiny photograph—Jake smiling, despite missing his two front teeth, wearing his favourite striped Thomas the Tank Engine tee-shirt—convinced him that he was doing the right thing, that turning back now would be a mistake. How would he ever see his little boy again if he didn’t take the risk?


                  And it was a risk; Scottie knew Marcus wouldn’t take kindly to being accused of larceny. Nobody likes being called a thief, but if Scottie was really careful about how he approached this, there was a chance it wouldn’t spiral out of control.


                  At the corner where the pier latched onto the promenade sat the tiny fairground. For many children it was a place where happy memories were made. Despite the advent of theme-parks, designed mainly with adult thrill-seekers in mind, seaside fairgrounds were as popular as ever, and Hemsby’s was no exception. Already children queued to ride the carousel, with its gilt-filigreed horses. Around and around it went, slowly enough for the little children to hold on, the accompanying music—an almost recognisable ditty—sounding as if it was being piped through an early 20th Century Wurlitzer. To the right of the carousel, the Ferris wheel came to a halt and smiling children began to disembark while another set excitedly waited beyond a rope barrier. A tiny candy-floss hut (pink, of course) had yet to open up for trade, though it surely would at some point. The forecast was good, and a good day’s trade was never passed up.


                  Just beyond the Ferris wheel was Hemsby Dodgems, and as Scottie made his way toward them, his mouth dried up completely. He smacked his lips together in an attempt to generate saliva, but none was forthcoming. He didn’t know whether it was the heat, the fact that he’d drunk enough alcohol last night to knock out a hippo, or that he was about to confront Marcus Mills.


                  There, steering bumping cars into a neat line along one side of the arena, was Barry Mills. He was a good kid, as far as Scottie was concerned. Always polite, always said hello, didn’t spit all over the fucking ground like most kids. No, Scottie had never had a problem with Barry. His father, on the other hand…


                  Barry looked up and seem to brighten as he noticed Scottie standing next to the ticket booth. He finished guiding a glittery purple dodgem into line and straightened up. Stretching back, he said, “Really good exercise, though not so good for the old back.” Scottie couldn’t help smiling at the gangly kid, for whom a gym membership would have made a great Christmas present. His arms were slender—almost skeletal—and without definition, and his legs were like strands of overcooked spaghetti in a pair of skinny jeans. There was something spiderlike about Barry Mills, and make no mistake about it.


                  “I need to speak with your dad,” Scottie said. There was no point beating around the bush; the sooner this was done, the sooner he could get back to the arcade and relieve Jamie.


                  “He’s just gone to fetch us a couple of coffees, mate. Five minutes earlier and you’d have got yourself a free latte.” For some reason this was hilarious to Barry, and he chortled for a few seconds. “You alright, Scottie? You look like you want to punch someone’s lights out.”


                  Scottie had been grimacing without realising it. “Oh, no, I’m good,” he lied, arranging his features into something less foreboding. “So what’s business like, Barry? Enjoying the summer holidays?”


                  Barry, who was now chewing on a strawberry shoelace, shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s okay, I guess. Dad’s not happy with trade this year, though he never is. We do enough to get by.”


                  “That’s all we can ask for,” Scottie said, forcing a smile.


                  So trade wasn’t up to scratch for Hemsby Dodgems, huh? A little extra money would be useful, yes? Scottie had to reproach himself; this wasn’t fair on Marcus who, Scottie surmised, had always run an honest business. This little bit of new information, however, gave him a motive, a reason for rifling through Scottie’s neglected wallet.


                  “Dad shouldn’t be long now,” Barry said, leaning back against the ticket booth—£3 per dodgem, no children under one metre.


                  “I’ll wait,” Scottie said, lighting a cigarette. The arcade was in good hands; he had all the time in the world.


     


    *


     


    Jamie did a few laps of the arcade, just in case anything needed doing. He was practically floating. If you’d have told him that morning, when he climbed out of bed, that he would be left in charge of the arcade, he would have laughed and told you to jog on, and yet here he was…


                  Big boss man.


                  Stooping to pick up a pop bottle cap (Scottie must have missed it earlier, but not Jamie... Jamie was all over that shit like bees on a hive), Jamie straightened up to find himself staring into the screen of a machine he didn’t recognise. Frowning, he glanced up at the title of the game, which seemed to be the only information offered up by the strange-looking machine.


     


    Gēmuōbā


     


    To Jamie, it kind of sounded like GAME OVER, and for all he knew that was exactly what it was. Though it wasn’t the sort of name likely to get kids to part with their hard-earned pocket-money. It sounded too challenging; as if you had lost before you had even begun.


                  Jamie was intrigued, though. The lack of vinyl decals suggested that the game was archaic, the kind of game he liked to play best. It would, he thought, be a shame not to give it a whirl, find out what it’s all about.


                  He stuffed a hand down into his pocket and fished out a fistful of change. Nestled amongst a bunch of useless coppers was a single pound coin. “Lucky bastard,” he said, grinning. The majority of the games in the arcade were £1 plays. Some of them, especially the older ones, gave you two games for a quid, and the claw-machines were five goes for a pound, but everyone knew those were a scam; that the claw was programmed to grab only once every twenty or so turns, otherwise everyone would win, and cuddly toy companies would quickly go out of business.


                  Though there was nothing telling Jamie how much this particular game was down by the slot, he pushed the pound in and hoped for the best.


                  No sooner had the coin dropped than a voice said, “Jimbo, you little fucker!”


                  Jamie spun, heart in mouth, and watched paralysed as Calum Rowe and Lee Kurtz moved toward him between the rows of machines. Unlike the previous evening, they were in no rush. They had him exactly where they wanted him. What was he going to do? Barge past them and hope for the best? Run the other way, leading them on a merry chase around the arcade, as if he were Pac-Man and they were Inky and Blinky? There were no power-pills to collect; there was only pain, and plenty of it.


                  Behind him, the strange arcade machine began to beep and thrum. Jamie’s game had either already begun, or he was being prompted to hit START. He knew he would never get his pound back from that one, and came to terms with it pretty quickly.


                  “I hear you gave my boy the slip last night,” Calum said, motioning to Lee, who was grinding his teeth so loud that Jamie could hear it above the incessant beeping to his rear. “And Lee’s quick, aint’cha, Lee?”


                  Lee nodded. “Ain’t no slouch,” he said. “But you… you were like shit off a shovel.”


                  “Look, I’m sorry about what—”


                  Calum raised a hand, cutting Jamie off without even having to speak. “We’re not gonna fuck with you, not here, not today,” he said. “I like this place, and so does Lee. The last thing we want is a permanent ban, so we’re going to cut you some slack.”


                  Beeep-beep-beeep-thrum…


                  Was this some kind of trick? Calum lulling him into a false sense of security, before Bam!, a fortnight in hospital being fed sludge through a tube.


                  “You could at least say thank you,” Lee said. “Say ‘thank you, Calum, for not kicking the shit out of me’.”


                  Beeep-beep-beeep-thrum…


                  “Thank you, Calum, for not beating me up?” Why had it come out as a question? Jamie cursed his awkwardness. It was difficult to concentrate, though, with the constant 8-bit peeping at his back.


                  “You’re welcome, Jimbo,” Calum said, stepping forwards. Jamie was hit by what smelled like a thousand stale cigarettes and, as Calum prodded him gently in the chest, he saw that the bully’s fingers were almost all stained orange with nicotine. “And just remember this moment, because one day, your bald-ass boyfriend isn’t going to be around to look after you, and when that time comes, no matter how fast you run, we’re going to fuck you up.” He punctuated his little speech with a grotesque grin; Jamie turned his head to the side so that he didn’t have to stare directly at his filthy teeth.


                  “Have you just put money into that machine?” Lee approached Gēmuōbā indifferently. It could have been any old game, so long as there was a credit in there. A free credit, at that.


                  “He has,” Calum said, nudging Jamie aside as if he had become a bore, a plaything which no longer interested him. Jamie watched as Calum squared up to the machine, wrapped his fingers around the joystick, his right hand hovering over the green and red buttons on the console. “What is this shit, anyway? This one of your fucking faggot games, Jimbo? If the graphics are shit, I’m gonna punch you in the dick on general principle.”


                  Jamie shrugged. “I don’t know what it is,” he said, glancing out through the window, willing Scottie to make a return. “It only came in this morning, and I haven’t played it yet.”


                  “So we’re the first to play it?” asked Lee, as if this was some sort of great honour. And it was, in a way. Jamie felt a pang of jealousy deep within the pit of his stomach.


                  “Yeah, you’ll be the first,” Jamie told them.


                  “And it’s totally free!” Calum added. “Thanks to our sponsor over there.” He nodded toward Jamie. “How’s that mother of yours doing this morning, Jimbo? She never said goodbye when she left mine last night.”


                  Jamie shook his head. It was childish banter, the kind of thing which didn’t warrant a response, not if he liked his teeth attached to his jaw.


                  “Hit START,” Lee urged Calum.


                  “Calm your tits, Lurch,” Calum said. “For fuck’s sake, it’s not like we’ve got to be anywhere else today.”


                  He brought his fist down onto the red button, thusly beginning the game.


                  “Fuck off away from me, Jimbo,” Calum grunted. “I can’t concentrate with you standing there like a right lemon.”


                  Beeep-beep-beeep-thrum…


                  Jamie did as he was told. He would get his turn later, he was sure of it.


     


    *


     


    Scottie was about to give up and head back to the arcade when Marcus appeared as a face in the crowd. He was carrying steaming coffees, despite the unrelenting heat. “There’s Dad,” Barry said, pointing at the approaching Marcus.


                  “Yeah, thanks for that,” Scottie said. “I wouldn’t have seen him if you hadn’t pointed him out.” His sarcasm was lost on Barry, who smiled and nodded as if pleased with himself.


                  When Marcus saw Scottie standing there next to Barry at the ticket booth, his smile faltered, though it didn’t fade away completely. It was a look which said, I’ve done something wrong, but none of us know what it is yet.


                  “Everything alright?” Marcus said, handing his son one of the steaming polystyrene cups. Barry removed the lid from his and began to blow steam noisily from the top of it. “Scottie?”


                  What the hell am I doing here? This is fucking ridiculous. “Barry here was just filling me in on life as a Master of Dodgems,” Scottie said. Oh, and you wouldn’t happen to have ripped me off last night, would you?


                  “Master of Dodgems?” Marcus said to Barry, sniffing and rubbing at his eye. He looked like Scottie felt. “That what you told him you were?”


                  Barry, Scottie noticed, looked a little scared. “Nah, I didn’t say anything,” he told his father.


                  “He never said anything,” Scottie quickly added. He didn’t want the boy to get into trouble because of something he had said in jest, and that’s what appeared to be happening right then. “Marcus, I wanted to have a word about something, if you’ve got a moment.” Scottie didn’t want to bring up the wallet in front of the guy’s son; it was bad enough accusing him—that’s what he was in fact doing—without there being an unnecessary audience. Marcus must have realised what Scottie was suggesting, and dismissed Barry with a cocked thumb. Barry sighed and stepped into the ticket booth.


                  With the boy out of earshot, Marcus said, “What’s this about, Scottie?” He looked perplexed, which led Scottie to believe that the guy was innocent of knowingly pilfering from his wallet. If he’d believed it was someone else’s, though…


                  “You were in The Arms last night, weren’t you?” Scottie lit a cigarette and watched as the smoke drifted off on the breeze.


                  Marcus nodded. “I didn’t see you in there. Some fucking homo tried to come onto me, can you believe that shit?”


                  So that was why he had kicked off, why he had almost put a guy in the hospital, and why Ted had had a word with him. “Each to their own, huh,” Scottie said. He wasn’t interested in the fight or the reasons behind it. “Listen, I feel like a shit for even having to come over here, but… look, I left my wallet in the pub last night. On the bar. And, well, Angela said you were sitting there just after I left, so—”


                  “I didn’t see no wallet,” Marcus said. His defensive tone suggested he knew exactly what was going on here, that he was being accused.


                  Scottie gnawed at his lip and took another long pull on his cigarette. In for a penny, in for a pound. “I got the wallet back, but it was empty. I’m not bothered about the money, Marcus, but there was a picture of Jake—”


                  “Are you fucking deaf, Scottie?” Marcus placed his coffee down on the ground next to the ticket booth—definitely not a good sign—before stepping toward Scottie. “I didn’t see no wallet, and if that bitch barmaid says she saw me with it, she’s fucking lying.”


                  Scottie held up placatory hands, but he was ready to fight if necessary. Marcus was the kind of guy who would throw a punch, then ask questions later. The trick would be to spot that punch before it landed. “Angela didn’t say she saw anything. She just said that you had been in, and that you were on the stool I had been on next to the bar. I’m just trying to piece this together, mate.” Throwing a ‘mate’ in at the end was, he thought, a shrewd move; he didn’t want this to escalate. “Did you see anyone at the bar when you arrived?”


                  Marcus seemed to relax a little. Now that the accusation wasn’t pinned exclusively to him, he was willing to discuss things more civilly. “The bar was two deep when I got in there. Could’ve been one of about a dozen blokes. If you see a faggot wearing tartan trousers and a black eye, you might want to question him.”


                  Okay, this was going nowhere fast. Either Marcus was an actor of the highest order—Gielgud, Hopkins, Heston—or he truly didn’t know who had raided Scottie’s wallet. “I’m sorry for coming across here like this,” he said. “I just want that photograph back, you know?”


                  Marcus nodded. He had a son. He knew exactly what Scottie was going through. “Pic of your boy, was it?”


                  “The only one I had,” Scottie replied. “And I got pissed and lost it. Fucking joke, yeah?”


                  “I got pissed and punched a prick in tartan trousers,” Marcus said, a slight smile curling up the corner of his mouth. “I don’t know whether there’s a moral to this story, but we’re men. We do stupid fucking things when we’re drunk.”


                  “That we do,” Scottie agreed. The threat of imminent violence seemed to have diminished, and Scottie was glad about that. His head was still pounding, and he really didn’t fancy going three rounds with Marcus Mills, though perhaps three rounds was being a little optimistic. “Well, can I ask you a favour?”


                  “I’ll keep an eye out for the photo of your boy,” Marcus said, bending to pick up his coffee, “but, if I were you, I’d forget about it. It’s gone.” Just like that: it’s gone. The way the last dregs of a milkshake are just gone; the way ice cubes are just gone. Gone forever, and there ain’t a damn thing you can do about it but just admit: it’s gone.


                  The words stung, but Scottie knew he was speaking the truth. Why would anyone want to hold on to a picture of some random kid? Not only would it be incriminating, but it was creepy as hell. Scottie tried not to think about it: some fucking thief poring over Jake’s portrait, running a dirt-stained thumb along his forehead, down to the Thomas the Tank Engine sweater…


                  “I’d better get going,” Scottie said, pushing the disgusting image from his mind. “I’ve left Jamie in charge. He’s probably climbed into one of the claw-machines, trying to snatch himself a Minion.”


                  “I thought that kid was smart?” Marcus said, frowning.


                  “Don’t get me wrong, he is,” Scottie said.


                  “Mine isn’t.” Marcus nodded toward the ticket booth. “You’d think after all this time he’d have learned his damn lesson, but I still have to belt him. He’s a grown fucking lad and I still have to belt him.” He took a long swig of his coffee, removed the plastic lid and finished it off. A creamy brown froth had settled along his top lip and in the corners of his mouth. Scottie thought about saying something but was saved the job when, a few seconds later, Marcus brought up the back of his hand and ran it across his lips.


                  “Well, I’ll catch you later. If you’re in The Arms tonight, I’ll buy you a drink, you know, to apologise for… this.” Scottie began to walk away.


                  “No need,” Marcus said. “Everyone makes mistakes. Even tartan faggots.”


                  Scottie didn’t hear the last part. He was eager to get back to the arcade, anything to take his mind off losing the only piece of Jake he had left.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    ELEVEN


    Teenagers and younger children were now gathered around Gēmuōbā, watching wide-eyed as Calum Rowe thumped at the buttons and yanked the joystick from left to right, up to down. There must have been fifteen of them at one point, all trying to get a look at the new game, but some had been dragged away by their impatient parents who had only popped in for a quick flutter on the horse racing simulator.


                  Standing in the cage—just like Scottie sometimes did—Jamie watched as people came and went. He had yet to change any money, was even looking forward to the first time, but his attention was reserved for the machine which seemed to have Calum Rowe hooked. Although he couldn’t see the screen from where he was, he could hear the monotonous chirping as Calum worked his way through the levels, unblinking, his trusty sidekick mesmerised beside him and a whole army of youths in the queue behind, patiently awaiting their turn.


                  If it was a game Calum Rowe liked, then there was a good chance it was a game Jamie would hate with a passion. And yet he was intrigued. From what he had seen, it was a puzzle game of some sort, though it made very little sense to him. How Calum Rowe—whose IQ was smaller than his shoe size—was understanding it was beyond Jamie.


                  Maybe he wasn’t understanding it at all. What if he was winging it, trying to look cool in front of his captivated audience, just battering the buttons and shifting the joystick so that he appeared to know what he was doing? Jamie grinned. Yeah, that made a lot more sense. He wouldn’t know until later, when he would give the game a spin for himself.


                  “Fuck!” Calum said, his whole body relaxing. For the past ten minutes he had been perfectly upright, the cords on his neck standing out, his eyes almost bulging from their sockets; now he was slumped over the machine, panting and shaking his head. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”


                  “Let someone else have a go,” a tiny voice called from the line behind him.


                  Calum straightened up, blinking frantically and licking at his lips as if they were sugar-smeared. “Who the fuck said that?” he asked without turning.


                  “Kid’s got a point,” Lee said. “I wouldn’t mind a go myself.”


                  Calum shook his head and fished around in his pocket for another pound coin. There was a collective moan of disappointment in the queue behind as Calum dropped the coin into the slot and the machine kicked back into life. “You’ll all get a go when I’m fucking bored of it,” he said. “Wankers.”


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  Jamie stepped out of the cage and slowly made his way toward the enraptured crowd. Supervising, he thought. Yeah, I’m a supervisor, and that’s what I’m doing. He sidled up to the line and began to watch as Calum set about hammering the console once again.


                  Whatever he was doing, he was doing it well. Jamie just didn’t know how. On the screen, small dots gave way to multi-coloured triangles, which rotated and warped into other shapes. The score in the top left hand corner of the screen was quickly rising. In the top right hand corner was a status bar, which was 100% full, whatever the fuck that meant. In fact, nothing about this game made sense to Jamie, not least the fact that he’d never heard of it before. Usually, arcade games were given the console treatment, so that gamers could play them at home. That was where the big money was for developers. There was very little money in arcade machines nowadays—except for the slots, which continued to deprive addicts of their salaries, because those three lemons were just too damn beautiful to ignore. The gaming world had changed drastically in the last ten years, with fewer new machines being released than ever before. Most arcades and amusement centres didn’t even bother to update their machines anymore; the same old games which had been there ten years ago were still there now, battered and unfashionable, and if some kid decides to come in and throw a few coins into the damn things, well, that’s considered a good day.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  “If you want to play,” said a small bespectacled kid with a brown patch taped behind one of the coke-bottle lenses, “you’re going to have to join the queue. I was here first.” He had a lisp—I wath here firtht—and was wearing what appeared to be brown corduroy trousers, despite the stifling heat. Jamie immediately felt sorry for the poor bugger.


                  “No, I work here,” Jamie said, laughing slightly. “Just seeing what all the fuss is about.”


                  The boy, apparently mollified, said, “My name’s Douglas. Douglas Grice, and I’m eight years old.” The way he said it—almost like an automaton, without any inflection whatsoever—suggested to Jamie that there was something not quite right about Douglas, Douglas Grice, eight year old. Now he really felt bad for the kid. What if he was one of those… those autistics? Jamie had once watched a documentary on TV about that, and it had freaked him out. You couldn’t even touch some of these kids without them screaming and punching themselves in the face. It was horrible. He hoped Douglas, Douglas Grice, eight year old was not an autistic. He hoped the little corduroy-wearing kid was just an awkward geek, “Like the rest of us.”


                  “Sorry, did you say something?” asked Douglas.


                  Jamie frowned. “I don’t think so,” he said, though he had. He had been miles away, and now he was back in the room, and that was when he saw her.


                  Through the Perspex casing of a claw-machine, Jamie saw the pretty girl with the long red hair and freckles running across the bridge of her nose. She was concentrating deeply, manoeuvring the claw across until it was in line with whichever worthless stuffed toy she so desired, her eyes on the prize and only the prize, which was a good thing because if she had looked up in that moment, she would have seen Jamie gazing wistfully toward her.


                  “She’s pretty,” opined Douglas. “You should definitely go and talk to her.”


                  Jamie didn’t hear at first, for he was too busy watching the girl, the intensity as she lowered the claw, the hope turn to disappointment as the grabber latched onto a stuffed penguin, plucked it from the rest of the toys, then dropped it again a second later. The claw returned to its place of origin, and the girl moved to another machine, no doubt cursing her luck.


                  “What was that, man?” Jamie said, still focusing upon the redhead.


                  “I love cheese,” said Douglas. “You like cheese, mister?”


                  Jamie didn’t know how to answer, or how this kid’s parents saw fit to leave him to his own devices, so he excused himself with an, “It was a pleasure chatting to you on this fine morning, Douglas,” before making his way across the arcade, to where the girl had her back to him.


                  What are you doing, Jamie? he thought. Can’t you see that she’s busy, and the last thing she wants is you hanging off her shoulder like some cheap handbag?


                  Another voice, one much less whiney, arrived in the nick of time. Jamie was just about to turn around and run for the cage when it said: You work here. At least until Scottie gets back. Customer satisfaction is very important to you. It’s not stalking. You’re just making sure everyone is happy, checking if they need anything. You’re a good worker, Jamie. A great worker, in fact. You go for it.


                  Although he didn’t quite trust the second voice, Jamie had to admit that it made sense. He quickened his pace, marching confidently across the room the way one would expect an employee to march, and arrived at the bank of grabbers which made up the wall to the left of the entrance. The girl noticed him straight away; there was nothing subtle about the way he’d cleared his throat.


                  “I wouldn’t put any more money in that one,” Jamie said, motioning to the machine in front of her. It was filled with plush Looney Tunes characters. Here was a limb belonging to Bugs Bunny; there a Taz arm; here a Daffy Duck beak; there a Speedy Gonzales tail. It was like the world’s strangest orgy, a bed of mangled body-parts, and—


                  “Why’s that?” The girl was looking at Jamie in almost the same way he had just been looking at Douglas. It wasn’t a nice feeling, and he made a mental note not to do it in future.


                  “That one never pays out,” Jamie said, all of a sudden wishing that he hadn’t approached the girl. He wasn’t cut out for this kind of thing. His newfound confidence was merely a result of Scottie’s faith in him. “If I were you, I’d play the one with the Nintendo characters in it. The claw on that one—”


                  “Do I look like the type of girl who wants to win a Nintendo character?” She folded her arms across her chest.


                  Jamie knew he was in over his head, that he shouldn’t have engaged the girl in conversation in the first place. “I… I don’t know what…”


                  The girl smiled and uncrossed her arms. “Calm down. I’m just messing with you.” She held a hand out—very gentlemanly-like—and said, “Liza. And what’s your name, claw-machine expert?”


                  Jamie shook Liza’s hand (so very soft, like the surface of a pebble) and said, “Jamie. Jamie Garrett.”


                  “Well, Jamie Garrett,” the girl said. “Since you know so much about these grabbers, I’m going to give you one pound and I expect you to win something for me.” She removed a tiny purse from the handbag draped around her neck.


                  “I didn’t say I was any good at them,” Jamie said. God, this is too much pressure! What if I can’t perform? What if I fail this girl, and she ends up hating me? It was ridiculous, the thoughts running through his head in that moment.


                  From the purse, Liza produced a single pound coin. “Better make it count, Jamie Garrett. This is my last one.” She held the coin out for Jamie to take and, when he didn’t, grabbed his arm by the wrist and pressed the coin into his palm.


                  If I fuck this up, Jamie thought, I could always get the key to the machine. He knew where Scottie kept them; they hung, labelled with stickers, beneath his desk in the cage, where he had easy access to them should anything go wrong. It was surprising how many times during an average day one of the newer games swallowed a coin without exchanging it for a credit, and then Scottie would have to do the right thing (depending on his mood at the time, of course) and either reimburse the disappointed gamer or head on in there to empty the machine and retrieve that swallowed coin.


                  “Okay,” Jamie said. He wasn’t getting out of this situation. There was something about the girl—an overconfidence of sorts—which Jamie had not anticipated, and now he was to pay the price. He couldn’t help but feel that he deserved it; punishment for his own self-confidence. “Pick a machine. Any machine.” He motioned to the banks of claw-machines surrounding them. He knew she wouldn’t opt for the Nintendo machine, which was a damn shame as Jamie was pretty sure he could grab her a plushie Mario. That would be too easy, though. She was challenging him, throwing down the gauntlet, and if he failed? Well, what was the worst that could happen? Jamie would slink off to the cage, tail between his legs, and the girl would disappear from his life forever, without a cuddly toy. As a negative result, it was hardly going to cause either of them sleepless nights, but to Jamie, in that moment, it was the most important thing in the world.


                  Liza slowly walked across the carpet, inspecting the toys in their glass and Perspex prisons. Jamie followed closely behind, the girl’s sweet perfume playing havoc with his senses.


                  Over at the new game—Gēmuōbā—Calum Rowe was watching Lee Kurtz thump at the buttons, shaking his head, as the line behind grew and grew. Jamie was glad to be away from all that nonsense for the time being. They were over there growing angry at some confusing new game, and he was over here, trying to win a prize for a beautiful redheaded angel.


                  “This one,” Liza said, finally settling in front of her chosen claw-machine. She clapped enthusiastically.


                  Jamie frowned as he tried to figure out what he was looking at. After a few seconds, he said, “Rugrats? You want me to try to win you a Rugrats toy?”


                  “I don’t want you to try to win me anything, Jamie Garrett.” She clapped again.


                  Jamie approached the machine—a gladiator about to go into battle against a formidable minotaur—and quickly found what he was looking for. There, one of the toys had almost made it to the chute… almost. The way it had dropped had left it arched over; perfect. “Okay, let it be known that I tried to talk you out of this,” Jamie said. “I hate these damn machines, and I never said I was any good at—”


                  “Are you going to win me a Rugrats toy or are you going to stand there all day making piss-poor excuses?” It was playful, though once again Jamie was feeling the pressure.


                  He dropped the pound into its slot and the two rectangular buttons on the console began to flash yellow. One had an arrow pointing up while the other had an arrow pointing across to the right. Pretty self-explanatory. As soon as that second button was released, the claw would drop, and that would be that.


                  Three shots, Jamie thought. Three shots at winning a fucking Rugrats toy for Liza. And then what? They would go their separate ways, this moment forgotten by lunchtime. That didn’t matter. Nothing else mattered in that moment. There was him, there was Liza, and there was the machine.


                  Nothing else.


                  He pressed the first button, letting go once it was lined up nicely with the well-positioned toy. Then the second button, watching as it moved to the right beyond the glass, and then he released the button…


                  Down came the claw, and for a moment Jamie thought, Got the bastard! I got the bastard on my first go! In went the hooks, and as it came back up, the toy shifted an inch or two before the crane gave up the ghost and allowed the toy to fall back down amongst its friends.


                  “Shit. Did you see that? The thing didn’t even grab. I told you these things were a waste of time.”


                  Liza was still smiling. “Did you? I must have missed that part.”


                  She was right. Jamie had never told her anything of the sort, and to do so now would be seen as making excuses. He concentrated, nudged the claw forwards again, to the right again, watched as it came down. This time the hooks went in and stayed there. Jamie’s heart sat somewhere between his chest and his throat, and he watched breathlessly as the crane and the toy it carried rose to the top, shifted to the left, started to move back when the claw suddenly opened. Not by much, but it was enough for the toy to slip from its grasp, and once again it was back on the deck, the empty claw returning to its point of origin bereft of gift.


                  “Ooooh,” Liza said, head pressed against the glass, breath misting there. “I thought you had it that time.”


                  “Makes two of us,” Jamie sighed. “Would have if the claw hadn’t opened.” Of course the claw had opened. That’s what these things did; everyone knew that.


                  “Last chance,” said Liza.


                  “Don’t get your hopes up,” Jamie warned her.


                  “I’ve got faith in you, Jamie Garrett,” she said, and when Jamie turned his head, he saw that she was grinning, that this was possibly the most fun she had had all holiday.


                  “Okay, let’s do this,” Jamie said, fingers hovering over the flashing yellow buttons. If nothing else, he had passed a few minutes in the company of a pretty girl. Scottie would be back soon, and his tenure as acting manager of the arcade would be over. Enjoy it while it lasts…


                  Jamie hit the first button, nudging it forwards just an inch or so beyond the chute. The toy was already lined up, so a quick tap on the second button was all that was required. The claw slowly descended. In went the hooks, and the toy rose up.


                  “You’ve got it this time!” Liza said. She reached up and drew a tiny heart on the steamed-up glass with her finger. Jamie didn’t see that, though, for he was too busy watching the claw heading for home.


                  When the toy fell into the chute, Jamie relaxed. His entire body had been tensed up. Liza dropped into a crouch, opened the flap and retrieved her toy. Never before had Jamie felt like such a hero, and all over some stupid fucking cuddly toy. There were people out there saving lives, putting out burning buildings, taking down terrorists and generally making the world a better place, and here he was, feeling like some SAS legend because he’d won a mass-produced toy based on some long-forgotten Nickelodeon cartoon.


                  Clutching the worthless toy to her chest, Liza said, “I knew you could do it, Jamie Garrett.” There was a hint of sarcasm in her voice, which was a good thing, Jamie thought. It meant that she too realised how pathetic the past two minutes had been.


                  “Whenever you look at that thing,” Jamie said, motioning to the toy, “you’ll remember me, and the pain and suffering I put myself through to get it.”


                  “I will never forget this,” she said, playing along. “You’re like a young Norman Reedus. Have you ever considered buying a Harley?”


                  Jamie was about to retort when there was a loud bang from the other side of the arcade. He sidestepped the claw-machine and watched as Calum and Lee marched towards the door. Without breaking stride, Calum threw open the door—so hard that it slammed against the exterior wall—and he and his sidekick disappeared through it. Back at the new machine, the next kid in line stepped up, ready to take on the challenge of Gēmuōbā, whatever that might be.


                  “What was all that about?” Liza asked.


                  Jamie shrugged. “Pair of dickheads,” he said. “Guess they don’t like losing.”


                  “Guess they needed the help of Super Jamie.” Liza clutched the plush toy tightly to her chest.


                  “Trust me,” Jamie said. “Those pricks wouldn’t appreciate it if Super Jamie came to the rescue.”


                  “Well,” said Liza. “I appreciated it.”


                  “Good.”


                  “And it’s a pity you’re working today. Since you’re obviously from around here, it would have been nice to have a little tour.”


                  Jamie gnawed nervously at the inside of his cheek. “Dumped by the parents, huh?”


                  “Ah, excuse me.” She feigned offence. “I was the one who did the dumping. There’s only so much sitting on the beach eating ice-creams one can take. They still treat me like a little girl.”


                  “Which you’re clearly not,” Jamie said. Was it pandering? He didn’t care.


                  “Exactly.”


                  “Well, I’m not really working here today,” Jamie said. “I mean, I am, but only until the boss gets back. He’s just popped out for a second. If you don’t mind… well, if you stick around for a bit, I’ll be free to give you a tour of Hemsby.”


                  Liza nodded. “I can do that,” she said. “But I want you to know up front that I’m a lesbian, and nothing you say or do is going to convince me otherwise.”


                  Jamie’s mouth fell open, though nothing came out.


                  Liza grinned mischievously.


                  “Ah, just messing with me,” Jamie said. “Got it.”


                  “For a smart kid you’re pretty easy to fuck with.”


                  Story of my life, Jamie thought. “Okay, well, I’d better go and…” He pointed toward the queue of children trailing back from the new arcade machine. It seemed to be a civil queue—with very little pushing or cutting—but that could all change in a second. All it took was one arsehole trying his luck, and before you know it you’ve got yourself a full-scale riot.


                  “You go do your thing, Super Jamie,” Liza said. “I’ll be around.”


                  Just then, Scottie appeared in the door of the arcade. He did not look happy. When he saw Jamie, he paced across the carpet, shaking his head. “What happened to my door?” he said. “I was only gone half an hour. There’s a crack in the glass, and the wood’s splintered.” He looked to Jamie, then to Liza, and when he realised what was going on, he brightened a little. “We’ll talk about the door later. Who’s your friend, Jamie?”


                  “This is Liza,” Jamie said. “She’s a fan of the claw-machines.”


                  Scottie saw the stuffed toy in her arms and nodded. “I can see that,” he said. “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Liza. I’m glad you won something.”


                  “Jamie won it for me,” Liza said.


                  “Is that so?” Scottie turned his head away from Liza and winked at Jamie. “Is that why my door’s got to be replaced? Please tell me you saw who did it?”


                  “It was a couple of pricks,” Liza said. “Bad losers.”


                  Scottie once again turned to Jamie. “It wasn’t…”


                  Jamie nodded. As much as he didn’t want to put himself on Calum and Lee’s hit-list yet again, he felt like he owed Scottie some sort of explanation, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to cover for them, or lie to Scottie. Fuck that for a game of Charades.


                  “Okay, well, I’ll deal with it,” Scottie said. He knew who was responsible, would make them pay one way or the other.


                  “Cool,” Jamie said. “Apart from that little misdemeanour, everything’s been fine. That new machine seems to be a hit.”


                  “Yeah, I saw that when I walked in. The novelty will wear off. Have you played it yet?”


                  Jamie shook his head. “Nah. Might give it a go later, once the novelty wears off.” He turned his attention to Liza, who was glancing longingly out through the glass frontage. “Are you ready for that tour?”


                  “Ready when you are, Super Jamie,” she said.


                  God, this is embarrassing, Jamie thought, noticing the way Scottie’s lips curled up at the broadcast of his new nickname. It was certainly better than Jimbo, but only just.


                  “Catch you later, Scottie,” Jamie said.


                  “Later, kid,” said Scottie. “And Liza?”


                  Liza turned back. “Yeah?”


                  “Take care of this one. He’s gonna work for me some day.”


                  “Will do,” said Liza.


                  And as Jamie and Liza headed for the exit, Jamie wondered how this day, this beautiful, wonderful, memorable day could get any better.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWELVE


    Calum and Lee walked slowly across the sand, searching the beach for stones to skip. Both were now wearing their tee-shirts around their waists. Lee was pasty, though by the end of the day he would be red raw, sore as hell, and already peeling. Calum was already pink; his back was peppered with acne, some of it scabbed over, some of it yet to mature. His tits were magnificent, larger than some of the tits belonging to the girls in Hemsby, and he didn’t care that they were unnatural, that boys aren’t supposed to have titties. Who was going to call him names? Nobody, that’s who, not unless they liked hospital food.


                  “Fucking bored, man,” Lee said, launching a useless half-ender into the ocean. He watched as it landed and sunk immediately.


                  Out on the horizon, fishing boats ferried tourists out a mile or so. It was easy money for the trawlers; holidaymakers were enamoured with the idea of catching their supper, though it seldom worked out that way. The majority came back with empty buckets, empty stomachs, and empty wallets. The only ones stepping off the boat onto the harbour with a smile on their faces were the fishermen.


                  “Lee, check this out.” Calum was grinning, watching the approach of a young woman. Long blonde hair fluttered gently in the breeze and, though she had eschewed a bathing suit for a vest and sarong, Calum could tell that she was smoking hot. At her feet, some sort of miniature dog struggled to keep up with her. Its little legs were going ten to the dozen, kicking up sand and seaweed as it went. Calum didn’t think you were allowed to walk dogs on this stretch of the beach, but the woman could always argue that the thing wasn’t, in fact, a dog, but rather a rodent of some sort.


                  As the woman neared, Calum and Lee baited one another. Call her a slut, I dare ya! Kick sand at her dog, I’ll bet you won’t. Tell her she’s got nice tits, or you’re a pussy! The woman must have sensed something was going to happen, for she suddenly moved toward the ocean, giving them a wider berth than her previous trajectory had indicated. Once she was past them, she checked across her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t being followed. She wasn’t, though she was still being watched.


                  “We weren’t gonna hurt ya!” Lee called across to the woman, who either didn’t hear him or decided it was best not to engage at all. “What do you think we are? Fucking rapists?” He snorted, tapped his buddy on the arm: She thinks we’re rapists, mate. Can you fucking believe that shit?


                  Calum watched silently as the woman headed into the dunes, the tiny dog having to work twice as hard just to make it up the sandy bank. All of a sudden he felt angrier than he had ever felt before. As the rage washed over him, every muscle in his body tensed up. He felt like he was burning up, too, which made him even angrier. The cords stood out on his neck, and he was grinding his teeth so hard that every inch of his mouth hurt. He could taste blood—his own blood—and knew that he had bitten off the tip of his tongue.


                  That can’t be good.


                  “You okay, mate?” Lee stepped in front of him, blocking his view of the woman, and that was when Calum realised he was still holding a stone. Skimming the stone no longer seemed important. What he really wanted to do was raise it up and smash it down on Lee Kurtz’ stupid head, keep bringing it down until every ounce of his mate’s face was obliterated. “Your eyes!” Lee said. “Mate, there’s something wrong with your fucking eyes!”


                  And there was. Where there had previously been irises and pupils there was now only blackness. To Lee it looked as if the whole thing had been scooped out, leaving an empty socket, but closer inspection revealed that the eye was still there, a glistening obsidian orb.


                  Calum sidestepped Lee—for some strange reason, he no longer wanted to hurt him—and strode across the sand toward the dunes, where the woman and her rat were helpless and alone.


                  “Cal? Mate? What the fuck?” Lee didn’t know what to do, and so he did what he always did.


                  He followed Calum.


     


    *


     


    “That’s right, Mr Binkie,” said Andrea Johnson in a sickening, syrupy baby voice as Mr Binkie, her cherished Yorkshire terrier, dropped into a crouch and began to shit. “You do your business. There’s a good boy.” She didn’t have any bags with which to pick up the offending article once Mr Binkie had finished, but she would kick sand over it. Besides, she was out of view, concealed within the dunes, and if anyone came along while Mr Binkie was shitting, well, she would tell them to mind their own business and let the dog shit in peace.


                  “It’s a warm one today, Mr Binkie,” Andrea said, mopping at her brow with the back of her hand. Despite wearing only a flower-patterned sarong and a white vest, she was sweating desperately. “Gonna have to take another shower when we get back to the apartment, aren’t we, Mr Binkie? Yes, that’s right. That’s right. Mr Binkie-dinkie-winkie.” It was a sickening display of affection, but there was nobody around, not that it bothered Andrea Johnson. Her dog was her best friend. Many boyfriends had come and gone, but Mr Binkie was a constant, always there when she needed comforting, always around when she felt down. She loved the little fucker more than she had ever loved a man. At least Mr Binkie didn’t piss all over the toilet seat or call her stupid.


                  When the Yorkie had finished, Andrea pushed sand over the tiny shit with the side of her foot and said, “What shall we do now, Mr Binkie? Huh? You want to take a ride on the tram to help Mommy look for some new shoes? Oh, that’s exactly what I wanted to do. You know me so well. It’s like we’re—”


                  A sudden rustle to Andrea’s left cut her off mid-sentence. She snatched her head across, expecting to see someone there, perhaps another dog-walker, more than likely a young child searching for the perfect hiding place where a sibling would never think to look. As a child, Andrea and her sister had played Hide-and-Seek in the dunes over at Barmouth. Times had changed, but the old classics remained.


                  But there was no one there. No child, no dog-walker; just a sandbank peppered with marram grass and sea holly.


                  “Come on, Mr Binkie,” Andrea said. Even though there was nobody there, Andrea suddenly felt uncomfortable, wanted urgently to be back amongst the sunbathers and parasols.


                  She walked between the dunes, Mr Binkie at her feet, singing quietly to herself. Silly though it was, she didn’t feel right, felt almost as if she was being watched. No matter where she looked, though, no eyes gawped back at her. She was utterly alone.


                  Just her and Mr Binkie.


                  Almost out of the dunes—she could hear a ball being kicked around just beyond the sandbank—she began to relax, chided herself for being so daft.


                  That was when something hard and heavy clouted her on the back of the head. She moaned and staggered forwards, her vision compromised, her tongue lolling listlessly from her mouth.


                  A moment later—how long had passed she didn’t know—she came to. Mr Binkie was licking at her face, trying to coax her back to life with his sandpaper tongue. There was sand in her eyes, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t blink it away. It stung terribly, but Andrea was too busy trying to piece together what had just happened to notice.


                  Then, darkness washed over her as something blocked out the sun above. Two menacing silhouettes now stood over her. She tried to scream, but nothing came out. The grogginess made her nauseous. Mr Binkie, no longer lapping at her face, began to yap and snarl at the looming shapes. Andrea tried to speak, to warn Mr Binkie that these were bad people and that they would hurt him if he didn’t calm down, but it was no use.


                  It didn’t take long for Andrea to realise that these were the boys who she had avoided a moment ago on the beach. Their familiar outlines—one fat, one skinny—made gooseflesh rise across her entire body.


                  Mr Binkie yipped and yapped, even tried to bite one of the boys on the leg. The boy—the fat one—moved his leg to avoid the snarling terrier, then brought it down with such force that Andrea heard bones snap. Mr Binkie whimpered, but only for a second. Then all was silent, except for the steady hush-thump of blood in her own ears.


                  She could no longer hear the ball being knocked about just beyond the sandbank. Even the gulls had fallen silent as they darted across the sky, staring down into the dunes and wondering what the hell they were looking at.


                  The shadows got closer—so close that Andrea could smell stale cigarettes and cookie-dough ice-cream on their breath—and when she saw their eyes, bottomless pits of darkness, like chasms into their evil psyches, she whimpered a final time.


                  The fat boy lifted his stone.


                  The fat boy brought it down.


                  Darkness.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    THIRTEEN


    “Okay,” Jamie said as they reached the fairground. “I assume you’ve already seen the fair, so we’ll just—”


                  “Woah, hang on there a minute, tour guide,” Liza said. “You shouldn’t assume anything. I’ve walked past it with my parents, but I haven’t actually been inside.”


                  Jamie smiled and sighed. “Well, imagine every fair you’ve ever been to in your life. It’s exactly like one of those, only way more expensive.”


                  “I want to go in,” Liza said, already moving towards it.


                  “Do you always get your own way?” Jamie said. He thought he already knew the answer to that one.


                  “Come on, Super Jamie the tour guide! You’re not scared of a few rides, are you?”


                  Jamie wasn’t. He was more frightened of the huge hole it was going to leave in his wallet. The money he had was supposed to last him the day, and if he blew it all on the fairground—two tickets at a time, no less—he would soon find himself very short, and he was yet to play that new game. That might have to wait for another day. There was no way he could pass up this opportunity with Liza. Only an idiot would. “Alright, but don’t go expecting Alton Towers,” he said, striding across to catch up with Liza, who was once again clapping excitedly. She had an energy about her which Jamie was not used to, but he liked it. It made him feel… nice.


                  They made their way into the fairground, past the Hook-a-Duck (which Liza said she was a master at, but Jamie talked her out of due to the hooks being marginally thicker than the loops on the back of the ducks), and past the Fortune Teller’s wagon (FOR HELP AND GUIDANCE CONSULT GYPSY MARTHA).


                  “Have you ever seen Gypsy Martha?” Liza asked, stopping momentarily in front of the tiny painted wagon.


                  “I have,” Jamie said. “And guess what? That’s not her real name.”


                  “What? Gypsy?” Liza grinned. “I know that, silly.”


                  “No, her name’s not Martha. Her real name’s Sylvia Griffiths, and when she’s not reading tealeaves and fleecing poor sods out of their hard-earned money, she teaches handicapped kids how to swim down at the YMCA.”


                  Liza laughed. “Ah, that’s so funny. We should definitely go get our fortunes read.” She looked imploringly at Jamie, who was shaking his head frantically.


                  “At a fiver a go, I’m loath to cross her palm with silver,” he said. “Besides, I already know our future.”


                  “Really?” Liza said. “I’m a screaming lesbian, remember?”


                  “Well, that’s what I was going to say,” Jamie said. “That you will meet a tall dark woman, and I will be forever alone.”


                  “Aw, you won’t be alone,” Liza said, running a clammy hand down Jamie’s arm. “There’s always Gypsy Martha. Sure she would love a young stud like you to take care of business, if you know what I mean. Pity your balls aren’t made of crystal.”


                  The thought turned Jamie’s insides to mush. “Yup, that’s possibly the most disgusting thing I’ve ever heard in my life,” he said.


                  Liza was already walking away from the wagon; she had the attention-span of a goldfish, it seemed. She was tapping away at her mobile phone, now, and Jamie didn’t know whether to be offended. “I promised Mom I would text to let them know I’m cool,” Liza said. “You know? Let them know I haven’t been abducted by some claw-machine expert with a penchant for fortune tellers.”


                  “Don’t lie on my behalf,” Jamie said, feeling a little better knowing that he wasn’t, in fact, boring the shit out of her to the point that Candy Crush was the only alternative. She was simply checking in with her parents and, though the concept was alien to Jamie (he hadn’t checked in with his mother for ages) it made perfect sense. Liza was a young girl in an unfamiliar place; what parents wouldn’t insist on regular updates?


                  “There,” Liza said, slipping the pink phone back into her handbag. “That ought to keep them off my back for a couple of hours. Oh, dodgems!”


                  Jamie rolled his eyes and tried to keep up with Liza as she rushed across to the bumping cars. The ride was already in full swing. Roughly ten cars circled the arena, some with more than one rider, bouncing into one another. One car appeared to have broken down in the middle of the circling throng; its driver—a middle-aged woman—explained to the child in the passenger seat that she was doing everything in her power to get the damn thing moving again, and that it was the car’s fault and not hers.


                  Some funky house music that sounded familiar (a TV advert, perhaps?) accompanied the dodgems as they looped around and around. It was so loud that Jamie could barely hear Liza as she pleaded with him.


                  “What?” He leaned in close, and when Liza spoke into his ear, her lips brushed his earlobe. He didn’t know whether it was an accident, nor did he care. He simply said, “Yeah, sure. Why the fuck not.”


                  Liza smiled and joined the queue, which was already forming in anticipation of the next ride. When the cars slowed to a halt inside the arena, the music faded. Riders disembarked, and those already with tickets rushed to replace them. There were seven people in the queue, and it didn’t take long for Marcus Mills to furnish those in front with a token.


                  As Jamie and Liza stepped up to the ticket-booth, Marcus smiled. “Jamie. Don’t you ever get fed up of this place?”


                  Shrugging, Jamie said, “This wasn’t my idea.” He motioned to Liza, who was practically bursting with excitement.


                  “Well, it’s a good job your friend knows fun when she sees it.” He accepted three pound coins from Jamie and reached into the money-belt strapped to his waist. Out came a solitary yellow token. “I’ll tell Barry you came by. Don’t know where he’s got to. Sent him for a coffee about half an hour ago, haven’t seen the little shit since.”


                  “Yeah, I was supposed to meet him at the arcade at some point,” Jamie said. He’d forgotten all about it, though. Meeting Liza had completely changed his plans for the day. Perhaps he would catch up with Barry later; he owed the guy an apology.


                  “Go on, then,” Marcus said, motioning to the arena. “Which one of you is driving?”


                  Jamie glanced across to Liza, who had already stepped onto the arena, eager to get behind the wheel of the dodgem. “I guess she is,” he said.


                  “In that case, good luck,” Marcus said. Jamie didn’t know what he meant by that, though.


                  He stepped onto the arena. Liza was already climbing into a glittery purple dodgem. All around them children and parents buckled up for the ride. At the edge of the arena, spectators—mothers and children too young to ride—held mobile phones, waiting for the perfect photo opportunity.


                  “Why this one?” Jamie said as he climbed into the passenger seat of the purple dodgem. As he clipped his belt into place, he glanced up and back, toward the metal tail connecting the car to the electrified roof.


                  “I like purple,” Liza said, and it really was as simple as that. “Plus, it’s number seven. Seven’s my lucky number.”


                  “Mine’s nine,” Jamie said, feeling suddenly nervous. “Maybe I should get out.”


                  Liza sniggered. “But you’re Super Jamie! No matter which car we’re in we’ll nail it.”


                  “Yeah,” Jamie said, dubiously. He was used to being in control, and he was handing that control to a girl he had only met an hour or so ago. Stop being silly, he told himself. What was the worst that could happen? No one ever died on the dodgems. At least, he’d never heard of anyone dying on the dodgems. “Just go around the edge, yeah? We end up in the middle, it’s a free-for-all, and they’ve stopped people claiming for whiplash injuries—”


                  “I’ve done this before, believe it or not,” Liza said, a huge grin spread across her face. “My dad used to take me on the ones in Scarborough. Of course, I was just little then. My feet didn’t touch the pedals, so I used to sit on his lap and just laugh all the way round.” She considered this, and her grin transformed into something altogether cheekier. “Would you prefer it if I sat on your lap?”


                  He could see that she was joking, though the temptation to say, Yes, that would be awesome! almost got the better of him. Instead he shook his head and faced forwards. “This is going to be a wild ride,” he said.


                  “It will be if you put the token in,” Liza said, pointing at the small yellow disc he was turning nervously over and over in his hand. “Otherwise we’ll be sitting ducks.”


                  “Shit!” Jamie said, staring down at the token in his sweaty palm. He reached down, accidentally brushing Liza’s knee, and pushed the yellow disc into the slot. If Liza noticed the unintentional contact, she did a good job of ignoring it.


                  A voice—Marcus Mills—boomed over the speaker system. “Alright, riders, you know the rules. Counter-clockwise only, and remember… we’re not responsible for any broken bones, lost teeth, cracked skulls, or twisted ankles.” There was a slight pause as the music was cranked up a notch, and then Marcus added, “Enjoy the ride, folks.”


                  “Ready?” Liza said, both hands on the steering-wheel, as if she meant business.


                  “Not r—”


                  The dodgem sputtered into life, jerking forwards a few feet and instantly slamming into the back of another car. The riders in front laughed before moving off. Before long, an imperfect circle of bumper cars was tearing around the arena. The music was turned up so loud that the screams and hollers of enthralled riders was drowned out almost entirely. From the side, smiling onlookers snapped their loved one. Flashes lit up the arena, both from the disco lights overhead and the cameras on the side.


                  Jamie was surprised at how good Liza was. She steered the dodgem expertly around the arena. The only times she slammed into other cars was when she meant to, and each time elicited a beautiful laugh from her, which in turn made Jamie laugh, despite his earlier apprehension.


                  Round and round they went, being smacked from pillar to post by other riders. Their heads went one way while their bodies went the other. Tomorrow they would be sore, but that didn’t matter in that moment. All that mattered was the ride—the fun—the laughter coming from Liza. Jamie didn’t need a camera phone to capture this perfect moment; he would remember it for a very long time.


                  “Watch this—” Jamie was about to warn Liza of the cherry red dodgem speeding toward them from the side, but the impact came before he managed to get his words out. They were slammed into the rubber at the edge of the arena. Liza’s head was, for the briefest of moments, pressed against Jamie’s shoulder.


                  “Fuck!” Liza said, though she was still beaming. “Which one was that?”


                  Jamie leaned in close and said, “That red one!” He pointed across to the offending dodgem, its riders a pair of chavvy looking lads wearing baseball caps with gold NY’s emblazoned on them.


                  Determination engulfed her, and Jamie knew that she was out for revenge. In a playful way, of course. That was what the dodgems were all about. You took a hit, you gave it back. Where would the fun be if all the riders went round in a circle, avoiding collisions and sticking to the rules? This wasn’t Driving Miss Daisy, this was Carmageddon!.


                  The car lurched forwards as Liza strived to hunt down the cherry red dodgem. They were running out of time, unless Marcus was feeling particularly generous. Three minutes was all they usually had, and Jamie reckoned two of those minutes had already elapsed. If Liza was intent on exacting revenge upon the chav fuckers in the red car, she would have to be quick about it.


                  As she fought to overtake a green car, which had come between her and her target, Jamie caught a glimpse of Barry at the edge of the arena. He was standing amongst the other spectators, and Jamie was about to wave at the guy when he realised something wasn’t quite right.


                  Barry’s eyes were completely black, as if someone had erased them or coloured them in with permanent marker. He wasn’t smiling, either. He wore an ominous scowl, as if trying to intimidate the riders.


                  Liza steered the dodgem away from the edge, and Jamie could no longer see Barry. The ride, though, seemed to have lost its fun-factor. Jamie was more concerned about what would happen when it was over. Why was Barry frowning like that? What was with his eyes?


                  Suddenly, the car came to a grinding halt. Beside him, Liza punched the air with joy. “Yeah! Fuckers!” she said. In front, the chav boys—who might or might not have been twins—checked back across their shoulders to see who was responsible for their abrupt halt. Liza wasn’t hanging around for them to get their revenge; she pulled away, once again joining the circle of riders.


                  That was when someone screamed, loud enough to be heard over the thumping disco music.


                  And Barry, who had been standing amongst the spectators a moment ago, had stepped up onto the arena. Jamie had been right about the boy’s eyes. They were wholly black, like inkwells.


                  Most of the riders didn’t see what happened next, but Jamie did. Jamie saw the woman lunge for Barry, for in his arms something was swaddled in a blanket. The woman, screaming as she reached for Barry, looked terrified, and as Liza took the car past in what seemed like slow-motion, Jamie saw the tiny face peering out from the woollen shroud.


                  And then Barry launched it into the middle of the arena.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    FOURTEEN


    The fairground was drenched in flashing blue lights. There would be no more rides that afternoon, no chirpy music emerging from the merry-go-round, just a despondent muttering as people recounted the events which had unfolded there that day.


                  After Barry threw the baby into the arena, Marcus had acted quickly to shut the whole thing down. Most of the riders had managed to avoid hitting the wrapped package in the middle of the rink, but most was not enough. The chav boys—who were not twins, nor even brothers—had been in the moment, racing after Liza and Jamie in an attempt to finish the friendly rivalry which had developed over the course of the ride. It wasn’t their fault, what had happened. Nobody expects to come across a baby in the middle of a dodgem arena. If anything, that’s the last place you would expect to find one.


                  And yet there it had been. Barry had made sure of that.


                  The cherry red dodgem had slammed into that blue blanket at full speed, which wasn’t exceedingly fast, but when you’re riding a half-ton dodgem and you happen across a three month old baby, there is only going to be one real winner.


                  Three seconds after the damage was done, the power went off, casting the arena into semi-darkness and utter silence.


                  No, utter silence wasn’t quite right. The screaming mother had launched herself across the arena, followed closely by two other women. Aunties, perhaps. Or simply spectators who had children of their own. Children who hadn’t been squashed beneath the rubber bottom of a bumping car.


                  Riders deserted their cars, gobsmacked by what they were witnessing. At the side of the arena, the boy responsible was tackled to the ground and vigilante justice was meted out in the form of head punches and body kicks. It was then that Marcus must have realised what had happened, that his son had been the one holding the baby, throwing the baby, because he rushed across the arena, dragged away those kicking the shit out of Barry.


                  Jamie had managed to clamber out of the car. He saw the trail of blood leading away from the blanket, which was now a rusty colour, or so it had seemed in that semi-darkness. Liza had screamed something at him, something about 999, but he had been transfixed by that tiny package, lying there in the middle of the arena, three women screaming and crying around it. The mother had wanted to pick it up, but had been restrained by the two other women, who seemed to know better. Their Irish lilt suggested to Jamie that they were travellers, though perhaps they weren’t anything of the sort. When you’re a fifteen year-old kid, every Irish person is a gypsy—or a pikey, as Scottie calls them.


                  Marcus had dragged Barry away, steering him toward the ticket-booth, where he had remained until the police arrived. People had been braying for his blood, forgetting, for a moment, that he was a child himself. An eye for an eye would have been acceptable in the moments which had followed. At least, that was the general consensus amongst those who had witnessed the terrible tragedy.


                  As the ambulance crew did what they could right there beside the dodgems—which wasn’t a great deal, unfortunately—the police car drove away from the fairground with Barry Mills staring vacantly out through the rear window (his eyes weren’t black at all, not now, maybe never had been).


                  Liza was a trembling mess, despite the relentless heat. Jamie guessed she had gone into shock—maybe it was a girl thing?—and was doing everything he could to calm her down and keep her there.


                  “Why?” Liza said, motioning to the ambulance, which sat, engine idling, no more than twenty feet away. “I… I don’t understand how anyone could do something like that.”


                  Jamie shook his head. He knew there were bad people in the world; there wasn’t a day which passed without some crazy fucker shooting up a school or blowing up a nursery. But Barry? You could line a million kids up, stick Barry in the middle of them holding a sign which said ‘I did it!’ and you would still choose the other kids first, because Barry… well, it didn’t make any sense.


                  Jamie was about to offer his explanation—that Barry had become mentally unhinged as a result of his father’s constant abuse, though even that didn’t make sense—when Marcus Mills emerged from the ticket booth with a set of keys. He set about locking the place up for the day before walking across to his Vectra, which was parked in its usual spot next to the arena. He must have sensed he was being watched, for he turned and stared directly at Jamie. He shook his head once before unlocking the door to his car and climbing in.


                  “Off to the station,” Jamie whispered.


                  “Hmmm?” Liza was still in a daze, hadn’t even seen the father emerge from the ticket booth.


                  “Look,” Jamie said, running a gentle hand up and down Liza’s arm. She was cold. He could feel the gooseflesh peppering her skin. No wonder she was shivering. “Do you want to get away from here?” The ambulance would be off soon. He doubted it would be in any rush to reach the hospital, though. The baby was dead; they had gathered that much from the mother’s reactions at the rear of the ambulance.


                  “I should call my parents,” Liza said. Then she sighed and a sardonic smile curled up the corners of her lips. “Typical. The first time they trust me enough to leave me to my own devices and this shit happens.”


                  “This would have happened regardless,” Jamie said, though he still couldn’t get his head around what had actually happened. And then he was bombarded with questions inside his own head: Would Barry do time for this? How old did you have to be to go to an adult prison? Would he be sent to some sort of mental institute instead? Why, Barry, why did you do this?


                  “And you were a friend of his?” Liza said. It wasn’t an accusation, as such, just a very important question.


                  “I wouldn’t say we were friends, but I knew the lad enough to know that he wasn’t capable of something like this.”


                  “But he was,” Liza said. “He did it, Jamie. We were both there.”


                  You didn’t see his eyes, Jamie wanted to say. The way they had glistened, reflecting the disco lights flashing around the arena. Like black marbles wedged into his face. He had looked like a snowman, with pieces of coal for eyes. That hadn’t been Barry. That hadn’t been him at all.


                  “Something’s not right about this,” Jamie said.


                  “You can say that again,” Liza replied. “I’m supposed to be on holiday. If I’d wanted to witness a murder I could have stayed in Birmingham.”


                  Jamie laughed, though it felt wrong considering what had just happened, and so didn’t last long. “I’m going to let Scottie know what’s going on,” he said. Would Scottie have seen or heard the boys in blue show up? He would want to know the situation, Jamie surmised. Scottie knew the Millses as well as he did; he, too, would be shocked by what had occurred there that afternoon. “Do you want to come with me?” He saw the way she was clinging to the cuddly Rugrats toy, as if it were the squashed baby, and he wondered what she was thinking.


                  “Sure,” she said, stuffing the plushie into her handbag as best she could. It was too big, and the head of the thing poked out, as if it was afraid of missing something. “Thinking about it, there’s no real reason for my mom and dad to find out about this.”


                  “They’ll probably hear about it,” Jamie said.


                  “Yeah, but they don’t need to know that I was there. I saw it.” She looked concernedly at Jamie, as if he might have an opinion on the matter.


                  Jamie knew what she meant. If her parents found out about what had happened, and that their daughter had been—if only in presence—somehow involved, it might undo all the trust she had built up. If they were loving parents (and Jamie thought that they were simply by the way Liza talked about them) they wouldn’t let their daughter out of their sight for months to come. It would be an embarrassing regression for Liza, and one that could be avoided simply by not mentioning their attendance at the dodgems at the time of the tragedy.


                  “I won’t say anything if you don’t,” Jamie said. “You were in the arcade all afternoon, where you won that.” He pointed at the face of the stuffed doll protruding from the handbag.


                  Liza smiled briefly. “Thanks, Jamie,” she said. And then quickly corrected herself. “Super Jamie.”


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    FIFTEEN


    There must have been some sort of accident on the fairground, Pat Gurley figured as she crossed the road, little Spanner nervously shuffling along at her feet. An ambulance tore through the town, its sirens dopplering as it hurtled past. Of course, it didn’t surprise Pat in the slightest; some of those rides were terrifying, and knowing many of the guys who operated them, she was sure those death-traps hadn’t had a proper service in years. There had to be some kind of regulation, didn’t there? If there was, Pat wasn’t aware of it, and she hadn’t seen any official-looking bodies inspecting the rides. It was an accident waiting to happen, though not anymore, it seemed.


    “Come on, Spanner,” Pat cooed, leading the Jack Russell down the beachfront steps off the promenade. It was a beautiful day, if a little warm for Pat, and the beach at this end was packed with sunbathers and children. Some of the kids were digging holes (what was it with excavating when it came to the seaside?) while others ran in and out of the ocean, their shins wrapped in seaweed and their mouths open in wide O’s as the unexpected iciness of the North Sea caught them unawares. Pat smiled at the sight of a young boy buried up to his waist in sand. “Do the top half!” he urged a young girl who looked so much like the half-buried boy that they had to be kin. The girl eagerly acquiesced and began to tip spadesful of sand onto the grinning boy’s torso.


    A little further along the beach, where it grew quieter, a young man perhaps in his twenties was flying one of those weird drone things, the ones with the four propellers. He seemed to be a proficient pilot, though Pat didn’t trust machinery of any kind and so made a point of not walking directly beneath the hovering aircraft. There had, it appeared, been enough accidents for one day. The last thing she wanted was a trip to Hemsby A&E with an RC drone embedded in her crown. Dick would be left to run the cafe on his own and for Lord knows how long. It simply didn’t bear thinking about.


    With the monotonous whirr of the drone behind her, Pat let Spanner off his lead, and off he went, his tiny legs kicking up sand and shells as he disappeared into the dunes. Pat thought about calling after him, but Spanner knew his way around those dunes better than anyone, had been circumnavigating them for many years. Plus, Spanner had good recall. Whenever Pat yelled his name, he always made it back, often at a run. He was a clever boy indeed; part of the family. Perhaps the smartest part, Pat thought, picturing Dick in his long-johns, remote control in one hand and ready meal in the other. That was the thing about working in a café and preparing food for other people all day long—at the end of the day, you couldn’t be bothered to cook for yourself.


    First climbing and then descending the sandbanks, Pat knew she was out of view. She reached into her apron pocket—there was no point taking it off for this fifteen minute break—and retrieved a packet of cigarettes. She flipped the lid and pulled one from the pack. It wasn’t until the cigarette was between her lips that she felt a little guilty. Dick would be disappointed with her if he found out she was smoking again, especially after they had both gone through hell, quitting at the same time.


    It’s not me with a dicky heart, Pat thought somewhat selfishly. It wasn’t her the doctor had warned. It wasn’t her with blocked arteries. She had simply agreed to quit alongside her husband, who would die (or so the doctor said) if he didn’t kick the habit and soon.


                  “Fuck it,” Pat said, lighting the cigarette. Dick wouldn’t smell the stale aroma of fags on her. They didn’t get close enough anymore, and even if they did, Dick had the olfactory sense of a dolphin. A couple of Tic-Tacs, just to be on the safe side, and Pat wouldn’t have anything to worry about.


                  Though she was starting to worry about Spanner. He never usually strayed too far, especially if Pat was out of sight. She decided to call out to him, rein him back in. “Spanner!” She walked through the dunes, the cigarette dangling from her puckered lips, smoke trailing up into her eyes. “Spa-nner!”


                  Overhead, the drone moved across the sky, its pilot grounded on the other side of the sandbanks. Pat wondered whether the drone was fitted with a camera; some of them were, she had seen them on the TV. She wondered whether the pilot was watching her on a little hand-held screen. Naughty, naughty, Pat. Smoking when you shouldn’t be. It was unnerving, and for no good reason, for Pat didn’t know the young pilot from Adam.


                  “Spanner!” she cried once again, flicking her cigarette butt into the dunes and moving more quickly across the sand. Worst-case scenario, she could always ask the drone guy to search for the dog. If it was one of those camera ones, of course.


                  She descended a gentle sand slope, and that was when she saw Spanner. The dog was licking at something—perhaps something which had washed up from the ocean?—but until Pat drew close, she hadn’t a clue what it was.


                  And then she screamed. A few seconds later the drone dropped from the sky as its pilot came a-running.


                  Pat dropped to her knees, could no longer look at the mass of busted flesh and tangled hair partially buried in the blood-drenched sand a few feet away. All she could think about was that ambulance tearing through the streets. Come back. There’s another one here for you.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    SIXTEEN


    Scottie reached into his drawer and pulled out a half-finished bottle of whiskey. It was still early in the day, but the confrontation with Marcus Mills had left him a little shaken. He checked his watch—as if what it revealed to him would make any difference—and, satisfied, he unscrewed the cap from the bottle and took a long swig.


                  Out on the arcade floor, beyond the cage which separated him from the rest of the world, kids played the machines. A couple of young girls danced on a mat in front of a huge simulator; the two tiny avatars on the screen mimicked the girls’ moves. Over in the corner, a father and son tossed basketballs through a hoop as a digital display to the right of the hoop totted up the score. A couple of older lads played pool, while their mates smashed a puck around the air-hockey table next to them. But, surprisingly, the biggest draw was for the new game. There had been a line there for most of the afternoon; Scottie had never known a game to get so much attention. Perhaps these kids knew something he didn’t. Maybe they had been anticipating the release of Gēmuōbā, or whatever the fuck it was called, for some time. Scottie didn’t bother to keep up with new trends. He simply accepted the games the distributor delivered to him, and sent back the ones they asked for—usually the ones which were no longer making any money.


                  Gēmuōbā was definitely making money, and yet for the life of him Scottie couldn’t see why. The game looked… boring. More like a maths test than an entertaining arcade blockbuster, and yet the queue stretched all the way back to the vending machine. It was very strange indeed, though Scottie was just glad he had a full house, that the weather outside was beautiful, and that—he checked his watch once more—he only had three hours to go before he could lock up for the day and head over to The Lacon Arms for a couple of swift ones.


                  He tried to convince himself that he wasn’t going simply to see Angela, though he did want to thank her once again for returning his wallet. No, he wanted to take a little walk around the pub, ask a few of the locals if they had been in last night. It would all be done in a respectful manner, and any information leading to the return of the photograph of Jake would be met with a reward; he would make that abundantly clear to those questioned.


                  He took another long pull on the whiskey bottle before recapping it, placing it in the drawer, and sliding the drawer shut. He felt better, now, ready to face the afternoon and the little shits who came with it. Standing, he stretched, his considerable bulk almost filling the cage.


                  As he stepped out onto the arcade floor, the children regarded him warily. He was an intimidating figure to those who didn’t know him, and none of these little saps were local kids. These were all holidaymakers—here one minute, gone the next—so Scottie wasn’t surprised by their reactions as he moved amongst them, the way they stepped out of his way, the way they muttered amongst themselves once he was out of earshot. He felt like a PE teacher. A heavily-tattooed PE teacher with a drink problem.


                  “Scottie!”


                  Scottie turned to find Jamie and his new girlfriend (Lisa? Linda? Liza?) standing there looking all flustered. The bridge of the girl’s nose was already bright red, sunburnt and sore-looking, though Scottie didn’t want to draw attention to it. She knew. How could she not?


                  “You do know that you don’t have to report in to me every five minutes?” Scottie said, his tone playful. To the girl he said, “And you don’t have to follow this kid around all day. He’ll turn you into a Pac-Man fan, and before you know it, you’ll be up to your arse in Donkey Kong.”


                  The girl—he was pretty sure it was Liza now—grinned and shrugged. “I quite like the classics.”


                  “Shit, Jamie!” Scottie said. “I think this one’s a keeper! You didn’t happen to build her in your computer, did you? Like in that film, what was it?”


                  “Weird Science,” Jamie said. “And when you’re done trying to embarrass me, we just saw one of the most fucked up things ever.”


                  Scottie could see that Jamie was telling the truth. Something terrible had happened. Did he really want to know what it was? You bet your ass he did. Gossip was how Scottie made it through the day. “Go on,” he urged.


                  Jamie calmed himself a little, as if he had suddenly realised that this story required a more sombre tone, and not the overexcited babble that had almost spewed from his mouth in an electrifying torrent.


                  Scottie stood there, listening intently as Jamie told him what had happened over at the dodgems, how Barry Mills had murdered a baby, how Marcus had followed the cop car to the station while the ambulance went in the opposite direction, possibly bypassing the hospital altogether in favour of the morgue. Throughout, the girl Liza stared at the carpet, occasionally shaking her head disgustedly. Scottie could see it had affected her. Of course it had. It would have affected him, too. It wasn’t every day you saw another human being wiped from the face of the earth, and so damn young, too…


                  When Jamie finished, Scottie frowned. Judging from Jamie’s expression, it was pretty much the reaction he had expected from Scottie. “I don’t get it,” Scottie said. “He was in here this afternoon looking for you, and he seemed fine. Barry did that?”


                  “That’s what I said.” Jamie motioned to Liza, as if he was about to say something but changed his mind.


                  “And the police took him in?” Scottie clicked his tongue. “Damn, that boy’s going to be fucking terrified right about now.”


                  “Will he go to jail?” Jamie asked. “For what he did?” He looked genuinely concerned, though Liza wore an expression which suggested the murderous prick deserved everything he got, plus nightly visits from the distraught mother and an aluminium baseball bat. Her face said: It’s a pity we’re not in Alabama or Virginia. They would fry the fucking baby-killer, serve him up in the prison canteen with liver and onions.


                  “Shit, I don’t know, kid,” Scottie said. “What is he? Sixteen?”


                  Jamie nodded. “He’s a few months older than me.”


                  “They’re gonna have to test him, make sure he’s not, you know, cuckoo.” Scottie didn’t know which was worse, having all your marbles but going to prison or heading off to some mansion in the middle of nowhere for a lifetime of padded cells and medication. There was probably less chance of being raped in the latter scenario. “This is just… fucked up. I liked that kid. Bit on the dense side, but he was alright.”


                  Behind Scottie, the queue for the new game was becoming raucous. Children were whooping and hollering—some even applauded—as the player at the controls reached a level previously unseen by the crowd. Scottie didn’t recognise the boy hammering the buttons on the console. A gangly lad wearing a beanie hat and glasses which were too big for his face.


                  “Can you believe this shit?” Scottie said, motioning to the line stretching halfway across the arcade. “It’s been like that since you left. And for the life of me, I don’t have a clue how those kids know what they’re doing. The game makes no sense.”


                  “Maybe you have to be young to understand it?” Liza said.


                  Scottie grimaced. “Yeah, thanks for that, Liza.” He shook his head. “That machine’s made more money today than the rest of them combined.”


                  “You should order more of them,” Jamie said. “Two or three more, just to cut down the size of that queue.”


                  Scottie had thought about it, but he really didn’t want to have to get in touch with the distributor, and three of the same machine in the same arcade? Wouldn’t that look a little… odd? “Knowing my luck,” Scottie said, “I’d order more of them at around the same time the novelty wore off, then I’d be stuck with a bunch of games no one even wants to play.” He surveyed the line. “No, it’s just a fad. It can’t be that addictive. It’s just a bunch of fucking dots and triangles.”


                  “Tetris was just a bunch of shapes, too, but do you remember when that first came out?” Jamie said. “People were hooked.”


                  “That,” said Scottie, pointing at the indistinct machine, “is no Tetris.”


                  A tinny tune interrupted the conversation, and Liza reached into her handbag and retrieved her phone—that sparkly pink thing—and pushed the button to accept the call. “Hey, Mom,” she said, looking nervously toward Jamie. After a few seconds, she said, “No, everything’s cool here. I think I’ve burnt my nose, but apart from that, nothing to report.”


                  Scottie watched in silence as the girl continued to placate her mother with lies. There was no mention of what had happened over at the dodgems, nothing about a dead baby, or about some fucking kid who wouldn’t normally say boo to a goose being the perpetrator. There was none of that, and Scottie knew why. It’s like the whole illegal party thing, he thought. Even when your parents find a used condom underneath their marital bed or a beer-bottle label down the side of the couch, you’ll deny having anything to do with it for as long as possible. Nothing good could come from owning up or telling the truth. Just like nothing good would come from Liza telling her mom and dad that she had witnessed the murder of a baby.


                  “Yeah,” Liza said. “Actually, I’m with a friend, so I’ll just head back to the apartment later on and wait for you.” She rolled her eyes. The voice at the other end of the line was audible, even over the beeps and music of the arcade. “No, I’m not going to put my friend on, Mom. Just go, enjoy the show.” She stuck a finger in her free ear so that she could hear her mother over the cheers of the queue. Another level beaten, she thought. That kid is good. When Liza next spoke, it was in an irritated tone: “Yes, Mom, I will eat something. I’ll probably just get some fish and chips on the way back to the room.” Another eye-roll. “Yeah, I promise. Okay, I have to go. I’ll see you around eleven?” A nod, an exhausted sigh, a tiny smile. “Cool. See you later. Byeee.” She hung up, dropped the phone into her handbag, and waited for someone to say speak. When no one did, she said, “Apparently, there’s some Agatha Christie play on tonight in Lowestoft and Dad’s managed to get tickets.”


                  “That’s good, right?” Jamie offered. “That means they trust you.”


                  “Yeah, I don’t feel too great about that at the moment,” said Liza. “I had the chance to tell them the truth, and I didn’t. If they find out about what happened here today, they’re never going to let me out of their sight again.”


                  “It’s not like it was your fault,” Scottie said. “People die all the time. You’re bound to see someone bite the dust eventually. Sod’s Law.” He had never seen a person die, for which he was grateful. Jake was already long gone by the time Scottie returned home all those years ago. Like most people, he had seen dead people—bodies, corpses, cadavers, lying there in the morgue—but he had never witnessed the moment a person went from walking around, oblivious, smiling even, to dead, gone, forever. He was right, though; it happened all the time, and nine times out of ten there would be bystanders. That was how therapists made their money.


                  “I know. I just don’t like keeping stuff from them,” Liza said. “Especially my dad. He always knows when I’m lying. Reckons my nostrils flare, though I don’t think they do.” She stared down at her own nose, causing her eyes to cross. It was adorable, and Scottie could see that Jamie was enamoured by this girl. Pity it was never going to happen. These things (long-distance holiday romances) seldom got off the ground. Scottie knew that better than anyone. Sure, you start with the best of intentions. Perhaps you start texting—or sending letters, if you’re over forty—but she’s already talking about some other guy who’s forced his way into her life, and you’ve already begun to forget what she actually looked like, face-to-face. In fact, if you didn’t have that one picture of her stored in your phone, you would have already forgotten. The texting or letter-sending becomes less frequent, and then it just stops, because it was just a holiday thing—the heat of the moment—and that feeling can never be emulated from a council estate in South Birmingham.


                  “Right,” Scottie said. “I’m going to get back to work. Feel free to stick around, or—” He was cut off, though, as a teenager shoulder-barged him on his way past. It was enough to knock him off-balance and enough to interrupt his flow, but that was all. “You little prick.”


                  Beanie-Hat just kept on walking, heading for the exit, and there was something about the way he moved—serpentine, and very, very slowly—which Scottie didn’t like. He thought he knew all the kids’ gaits these days. There was the limp-shuffle, the hop-on-hop-off, the swinging kneecaps…


                  “Can you believe that shit?” Scottie said, pointing at the retreating wanker. He must have just finished his game; another child—a young girl wearing far too much make-up for Scottie’s liking—had taken his place at the controls of Gēmuōbā. “I have to put up with that all day, every day, Liza. You think you’ve got it tough!”


                  Laughing, Liza said, “You should have knocked that dickhead out.”


                  Scottie shook his head. “Rule number one of running an amusement arcade: do not, under any circumstances, render unconscious your clientele. If they’re on the floor snoozing, they’re not putting money into the machines. Business 101.” He wished them both a very good afternoon and headed back to the cage. Was he already yearning for another mouthful of whiskey? The news about Barry Mills had come as something of a shock.


                  He settled into his seat, pulled open the desk-drawer, and reached for the bottle. Poor Barry, he thought as he unscrewed the cap.


                  Poor fucking mental Barry, apparently.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    SEVENTEEN


    Angela had been run off her feet since lunchtime, and since she was the only one working, it had put her in something of a foul mood. Now it was quiet again, she decided to speak up. “Why doesn’t Ted hire more staff?” she asked Deirdre Porter. The landlady was sitting at the bar, working her way through a cheese panini and reading one of those gossip mags with the endless fat-shaming and ridiculous names, like Heat or Now or What?.


                  “You’re probably going to be surprised to hear this,” Deirdre said, a piece of stringy cheese dangling from the corner of her mouth, “but we can’t afford to take anyone else on at the moment.”


                  Angela wasn’t surprised to hear it at all. The whole country was going to shit—seaside towns included—but after the lunchtime she had just worked through, The Lacon Arms had to be doing something right. It had been chaos. She had worked it out (as she was wont to do when she was absentmindedly pulling pints) that at least seven-hundred quid had gone in the till in the space of just three hours. That was the equivalent of almost a month’s salary, and yet they couldn’t afford another girl just to cover a few shifts.


                  “You’re doing a great job anyway, Angie,” Deirdre said, shoveling far more panini into her mouth than was acceptable.


                  A great job? Angie thought. It wasn’t as if she had a choice. And yet whenever the topic of a raise came up, she was met with the same bullshit excuse from both Ted and Deirdre: That’s why we let you keep your tips, dear. As if they were doing her a favour.


                  It wasn’t that she disliked the Porters. They were decent, hard-working folk, and they had done great things with the pub, considering the closures of many of the bars and watering-holes in the surrounding area. They had good business heads on them, and they weren’t afraid to move with the times. It was just a pity that they didn’t move in line with inflation.


                  Angela left Deirdre to her grilled sandwich and bullshit magazine and collected up the glasses for the dishwasher. See? They had a dishwasher; if that wasn’t progressive, Angela didn’t know what was. She loaded up the machine and programmed it to do its duty. Then, after straightening the menus on the tables and serving a couple of construction workers—they were securing a row of houses just off the main stretch which had begun to subside—she set about restocking the bar-snacks.


                  “That was really nice,” Deirdre said, standing from her stool and unsticking her magazine from the counter. “My compliments to the chef.” And with that she was off, through the double-doors at the other end of the bar. Angela guessed the old bint was off for a nap while it was quiet. It would get busy again in a few hours—it always did.


                  Angela took Deirdre’s plate through to the kitchen and dropped it into the sink. When she returned to the bar, she almost had a conniption fit. Standing in the doorway, almost as if they were afraid to come any closer, were two young lads. They were shirtless, had stuffed the removed garments down the front of their shorts. Both wore trainers, the sort with the massive tongues that were popular these days. She couldn’t see their faces through the gloom of the bar, but they clearly weren’t old enough to be in there without an adult. Great, she thought. Just what I need…


                  “Lads, come back when you’re over eighteen, yeah?” She kept her tone playful. The last thing she wanted to have to do was explain to Ted and Deirdre why the windows had been put through.


                  The boys—for that’s what they most certainly were—didn’t budge. They just stood there, silently watching her across the room.


                  For some reason, Angela found herself looking around the bar. She quickly realised that she was searching for someone—anyone—to back her up, if need be. The construction workers, the kind of burly bastards you would want in your corner, had taken themselves off to the fruit machine at the other side of the room. She could just about make out their hi-vis vests through the partition. Over there, they were about as useful as tits on a fish.


                  She turned her attention back to the shirtless youths standing in the doorway. Why were they just standing there? That was the creepy thing. Were they just trying to wind her up? Had they been sent into the pub as part of some elaborate prank? Were their mates outside, laughing and joking, filming the whole thing through the window on mobile phones? If so, it wasn’t funny, and Angela wasn’t in the mood for nonsense. Despite being more than a little unnerved, she decided to assert herself. She stepped around the bar. “Look, I don’t know what your game is, but you can’t come in here without an adult if you’re under eighteen. If you want to book a table for dinner? That’s fine, but you’ll have to come back with your par—”


                  The one on the right—the one with the huge tits—suddenly rushed forward, and it was then that Angela knew she had made a huge mistake. She staggered backwards as the youth snapped and drooled at the air, as if trying to catch a tricky fly. His eyes were black pits, as if the balls had been snatched right out of his face, leaving only dark hollows. Fortunately, because he was a fat fucker, he was only halfway across the room before Angela stepped around the bar and slammed the counter down.


                  “Get the fuck out of here!” she screeched, searching below the bar for anything that could be used as a weapon. Apart from the occasional fist-fight, there was never any trouble in The Arms, but in that moment Angela could have screamed the place down, reproaching Ted for not keeping at least a cricket bat to hand.


                  The fat fuck—he looked familiar to Angela, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it—lunged across the bar, reaching for her. She took a step back, narrowly avoiding his grasp. His maw snapped open with a crack, and there it hung, listlessly, for a moment before clicking back into place. It was one of the most disgusting things Angela had ever seen, and, she thought, quite impossible.


                  The construction workers must have heard the racket over the low instrumental Muzak the pub liked to pump out during the day. They came through the archway, pints in hand, confused expressions etched across their faces, to hell with the thirty pence still in the bandit.


                  “Pack it in and fuck off, lads,” the one on the right said. He was still wearing his hard-hat, unlike his mate whose skull bandanna made him look more like a silly pirate than a hard-knock.


                  Angela watched as the youth peeled himself from the bar. His tits stuck there for a second, stretched, and snapped into his chest as he turned his attention to the hi-vis newcomers. He growled, and a thick black viscous drool dripped down his double-chin and slapped onto the carpet below.


                  “The fuck’s wrong with him?” said Bandanna Man, taking a step back.


                  The fat kid suddenly roared, so loud that the glasses lined up below the bar chinked together. “The pool cues!” Angela screamed, motioning to the table next to the dart board. The construction workers turned, saw the pool cues resting on the table, and made for them.


                  The youth in the doorway ran across the room, teeth snapping together, jet-black eyes seemingly taking in everything and nothing. Angela was just glad she had a clear path to the door, now.


                  “Don’t come any closer, you cunts!” Hard-Hat said, wielding the pool-cue as if it were a sword and he was cut from the same cloth as Zorro. Angela found it funny that Hard-Hat was still holding his pint in the other hand. “This is your last chance. I suggest you get the fuck out of here before Dave and me do you a mischief.”


                  “Yeah!” Bandanna Dave added. For some reason he tried to snap his pool-cue in half across his knee, and failed miserably. He winced as the cue refused to break, seemed to think about giving it another go but changed his mind, which, Angela thought, was probably for the best.


                  The fat kid moved slowly around the pool table and the construction workers, keeping his distance. The other one crept to the left, snarling and drooling, occasionally reaching for Bandanna Dave only to withdraw at the last minute as the construction worker lashed out with his pool cue.


                  Angela raised the counter and stepped through it, being careful not to draw the attention of the maniacs away from the construction workers. Even from where she stood, she could smell the youths. It was as if they were rotting from the inside out.


                  “Fuck this!” Hard-Hat said. He brought the pool-cue around in a wide arc, smashing it into the fat one’s temple. The cue broke on impact, and the fat kid whined like a fox caught in a trap, but he didn’t go down. He staggered a few steps to the right, shaking his head, before refocusing on Hard-Hat, his lips drawn back in a sneer, a sonorous rattle emerging from within. Hard-Hat—now unarmed apart from a stub of wood no longer than a magic wand—looked horrified. He knew that the pool-cue should have dropped the fat kid, and yet it had barely fazed him.


                  Angela took a few steps back. Was she really going to leave them to it? Make good her escape and hope it all turned out well for the construction workers? She should have turned and rushed for the door. In walking backwards, trying to remain stealthy, she failed to spot a protruding chair, and her calf clattered into it.


                  Momentum did the rest.


                  As she went down, head cracking against the side of Table Seven, the last thing she saw was the skinny kid turn and howl at her. Then everything went fuzzy, and soon after that everything was black.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    EIGHTEEN


    The cell was freezing cold. A stainless steel toilet in the corner of the room hissed as water leaked from somewhere it probably shouldn’t be leaking from. The window over the bed—barred, frosted, and triple-glazed—admitted the smallest amount of light. Names and dates had been carved into the cell’s bare walls. Jack Bridge was ere 21/12/12… Fuck Da Polis… Amy Robbins 07732379382 Sexy Tym… On the plastic bed, sitting hunched over so that only his feet were visible, Barry Mills tried to piece together what had happened earlier that afternoon, and why he was now incarcerated. Nothing made any sense to him. One minute he had been fetching coffees for him and his father, the next…


                  The arcade. He had stopped by the arcade, just like Jamie had told him to. Jamie hadn’t been there, though. Just Scottie, and Scottie wasn’t in the best of moods, according to his father. It was best to stay away from Scottie, his dad had warned him. Barry remembered that conversation very well, because he had thought his father was overreacting, making a mountain out of a molehill. Scottie wasn’t dangerous; he certainly wasn’t any more dangerous than his father.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  Yes! That was it! The new game. Barry had joined the queue, hoping Jamie returned any moment. If he had, Barry would have let him cut in front of him, and not just because that was the kind of kid he was. He would rather have watched Jamie play the game first, so that when the time came, he would know what he was doing.


                  The game… it had all been very weird. Lots of shapes and dots and 8-bit cheeps. When the time came for Barry to take the controls, he really didn’t have the foggiest what it was all about, and yet he had made it through at least ten levels. The kids in the line behind him had been mesmerised by the surreal graphics and oddly repetitive music, and Barry had been, too. His heart had been racing, and he’d had, for the first time ever, a feeling of absolute serenity. It had been like the first time he had sniffed glue, only far more concentrated. He’d been able to feel every hair on his body, every pore, every vein beneath his skin, every beat of his frantically-pumping heart. Everything had become so intense on the screen in front of him. The colours—some which he didn’t even recognise—and the shapes, it had all been so hypnotic.


                  When he was younger, he used to take out Magic Eye books from the library and then spend hours trying to see the pictures hidden in the seemingly innocuous patterns. He had never been able to do it, no matter how hard he tried or which method he used. He would return the books only to take them out again at a later date. Barry was no quitter, and if there was a picture there on the page, concealed amongst the kaleidoscopic arrangements, then by God he was going to find it. One day, after learning a new technique from his then Science teacher, Mr Cahill, Barry had rushed home from school to give it a try. Lo and behold, Mr Cahill had been right. Almost straight away Barry had picked out that hidden image. At first he thought he had fluked it, and quickly moved onto the next picture, only to discover that it hadn’t been a fluke, that he could now see what almost everyone else could. Those elusive magic eye pictures.


                  Playing that new game—Gēmuōbā—Barry had felt the same way he had after figuring out how to beat those veiled images. Only instead of seeing a plane, or a car, or a sailboat, Gēmuōbā had revealed everything to him in a blinding flash.


                  He could see those images now, those shapes darting about the screen, over and over, around and around, dots and stripes, beep-beeep-beep-thrum… He could hear that incessant bleeping, the kind of noise that would drive a man insane if he was subjected to it for a long period of time, and yet Barry was comforted by it, by each tinny little note.


                  Why am I here?


                  He still didn’t know, but the police didn’t put people behind bars unless they had done something wrong. All he had to do was remember what he had done that was so bad.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  There were dodgems! Yes, Barry thought, ignoring the black goo pooling at his feet on the cold cell floor. He couldn’t even taste its bitterness, and wouldn’t have noticed it at all if the arresting officer hadn’t insisted he remove his shoes before entering the cell. With just his socks on, he felt the warm ichor as it seeped from his mouth and onto his feet. Yes, there were dodgems, and there was Jamie! Jamie was on the dodgems with that red-headed girl from yesterday! Oh, wow, it was all coming back now, and in a hurry, apparently. In vivid detail.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thruuuuuum…


                  The redhead was cute. Barry had seen her first, and then Jamie. And then… things had altered, somehow. Something had changed, and he had… there had been a baby. Where the fuck had the baby come from? And why had it been laughing at him so cruelly?


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  Barry shifted on the cell bed, which was so low to the ground that the sticky black ichor now dripping from his nose and mouth was rising up around his shins. Had Barry been compos mentis, he might have called out for help or moved himself around the cell, out of the clotted tar which had no right to be evacuating his body.


                  Barry had reached into the unwatched pushchair and grabbed that baby by its throat, silencing its laughter. Oh, God, no! I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t do something wrong, something terrible…


                  That baby had wrapped its hand around Barry’s little finger as he stepped on up to the arena, to where the cars were bumping into one another, and then Barry had seen Jamie once again, and Jamie had seen him for the first time that day.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  Shapes and dots, triangles and lines, spinning and hurtling across the display in time with the music. Level nine, level ten, 100% progress. Gēmuōbā.


                  Barry clenched his eyes tightly shut and covered his ears with his hands. The cell was no longer freezing. In fact, it was hotter than hell, or at least it felt that way to Barry. “Make it stop!” he gasped as more black vomit poured from his nose, his mouth, his fucking eyes!


                  The baby! It had gone into the arena! He had thrown it into the melee, knowing that it would perish!


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  He had wanted it to die. Fucking thing had been laughing at him, calling him names and saying terrible things about him. Barry Mills, Barry Mills, Can’t get any girls! It had been chanting over and over, and he had quickly grown tired of that little fucker.


                  “I killed it,” Barry muttered, his eyes now wholly black as if they had been scratched out of existence. He climbed to his feet. The plastic mattress squeaked beneath him. I killed that baby, and I meant to. He walked across the cell, almost slipping in the puddle of ichor his body had been leaking for the past ten minutes. As he reached the wall, he stopped, his head no more than three inches from the concrete.


                  Your turn, Barry, a voice which wasn’t his own said. He knew what it meant, and he knew it was right.


                  As his head connected with the wall for the first time, he felt nothing. His pain was on the inside, and there was only one way to make it stop.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  He smashed his head against the concrete again.


                  And again.


                  And again…


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    NINETEEN


    “Come on you lot,” Scottie said to the children still queueing for the new game. “Come back tomorrow. Some of us have homes to go to.” There were mumbles of dissent as the line dispersed. Scottie didn’t know whether to keep the place open for another half hour or so. Money was money, after all, and that machine had worked wonders for him all day long. But as the children siphoned out through the doors, he knew he had made the right decision. The arcade would be open tomorrow, and the game would still be there. Little bastards could come back then. Besides, Scottie had had enough for one day. His head was pounding, and the noise that game made, well… it was enough to drive a man insane.


                  After locking up, Scottie set about shutting the place down for the night. Despite being the middle of summer, outside it was already getting dark. There’s going to be a storm, Scottie thought. Well of course there was. There had been no mention of it on the news, no forecasting of it on the weather channels, therefore it was going to happen. That was how the weather in the UK worked; Scottie had lived there all his life, and knew not to trust those pricks up at the met. office.


                  Around the arcade he went, switching the machines off. Right on cue, a rumble of thunder off in the distance confirmed his suspicions. “Fucking weather,” he grumbled. The best he could hope for was that it was just showers, that it wasn’t one of those prolonged storms. Weekend holidaymakers tended to cut short their vacation if the weather turned, especially if they were over at the caravan park. It was different if you had a nice warm room, somewhere. A self-catering apartment in the middle of town. If you were up on bricks in the middle of a field, with nothing more than a convector heater and a pack of cards to keep you and your miserable family company, then you had every right to draw a line under the holiday and head back to whichever equally shitty part of the UK you were from.


                  “Gēm-u-ōbā,” Scottie said as he came to a halt in front of the machine. He still wasn’t sure he was pronouncing it properly, but it sounded about right, with the emphasis on the first syllable. “How much money have you made today, you strange little thing?” On the screen the shapes bounced around, changing direction as they impacted against the invisible border at the edge of the display. “Gotta go to sleep for a while,” he told the machine. “More kids to enthrall tomorrow.” He reached down and unplugged the machine; by the time he straightened up, the dancing shapes had disappeared, leaving only a tiny white dot at the centre of the display. After a second or two, that also vanished.


                  The arcade was eerily silent, and Scottie stared in at his reflection momentarily. God, he looked like shit. He wasn’t pretty on his good days, but the face staring back at him from the blank Gēmuōbā display looked positively ill. Dark bags surrounded his eyes, and his mouth appeared to be lopsided, as if he had suffered some sort of stroke. Though as he moved, he realised that it was merely the unevenness of the screen making him look that way. It was like looking into one of those mirrors at the funfair, the ones that give you the appearance of someone short and fat one minute and then skinny and stretched the next. Scottie sighed with relief. For a moment there he had almost convinced himself that it was best to eschew the drinking for the night. “Not fucking likely,” he said. What else was there for him if he couldn’t enjoy a little tot at bedtime?


                  With all the machines unplugged for the night, Scottie made his way across to the cage and the desk beyond it. He eased open the drawer and took out the whiskey bottle. Once he had finished what remained of the whiskey, he would make his way across to the pub. Someone—one of the regulars, perhaps—must have seen something. Maybe the photograph of Jake had been discarded, deemed useless by the thief, and someone else had found it, picked it up, for whatever reason.


                  Yeah, because half-baked old men liked nothing more than to add to their collection of miscellaneous children photographs.


                  As ridiculous as it sounded, Scottie had to cling on to something, to the idea that he would see his son’s face again. If the picture was gone forever, and if it didn’t make an appearance by the end of the night, then Scottie would have no other option; he would call Janet first thing in the morning, assuming he could find her details on the internet. Arrange a meeting, which would be awkward and bitter and Scottie would have to bite his tongue so that he didn’t hurl abuse at the woman he still held responsible for Jake’s death. He would ask for a replacement photo—shit, he’d make copies of it this time—and Janet would probably tell him to fuck off, at least at first. They would both know she would find Scottie a replacement picture, but the fun (for Janet) was in the fight, the feeling of one-upmanship.


                  His hatred for Janet was absolute, but part of him felt sorry for her. After Jake died, the marriage dissolved pretty quickly. Scottie had done a little research, and had discovered that the majority of marriages—no matter how strong they had been before the tragedy—break down following the death of a child. The devastation is too much to bear, and parents begin to blame themselves for whatever happened. In Janet’s case, this couldn’t have been truer, only she didn’t blame herself. In fact, she insisted she was faultless throughout. The bitch couldn’t understand how her irresponsible actions had contributed to Jake’s death, and that was why Scottie had divorced her.


                  How could she not get it? How could she not see?


                  After the divorce—or before it had even gone through, Scottie later found out—Janet had hooked up with some shopping centre manager from Cambridge. Some prick named Julio, or Julian, something like that. Scottie couldn’t imagine being with anyone else so soon after his son drowned, but there she was, old Miss Heartless, fucking around and not giving a shit. It was as if Jake had never even existed. Scottie convinced himself that the bitch had never really loved their son, that she had seen his demise as an opportunity for a fresh start. Dangerous territory, because not long after that, Scottie began to wonder whether there was more to it than that. He started to consider the idea that Janet had led Jake out to the pond to watch the fish, and as their son lowered his face over the water, she’d pushed his head down and held it there until the struggling stopped. Look at the tish, Jake. Look at how beautiful they are. The whole scene had played in his mind like some awful horror film, and he had had nightmares in the weeks following. Every time he woke up, he hated Janet that little bit more.


                  Scottie slumped into his chair, whiskey bottle in hand, and lit a cigarette.


                  Outside, the sound of sirens—lots of sirens—filled the night.


                  Scottie closed his eyes for a moment, thinking back to happier times.


                  He was surprised at how few there were.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY


    The police removed the body of one Andrea Johnson from the dunes at a little after seven o’clock. A smaller body—that of Mr Binkie, a Yorkshire terrier—was also bagged up and carried across the sand toward the waiting coroner’s van. People gathered on the promenade, shaking their heads and muttering to one another about ‘how awful this is’ and ‘she was only a young girl, by the looks of it’.


                  “I can’t believe this shit,” Jamie said, watching as the men in the white plastic coveralls loaded the girl and then the dog into the van. An ambulance, possibly the same one from earlier that day at the dodgems, drove away, superfluous to requirements. “Nothing ever happens in Hemsby, and then this. Twice in one day!”


                  Leaning against the railings separating the promenade from the beachfront, Liza looked shocked. “I’m just glad I’m only on holiday here,” she said. “You have to live here.”


                  Jamie was about to retort when he realised she was just messing with him. “Oh, ha ha. Yeah, Hemsby isn’t known as the Harlem of the north for no reason.”


                  “Well, come on,” Liza said. “That girl didn’t just die in those dunes. I mean, she died, but it wasn’t natural causes.”


                  “She might have been jogging,” Jamie said. “People die from jogging all the time. It’s why I don’t do it.”


                  “Yeah, she was running when she happened to have a heart-attack. Not only that,” Liza went on, “but at the very same time, her dog, perhaps as a sign of solidarity, also had one.”


                  “I see the flaw in my theory,” Jamie said.


                  “Thought you might,” Liza said. She climbed down from the step, released the railing, and began to lead the way through the small crowd, who were now also starting to disperse. There was no point sticking around now that the body was gone. “So what do you think? Do you know of any local serial killers doing the rounds?”


                  “What, like the Hemsby Hacker?”


                  “Is that a real thing?”


                  “No it’s not,” Jamie said. “We’re not used to death around here, especially not like what’s happened today.” To say it was odd would have been an understatement. Jamie couldn’t wait to tell his mom when he got home later. “That thing with Barry, well, that would have been enough for us Hemsbyites to talk about for years, but this? Twice in one day? Do you realise how fucked up that is?”


                  Liza shrugged, came to a halt in front of a fish and chips stand. She glanced up at the menu, which was a chalkboard hanging at the back of the kiosk, behind an expectant-looking man wearing a red and white stripy uniform replete with matching hat.


                  “How can you be hungry at a time like this?” Jamie wasn’t hungry at all. In fact, he felt strangely nauseous, and had had to swallow down bile on several occasions since the discovery of the young girl’s body in the dunes.


                  “I haven’t eaten all day,” said Liza. “It doesn’t make me a bad person, Super Jamie.” The vendor seemed to brighten at this little exchange, though he waited patiently, and without speaking, while Liza continued to scan the menu.


                  What a strange fucking day, Jamie thought as Liza ordered a large chips, a small cod, and half a dozen onion rings.


     


    *


     


    “She’s okay,” a voice said. “Look, she’s waking up.”


                  Angela opened her eyes. Everything was blurry at first, and panic washed over her, but her vision cleared after a couple of seconds and she relaxed.


                  “Angela?” Ted Porter said. He was the one holding a cold compress to her head. “Angela, can you hear me?”


                  Angela tried to sit up, push herself up onto her elbows, but Deirdre’s face appeared above her. “Stay where you are, Angie. You’ve had a bang to the head.”


                  “I’m… I’m okay,” Angela said, ignoring the advice of the landlady. She managed to sit upright. Deciding it was a waste of time trying to talk her out of it, Ted helped the girl as best he could.


                  At the bar, the two construction workers were sipping pints and watching nervously. It took a few minutes for Angela to piece together what had happened, but when she did, it all came flooding back and almost knocked her back onto her arse. “The boys!” she gasped, and now she was on her feet. Unstable, but lucid.


                  “They fucked off after you knocked yourself out,” Hard-Hat said, upending a packet of peanuts into his mouth. “We smacked the skinny one about a bit, and they took off.”


                  Angela’s head throbbed, but it was nothing a couple of painkillers wouldn’t take care of. “But they were…”


                  “Off their tits on some kind of legal high,” Bandanna said. “It’s amazing what you can pick up on the streets for two-quid a pop. Remember that time everyone started doing bath salts? Fucking zombie apocalypse, according to the news. Everyone just started eating each other’s faces off.”


                  “Those boys were high on something, that’s for sure,” Hard-Hat said. “I couldn’t believe it when I clobbered the fatty with the pool-cue and he didn’t even bat an eyelid.”


                  This isn’t real, Angela thought. This can’t be happening. “Where is everyone?” The pub was empty, apart from the construction workers, Ted, and Deirdre.


                  “These fellas shut the place up once your little friends decided to leg it.” Deirdre motioned to the hi-vis duo standing at the bar. “Reckoned we owed ‘em a few free beverages for not letting you get murdered.”


                  “But the police—”


                  “All taken care of,” Ted said, slinging the cold compress across his shoulder. “They’re going to come around first thing in the morning to take a statement.”


                  Angela shook her head. How long had she been out for? Hadn’t it crossed anyone’s mind that she might have needed an ambulance? Part of her was angry about that, but she knew why Ted hadn’t made the call. He was the on-site first-aider, had spent a few years working as a health and safety adviser to large industrial companies. He must have known she would come around and that the wound at the back of her head was superficial. Best not to waste anyone’s time, especially those good folk over at James Paget University Hospital.


                  Making her way towards the bar, propped up by the landlady on one side and the landlord on the other, Angela needed a drink. She wasn’t usually much of a drinker, but it was amazing how a traumatic event could give you a craving like no other. Ted and Deirdre helped her onto a stool, and she sat there for a moment getting her bearings.


                  “Peanut?”


                  When she looked, Hard-Hat was holding his snack out for her.


                  “Don’t be daft, mate,” Ted told Hard-Hat. “Angela’s more of a pork scratchings girl.”


                  “Can I get a drink?” Angela said, fingering the tender lump at the back of her head and wincing as she did so.


                  “Pity we don’t have more staff,” Ted said as he stepped behind the bar.


                  The irony was not lost on Angela.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-ONE


     


    Subject: Douglas Grice


    Age: 8


    Gēmuōbā Level Achieved: Seven


     


    The caravan rocked gently as the wind and rain swept through the park. The storm had come from seemingly nowhere, the good old British summertime once again proving unpredictable. The downpour beat a steady drumbeat upon the roof of the caravan; it was almost therapeutic.


                  “Well, this is just beautiful,” Justin Grice said, staring out into the gloom and the rain dripping down the exterior windows. “Always happens. Should’ve known better.”


                  “Ah, it’s just a shower,” Anna Grice said, removing a saucepan of beans from the hob. A strange burning smell filled the caravan, reminiscent of those old oil heaters you used to be able to buy, before they were deemed unsafe for use in such tight spaces. “Don’t be so grumpy.”


                  Justin turned, a frown etched upon his face. “I’m not grumpy,” he said. “I just wanted this to be a nice family holiday. Is that too much to ask for?”


                  Over at the table-cum-bed in the corner, with his back to his parents, Douglas Grice didn’t hear a word of the argument. In front of him was a piece of A4 paper. Several crayons were scattered across the table, and more than a dozen had rolled off and were now lying on the caravan floor or on the tiny bench seat beneath the window. His thick-framed glasses had been removed and placed next to his Transformers pencil-case. He wasn’t an artist—had never professed to being one—so the strange etchings he had made on the paper in front of him were rudimentary, to say the least.


                  Red triangle.


                  Blue dot.


                  Black pentagram.


                  All overlapping to create a solitary piece of art. Douglas would have been pleased with it, however he had no clue what it meant, or why he had drawn it, and therefore it frightened him. Especially the pentagram, which looked like something you would use to summon ancient demons or centuries-dead witches. Douglas knew a thing or two about witches, had recently completed a project at school about the Pendle Witch Trial.


                  As he sat there, wide-eyed and drooling, the crayon in his hand—tan, he thought it was called, or perhaps sand—moved across the page, adding to the shapes already set down. In his head, strange music repeated itself over and over, and though he had heard it that very same day at the arcade, he was now clueless as to where it had come from and why it sounded so familiar.


                  “Dougie?”


                  Triangle, dot, dot, pentagram.


                  “Doug, your mother’s talking to you.” Justin wasn’t in the mood for his son’s reluctance to engage. Autism aside, the kid was generally well-behaved. You just had to know the best way to deal with him, and after eight years of ‘dealing’ with Douglas, Justin reckoned he had it down to a tee.


                  Dot, dot, triangle, beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  “Great,” Anna said, placing the beans-on-toast down next to the tiny sink. She cast her husband a weary look, imploring him to take over, to bring Douglas out of his reverie.


                  Justin sighed. It was bad enough that the weather was ruining their holiday—their first holiday in years—but now Douglas was off in his own little bubble. Justin made a mental note not to bother next year. They would have more fun staying at home. At least there Douglas had his own room. “Okay, but after he’s gone to bed, you and me are going to have some quiet time together.”


                  Anna grinned. “Quiet time?”


                  “Maybe not so quiet,” Justin said. “Although, we’ll have to try to be.” He motioned to Douglas across the caravan; the boy still hadn’t acknowledged them. His scribbling had become more frantic. You could hear the crayon scratching back and forth across the page over the incessant beat of the rain on the roof. “Douglas, it’s time to eat,” Justin said, turning away from his wife and walking towards his son. “You’re going to have to tidy up your crayons and—”


                  The words caught in his throat as Douglas suddenly snapped around. At first, Justin thought he was seeing things, that somehow the rain dripping down the outside of the windows, coupled with the spotlights scattered around the caravan site, was casting strange shadows across his son’s face.


                  Evil shadows.


                  But when Anna screamed behind him, he knew that what he was seeing had nothing to do with the rain, nothing to do with the light, or a trick thereof.


                  Douglas’s eyes were black, dripping what looked like blood at the corners. His mouth was wide open as if his jaw had dislocated. His tongue, black and inhumanly long, lolled from one side of his mouth. He hissed, an awful sound, and thick dark drool seeped from his maw.


                  Justin was frozen; his wife had stopped screaming and had fallen silent, a hand covering her mouth, as they both tried to comprehend what they were seeing. It couldn’t be real, could it? It was some sort of prank, something that Douglas had been working on to put the frighteners up his family. He was smart like that.


                  Justin finally managed a step forward—though part of him was justifiably reluctant. “Dougie?” he whispered. Any second now, Douglas would explode with laughter. Haha! Fooled you, Dad. It’s just molasses and contact lenses! Haha! You’re so eeeeeeeeeeeeasy! As Justin moved closer to his son, who was still making that awful noise and dribbling black ichor all over the caravan floor. “This isn’t funny, Dougie.”


                  Anna’s hands now covered her mouth and nose. A terrible stench had filled the caravan—like burnt animal hair and raw sewerage—and it was all she could do to not throw up.


                  When Justin was no more than three steps away from his son, he stopped, for he could see clearly that this was no elaborate prank, no clever wind-up by his autistic son. Something was very wrong with Douglas.


                  “Son, I want you to listen to me very carefully,” Justin said. Outside the storm worsened. “We need to go to the hospital, okay? You’re not well, and we—”


                  For someone who wasn’t well, he moved too quickly. Douglas leapt up onto his chair and pushed off, launching himself bodily toward his father, who could do nothing about it. He slammed into Justin, knocking him back into the built-in wardrobe. With his feet wrapped around his father, the boy was like a bull rider and the caravan, such a compact space, had been turned into a claustrophobic rodeo.


                  Anna screamed again as her husband and son crashed into her. She went down, felt the weight of Justin’s boot come down on the side of her head. Then it was gone, and she rolled onto her back just in time to see Douglas clamp down on Justin’s nose with seemingly razor-sharp teeth. Justin howled—actually howled—as his nose came away completely, leaving a perfect and bloody hole in the middle of his face. He looked like something from one of the Harry Potter movies, Anna thought.


                  “Fuuuuuuuck!” Justin screeched, punching Douglas in the temple to try to remove him, but the boy was unyielding, had his hooks in too well. Douglas brought his arms up and placed a hand on either side of his father’s head. The pressure was immediate; Justin almost blacked out—and wished he had for what came next. The boy roared and pressed as hard as he could. One of Justin’s eye popped from its socket. Anna screamed, watching the horror unfold from the discomfort of the caravan floor. She screamed even more when her husband’s head began to collapse in on itself between their son’s (he’s no fucking son of mine!) vice-like grip.


                  Justin involuntarily dropped to his knees, his light already extinguished and his face a mess of tattered flesh and protruding bone. As he toppled backwards, Douglas climbed off and turned to face his mother. If there was anything remaining of their son in this fucking monster, Anna couldn’t see it.


                  She screamed one more time.


                  Douglas made sure it was the last noise she ever made.
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    Subject: Heather Watson


    Age: 11


    Gēmuōbā Level Achieved: Three


     


    “You should have seen it, Dick!” Pat said as she poured herself another large brandy. “The way she was just… lying there, and that poor dog, too.”


                  Dick Gurley had heard nothing but the story of the dead girl in the dunes since the police left over an hour ago. Quite frankly, he’d had enough of it. Pat was driving him up the wall, and if she kept on drinking like that, she was only going to get worse as the night wore on.


                  “They’ll find whoever did it, though, won’t they, Dick?” She was shaking; her wedding ring chinked annoyingly against the side of the glass in her hand. “The murderer, they’ll find him?”


                  Dick put his newspaper down—she wasn’t going to let him read it in peace, it seemed—and made his way across to the drinks cabinet, where he set about concocting something potent and probably dangerous. “All depends,” he said as he made his drink. “We don’t know if she was raped, yet.”


                  “Dick Gurley!” Pat gasped. “That’s a terrible thing to say!”


                  Dick turned around, cocktail shaker in hand. “It’s probably the best chance they have of finding this guy,” he said. “I know it sounds sick, but those morons rely on DNA for everything these days, and if that poor girl, God rest her soul, hasn’t been defiled, well… I don’t fancy their chances of catching the fucker.”


                  Pat shook her head in disgust and settled into her armchair. A ball of wool and a pair of needles sat beside the chair, but she wouldn’t be knitting anything tonight. She was too shaky, too scared, too angry with her inconsiderate husband to start work on a new cardigan. “That could’ve been me,” she said, solemnly.


                  Over in the corner, Dick frowned and gave the cocktail shaker a jolly good thrashing. When he was done, Pat continued:


                  “An hour or so, the police reckoned she’d been dead,” she went on, gazing into the distance, her eyes already glassy from the brandy. “If I’d walked Spanner earlier, an hour earlier, that could have been me lying there.”


                  “I highly doubt it,” Dick said, decanting his drink into a Martini glass. “You’re not the victim type. One look at you and our killer would have buried himself in the sand.”


                  Ignoring her husband’s crude remark, Pat continued with utmost sincerity. “I could have been dead… I could have been murdered, Dick, and Spanner, too.”


                  Spanner, Dick thought. Where had that little shit got to? He wasn’t in his usual place on the hearth. In fact, Dick couldn’t recall the last time he’d seen the scruffy little bastard.


                  “That’s the last time I ever walk through those dunes, I can tell you that for nothing.” Pat sipped at her brandy, but Dick was no longer interested in what his wife had to say—not that he had been to begin with. He was more interested in the Yorkie and its absence. He placed his drink down on the counter and walked across the living-room. Pat was still muttering on about something or other. He heard the word ‘rape’ and ‘me’ and shuddered as he made his way into the hallway.


                  “Spanner?” he said, reaching for the light-switch. He flicked it on, there was an unhealthy-sounding dink! and only darkness responded. The light from the living-room behind went out, and Pat made a guttural noise that was more manly than anything Dick had ever mustered.


                  “Dick!” Pat called. “What have you done? The fucking light’s blown.”


                  Dick sighed. “I can see that, dear,” he said. “Must have been the one out here, blown all of them.”


                  “Go and check the fuse-box,” Pat suggested. “And hurry up. I don’t want to be sitting around in the dark, not if there’s a killer on the loose.”


                  “I hope he gets you,” Dick muttered as he felt his way along the hallway, his hands brushing past paintings and photographs, knocking them askew.


                  “What did you say?” Pat screeched from the darkness behind.


                  “I didn’t say anything,” Dick replied. “Just be quiet for a minute, will you.”


                  “Just sort the fuse-box out,” Pat said, for she always liked to get the last word in. On this occasion, Dick allowed her to win. As she sat there in the darkness, brandy glass rattling in her left hand, she wished she had a cigarette, just to steady her nerves. It had been a traumatic afternoon, what with the poor dead girl and then the police and all their questions. One of the coppers—DI Meadows, or some such—had regarded her warily, suspiciously, and not at all like the victim that she, too, was. Meadows had had that haunted look about his countenance, one which suggested he’d seen enough horrific things to last ten lifetimes. It was an aspect, Pat thought, which one acquired over a long period of time. One minute you were a police cadet, all fresh-faced and ready to go, the next you looked as if you’d witnessed the holocaust first-hand. DI Meadows had looked almost suicidal.


                  “Dick?” Pat called, though if he was at the fuse-box in the basement, he wouldn’t have heard her. She sipped at her brandy, shaking her head in the dark, trying desperately not to think about the dead girl in the dunes and the way her twisted and bloody body had looked almost as if it had washed up from the ocean itself.


     


    Dick reached the bottom step of the basement and grunted. There was a terrible smell down here, like spoilt meat and gasoline. It stuck at the back of his throat like peanut-butter, and it was all he could do not to gag.


                  The basement was dark, though not as dark as the hallway upstairs. The solitary window, and the streetlight beyond it, offered just enough light to see by. Years’ worth of accumulated tat and old stock filled the basement, its corners and edges limned by the incandescence seeping in through the sole window.


                  Which was open!


                  “Goddammit!” Dick grumbled. It wasn’t the first time someone had managed to prise that damn thing open. For some reason, opportunists believed there was something worth stealing from the bowels of the BEACH CAFÉ, when in fact the most they could hope for was a decades-old Christmas tree or a box of old vinyl records (The Carpenters, Billy Joel, Roy Orbison). They would be doing him a favour by taking some of that dusty old shit away, but unsurprisingly, on the three or four occasions they’d gotten into the basement, nothing had ever been taken.


                  Still, it wasn’t nice to think that someone was in your personal space, riffling through your shit, no matter how worthless it was, and Dick was angry. He kicked his way through boxes, which clattered and toppled all around him, and arrived at the fuse-box with the vein in his temple threatening to burst without further warning.


                  Sure enough, the whole thing had tripped; every switch was in the down position. He flicked them all up, and then finally the red one furthest to the right. Upstairs, Pat yelled something incoherent and applauded.


                  “Yes, yes,” Dick grumbled. “I know, I fixed it, whoopeedoo.”


                  The basement light hadn’t come on, however, as Dick had not switched it on as he passed it on his way down the stairs. So now he had to make his way through the swamp of boxes and felled junk in the gloom in order to reach the steps. But first he had to close that window.


                  He was halfway across the basement when a sound to his left stopped him in his tracks. At first he thought it was a cat, mewling, perhaps in pain. He pictured it, buried beneath the sea of boxes—crushed half to death, only eight-and-a-half lives remaining; though he knew that was bullshit.


                  Meeeeeeeeeeaaaagggghhhhh…


                  “What the fuck?” That didn’t sound like any cat Dick knew. And what was with that stench? It was getting worse; in fact, it was so overpoweringly trenchant now that Dick could hardly breathe.


                  Something moved across the basement, left to right, so quickly that Dick could barely keep up with it. Boxes fell, glass shattered, and cardboard rustled. Shit, the intruder was still there in the basement! Dick hadn’t considered that possibility when he’d spotted the open window, and now, well, now he was standing in what was essentially a cluttered crypt while the burglar ran rings around him.


                  Dick wasn’t a fighter. He’d managed to get three quarters of the way through his life without so much as a scuffle. “There’s no reason for anyone to get hurt down here,” he said, voice cracking, into the dark basement. “I’m just an old man. Take what you want and get out.”


                  Eeeeeeeeaaaagggghhhh…


                  This time, the noise came from behind him, just a few inches from the back of his head. As he spun, he found himself staring into the eyes of a devil.


                  More precisely, a devil wearing the skin and flesh of a young girl.


                  Dick Gurley’s heart exploded in his chest (the doctor said it would! Remember, Dick?) even before the girl tore his throat out with her bare hands. And as Dick went down into the vast array of shit and debris that had once meant something to either him or his wife, he felt something still-warm and furry next to his head. It whimpered in either pain or confusion, Dick didn’t know which. There you are, Spanner, he thought.


                  Blood sprayed down over the torn cardboard as if mimicking the rain on the promenade outside.


     


    Pat was refilling her glass for the umpteenth time since the police left when the lights failed once again. “Dammit, Dick!” she said, steadying herself on the counter. “What the hell are you playing out down there? I shoulda done it myself.”


                  Making her way slowly across the living-room, Pat listened to the rain outside. It was torrential; perhaps that was why the lights had failed. Maybe this was a power cut, and not just a tripped switch.


                  After a few seconds, Pat’s eyes had adjusted to the gloom and she could make out various shapes which she recognised.


                  And one that she didn’t.


                  “Dick?” she whispered. “Is that you?”


                  The figure was standing in the doorway; Pat could just about make out the shape of a head and a pair of shoulders, though Dick wasn’t a small man. Whoever that was they were no more than five-feet tall, and thin-framed, almost like a shop mannequin in the children’s section of a department store.


                  Fear rippled through Pat Gurley like she had never experienced before, and she had found a corpse earlier that day. She considered screaming, but the idea didn’t last as all thoughts turned to her husband. Where was Dick? What had happened to her beloved husband of four decades?


                  “What have you done with my Dick!?” Pat screeched at the motionless figure in the doorway.


                  And then the figure wasn’t motionless anymore, but hurtling through the darkness toward Pat. Meeeeaaaaaaaarrrrrrrggggghhhhh! It thumped into her chest, knocking her back into her armchair—the one only she was allowed to sit upon. Talons tore at her chest, ripping her apart, savaging her as she tried to fight back, to no avail.


                  A child, that’s all it was. Pat could see its face through the murk as it continued to slit her open, a face which had once been pretty, smiling at the sight of a pink pony or a well-furnished doll’s house.


     


    *


     


    Subjects: Dave and Dennis Hawthorne


    Age: 14


    Gēmuōbā Level Achieved: Fifteen


     


    Sylvia Griffiths, AKA Gypsy Martha, was sitting in her caravan reading a book about charlatans, of all things, when she heard the first howl. Immediately, the hairs on the nape of her neck stood up, for there was something otherworldly about the noise, which seemed to emanate from not too far away. She put the book—Psychic Blues: Confessions of a Conflicted Medium—down on the coffee table and pushed her not inconsiderable frame up from the leather chair. She waddled across the caravan to the only window which would afford her a decent view of the campsite and eased the curtain open a few inches.


                  The rain hammering into the window made it almost impossible for Sylvia to see out. She could just about discern the dim lights illuminating the interiors her neighbours’ caravans, and there, in the distance, Mike Collins the campsite handyman was steering his pickup across the muddy field, no doubt off to the pub for a couple of swift halves before returning home to his wife, who happened to be cheating on him. Sylvia knew this because she had seen the adulterous bint in town, surreptitiously kissing a man who looked uncannily like Santa Claus.


                  There was the howl again, a little closer this time. The breath caught in Sylvia’s throat and her heartbeat quickened. Not one to scare easily, Sylvia Griffiths had the constitution of an SAS sniper or an Air Force pilot. However, there was something terribly unsettling about that caterwauling, for it was far too early in the evening for the foxes to make an appearance, and it was louder than any cat should have been able to muster.


                  “What the devil…?”


                  Sylvia reluctantly pulled her slippers and cardigan on and unlocked the caravan door. As she opened it, sideways rain pelted her viciously. The wind was certainly getting up out there, and the campsite’s positioning—atop a hill less than half a mile from her fairground workplace—meant that they were exposed to the elements more than anyone in Hemsby.


                  Stepping out into the night, Sylvia suddenly felt extremely silly. She was getting wet, her slippers were sinking into the mud surrounding her caravan like a truffle moat, and all for what? Because she had heard an animal whining?


                  She squelched her way along the side of her static caravan, picking up toppled plant-pots as she went. If you can’t take pride in your home, her mother always used to tell her, then neither can a man. Shows what she knew. Sylvia was as neat and organised as they came, and yet she had remained a virgin throughout her life, though that wasn’t for the want of trying.


                  The awful howling stopped Sylvia in her tracks, and she stood there, motionless, the rain belting down all around her. Where had it come from? It had sounded close that last time… very close. It had also sounded more like a baby’s cry than an animal’s lament.


                  Sylvia shuddered, though she put it down to the wind sweeping across the field rather than the fact she was uncharacteristically disconcerted.


                  “What is that awful noise?” a voice said, startling Sylvia so severely that she almost slipped in the quagmire beneath her feet. She turned slowly around—there was no other way to do it—and her eyes set upon her neighbour, Cassie Westmore, standing in the doorway of her twin Delta Desire. It wasn’t as deluxe as Sylvia’s home, but then Cassie was still a relatively young girl without the funds to afford such luxuries.


                  “I know,” Sylvia said, wiping rain from her forehead. “That’s what I’m trying to find out.” She didn’t dislike Cassie, though she did have reservations about some of the parties the girl hosted in her caravan, and there were always boy-racer cars parked outside, with their trance or dance or jungle-house music pumping out for all and sundry to hear.


                  “If you find out, let me know,” Cassie said, and with that she went back inside, into the warm.


                  Sylvia shook her head and continued around to the rear of her home, and that was when she heard the noise for the final time. And it had been close… so close, in fact, that when the hands reached out from beneath her caravan and latched onto her ankles, she wasn’t surprised in the slightest.


                  As she was dragged to the ground, kicking up mud and water, she tried to scream, but the wind had been knocked out of her.


                  She looked down to her feet, to where hands—Two? Three? Four?—clawed at her, dragged her deeper into the shadows of the caravan’s underside. Mud now filled her mouth and eyes, but she could see through the grime, could make out two faces down there beneath her home. Identical, they were, a pair of boys with muddy faces and razor-sharp teeth. The boy on the left howled and the boy on the right giggled playfully.


                  Sylvia was pulled beneath the caravan with considerable ease thanks to the mud and rainwater surfacing the field. As a psychic, she should have seen this coming.


     


    *


     


    Subject: Lydia LaVill


    Age: 13


    Gēmuōbā Level Achieved: Nine


     


    “What the fuck!”


                  The girl leapt up onto the table, snarling and drooling all over the food the waiter had just carried out so expertly. The girl’s mother and father jumped up, trying to coax their daughter down before she did herself some damage, but the girl wasn’t listening. She was too busy growing at the waiter, who had now backed into the corner and was using Bellagio’s new wine list as a shield. “Whatsamatterwidder?” said the waiter. People were already spilling out of the restaurant and onto the street, anything to get away from the mad little girl with the bow in her hair and the black tar seeping from her mouth.


                  The mother and father exchanged glances, and the waiter knew, in that moment, that this was a first for them, too.


                  “She’s just sick, is all,” said the mother, more to reassure herself than the petrified waiter hiding behind the red leather menu. “Come on down, Lydia, and we’ll get you to the hospital.”


                  The daughter, Lydia, was having none of it. Up there on the table she looked trapped and confused, but that quickly disappeared as she launched herself over the heads of her parents and landed on her haunches next to a table full of erudite-looking gentlemen. They mumbled their disapproval, and continued to do so as Lydia, the apparently rabid young girl who had ordered a Caesar salad and a glass of orange juice for her starter only a few moments ago, began to tear them apart with both teeth and claws.


     


    *


     


    Subject: William ‘Billy’ Evans


    Age: 5


    Gēmuōbā Level Achieved: One (Lowest Score of the Day)


     


    The HAC Bowling Complex was filled almost to capacity. Whether this was a result of the adverse weather conditions, coupled with the fact it was a school holiday, the staff weren’t sure, but what mattered was that everyone appeared to be having fun. Drinks were flowing, people were cheering as they chalked up their first, fifth, tenth strike of the night; there was nothing better than the sound of toppling pins or that deep roar as the ball hurtled down the alley towards its final destination.


                  The Evanses were having a wonderful time. It was their first visit to a bowling alley with their five-year-old son, Billy, and he seemed to be enjoying himself, despite having to use the special bowling ramp for children and disabled people.


                  Kim Evans had racked up a rather respectable score of 86, while her husband Wren was out in front on 121. The scores were irrelevant as far as the Evans family was concerned. This was all about having fun, and in that respect they were succeeding mightily.


                  “Go on, Billy!” Wren called from the plastic bench seat. “Try to get more than three this time!”


                  Billy stood up and ran toward the special ramp. His mother stood next to it, a small purple ball in her hand. As she handed it to her son, she said, “This one’s going to be a strike, Billy. I can feel it in my toes.”


                  As Billy took the ball from his mother, the smile dropped from his face. It was as if he had just been handed terrible news—the worst possible news, in fact—rather than a bowling ball. His arms fell to his sides, the purple bowling ball dangling there from two fingers and a thumb.


                  “Billy?” Wren said, noticing his son’s strange behaviour. “What’s wrong?”


                  His mother dropped to one knee beside him. “Honey, is something the matter?”


                  Nothing. A vacant expression. Then dark bile pouring from the corner of Billy’s mouth. As soon as Kim saw it she panicked. “Wren!” she screeched. “There’s something wrong with Billy!”


                  Billy was thinking about triangles, and dots, and something called a pantygram, and as his mother’s face suddenly filled his field of vision, he wanted nothing more than to make her go away.


                  He brought the bowling ball around in a wide arc, slamming it into the face of his mother so hard that teeth rattled along the alley toward the pins.


                  Needless to say, all hell broke loose, and the holidays of at least a dozen families were ruined forever.


     


    *


     


    Subject: Christoph Burman


    Age: 16


    Gēmuōbā Level Achieved: Thirteen


     


    Christoph settled himself into position on the seat. The gondola rocked back and forth, its components squeaking like so many mice. “Come on,” he said, patting the empty seat next to him. “I thought you were well up for this, Gem.”


                  Gem, Christoph’s girlfriend of three whole days—if you counted the first one, which had been nothing more than a sloppy kiss outside the youth club—looked terrified. “Can’t I just watch this one?” she said, her eyes full of hope and worry.


                  A frown ruffled Christoph’s brow. “You shittin’ me? I brought you all the way out here this weekend so you could watch me on the big wheel? Seriously?”


                  Gem sighed. She knew blokes like Christoph didn’t hang around for long once you disappointed them. He was way out of her league and she knew it. Handsome, and popular to boot, Christoph Burman could have had anyone, but he had chosen her. For now, that was all that mattered. She wouldn’t disappoint him, no matter how uncomfortable she was. She had already decided to let him put his willy inside of her, if that was what he wanted. Of course that’s what he wants. That’s what all boys want. Somewhere nice and warm to put their willies.


                  Gem took a deep breath and walked across the steel grate beneath the Ferris wheel, being careful not to let her heels slip between the cracks. The last thing she wanted to do was make a fool of herself in front of Christoph Burman.


                  Her new boyfriend.


                  Her future husband?


                  “There you go, darling,” Christoph said as Gem slowly seated herself next to him. Once again, the gondola rocked back and forth, and Gem’s terrified expression worsened for a moment. “It’ll only last for a few minutes. You’ll be back on the ground in no time.”


                  Gem nodded. She couldn’t wait to be back on the ground, holding hands with Christoph, her beloved. Seventy-two hours! her mother had yelled at her as she’d left for Christoph’s earlier that day. Seventy-two hours and you’re already swanning off together. In my day we courted for years before we called it a relationship, and blah, blah, blah…


                  “Do you think we can get some ice-cream when the ride’s over?” Gem said. She hoped she wasn’t being too forward. She knew that Christoph made a decent amount of money selling weed; whether he would spend some of that money on her, though, was another story.


                  “It’s pissing it down with rain and you want to get ice-cream?” He snorted, and for a moment he sounded just like a pig. “Ice-cream’ll make you fat, you know that? I don’t like fat girls, Gem. Fat girls have smelly fannies. Do you want to have a smelly fanny?”


                  Gem shook her head, tried to stifle back the tears which threatened to overwhelm her any moment.


                  “Nah, you wouldn’t look right fat,” Christoph said, eyeing her up and down, running a cold, skeletal hand over her thigh. She liked that. She liked that a lot, because it was what he wanted, and what Christoph wants, Christoph can have.


                  As long as it’s not ice-cream, she thought.


                  The bar suddenly began to lower. Gem and Christoph raised their arms, lest they become trapped by the cylindrical aluminium pole. Gem was nervous as hell, but what Christoph wants, Christoph can have, because in the end she would marry him, and everyone would be jealous of her.


                  Plain old Gem and her handsome husband.


                  Plain old Gem. She never touched ice-cream, you know. That’s how she got him.


                  The gondola began to slowly lift so that the riders below could embark. Already Gem was sweating, but Christoph took her clammy hand in his cold one, and that seemed to help.


                  Five minutes later, they were as high as they could be, staring out over Hemsby. To their right, the ocean ebbed and flowed, and even from up here they could hear the waves crashing against the shore.


                  “It’s wonderful!” Gem said. She had never been happier in her life. The fear—what fear?—had all gone, and now she was exhilarated, and in love. In love with Christoph Burman, the most wonderful man in the—


                  Christoph’s head had lolled back. For a few seconds, Gem thought he had fallen asleep. Don’t worry about it, Gem, she told herself. He’s very tired. It must be terribly hard work selling mari-jua-na all day long. She decided to leave him for a while, let him wake up of his own volition. No man liked to be awakened, especially not when they were a hundred feet above sea-level.


                  Luckily, Gem didn’t have to wake Christoph. No sooner had she decided to let him sleep than his eyes snapped open, or did they? It was hard to tell in the dark. He groaned, and Gem began: “It’s okay, Christoph. You fell asleep, but I didn’t wake you because you looked so peaceful and beautiful and—”


                  Her words were cut off as Christoph’s hand took her viciously by the throat. Bony finger stretched all the way around her neck. If she had had ice-cream, she thought, he wouldn’t have been able to do that.


                  His eyes were endless dark pits as he leaned in to Gem’s face, and though she couldn’t breathe, the stench somehow managed to crawl into her head, where it stuck like glue.


                  Gem whimpered. This wasn’t her beloved Christoph; something had taken over his body, was using him as a puppet. Down at ground level, people were screaming, cars were honking, and building alarms rang in the night.


                  Christoph was so strong. He snapped the bar holding them in their seat upwards and climbed to his feet. The gondola rocked like crazy, and for a moment Gem thought they would both fall out.


                  Hand still wrapped tight around her throat, the thing that was once Christoph hoisted Gem up and into the air. Her legs kicked fruitlessly beneath her; she had turned an oh-so unnatural shade of red. And still it rained, and down there on the ground, chaos reigned.


                  As Christoph eased Gem out, the body of the gondola no longer beneath her, she wondered what their children would have looked like. Handsome, she imagined, with dark black eyes and thick black goo perpetually dripping from their chin.


                  Christoph snarled.


                  Gem whimpered.


                  And then he let her go.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-TWO


     


    Jamie and Liza were sheltering in a bus-stop when the people came a-running from the bowling alley across the street. Screaming and crashing into one another, it was like something from an old B-movie. Jamie half-expected Steve McQueen to emerge, a giant red gelatinous alien in pursuit.


                  “Fire alarm?” Liza said, shivering a little.


                  Jamie shook his head. “Aren’t you supposed to exit calmly in the event of a fire-alarm?” It was true, and these people—men, women, children, all screaming and shouting—were the least calm people Jamie had ever seen. “Something’s not right,” he said, stepping up to the kerb, not caring that he was getting wet.


                  Just then, someone screamed off the promenade behind, and then there were more screams, and someone was shouting, She must have fallen! She must have fallen!


                  Liza followed Jamie across the prom toward the pier. People were running away from that, too. A pair of unconnected incidents, apparently, had holidaymakers running for their lives, and Jamie couldn’t help but think of one word…


                  Terrorists?


                  As they reached the pier—everyone else seemed to be running in the opposite direction—Liza saw the body first. “Jamie! Look!”


                  And Jamie did, and what he saw would haunt his dreams for years to come. A girl’s body lay twisted at the foot of the Ferris wheel. One leg jutted incongruously up, as if pointing to the moon above. Blood and viscera (had she burst, this girl?) was carried away on the rainwater. Jamie thought he would be sick, but somehow he managed to compose himself.


                  People barged past, trying to get away from the body. No one, it seemed, cared that this girl had exploded all over the fairground. No one was trying to help, though Jamie guessed it would be a complete waste of time. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put this poor girl back together.


                  Up on the Ferris wheel, the riders were panicking, for they were stuck up there, and no one seemed to be letting them off. Liza glanced up at the swinging gondolas, at the terrified faces she could discern through the rain, staring back down at her, pleadingly.


                  “What the hell is that?” Liza said.


                  Jamie looked up, saw what she was pointing at, and yet his brain couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing. A boy, standing on the edge of one of the gondolas. He had somehow managed to unlock the bar, was teetering so close to death that Jamie could barely watch.


                  “What’s he doing?” Liza sounded scared. It was all she could do to get the words out.


                  “I don’t know,” Jamie said, but he did. He knew what was going to happen before it did. The boy was going to kill himself, and they were going to witness it in full HD. “Don’t look, Liza,” he urged, turning the girl away. “Don’t look.”


                  But Jamie looked as the boy leapt from the gondola; he saw the dark pits of the boy’s eyes as he hurtled toward the ground. Just like Barry’s, he thought at roughly the same time the boy came apart at the base of the Ferris wheel.


                  Then came the howls, tearing through the night on all sides.


                  And Jamie knew then that something was very wrong in Hemsby.


                  “Run,” he said.


                  “Wha—”


                  “RUN!”


     


    *


     


    Scottie was surprised to find The Lacon Arms closed for business when he arrived, though the lights were on inside, and through the window he could see Angela Michaels. She was on the wrong side of the bar, flanked by a pair of what looked like workmen. For a moment, Scottie thought the place had been closed for renovation. But wouldn’t there have been some warning? Angela hadn’t mentioned anything earlier that day when she’d dropped off his wallet. She had even talked about seeing him later, which suggested that the pub’s closure was the result of something more precipitous. Maybe they had discovered asbestos. Was that even a thing anymore? Scottie didn’t know. What he did know was that he was desperate for a drink.


                  He banged three times on the glass.


                  Angela, startled, turned to see who was hammering at the window. The workmen seemed on edge, too, despite their burly frames. With all eyes on him, Scottie waved and motioned to the locked door. The workmen turned to Angela, apparently seeking approval. When she nodded, one of the workmen—hadn’t bandannas gone out of fashion?—put his pint down on the bar and walked across the pub toward the door.


                  “That’s right,” Scottie muttered as the sound of sliding bolts and turning keys came from the other side of the door. “Getting piss-soaked out here.”


                  “Alright?” the bandanna-wearing workman said as he eased the door open. He stepped aside, allowing Scottie entry to the pub. This wasn’t how he had planned the night. There should have been people here, sitting at tables; people to question, to interrogate about his photograph of Jake. As it stood, his plans were out of the window. Best thing to do was settle at the bar—if it was open—and neck a few whiskies before heading back to the arcade.


                  As Scottie moved across the pub, he said, “Hey, Angela.” Bandanna was bolting the door once again. The other one, leaning against the bar with a half-empty pint-glass in his hand, shook his head, as if to say, She’s had a bit of a shocker actually, mate.


                  “Angela?” Scottie said, sidling up next to her at the bar. She was drinking vodka, by the looks (and smell) of it. She’d also been crying. Dark make-up which had once been immaculate on her eyes was now smudged across her cheeks. “Angela, what’s up?”


                  “She was attacked,” Hard-Hat said. Scottie didn’t know the guy. He had a strange nose. Lopsided, as if he had been punched a lot.


                  “Attacked by who? What do you mean, ‘attacked’?” Scottie said. Bandanna returned to the bar and picked up his pint.


                  “Couple of chav pricks decided to try their luck in here this afternoon,” Hard-Hat said. “Angela here asked them to leave. They didn’t want to. We got into a scuffle with them and they knew they were beaten, but not before your girl here cracked her head a good one.”


                  “Drugs, we reckon,” Bandanna opined. “These pair looked as if they’d been on something.”


                  “Who were they, Angela?” Scottie said. He no longer yearned for a drink; what he wanted was information. “Did you know them?”


                  Angela shook her head. “No…I…one of them looked familiar… the fat one.”


                  “The other one was pretty slim,” said Bandanna, wiping away a beer-froth moustache. “You could see his ribs. Like a fucking xylophone, he was.”


                  Scottie immediately knew who was responsible. “Those little bastards,” he said.


                  “You know them?” Hard-Hat said.


                  “I think so,” Scottie said, pulling up a stool. “Calum Rowe and Lee Kurtz. Couple of local lads, like to act tough around each other, you know? Make life difficult for smaller kids. I didn’t think they were capable of something like this, though.” To Angela he said, “This is serious. Those idiots are in a shit-load of trouble for this.”


                  “Yeah, well,” Angela said, “if the police show up tomorrow morning, I’ll be sure to send ‘em your way for the details.”


                  Scottie nodded. He wasn’t a grass, but those two arseholes had had this coming to them for a while now. A couple of years in a young offender’s institute would do them the power of good. Either that or set them up for a life of incarceration.


                  “Not opening tonight, then?” Scottie said, his thirst returning.


                  “Ted and Deirdre said they might open up a bit later on, but I’m not working. If you want a drink, Scottie, you’ll have to make it yourself.”


                  “Fine by me,” Scottie said. He was up off the stool and around the other side of the bar in less than ten seconds flat. When the workmen put their order in (“While you’re there, mate, a couple more Stellas would be great.”) Scottie grinned and told them he wasn’t paid enough and that they would be better off serving themselves.


                  “This isn’t an open bar,” Angela said as both workmen reached for the draught tap. “Those are your last ones, lads. Sure you’ve got wives and children to get home to.”


                  “Not me,” Bandanna said. “Got a lovely little bedsit on the edge of town, though, if ever you fancy a tour.”


                  Angela groaned. “Sounds a blast, but unfortunately I’m off the market.”


                  Scottie sipped at his whiskey, savouring the burn in both his throat and stomach. Off the market? Was Angela seeing someone, or had she simply had enough of men altogether? Old enough to be her father, you pervy bastard, Scottie reminded himself, not that the girl would ever be interested in a beat-up old fox like him.


                  “Shame,” Bandanna said. “I’ve got Freeview. You would’ve liked it.”


                  Just then, a loud blast sounded out on the street. For a moment, the pub shook. Glasses clinked together and darts fell from the dartboard and buried themselves—Pit! Pit! Pit!—in the oche carpet.


                  Scottie was on his feet and running toward the window. “What the hell was that?”


                  “Sounded like an explosion,” Bandanna said, unhelpfully. “Here, you don’t think it’s that ISIS, do ya? They said they was gonna attack the tourist hotspots.”


                  “I doubt they meant fucking Hemsby,” Hard-Hat said.


                  Scottie couldn’t see much from the window, but he could hear plenty. There was screaming out there, howling, more loud bangs, car alarms. “Something’s going on,” he said. “Angela, who else is in the pub?”


                  “That’ll be me and the missus,” Ted Porter said as he appeared in the doorway leading up to the residential section of the pub. “What the fuck is going on out there? Sounds like World War III just broke out.”


                  Behind Ted, Deirdre Porter shuffled along in a pair of bunny-rabbit slippers. It would have been comical in other circumstances, but no one laughed now. “You pair still here?” she said to the workmen. “I hope you paid for those ones.”


                  Angela clambered to her feet, easing the stool back as she did. Scottie watched her move across the room. She was a little unsteady, but he figured she was made of strong stuff and wouldn’t have appreciated unnecessary interference. When she reached Scottie at the window, she said, “Anything?”


                  Scottie dry-swallowed. “I can’t see a thing. But listen… do you hear that?”


                  Angela turned her head to one side; her ear was only an inch or so away from the window. She could hear lots of screaming, glass smashing, horns honking, and a terrible wailing off in the distance. “What is that?” she said.


                  “I don’t know,” Scottie sighed. “I suggest we—”


                  Another blast rocked the pub, and this time bottles fell from shelves and smashed on the already-sticky floor behind the bar. Ted Porter almost went over, and would have if not for the fruit machine. Deirdre screeched and grabbed onto her own hair with clawed hands, as if that might somehow save her. At the bar, the workmen exchanged a look which said, We’re going to die. Are you ready? I’m not fucking ready.


                  Angela turned to Scottie, as if he had an answer to what was going on out there. He didn’t.


                  “Turn the lights off,” Scottie said.


                  “What?” Ted Porter was leaning against the fruit machine clutching his heart. Scottie wasn’t sure if the landlord had a history of heart problems, but he certainly fit the bill for an early dirt-bath.


                  Outside people were now screaming and running past the pub. Some were stopping, hammering on the door in an attempt to get in. “Turn off the lights,” Scottie repeated.


                  Deirdre rushed across the room, her fluffy bunny slippers whispering on the carpet as she went. The hammering on the door intensified, and then was gone completely. Whoever had been out there trying to gain entry had realised it was fruitless and moved on.


                  Flicking the switch on the wall next to the peanut machine, Deirdre cast the pub into darkness. The fruit machine lights blinked, intermittently illuminating Ted Porter’s terrified face, but the rest of the room was pitch.


                  “Scottie, I—”


                  “Everyone be quiet,” Scottie interrupted, cutting Angela’s words off. He stared off through the window, watching as people bolted past. Men, women, some carrying young children, all running away from some as-yet unseen enemy. The scene reminded Scottie of something he had watched about the events of 9/11. People running away from the toppling buildings, covered in dust and debris. If this was a terrorist attack, and those were terrorist bombs going off in the distance, it would be all over the news by now. Scottie considered the television screen hanging in the corner of the pub, thought about asking Ted to switch it on. At least that way they could keep up to speed with what was happening. The light from the TV would be a bad thing, though, revealing them, betraying them to whoever… or whatever was out there.


                  “Oh my God!” Angela suddenly cried. She had seen something unfold across the street. A boy—no older than twelve—had dragged a woman to the ground and was tearing at the back of her head, pulling out clumps of hair and scalp and… was that grey matter?


                  “I’ll be damned,” Scottie said.


                  “What’s happening, Scottie?” Angela whined.


                  Scottie watched as the boy clawed at the woman. She had fallen still now, only moving with each brutal swipe of the child’s hands. “I don’t know,” he said. “Something… something…”


                  “Terrorists,” Bandanna said matter-of-factly.


                  Three young chav girls with massive hooped earrings and faces full of make-up leapt upon an old woman just beyond the pub window. The old woman’s screams shook the glass in its frame, and then only the sound of the snarling chavs could be heard as they tore the old dear apart with their teeth. “Not terrorists,” Scottie said.


                  Then what? It would, he thought, be better if they had someone to blame for this, some insidious caliphate to first condemn and then hunt down to make sure they paid for their horrific acts of terror.


                  Someone tried the door once again. It rattled in its frame, and there was an awful screeching sound as something—bloodied hands?—slid down it on the outside. Angela latched on to Scottie’s arm, imploring him to protect her should anything come through that door.


                  “We need to barricade,” Scottie said. “That door’s strong, but you get three or four people all pushing against it…” He trailed off. Everyone in the room knew what he was saying.


                  In the dark they gathered tables and chairs. Over on the other side of the pub, the two workmen tried to figure out if there was any way the pool table would fit through the archway. It was a nice idea, though ultimately a flawed one. Even if the pool table fit, there was no way they could shift it the thirty feet or so to the front door.


                  “The fruit machine,” Scottie whispered. “Unplug it, Ted.”


                  Ted and Deirdre now stood behind the bar looking terrified. Even in the dark their trepidation was visible. Ted left his wife and set about unplugging the ‘fruitie’. “You think this’ll keep them out?” he said. “It’s on wheels, so I don’t know how much good it will do.”


                  Outside, howls and screams filled the night. In the distance, sirens wailed. The cavalry was coming. Scottie just hoped they were prepared for what they found when they arrived.


                  “Scottie?” Angela said, her voice wavering. She was still at the window, staring out in horror.


                  Scottie helped Ted move the fruit machine across the pub, leaving it in front of the door. “Yeah?” He made his way across to Angela at the window.


                  “Isn’t that the kid who hangs out at the arcade all day?” She pointed. “And those are two are the bastards who attacked me earlier!”


                  On the other side of the road, standing atop an industrial bin in a slight recess, Jamie kicked at a pair of shirtless aggressors. The girl—Liza—was with him, behind him, and they were both trapped, obstructed by the Laurel and Hardy of small-town crime, Calum Rowe and Lee Kurtz. “Fuck!” Scottie said. “Fuck!”


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-THREE


     


    “Piss off!” Jamie cried, kicking out at Calum Rowe’s head once again. This time he connected, and the fat boy’s neck twisted unnaturally over on itself. For a moment, Jamie thought he had broken the fucker—hoped he had—but a second later, Calum straightened his head once again, snarled inhumanly, and continued to grasp desperately at Jamie’s feet.


                  This couldn’t be happening. What was happening? The whole town had gone mad! No, not the whole town. Just the kids. The kids had all lost their fucking minds, all except for Jamie and Liza, apparently.


                  “Jamie!” Liza cried from behind. Lee Kurtz was trying to get to her, already had one knee up on the bin.


                  “Fuck the fuck off!” Jamie said, swinging his leg around and planting it squarely in Lee’s skeletal face. There was a crunch, and then a moan as Lee toppled back, off the bin and onto the rain-drenched ground below.


                  This is insane! Jamie thought. It had to be some kind of bad dream, a nightmare from which he would wake soon.


                  Four years ago, he had sat in front of his TV, watching the riots unfold in the streets of Birmingham, London, Manchester; pretty much everywhere there were young people. Looters streamed through the towns carrying huge electrical items; some of them had even planned ahead and were pushing shopping trolleys filled to the brim with pilfered goods. Footage had been captured of hundreds of gang members launching rocks and fireworks at approaching riot police, and was broadcast pretty much nonstop for an entire week, alongside interviews with dismayed shop owners pleading with the rioters to cease their unreasonable behaviour before nothing of the cities remained.


                  This, Jamie thought, is nothing like that.


                  Calum Rowe latched on to Jamie’s leg and pulled him down. Jamie had time to wonder if this was it—the moment his life flashed before his eyes. It didn’t. Calum Rowe’s face flashed before his eyes. A demonic face, with sunken black pits for eyes and chin dripping with treacly drool. Calum snarled, and that was when Jamie saw the teeth. Needle-sharp they were, as if they had been filed.


                  Jamie heard Liza scream, but he couldn’t see her. As Calum’s head jerked forward, teeth bared and eyes wide, Jamie grabbed it and held it back. His hand slipped down the beast’s slick skin and settled upon an ear, which instantly tore away as if it was made of marshmallow.


                  The head snapped forward again, and Jamie knew he didn’t stand a chance, not there, on his back, on the bin. He threw himself to the side as hard as he could. Hitting the ground was going to hurt, but not as much as having his face ripped off by those demonic teeth.


                  Thump!


                  The wind whooshed out of him in an instant. He opened his eyes to find a rat staring back at him from beneath the bin. What’s happening, mate? Quickly, Jamie pushed himself up onto his knees—his jeans were already soaked through—and then his feet. Calum lurched toward him, away from the bin, away from Lee Kurtz, who was still trying to get to Liza in the background.


                  You could make a run for it, you know, a voice in Jamie’s head said. And it was true. He was backing out of the alleyway, the assailants between him and a brick wall (and Liza, dancing fitfully atop the bin!). He could run, and he could live to fight another day, but could he live with himself for doing it?


                  He thought about his mother. Was she at home, watching this mess on the TV? Was this even on the TV? If it was like the great riots of 2011, it would be plastered all over the news 24/7 for the foreseeable future. Maybe not just yet, though. The BBC wouldn’t send their cameramen out into this shit, not when they had hundreds of willing cameramen equipped with smart-phones already doing their job for them.


                  “Calum,” Jamie said, calmly, hands held out placatory. “What’s wrong with you? We can help. It doesn’t have to be like this.”


                  Calum growled. His bountiful tits rose and fell, glistened in the streetlight as the rain continued to fall upon his naked torso. He seemed to consider Jamie for a moment, though his pitch-black eyes gave nothing away.


                  In the street behind, people continued to run past, escaping the madness taking place on the promenade, at the fairground, on the beach, everywhere.


                  Behind Calum, Liza shinned Lee Kurtz in the head. The emaciated boy staggered to the side, dazed and confused, shaking his head in an attempt to bring himself back round. Liza cast Jamie a look which said, Help!


                  How could he help her, though? He couldn’t even get to her, not without going through Calum, and that simply wasn’t an option. The maniac was bigger in every way. In fact, he seemed to be growing with each passing second. I have to do something! Jamie thought. I can’t just leave her there to die!


                  Suddenly, something whipped past Jamie’s head. He felt the wind from it, even heard it—wiiiistttttt!—as it went by. Out in front, Calum roared like something from a bad horror movie. The dart protruding from his right eye was the reason he was kicking up such a fuss.


                  Jamie turned to find Scottie running across the road, dodging fleeing people and leaping over the ones who had fallen. In his left hand he held what looked like a broken pool-cue, and in the other were several darts. Jamie could see the flights.


                  “Get to the fucking pub!” Scottie yelled as he arrived in the tiny alleyway.


                  Jamie had never been so pleased to see the arcade owner in all his life. “Scottie—”


                  “We don’t have time!” Scottie said, putting himself between Calum and Jamie. “Go!”


                  “What about—”


                  “I’ll bring her,” Scottie said, as if he knew what Jamie was thinking. “Now go!”


                  Jamie turned and ran for the pub across the street. It didn’t look open. There were no lights on, but Jamie could just about make out the faces of several people in the downstairs window, and as he neared, the door opened ever-so-slightly. He practically fell into The Lacon Arms, crashed through several inconsiderately-placed chairs, bounced off a fruit machine, and landed on the sticky carpet with a bump.


                  “Lock the fucking door!” a man wearing a hard hat yelled.


                  “Scottie!” a woman staring out through the front window screeched.


     


    *


     


    “You want a piece of this, you chunky shit!” Scottie said, swinging the pool-cue from side to side. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It was Calum—a bully, a tormentor, a complete and utter bastard, if Scottie was being honest—and yet, there was very little of the boy left in there. Behind him, Lee Kurtz was the same. Eyeless. Snarling. Inhuman.


                  Hellions?


                  The girl standing on top of the bin screamed. Scottie could see that Lee Kurtz had sunk his teeth into her calf, was chewing on her leg as if it was the best meat he’d ever tasted.


                  Without thinking, Scottie surged forward. Calum was a big lad for his age, but when the broken pool-cue connected with his jaw, the boy went down like a sack of potatoes. Scottie wasn’t taking any chances, though, and followed it up with another crack, and another. Calum moaned gutturally and spat teeth out onto the alley floor. Blood was now geysering from his head, spraying up and into the air like a fountain in the Devil’s front garden. When he was sure the fat fuck wasn’t getting back up, Scottie turned his attention to Lee Kurtz.


                  “Hey! Skeletor!” Scottie waited for the prick to turn around. His mouth was seemingly filled with flesh, and yet there didn’t appear to be too much missing from the sobbing girl’s leg. “Eat this!” He slammed the butt of the splintered pool-cue into Lee’s face, hoping to knock the freak out. But the cue went on straight through with an awful squelch, came out the other side with strings of flesh dangling from it. Lee’s mouth fell open, his jaw dislocated, and the meat he had been chewing on dropped out and landed on the ground with a sickening smack.


                  For almost three seconds they stood like that, with Lee Kurtz on the end of that half a pool-cue and Scottie Lipman wondering how much jail-time he was going to get for killing the scrawny runt. It was only when Lee dropped to his knees—taking the pool-cue with him—that Scottie snapped out of it.


                  “We’ve got to go!” the girl was screeching. She was down off the bin, pulling Scottie away from the body with the pool-cue through it.


                  She limped, Scottie staggered, but they made it back across the road alive, and into the pub…


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-FOUR


     


    For the longest time Scottie couldn’t speak. He panted, boy did he pant, but words were beyond him after what he had just seen.


                  What he had just done.


                  The workmen hefted the barricade back into place and collapsed against the fruit machine just as fingers clawed at the door from the other side, a terrible sound, far worse than claws down a chalkboard. Then came the howling—a sound like glass marbles swirling around a ceramic mug—and the survivors (for that was what they were for the time being) listened as the gooseflesh began to pepper their skin and the hairs rose up all across their bodies.


                  From his place on the floor, Jamie managed to speak, though it was low and not at all confident. “Does anyone have the slightest idea what is going on out there?”


                  One of the workmen—the one wearing the bandanna—cleared his throat. “We think it’s terrorists,” he said. “You know? Al Qaeda? ISIS? The Talibans?”


                  “It’s not fucking terrorists.” Though it was dark, Jamie saw Scottie rise on the other side of the room. “What I just killed out there, they were kids. They were just fucking kids.” To Jamie, Scottie sounded distraught. He had never heard the man’s voice crack like that before.


                  “Scottie’s right,” Jamie said. “This has nothing to do with terrorists. This is… something else.” But what? What could possibly turn ordinary youngsters into maniacal savages, and all in less than a day?


                  “It’s fucked up, is what it is,” Scottie said. Somehow he had found his way across the room to the bar. Not only that but he had located a bottle of something indiscernible and a glass, which he placed down on the counter.


                  “Is anyone going to pay for drinks today?” a woman’s voice said. The landlady, Jamie thought. She certainly sounded like one.


                  “So what do we do now?” the woman by the window said. “Do we just stay here, hiding while everything goes to shit out there?”


                  “Do you have a better idea, Angela?” the workman wearing the hard-hat said. “I mean, you saw what those things are capable of. I say we stay put, let the police do their job—”


                  Over at the bar Scottie snorted. “You think the police are going to be able to deal with that lot?” he said. “Those things—those little fuckers—aren’t just kids anymore. There’s something wrong with them. There’s something… changing them.”


                  “Barry,” Jamie muttered. All eyes were on him, now. He was sure of it. Could feel them boring into him, awaiting his next words. “That explains what happened to Barry today.” Of course! Barry wasn’t capable of murder. Jamie had been right all along. Something had happened to the boy, something had taken him over, the way it had taken over those outside, tearing through the streets of Hemsby and its tourists. Barry wasn’t a lunatic, after all. He was… possessed!


                  “Maybe it’s some kind of government thing?” Bandanna said. “I’ve never trusted those sonsofbitches, not since Roswell.”


                  “Have you heard yourself?” Hard-Hat said. “You sound just like one of them… conspiracy nutters.”


                  “Aliens don’t exist,” Scottie said, though Jamie wasn’t sure he believed that. Sure, contact hadn’t yet been made with extra-terrestrial life, but to think humans were the only life-forms in the universe was just arrogant. “And whatever’s happening to those kids out there, I can guaran-fucking-tee it has nothing to do with E.T.”


                  A loud bang prevented Jamie from voicing his opinion on the matter. The woman at the window whimpered, for there was a face pressed up against the glass on the outside not twelve inches away from her own. It was Calum Rowe, or what was left of him. The brutal beating Scottie had administered a moment ago had left the boy with only half a head. One of his eyes hung down on its optic nerve; it swung to and fro in the wind like Ed Gein’s swingball set.


                  “What the fuck?” Scottie groaned. “I killed that fucker. That’s not possible.”


                  “Look at his head!” Jamie said. “There’s no way he could be up and walking around. He’s missing half his brain!” And he didn’t have a full one to begin with, Jamie thought, though he kept that to himself.


    “Don’t look at him, Angela,” Scottie said, rushing to the woman’s side. “I don’t think he can see in.”


    The woman—Angela—turned away from the face smearing itself across the glass. Blood and rain mingled together; the thing’s eye broke off and disappeared from view.


    Liza took out her phone.


    Of course! Jamie thought. They could call for help, or at least let the police know that they were trapped in the pub and that… what? Evil bastard kids were trying to get in? To kill them? Sure, it made perfect sense.


    “No signal,” Liza said. “Shit, my mom and dad are still out there.” She dropped the phone back into her handbag.


    “They’re not in Hemsby, though,” Jamie said. “You don’t think this… whatever the hell it is, is happening everywhere?”


    Liza shrugged. “I hope not. They were really looking forward to that show.” It was a ridiculous thing to say, but no one called her on it. She was in shock; they all were. What they needed to do was calm down, think rationally, figure out what the hell was going on.


    “This is dead, too,” the landlady said. She had the pub’s private phone pressed to her ear; the ominous tone could be heard throughout the room. She placed the handset back into its cradle and sighed. “Anyone have any bright ideas?”


    “I always knew I’d die before fifty,” Hard-Hat said. It was an unwelcome topic, and several of the survivors let him know this by groaning in unison. “Hey, I’m just saying! Look, those things out there, I think it’s safe to say they’re no longer human, right?”


    Silence, as if none of them had considered that possibility yet. How could you? The human brain wasn’t built to withstand such an outlandish concept. That children—human children—had somehow become something… other. It was the plot of an EC comic book, not the kind of thing which happened in real life.


    “That thing out there,” Angela said as the creature formerly known as Calum Rowe staggered away into the rain, “is not human. I saw its eyes earlier today.”


    “Yeah, all black, they were,” added Bandanna. “I could see my own fucking face in them.”


    “There was nothing human about those eyes,” Angela said. “There was nothing human about what they were trying to do, either.”


    “So, what are we saying here?” Scottie returned to the bar, to where his drink sat calling him. “Are we saying that something took over those kids, stripped them of their humanity, and turned them into mindless savages? Is that what we’re saying here? Because if it is, I’m not okay with that.” He became more upset with each spoken sentence. “There is nothing out there that could do that to those people. We’re talking about people, here, for Christ’s sake. Children with parents, with families, and now those kids are murdering the people that love them the most in the world?”


    Jamie stood and made his way across the room to Scottie. “Barry Mills is not a killer,” he said, “and yet we saw him throw that baby onto the dodgem arena. And I didn’t mention this before because, well, I didn’t want to sound like a complete and utter crackpot, but I saw his eyes just before he did it. I saw the evil in them. It wasn’t Barry that did it; it was whatever was inside him.”


    “And what was that, Jamie?” Scottie asked. “What do you think was inside of Barry Mills, huh?”


    Jamie winced, for he hadn’t anticipated such a brusque reaction. “I—I don’t…”


    “If this isn’t just riots,” Scottie said, “and those kids out there are attacking Hemsby folk because they’re no longer in control of their own fucking bodies, then what? How do we even begin to stop something like that?”


    “Zombies,” Bandanna mumbled.


    “Okay, you’re not allowed to speak anymore,” Scottie said, jabbing a finger toward the workman. Bandanna took a step back, turned around and walked to the opposite corner of the pub. “We’re not dealing with fucking zombies, okay? Like aliens, zombies don’t fucking exist! Does anyone have any reasonable suggestions, and why the fuck have the sirens stopped?”


    It was true. Jamie could no longer hear the sirens wailing in the distance. Were the police coming? Had they decided it wasn’t worth it, that they weren’t paid enough to go interfering in small-town zombie/alien infestations?


    “Maybe they got them all,” Hard-Hat opined.


    Jamie shook his head. “There were too many of them,” he said. “Liza and I saw at least twenty of the fuckers, and that was just between the fairground and here.”


    “Language, Jamie,” Scottie said.


    “Sorry,” Jamie said. Even his own mother didn’t reproach him for swearing. That was a point; was his mom safe? Maybe she didn’t even know what was happening. They were off the seafront, away from all this mess. Jamie imagined her sitting at home, watching Coronation Street and working her way through a box of Terry’s All Gold, oblivious that Hemsby was going to hell in a handbasket. She wouldn’t be worried about Jamie, because some nights he stayed out until nine, some nights he stayed out until ten. His mother knew he liked to hang out at the arcade, the bowling alley, JoJo’s Ice Cream Parlour up on the promenade. She didn’t have to worry about him because he was too sensible to get himself into trouble, too smart to let his mother down. She wouldn’t be expecting him home for at least an hour, and even then it would be no big deal if he didn’t show up for another hour.


    “Things have gone quiet out there,” Angela said. Apart from the occasional person running past the pub window, nothing moved. The body across the street, that poor woman with half her skull scooped out, certainly didn’t move. She just lay there, getting wet, like one of those single discarded gloves you were apt to find as you walked around a park.


    “I don’t like it,” the old man landlord said. Jamie didn’t know his name. “All that mayhem and then quiet. That’s not right.”


    “People were running away,” Scottie said. “Maybe they found somewhere to hole up.”


    Like we’re doing, Jamie thought.


    “Should we try the television?” Hard-Hat said, motioning to the set hanging over in the corner. “It could be on the news. They might know what’s going on.”


    Scottie rubbed feverishly at his eyes. “It’s not going to be on the news,” he said. “Small-town stuff never is.”


    “But this isn’t some cat stuck up a tree!” the landlady said. “There’s something very wrong going on out there.”


    Scottie lit a cigarette.


    “And now we’re flouting all laws, apparently,” said the landlady. “You can’t smoke that in here.”


    “Well, Deirdre, I can tell you this for free. I am not going to stand out-fucking-side.” Scottie took a long hard pull on his cigarette before exhaling a plume of blue smoke into the atmosphere.


    “Give me one of those,” Deirdre said. “Shit, if you can’t bar ‘em, join ‘em.”


    As Scottie handed the landlady one of his cigarettes, Jamie said, “Yeah, I’ll take one of those, too, mate.” He held his hand out expectantly.


    “You’ll bloody well not,” Scottie said, stuffing the pack into his trouser pocket, out of reach to anyone unless they wanted a broken wrist.


    The sound of something smashing caused them all to fall silent again. None of them moved; they all just stood or sat there, listening, trying to determine where the noise had come from. To Jamie, it had sounded distant, a window breaking in the next street, perhaps, or someone lamping seven bells of shit out of one of those things with an empty beer bottle.


    “Please tell me that was outside,” Angela whispered, moving away from the window for the first time since Jamie and Liza’s arrival.


    “Sounded like it,” Scottie said. “I don’t—”


    He didn’t get to finish his sentence as a shrill wail cut him off. Jamie’s heart leapt up into his throat, though whether it was still beating or not, he didn’t know.


    “That sounded closer,” Deirdre said, latching on to her husband’s arm, as if he might somehow protect her from the monstrous beast about to make itself known.


    “It sounded like it came from out back,” the landlord said.


    “But the back door’s locked up, right?” Angela said, fear drenching her voice. “Ted?”


    Scottie put his glass down on the counter. It had been empty for quite some time, Jamie had noticed. “Ted?” he said. “The woman asked you a question.”


    Ted seemed to shrink in that moment. “I’m pretty sure it was locked up nice and tight,” he said, “but…”


    “The window!” Deirdre screeched. Scottie held a finger to his lips, shhhh, and urged her to continue in a quieter manner. “There’s a little frosted window next to the back door. It’s only small—”


    “Too small for one of those pricks to get in?” Scottie said, keeping his own voice low despite his palpable anger.


    The landlord and landlady exchanged a glance, and then Ted said, “Kids these days are tiny. I mean, there are some leaving school who don’t look old enough to buy a lottery ticket.”


    “Shit!” Scottie said. He knew, Jamie knew, they all knew what this meant. One of them was in the pub, had smashed the frosted window next to the back door and squeezed through it.


    “Well this day just keeps getting better and better,” Bandanna said.


    “Everyone just stay calm,” Scottie said. “Okay?” Out there, beyond a door leading to… well, Jamie didn’t have a clue where, the thing howled again. It sounded like an injured animal, a cat with its paw stuck in a luncheon-meat tin, a fox being molested by another fox. It was an awful noise, and Jamie shuddered at the sound of it.


    Scottie thought for a moment. “That thing is going to come through that door any minute,” he said. “Now, we can either stand here, waiting for it to happen, or…” He trailed off, turning his attention to the workmen on the other side of the room. “You two. Take off your socks.”


    “Erm,” Hard-Hat said. “Excuse me?”


    “He wants us to take off our socks,” Bandanna repeated, nonchalantly.


    “Yeah, I heard what he said,” Hard-Hat snapped. “I’m just not sure why he said it.”


    “Just do it,” Scottie said. “Do you want to die in here, or do you want to go home?”


    Jamie already knew what Scottie had in mind. That was one of the things he liked about the man; they were on the same wavelength the majority of the time. While Hard-Hat and Bandanna reluctantly removed their boots, and then their socks, Jamie ran across to the pool table. “Shit!” he said, spying the only ball on the table: the unpotted white. “Scottie, we’re gonna need more balls. Does anyone have a fifty-pence-piece?”


    “Too noisy,” Scottie said. “Ted, you got some replacements?”


    The landlord made his way behind the bar. He sounded like he might die at any moment, wheezing as he went. He disappeared below the counter for a second, slowly came back up clutching another white ball, and two blacks. “These do you?”


    Scottie nodded. “Okay, we’ve got four balls,” he said. “Give me those.” He took the socks from the workmen, grimacing as his fingers made contact. Jamie guessed they were sweaty, damp, and rather fucking nasty to the touch. No wonder Scottie looked as if he might throw up.


    He placed a ball in each sock and lined them up on the counter. Without thinking, Jamie picked one of the socks up, gave it an experimental swing.


    “No, Jamie,” Scottie said, reaching for the rudimentary weapon in Jamie’s hand. Jamie pulled it away just in time, and Scottie sighed. “You really ready to kill someone?”


    “If I don’t have a choice,” Jamie said. “Look, we’re all in this together, right? I’m not going to stand here like some pussy while you do all the work.” He was proud of himself for that. Liza smiled at him, which made him feel even better.


    Then the girl picked up one of the socks, and Scottie did manage to snatch this one away. “Noooooo,” he said.


    “Erm, excuse me, but I can make up my own mind, thank you very much,” Liza said, snatching the sock back and cracking it down on the counter.


    “Please don’t do that,” Deirdre said. “We’ve only just had it varnished.”


    Liza winked at Jamie, whose eyes were more than accustomed to the gloom of the pub now. It had been pitch black when they’d entered not too long ago, but now he could see everyone, their faces, their expressions; he could even make out the dimples on the pretty barmaid’s face as she smiled at his and Liza’s little exchange.


    “Okay,” Scottie said. “One of you boys take this.” He held out the final sock, left it dangling there from his hand like an old man’s scrotum.


    Neither of the workmen were forthcoming. In fact, Bandanna took a step back, shaking his head.


    “For fuck’s sake,” Ted wheezed. “Couple of well-built buggers like you, scared of a kid.”


    “Demonic kid,” Bandanna corrected.


    “I don’t care whether it’s a kid possessed by the ghost of Chuck fucking Norris,” Ted said, his voice deep and croaky. Jamie considered telling him that Chuck Norris was still very much alive and kicking, but decided against it. “This young lady here picked up one of the socks without prompting.” He motioned to Liza, who seemed to brighten at the acknowledgement.


    “Yeah, funny that,” Hard-Hat said. “What’s also funny is why these two haven’t changed into little Damiens yet. If whatever’s happening out there… is happening to all the kids, why not these two?”


    “We don’t have time for this shit,” Angela said, grabbing the fourth and final sock from Scottie. “You two just make sure nothing gets through that door.” She pointed at the barricaded entrance.


    A crash and a howl from deep within the building silenced the survivors. Jamie had never been so terrified in his life; yesterday’s escape from Calum and Lee was nothing compared to this.


    “Ready?” Scottie said. He wasn’t talking to any of them in particular, rather addressing them as a team.


    It was a team Jamie was proud to be a part of, and yet it was also a team he wasn’t sure would make it through the night.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-FIVE


     


    As Scottie led his band of misfits toward the back door of the pub, he wondered how things had gone so terribly wrong so terribly fast. That day had started off like every other, and yet now they were living some kind of horrific nightmare. Less than three hours ago he had been shutting down the arcade—a normal day—and at some time between then and now, Hemsby had become a haven for malevolent juveniles. They were tearing the town apart out there. Scottie could hear distant howls and screams for help; cars screeching, burning rubber as drivers tried to escape the madness. There were still no sirens. And as if to remind them that there was a God, the church-bells from The Parish Church of Saint Mary the Virgin rang out three streets away.


                  Scottie arrived at the back door and signalled his three followers to stop. Shattered glass was spread across the floor. What remained of the window in the frame was jagged and blood-spattered. A small piece of flesh had been stripped from the intruder and sat atop a sharp sliver of frosted glass, a gory stalagmite.


                  “No wonder it’s howling,” Angela said, indicating the hunk of flesh.


                  Scottie was more concerned with the size of the smashed window. It didn’t look big enough for a person to fit through, child or otherwise. They were dealing with a really young kid here, and the thought of that discomfited Scottie.


                  Someone’s son or daughter, he thought, just like Jake had been mine. Jake’s death had been accidental—if Jake’s mother was to be believed—but what they were about to do was beat the fuck out of some poor little child with pool-balls in socks. Maybe even murder it. Scottie suddenly felt very ill, his stomach somersaulting, sweat dripping down his back.


                  “You okay?” Jamie said.


                  Scottie nodded, though he really wasn’t. “Believe it or not, I’ve had better days.” He kept his voice low; they still didn’t know where their intruder had gone, or how near they were to it. “Let’s keep moving.” He stepped around Angela and Liza, once again led them through the gloom. Jamie stuck close to him, and even though the kid wasn’t much of a fighter—unless it was some pre-1995 beat-‘em-up—he was grateful for it.


                  At the end of the hallway was a set of stairs leading down to Lord knows where. Scottie turned to Angela. “Please tell me you know where that leads.”


                  “I should bloody do,” Angela said. “I spend most of my day down there changing the barrels.”


                  The cellar.


                  “Do you think it’s down there?” Liza asked. Surprisingly, there was no fear in her voice. Just anticipation, an eagerness to get this over with as quickly as possible. Scottie liked her, and he could see why Jamie did, too.


                  As if to answer the girl’s question, a guttural moan swept up the steps. It had definitely come from down there—The Lacon Arms’ cellar, now with one hundred percent more demonic adolescent.


                  Scottie turned to his companions. “You don’t have to do this, you know,” he told them. “It’s not going to be nice, and—”


                  “Just shut up and lead the way,” Angela said.


                  “Yeah, we’re not letting you go down there by yourself,” Jamie added. “Four balls are better than one, and all that.” He swung his manmade weapon through the air as if to punctuate the threat.


                  Scottie would have been lying if he’d said he wasn’t glad for their resolve. The thought of heading into the cellar alone wasn’t one which filled him with delight. “Okay,” he said. “But if this gets messy, I want you to get the hell out of there.”


                  “We’re all getting out of there,” Angela said.


                  All except for that possessed kid, Scottie thought but didn’t say.


                  Instead, he began to descend the stone steps in absolute silence. The further they went, the colder it got. A house spider scuttled across the concrete to their right, disappeared behind the splintered bannister running along the wall. Scottie wasn’t too keen on spiders, though he was less keen on murderous children so he managed to keep his fear under control. At the bottom of the stairs, a door lay wide open, the penetrating chill emanating from within.


                  Scottie wished they had a little light, a torch, anything to give them an advantage over that thing. Was it there, just waiting for them in the shadows? Did these things retain intelligence, or were they simply dumb shells? Were they so single-minded and intent on killing that reasoning with them would be a waste of time?


                  They stepped into the cellar as one, and as one they reacted as the child rushed at them from the darkness, howling, teeth drawn back over blackened gums.


                  Winding up to smash the thing to kingdom come, Scottie put himself between the creature and his fellow survivors. When the child was less than three feet away, Scottie brought the sock around in a wide arc. There was a crunch as it slammed into the child’s face, and the child skittered away into the dark on all fours, every bit as feral as its howls suggested.


                  Across the cellar, glass shattered. A second later, a stream of crimson spilled across the concrete. A fruity stench suddenly permeated the cold air.


                  “Fuck!” Angela said. “That’s not coming out of my wages, I can tell you that for nothing.”


                  The wine continued to spread across the ground. It was intoxicating. How many bottles had been destroyed? Scottie didn’t really care; he never touched the stuff himself. Wine was for middle-aged women and hipsters, as far as he was concerned, and they were welcome to it.


                  “Where’d it go?” Jamie said, scanning the darkness for any sign of the child.


                  Scottie held a hand aloft, signalling to the others not to move. “I’ve never seen anything move that fast,” he whispered. It had been like shit off a shovel, one minute there, the next gone. No child could move like that, and on all fours to boot, like some kind of human-wolf hybrid.


                  Scottie took a few steps forward. Avoiding the spilled wine was impossible. He could feel it soaking through to his socks, a reminder that he needed to invest in a new pair of shoes should he survive the night.


                  That flashlight doesn’t seem so stupid now, he thought. It was so dark down here that Scottie could only just make out the shapes of the barrels lining the far wall. There must have been around a dozen of them, all with lines leading in and out. Various gas bottles were scattered around the place, though if the things hadn’t been chrome he doubted he would have noticed them at all.


                  Suddenly, over to their left, there was an almighty crash followed by a pained wail. The girl, Liza, gasped, for the next moment a sixteen-inch quarter barrel was hurtling toward them in the dark. Scottie didn’t see it until the last moment, but that was good enough. He dodged the keg, which brushed past his shoulder and landed with a metallic thud on the cellar floor. Beer began to spray from the top of the barrel; a foamy shower rained down on them.


                  “Over there!” Angela said. “Far wall!” Just in case the others needed more explicit directions.


                  Scottie saw it. He saw it running, saw it leap up and onto the wall, saw it shuffle along like the spider they had passed on the way down the steps.


                  “That’s not possible!” Jamie said, watching the child crawl horizontally across the cellar brickwork. “What the hell are those things?”


     


    *


     


    It was up near the ceiling now, and when its head snapped around, snarling and drooling, Jamie saw its face clearly for the first time. Even in the dark, he knew who he was looking at. He’d only met the kid earlier that day at the arcade. The boy had been queuing up for that new game, had introduced himself as Douglas something-or-other. Jamie remembered the crazy way in which the kid spoke, as if he had been programmed rather than taught. The thick-framed spectacles were missing, but there was no mistaking the boy.


                  The thing that was Douglas licked its lips, regarded each of the survivors individually. Jamie shivered. He had never been so scared of an eight-year-old in his life, but then again, most eight-year-olds didn’t climb walls like a demonic Spiderman.


                  “It’s got nowhere to go,” Scottie said, calmly given the circumstances. “Don’t let it out of your sight.” He began to approach the boy, slowly, carefully. Jamie took the other side of the cellar. Flanking the thing on both sides seemed like a good idea. Behind, Liza and Angela followed gingerly. Jamie thought they were as shell-shocked as he was, that they were all of a sudden wishing they’d heeded Scottie’s warning and remained at the top of the stairs.


                  The Douglas-thing scrambled across the wall, panting now like a wild dog. It was looking for a way out, a means of avoiding these maniacs with their dangerous sock-weapons.


                  “Be careful, Scottie!” Angela yelled.


                  Jamie looked across, saw that Scottie was almost at the wall. His expression was one of utmost confusion. He, too, was finding this all a little hard to believe. Yesterday—or even an hour ago—the notion of spider-children with eyes blacker than night would have been absurd.


                  “Don’t get any clos—” Jamie’s words turned into a grunt as the Douglas-thing leapt from the wall. It moved with such speed that there was no time to react; the thing slammed into Scottie’s chest with a meaty thud. Both Scottie and the Douglas-thing went back. Red wine splashed up into the air, commingling with black drool from the creature’s wide-open maw.


                  With Scottie momentarily subdued and on his back, the Douglas-thing bounced up, momentum carrying it through the dark cellar toward the door.


                  Then there was a sickening dull thump, and the Douglas-thing staggered to the side like a boxer trying to fight on jellied legs. It was only then that Jamie saw the sock rolling away across the cellar floor and realised what had happened.


                  The creature went down face-first, skinning its nose on the concrete below and displacing several teeth, which may or may not have been the Douglas-thing’s adult ones yet. Jamie rushed across the room, almost slipping in the wine, to where Liza and Angela were dragging Scottie back to his feet. Past he went, wind-milling his weapon around. The Douglas-thing was still trying to get up when Jamie clouted it hard across the back of its head—the coup de grace. It whined like an animal caught in a trap, and then collapsed back down, twitching as if in the throes of some grand-mal seizure.


                  “And stay down,” Jamie said, because you were only cool if you used a one-liner after despatching a bad guy, and he wanted to look cool in front of Liza, even though she had done the majority of the work by launching her sock at the back of the bastard’s head.


                  “Nice, Super-Jamie,” Liza said, surveying the body lying motionless at their feet, half-drowning in Merlot.


                  Jamie shrugged. Hey, hasta-la-vista, baby, he thought, and immediately he was glad he’d kept that one to himself.


     


    *


     


    “They’ve been gone a long time,” Deirdre said. She had poured herself a large cognac, her poison of choice, and had settled into a booth as far away from any windows and doors as possible. “What if that thing got them? How long are we supposed to sit here in the dark like this?”


                  “That thing couldn’t be any older than ten,” Ted said. “Not if it came in through the window. I’m pretty sure they could take care of a kid that old between four of them.”


                  “You’re forgetting that we’re not talking about any human kid here,” Hard-Hat said. He lit a roll-yer-own and handed a pouch of tobacco to his buddy, who proceed to build a cigarette of his own. The sweet smell of Virginian Blended permeated the room. “They’re strong, and fast, too. The ones we had to deal with earlier, well, I hate to admit it but they had the drop on us for a while. I didn’t think the fucker was ever gonna go down.”


                  Bandanna handed the tobacco pouch back to Hard-Hat and accepted a light. “The skinny one shouldn’t have been able to take a pool-cue to the side of the head, but he took it like it was nothing. I don’t think they feel pain, not anymore, not like we do.”


                  “I have no idea what you’re trying to say,” Ted grunted. “But you’re scaring my wife, and that’s not okay with me.”


                  Over in her booth, Deirdre porter waved a hand dismissively through the air. “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I’ve already come to terms with the fact we’re all going to die tonight. I ain’t going out sober, though, not if I can help it.” She necked her cognac before pouring herself another one from the bottle sitting on the table in front of her.


                  “Do you think drinking’s a good idea?” Ted asked his wife. “We need to keep our heads clear.”


                  “My head has never been clearer,” Deirdre argued. “I just never thought I’d see the day that Hemsby came under attack by fucking black-eye children.” She snorted, as if it was the funniest thing she’d ever said. The drink was clearly already affecting her, not that she had been much of a drinker to begin with. Unlike most public house proprietors, Deirdre Porter seldom took advantage of the booze. She’d never seen the point in it, never really liked the taste of spirits or ales. All that good work was out the window now, though. She was planning on getting—and staying—good and smashed until this was all over or she was dead, whichever came first.


                  Hard-Hat made his way across to the window and stared silently out through it for a few seconds. “I don’t think there’s anything out there right now.”


                  “Fancy popping out to test that theory?” Ted said.


                  Hard-Hat moved away from the window. “All I’m saying is that I think the worst of it is over. The police probably have it all under control.”


                  Then the door leading out back flew open, and the four survivors came ploughing through it. And Hard-Hat saw what they were carrying and said, “Are you out of your fucking minds? Please tell me that thing’s dead.”


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-SIX


     


    Jamie and Scottie finished tying the boy to the chair. In the absence of rope, Deirdre had located a ball of garden twine. It wasn’t the strongest—rope would have been much better—but it did the job. They had had to use the entire ball on the Douglas-thing, who remained unconscious throughout. Occasionally its eyes fluttered open, revealing those obsidian pits that seemed to be searching into your very soul when they fell upon you. But Jamie was satisfied that they had subdued the Douglas-thing suitably.


                  “I think that’ll hold him,” Scottie said to Jamie.


                  “Great!” Hard-Hat said from the back of the pub. He appeared to be trying to get as far away from the Douglas-thing as possible. “Now that you have it all wrapped up in a bow, can we smash its fucking head off?”


                  Jamie couldn’t believe how weak the workman sounded, how utterly terrified. “Nobody is killing it,” he said. “Do you have kids?”


                  Hard-Hat shrugged. “None that I know about.” He looked smug about that. Angela, sitting at the bar, sighed and shook her head in disgust. “Look, I just don’t see how keeping that thing alive in the same room as us is going to help matters. What if it gets free, huh? What then?”


                  “There are eight of us,” Scottie said. “Against an eight-year-old? I reckon we’ve got the upper hand, don’t you?”


                  Hard-Hat still didn’t look convinced. He regarded the Douglas-thing tied to the chair the way you might an escaped paedophile or a rabid weasel. Jamie suddenly disliked the man. Yes, the boy strapped to the chair had become something else, something evil, but there had to be a way of getting him back. Someone was bound to figure this shit out eventually. Fuck, maybe it was some kind of drug, some new legal high which… what? Allowed kids to run on the ceiling and move at the speed of light? Okay, Jamie thought. Perhaps that is a little far-fetched, but it was no more ridiculous than the alternative. Demonic possession.


                  “So what do we do now?” Liza said. She was checking her phone again. “And now the battery’s dead. Does anyone ever wonder whether the whole world is against you?” Outside, a car careened through the street, horn blaring, and was gone before Bandanna and Hard-Hat had a chance to make it to the window.


                  “Well, I guess we’re just going to sit it out,” Ted said, searching the faces of Jamie and Scottie as if for confirmation. “Maybe we should try the TV? Any bit of news would be better than none right now.”


                  Scottie nodded. “Just angle it away from the window,” he said. “If there are any of those things out there, and they see the screen, they’re gonna try to get in.”


                  Ted Porter walked across the room, climbed up on the chair beneath the TV, repositioned the screen a little, and then pushed in the button at the bottom right-hand corner of the set.


                  There was a click and nothing more. The red light next to the button remained dark; the screen failed to light up at all. “Deirdre?” Ted said. He seemed reluctant to climb down from the chair, as if he knew he would never get back up again if he did. “Is this thing even plugged in?”


                  Deirdre walked across to the socket. There was a click, and then another click (off and on again) before she said, “It was on. Try it again.”


                  Ted did. He tried it again, and again nothing happened. “Shit, I think the power’s out,” he said.


                  “See? Whole world’s against us,” Liza mumbled as she slumped into a chair.


                  Jamie walked over to where she now sat and placed a hand on her shoulder. She had lost some of her confidence, no longer sounded like the girl who he’d met earlier that day at the arcade. That’s the effect you have on girls, a voice said inside Jamie’s head. Though Jamie knew this was nothing to do with him. Murderous juveniles are enough to ruin even the strongest person’s day.


                  The Douglas-thing suddenly moaned, lurched forwards in the chair to which it had been bound. Hard-Hat made a big song and dance about getting further away from it; Jamie shook his head and said, “It’s not going anywhere.”


                  “Look at its eyes,” Deirdre said, one tremulous hand covering her puckered mouth.


                  “That’s what they all look like,” Scottie said. He moved closer to the Douglas-thing, crouched down so that he was level with its face. “And they all smell the same, too,” he added as the stench hit the back of his throat. “It’s like they’re rotting from the inside out.”


                  The smell in the room was now unbearable. Over in the corner, Bandanna gagged before excusing himself to the kitchen area.


                  The Douglas-thing bucked and struggled against its restraints, snarling and drooling, chewing at the air as if there was something tasty there that couldn’t be seen by mere humans. The more the thing breathed, the headier the stench permeating the room became. Jamie had a strong constitution, but even his eyes were watering by now.


                  “Can we knock it the fuck back out for now?” Hard-Hat said, motioning to the creature in the chair. “It might not escape your little boy-scout knots, but I’m pretty sure it’s going to finish us off with its hell-breath.”


                  “Maybe we should,” Scottie said. The thing in the chair seemed to understand; its thrashing became more intense. The chair lifted up beneath it momentarily, and Jamie thought the Douglas-thing was going to tip back, shatter the wooden chair or break its own arms off trying to get free.


                  Then it settled again, exhausted and resigned to the fact that it was going nowhere fast. Its breathing was laboured, though no less pungent.


                  “I don’t think it’s going to give us any trouble,” Jamie said. He wanted to tell them what he had learned from meeting Douglas earlier that day at the arcade. That he was some kind of clever robot, one of those autistic kids who speak in monotone and count cards in their spare time. He wanted to tell them this so that they wouldn’t want to hurt the Douglas-thing any more than was necessary.


                  “I don’t think you’re old enough to make executive decisions, kid,” Hard-Hat said.


                  Scottie bolted across the room, had Hard-Hat around the throat before anyone knew what was happening. The yellow helmet dropped from the workman’s head, rolled away and came to a halt next to the fruit-machine. “You don’t talk to the kid like that, okay?” It came out in a whisper, which was far more menacing than a raised voice would have sounded. Hard-Hat’s eyes looked apt to pop out of his head. “Nod if you understand.”


                  Hard-Hat nodded.


                  Scottie released him, and Hard-Hat sucked in air and felt around his throat, though he didn’t utter a word. Jamie didn’t think the prick would say shit if he had a mouth full of it, not now, maybe not again.


                  “Beep-beeep… beep-thrum!”


                  They all turned to the Douglas-thing. It appeared to be smiling, head moving around the room as if its neck was no longer strong enough to support it. Its expression was almost beatific.


                  “And now it’s talking nonsense,” Ted said. He was pouring himself a large glass of whiskey. “If you don’t knock it out, I bloody well will.”


                  “Beep… beeep… beep… thrum!”


                  Scottie looked to Jamie, who already knew what the man was going to say. Jamie nodded. “He was playing it earlier,” he said. “I saw him waiting in line.”


                  “Playing what?” Deirdre asked. She was slurring her words, now, and looked like a decent night’s sleep wouldn’t go amiss.


                  Scottie looked deep in thought, as if he was trying to convince himself that something inexplicable was indeed possible. Turned out that was exactly what he was trying to do. “Barry was playing it, too,” he said. “About an hour before he threw that baby onto the dodgem arena.”


                  “His eyes were blacked out, as well,” Jamie said. “He was one of them, though not when they took him away in the police car.”


                  “Maybe he was trying to fight it?” Liza said. “Whatever it is.”


                  “And Calum and Lee,” Jamie said. “They were the first to play the damn thing.” And, yes! That was why he had almost recognised the boy on the Ferris wheel, the one who had thrown the girl off as if she was some sort of meat-mannequin. He, too, had been lining up to play the new game earlier that day.


                  “But… I mean, is something like that even possible?” Scottie said.


                  “Beep… beeep… beep… thrum,” said the Douglas-thing.


                  “It all makes sense,” Jamie said. “This all started today. That game came in today. Those kids out there have all played it. That’s why I’m not one of them, or Liza. We didn’t play the damn thing!”


                  “Will someone explain to me what the hell is going on?” Angela said.


                  “Jemuba,” Scottie said. Jamie thought that was close enough. “New machine that came in this morning. The kids have been playing the fuck out of the thing all day long.” He shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe how stupid he had been. “I’ve been trying to figure out what was so special about that Godforsaken thing, and now I know. The kids have been infatuated with it. It’s because it calls to them, it wants them to play it.”


                  “You’re talking about a demonic videogame?” Deirdre said, eyes rolling to the back of her head. “Now I have really heard it all.”


                  “It has to be why,” Jamie said. “Everyone who played the game has turned. It’s like it’s controlling them, making them do things, bad things.”


                  Scottie nodded. “I didn’t even order the fucking thing,” he said.


                  “Who in their right mind would?” Hard-Hat said. He must have been feeling brave again.


                  They stood there listening to the Douglas-thing beeping and thrumming, nobody speaking, everyone thinking. Scottie was the first to move. He marched across the pub, bent to pick up Hard-Hat’s fallen helmet, and tossed it at the man, who caught it after a series of fumbles.


                  “We need to get to the arcade,” Scottie said.


                  “Destroy the machine,” Jamie said.


                  “Okay, you guys go ahead,” said Hard-Hat. “When that kid’s eyes go white, we’ll know you’ve saved the day.”


                  “You’re coming with us,” Scottie said.


                  “The fuck I am,” said Hard-Hat. Bandanna must have been listening from the kitchen. He came out paler than he’d gone in.


                  “We’re going to need help,” Scottie said. “As much as we can get. Those things might already be there.”


                  Jamie could imagine them, tearing the arcade apart, demonic little bastards. From the look on Scottie’s face, Jamie guessed he was thinking the same thing. Though they wouldn’t damage the machine—Gēmuōbā—for it was their master, the reason why they existed. “If we can destroy the game,” he said, “we might be able to save these kids.”


                  “Okay,” Liza said, climbing to her feet. She picked up her sock-weapon.


                  Angela stood, too. She nodded once toward Scottie: lead the way, soldier.


                  Bandanna shrugged. “Fuck it!” he said. He reached for the almost-empty whiskey bottle on the counter and wielded it like a weapon before turning to Hard-Hat.


                  Hard-Hat sighed. He went to put on his helmet, though just before it made contact with his head, something fell out of it. A piece of paper or a receipt. They all watched as it fluttered toward the carpet. It landed at the feet of the Douglas-thing, and even the Douglas-thing was intrigued.


                  “I don’t believe it,” Scottie said. He bent, snatched up the picture, before it had a chance to mysteriously vanish once again. Jake’s beautiful face stared back at him from the photograph. Where have you been, Dad? I’ve missed you!


                  “What is it?” Jamie said as he tucked his sock-weapon into the waistband of his jeans.


                  Scottie smiled. “A sign,” he said.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-SEVEN


     


    In the three streets between The Lacon Arms and Scottie’s Arcade, Jamie counted fifteen bodies. Some of them were children, but the majority were adult males and females, those who had fallen at the hands of the maniac youths. Here a man lay strewn, his head separated from his body and kicked unceremoniously to the kerb; there, a woman had been impaled upon a gate, its bronze finials jutting up and out of her face, her neck, her chest. There were two men lying face-down in puddles, as if their attackers had simply held them there until they stopped struggling. An elderly woman—no doubt a retiree seeking beauty and calm in her twilight years—had been stabbed through the head with a stalactite of glass. From her motorised scooter, she stared wide-eyed, imploring whoever found her to make her look respectable in death.


                  There was no time for that. Not now, anyway. The survivors kept to the shadows as they moved through the streets. In the distance, buildings burned, alarms wailed, and children screamed and howled. The rain continued to pour, and by the time they arrived at the arcade, the survivors were soaked to the bone. Bringing an umbrella had been the last thing on any of their minds.


                  The arcade was quiet and didn’t look as though it had been attacked. The promenade had suffered somewhat—several of the storefronts had been smashed, and at least one building was on fire—but down this end, things appeared okay. It was a miracle, Jamie thought. Either that or the calm before the storm.


                  Scottie quickly set about the padlocked cage which covered the front entrance of the arcade. Three locks later and he eased the steel shutter away, leaned it up against the arcade wall.


                  “Is this going to take long?” Hard-Hat whispered as he glanced nervously about the place.


                  Scottie didn’t even answer the man. He slid the key into the keyhole and turned.


                  Once inside, Jamie said, “Power’s not down here.”


                  “How do you know?” Angela asked, pulling the door shut as she came through it. She was the last one in, and so Scottie locked the door once again and turned to face the others.


                  “The cameras are working,” Jamie said, motioning to the ceiling in the corner of the room. A red light blinked intermittently.


                  “You can’t run a place like this and not have a standby generator,” Scottie said. “Two-day power-cut would just about put you out of business.”


                  Jamie led the way through the gloomy arcade. Liza was never more than a step away from him, as if she only felt safe with him by her side. Hard-Hat, Bandanna, Angela, and Scottie were just behind.


                  “Fuck, it’s freezing in here,” Angela said, shivering and pulling her arms across her chest. “Standby generator not connected to the heating, huh?”


                  “Never usually have much call to heat the arcade at night,” Scottie said. “Reckon my room should be nice and warm.”


                  “Wait,” Hard-Hat said. “You live here? At the arcade?”


                  Scottie nodded. “Cheaper than renting anything out there,” he said. “Why?”


                  “Do you have a TV?” Hard-Hat said.


                  Scottie reached into his pocket. He came out with a set of keys, which he tossed underarm to the workman. “Through the cage,” he said. “Keep the noise down, though. We don’t want those fuckers knowing we’re in here.”


                  “You coming?” Hard-Hat said to Bandanna. He looked hopeful, and when Bandanna failed to answer—he looked as if he’d rather stay with the people with the sock-weapons—he said, “Yeah, you’re coming.”


                  As the workmen entered the cage, and then the door at the rear of it, Scottie and Jamie led the way to the new game. The bad game.


                  Gēmuōbā.


                  It looked ominous in the semi-darkness of the arcade; its lack of decals only served to make it appear more… evil.


                  “Game over,” Liza said as she stood staring up at the machine.


                  “Huh?” It was a strange thing for Liza to say, and Jamie was unsettled enough.


                  “That,” she said, pointing at the solitary word stretching across the top of the machine. “It’s Japanese. It means ‘Game Over’.”


                  Jamie frowned.


                  “Smart girl,” Scottie said.


                  “Blame it on my mom and dad,” Liza said. “They insisted I learn a couple of languages growing up. Mom speaks French, German, Spanish, all the usual ones. I have enough of those at school, so I chose something I wouldn’t get bored with.”


                  “Japanese,” Jamie said.


                  “It was either that or Swahili.” Liza winked at him. Jamie had never been in love before, though he imagined it felt something like what he was feeling in that moment. If they made it out of this mess alive, he made a promise to himself that he would ask Liza out on a date. Bowling, maybe. Or JoJo’s, providing the ice-cream parlour wasn’t the one burning to cinders halfway down the promenade.


                  “So it’s ‘Game Over’ is it?” Scottie said, regarding the machine warily. None of them knew what it was capable of, other than what it had done to those who played it. For all they knew it could grow a pair of arms and pummel them to death. Jamie, too, was careful as he approached the machine. Even though it wasn’t plugged in, he was almost certain he could feel energy coursing through it.


                  As if it were alive.


                  “So, we going to smash it up?” Angela said, wind-milling her sock-weapon. “Will that be enough, do you think?”


                  Scottie sighed, scratched his head. “I guess…” was all he could manage.


                  “Wait!” Jamie said. “What if it’s not enough? What if that just breaks the vessel, but the program remains intact? We’ll never be able to stop it.” He turned to face the machine, ignoring the urge to just run away home, to jump into his bed and pull up the covers. “We need to know what it is. What it does.”


                  “You’re talking about switching it on,” Scottie said. “Switching on the game which turns kids into fucking lunatics.”


                  Jamie nodded. “You know, yourself, the instructions are all in Japanese. We don’t know how it works, or how to play it.”


                  “I’d be able to translate it,” Liza said. “Providing it is basic Nihongo. I know nothing about videogame code. I just want you to know that up front.”


                  “If we know what we’re dealing with, we might be able to stop it.” Jamie waited for Scottie to make a decision. If he said no, that this was absurd and that they should drag the machine outside and torch it, then Jamie would do that. But he knew what Scottie was thinking. After all, they were on the same wavelength pretty much all of the time.


                  “I vote we switch it on,” Scottie said.


                  “Do it,” said Liza, touching Jamie’s arm tenderly.


                  Outside, howls once again filled the night. The horrifying noise was enough to make Angela’s mind up for her. “Okay,” she said.


                  Jamie nodded.


                  Ten seconds later, Gēmuōbā was booting up, its screen dancing with dots and triangles, its tuneless beeps echoing around the arcade.


     


    *


     


    “I thought my place was a mess,” Bandanna said as they opened the door to Scottie’s room. There were empty bottles scattered haphazardly around the room. Where there wasn’t a bottle, a fast-food box or bag sat in its place. The bed was somewhere beneath a pile of clothes. A musty smell permeated the room, though it was warm, just like Scottie said it would be. A convection heater in the corner of the room was turned up full, and was kicking out a hell of a lot of heat.


                  “I’ve slept in worse,” Hard-Hat said. He traversed the floor, which was peppered with more clothes and bottles, and came to a stop in front of a large—almost vintage—TV set. “I’ll be surprised if he’s got cable.”


                  “I’ll be surprised if he’s got channels,” Bandanna said.


                  Hard-Hat crouched in front of the hulking set and pressed the button to turn it on. There was a high-pitched beep, and a small white dot at the centre of the screen expanded outwards.


                  “Let’s find out what the fuck is going on,” Hard-Hat said. He waited for the set to heat up.


     


    *


     


    At the back of the arcade, the figure moved along the wall, leaving arm-flesh on the bricks as its shoulder scraped against them. It didn’t feel pain—hadn’t felt a thing when its head had been caved in earlier. All it knew was that the arcade was like a second home, a place it used to come, a place to which it now returned.


    The front door had been locked up when the creature tried it ten minutes ago. There had been no way through the steel bars, no matter how hard it had pulled or pushed or slammed its face into the metal reinforcement. It had staggered listlessly away from the door, groaning, wanting only to get in and yet unsure why it was so important that it did.


    And now it arrived at another door, one without steel fortification. It reached down and grabbed the handle, not expecting anything to happen.


    When the door creaked open three inches, the boy-thing groaned in ecstasy before slipping into the darkness.


     


    *


     


    Jamie stared at the screen. A moment ago the room had been freezing cold, but now he was sweating, and not just sweating but actually dripping. He felt like he was burning up, deteriorating from an otherworldly fever. God, he hoped he wasn’t changing. Was that even possible? They hadn’t yet got past the MAIN MENU.


                  “It even feels evil,” Angela said. To Scottie, she said, “How did you not know there was something wrong with this thing?”


                  Scottie looked offended. “It came from my usual distributor,” he said. “They’ve never sent me an evil videogame before.”


                  “Well, I think your usual distributor owes you some compensation,” Angela said. “Half your players are either dead or demonic.”


                  “And all this time I’ve been sticking up for videogames,” Scottie said. “Turns out they can make a kid a killer after all.”


                  Jamie listened to the conversation, but his eyes never left the display or the strange shapes shifting around the screen. Liza was right next to him; he could smell her, could feel the warmth she offered. She, too, was sweating. Jamie considered telling her to look away. There was no point in both of them staring at the game, risking their lives, but he needed her to translate it for him. Looking away was not an option.


                  He nudged the joystick down to HOW TO PLAY and pushed the green button. Liza grabbed his arm, gave it a gentle squeeze. They were doing this. They were definitely doing this now.


                  White text began to scroll up the screen. As expected, Jamie didn’t have a clue what it said. It might as well have been hieroglyphics. “Liza?” he said.


                  Liza leaned in and, after a few seconds in which she appeared to be getting her bearings, began to interpret the mystifying language as it worked its way from the bottom of the dark screen to the top.


     


    *


     


    “I’ve got nothing,” Hard-Hat said, smacking the side of the TV set with an open hand. The snow on the screen flickered momentarily, giving way to vague monochrome footage of the Queen—who appeared to be smiling and chatting to a line of formally-dressed celebrities—but then she was gone, and the static returned with a vengeance. “How does he even watch this thing?”


                  Bandanna was perched upon the end of the bed, had moved two pizza boxes and a stack of underwear just so he had somewhere to sit. “I don’t think he watches much TV,” he opined, glancing around the room at the bottles. “And if he does, he probably doesn’t even notice the snow.”


                  “We’re wasting our time,” Hard-Hat said, pushing himself up from the gravely-stained carpet. “That prick could’ve told us his TV was shit.” He was still staring down at the frazzled goggle-box when Bandanna began to gargle and splutter behind him.


                  Hard-Hat turned to find his work buddy bleeding out from the throat. A crimson torrent gushed out of him, spraying the already-filthy bedsheets, the clothes scattered around the room, pretty much everything within three metres of Bandanna’s twitching body. There, kneeling on the bed next to Bandanna, one of Hell’s own stared out at Hard-Hat, masticating the flesh it had just torn out of Bandanna’s throat.


                  Hard-Hat went to scream.


                  The devil’s son leapt off the bed and onto the workman before any sound came out.


     


    *


     


    “…must play…the game…to its conclusion…” Liza trailed off. The translation wasn’t great, but it was enough for Jamie.


                  “Okay,” Jamie said. “So the only way to beat this thing is to play it and complete it.”


                  “That’s what it says,” Liza confirmed.


                  Jamie grimaced. He had hoped he had misheard, or that it was some sort of mistranslation. The only way to defeat Gēmuōbā was to play Gēmuōbā, and if you didn’t make it all the way to the end, well, you became one of those things out there. “I can do this,” he said. “I… can… do this.”


                  Scottie stepped forward. “Whoa, whoa, you’re not seriously considering playing this fucking thing?” He shook his head vigorously. “That’s madness, Jamie. You’re going to end up like one of th—”


                  “Only if I don’t win,” Jamie said. He didn’t see any other way.


                  “And what if you can’t win?” Scottie said. “What if… what if this thing’s rigged to lose, just like the fucking claw-machines, huh?”


                  Jamie shrugged. “We have to do something! Hemsby’s not going to be here in the morning if we don’t at least try.”


                  Scottie tried to speak, but words simply wouldn’t come. Instead he grunted, slapped both hands to his head, and paced frantically back and forth in front of the machine. “You’re going to risk your life, Jamie! This is…” He couldn’t even finish.


                  “And if I don’t?” Jamie shook his head. “Those kids are all fucked, Scottie. We’ll probably be dead before sun-up. Barry’s in jail, and fuck knows what’s going to happen to my mom, or her mom and dad.” He motioned to Liza. “I have to do this, Scottie.”


                  Scottie stopped pacing and turned to Jamie. After a few seconds, he said, “Okay! Okay! But just stop swearing, yeah? You’re like a nephew to me, and it freaks me out.”


                  Jamie smiled. “Deal,” he said.


                  Turning back to the machine, Jamie took hold of the joystick and hovered two fingers over the green and red buttons.


                  All or nothing, he thought.


                  It was time to send Gēmuōbā back to Hell.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-EIGHT


     


    The pier was ablaze. Flames licked at the palladium, the fairground, burning everything to the ground. Screaming people fled to the end of the pier, threw themselves into the water to escape the conflagration. Some of them drowned instantly, pulled beneath the ocean by the strong current. Others managed to swim away from the pier and the burning debris as it hurtled into the ocean after them. Fire engines pulled up adjacent to the pier, but they could go no further. As the firemen climbed down from their vehicles, they found themselves under siege. Children of all ages emerged from the shadows—from the night—and attacked them with knives and teeth and baseball bats. One fireman managed to escape the youths, was halfway along the promenade when a blazing Ferris wheel gondola came out of nowhere and crushed him where he stood.


                  DCI Meadows had been pulling bodies (some dead, others close to death) from the ocean when a fifteen-year-old girl leapt onto his back and ripped away his scalp with nothing but her teeth and brute strength.


                  As he lay dying, blood spurting from the top of his head, painting the immediate ocean a watery pink, Meadows listened to Hemsby’s demise, and the sickening sounds the fifteen-year-old girl made as she ate away at him from the legs up.


     


    *


     


    The first fifteen levels were a cinch for Jamie. The game, though almost impossible to understand, did have a format, and though Jamie was yet to get to grips with it, he was a helluva lot more confident than when he started.


                  Triangle, dot, beep-beeep-beep-thrum!


                  “How’s he doing it?” Angela said. She couldn’t bring herself to look at the screen.


                  “Jamie’s always been good at puzzle games,” Scottie said, and Jamie heard it. It was exactly the kind of confidence boost he needed. A moment’s lapse in concentration would be all it would take, and he’d be out there, amongst the lunatics, chewing people up, staring out at the world through obsidian eyes.


                  “You’re doing great, Super Jamie,” Liza said from his side as he finished Level Sixteen, the toughest one yet as it had introduced a new shape without warning.


                  It was going to get harder. Much harder. Jamie could feel it. His legs were already turning to jelly, and the sweat was pouring from him in rivulets. The constant low thrum in his head, willing him to lose, to fuck up even for a second, was unbearable. That was Gēmuōbā trying to distract him, to make him fail so that he could join its army.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum!


                  Jamie progressed to Level Seventeen, and outside the world continued to burn and fall around them.


     


    *


     


    The boy-thing could hear its music, the tune which birthed it. So simple, yet so very intricate, the machine and its music had the power to kill, to hypnotise, to make a child malleable like putty. The boy-thing didn’t know that it had been reworked by the game; just that it felt different, hungry and filled with consummate rage.


                  The music emanating from somewhere nearby reminded the boy-thing that it was time to kill again.


                  Onwards it moved toward the music.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


     


    *


     


    Marcus Mills was stopped at the edge of the town by two uniformed police officers. If they hadn’t been wearing hi-vis jackets, he would have ploughed straight through them. The rain made it almost impossible to see the road, and his wipers were already working at full-speed. He pulled the car to the side of the road, settling at the edge of the cliff, wound his window down halfway, and winced as the rain began to spit in at him. The police officers—both in their formative years, by the looks of them—slowly plodded toward the idling vehicle.


                  Great! Just what I fucking need! The day, Marcus thought, couldn’t possibly get any worse. He’d already lost his son to an apparent suicide—silly little fucker!—and now a couple of tit-heads were preventing him from getting home, where he planned on getting good and drunk.


                  “The road’s closed,” one of the coppers said as he leaned down to the window. “You must have missed the diversion about a mile back.”


                  Marcus shook his head. “I didn’t miss anything,” he grunted. “It’s pissing down with rain, if you hadn’t fucking noticed. You can’t see a thing out there.”


                  “Well I assure you,” said the second copper, who didn’t look old enough to buy cigarettes, let alone wear a uniform, “it was there.”


                  “Why’s the road closed?” Marcus just wanted to get home. “Perhaps one of you pissing pigs can tell me that much, yeah?”


                  The first copper—the one closest to the car—was about to exert his authority, it appeared, when the second copper stepped in.


                  “There’s been a few fires,” he said, pointing off beyond the barrier blocking the road. “Reckon it’s some sort of collaborative arson. We’ve got emergency services down there right now. They’re doing everything they can to make sure people can return to their homes safely, and in due course.”


                  Collaborative arson? Marcus had never heard anything so ridiculous. Was there some sort of arsonist convention? A place where pyromaniacs could gather, discuss the latest Zippo lighters, compare combustibles? He was about to tell the coppers what he thought of them when, out of the trees to their right, a gang of hooded figures emerged. Four of them, there were, tooled up like football hooligans. When they saw the car, and the policemen standing next to it, they made themselves known with some sort of hellish war-cry.


                  “What the fu—” The first copper took a knife to the side of the head. There was a meaty squelch as it went in, and another when it came out a second later. The copper slumped to where Marcus could no longer see him, and two of the gang slammed into the car with such force that Marcus could have sworn it moved a few inches closer to the cliff-edge.


                  A hand came in, wet and bloody, trying to grab Marcus, but the window was already on its way up. The hand was trapped, which should have been enough of a deterrent for this crazed lunatic, but what it did next, even Marcus couldn’t have anticipated.


                  It began to saw at its own hand just above the wrist. The knife it was using the same one which had finished off the first copper. Somewhere, out of view, the second copper was screaming, begging for mercy, pleading with the fuckers not to kill him because he had a wife and kids, blah, blah, blah…


                  Marcus was too concerned for his own safety to worry about some pig. A second figure leapt up and onto the bonnet of the car, and when Marcus saw its eyes, blackened orbs within the maniac’s hood, and the machete grasped in the fucker’s hand, he knew that he was going to die out there on the clifftop.


                  The now-severed hand dropped into Marcus’s lap before continuing its downward trajectory into the foot-well. A second later, though it felt much longer, a bloody stump crashed into the window. The glass erupted as the bone- and sinew-exposed hand came through it. Marcus was too busy fending the stump off to realise that the fucker from the bonnet had now clambered up onto the roof.


                  The machete came through the steel and material, sank into Marcus Mills’ head, pinning him there with an expression which suggested he still had no idea what was going on.


                  He didn’t fight back much after that.


     


    *


     


    “Fuck, Jamie!” Scottie suddenly yelled. “Your eyes are bleeding!”


                  Jamie had felt the warm blood trickling down his cheeks, could even taste it as it dribbled over his lips. “I’m okay,” he said, breathless. He certainly didn’t feel okay, but he couldn’t stop, not now, not when he was so close.


                  According to Liza in her translation, there were sixty-six levels in all. Jamie was almost at Level Fifty.


                  “Will somebody wipe that shit off his face?” Scottie said. “It’s going to put him off.”


                  Angela looked around the room but found nothing with which to clean Jamie’s face.


                  “I’m on it!” Liza said. She pulled the plush toy Jamie had won for her earlier that day—was it still the same day?—from her handbag and proceeded to cleanse his bloodied cheeks and lips with it. He didn’t even flinch as she went about it; couldn’t afford to let her put him off.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  Round and round we go, Jamie thought as he completed the forty-ninth level, gasping for air and willing his legs not to fail him now.


                  There was no time to rest, though, as Level Fifty began.


                  It began at exactly the same time as the howling boy-thing came through the cage across the room.


     


    *


     


    Angela screamed as the boy-thing with half its head missing rushed toward them, keening like an injured animal. Scottie couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He had beaten this prick half to death out there in the rain, and yet the speed with which it moved suggested it was only just getting started.


                  “Move!” Scottie said, and Angela didn’t need telling twice. She darted to the right, to where Jamie and Liza were enraptured by the game. Scottie brought his sock-weapon up and slammed it into Calum Rowe’s half-gone face just as he was upon them. Calum groaned as the remaining teeth spilled from his face, but he kept on coming, barrelling through Scottie as if this was some sort of high-contact sport. As Scottie and the boy-thing flew back across the arcade, neither of their legs touching the carpet now, Jamie began to panic.


                  “What’s going on!” he gasped, unable to tear his eyes away from the game lest it defeat him.


                  “Just focus, Jamie!” Liza said, though the tone with which she spoke did little to pacify him. “Don’t lose it now!”


                  Angela rushed across to where Scottie and the boy-thing were rolling around, grappling on the ground, slamming into arcade machines which clattered and clunked in response. Scottie was underneath. The boy-thing was growling and snapping at his face, only held back by Scottie’s hands, which were wrapped tightly around its throat.


                  “Hold it there!” Angela said.


                  “Whu—”


                  There was a loud thunk! and the boy-thing’s one remaining eye dropped from its socket and dangled, an inch from Scottie’s face, like coal on a piece of string. Then the boy-thing collapsed, its full weight falling on Scottie, and the arcade owner grunted as all the air in his lungs decided now was as good a time as any to disperse.


                  “What’s happening back there!?” Jamie yelled.


                  Level Fifty Two.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  Angela struggled to drag the lifeless boy-thing off Scottie—he was a big lad, that was for sure—but thankfully Scottie still had some strength in him. He eased the boy-thing off, gasping for air, even though it tasted like death. When he was clear of the body, he pushed himself up to his feet and grunted. “Thank you.”


                  “Welcome,” Angela said. “Next time you tell me to ‘move’ like that, I’ll hit you with the damn sock thing.”


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  “Is everyone still alive?” Jamie asked from his position at the machine. He couldn’t see what was going on, hadn’t stopped playing for even one second. Couldn’t afford to.


                  “For now,” Scottie said, breathless. “Crack on, Jamie. You’re doing great.”


                  Jamie cracked on.


     


    *


     


    Ted and Deirdre sat staring at the thing in the chair. It watched them back, looked into their souls, which was a terrifying thing for an eight-year-old boy to be able to do. Every now and then it fought against its restraints, but it quickly tired, settled back down, back to watching them with those evil stygian eyes.


                  Deirdre looked to the clock hanging behind the bar. It was almost ten. “Do you think they’re dead?” she asked.


                  Ted shook his head. “Maybe the workmen,” he said. “But not the others.” He didn’t know how he knew that, and Deirdre didn’t ask, but it just seemed… about right.


     


    *


     


    Out on the promenade the creatures gathered, howling at the stars, eating of the dead, yearning for more chaos. They were all here now, all except for those who had fallen and perished, all except for Douglas Grice, who was otherwise engaged.


                  They searched each other’s minds, were able to read the thoughts of those cut from the same cloth.


                  We’re here.


                  Why are we here?


                  The arcade.


                  It wants us.


                  It’s calling to us.


                  Gēmuōbā.


                  It wants us to stop him.


                  Stop the player before it’s too late.


                  They knew what they had to do, and howled in unison as a sign of their collective understanding. They were to prevent the player from winning, from defeating Gēmuōbā. Their very existence depended upon it.


     


    *


     


    “He can’t take much more of this!” Scottie said. “Look at him! It’s fucking killing him!”


                  Jamie could barely speak now, but when he whispered, “It’s… okay,” everyone heard it.


                  “You’re not okay, Jamie. You’re dying, son!” Scottie couldn’t believe he had allowed it to come to this. He couldn’t believe that he had allowed Jamie to even stand in front of that Godforsaken machine. He thought of Jake, how he had never had a chance to tell him how much he loved him, how the boy had been found, floating face-down in the fishpond like some heron-mangled koi. And now he was going to let Jamie die, too. Just stand here and let the boy sacrifice himself to this. This. Fucking. Thing.


                  “Three levels to go,” Liza said as Jamie finished the sixty-third.


                  “I’m… okay…” Jamie reiterated, wiping blood away from his nostrils. It seemed, to Scottie, that every part of the poor lad was leaking crimson; that if he were to pull Jamie’s trousers down, there would be a pool of it in his boxer shorts.


                  “Three levels?” Scottie said, turning his attention to the screen. Pixels were flying around the display so quickly now that Scottie couldn’t focus on any single one of them. He had no idea how Jamie was doing it. “Okay… Jamie, when this is over, you get one of my cigarettes, no questions asked, okay?”


                  “Scottie,” Angela said, disapprovingly.


                  “What? As far as I’m concerned, the kid is single-handedly saving this fucking town. I’ll buy him all the cigarettes in Hemsby, if that’s what he wants.”


                  Angela was about to criticise Scottie’s somewhat lax paternal instincts when something thumped against the arcade entrance, rattling the locked door in its frame. Outside, something moaned, and then the door began to clatter more violently.


                  “Shit,” Scottie said. “They’re coming.”


     


    *


     


    The door was creaking, slowly giving way to the myriad creatures pressing against it. Once children, now monsters, they wanted only one thing.


                  To stop the player.


                  Game Over.


     


    *


     


    Jamie blinked blood and sweat from his stinging eyes. Beside him, Liza panted as if she had just finished a marathon. She was watching the game and the door as it buckled in the darkness across the room.


                  “We’re not going to make it!” Angela said. “We have to get out of here!”


                  “That’s not going to happen,” Scottie said. “Not without Jamie.”


                  Jamie played on, ignoring the commotion around him, forcing it to the back of his mind as the final level began to load. “Almost… almost there,” he said. Thick black fluid dripped from the corners of his mouth, as if he had chewed on a Blackjack and forgot to swallow.


                  “He’s going to do it,” Liza said.


                  Beep-beeep-beep-thrum…


                  Triangle—


                  Dot—


                  Pentagram—


                  All combined on the screen, clashing violently together as if trying to re-enact The Big Bang. Jamie thumbed the joystick down, hammered at the buttons, joystick up, green, green, red…


                  It’s just a game, he thought.


                  A second later, the door gave way to the monsters beyond and they streamed in, an army of lamenting child-beasts climbing over one another to reach the player. To finish the game.


                  Angela screamed.


                  Scottie roared.


                  Liza braced herself against the side of the machine for the horrors yet to come.


                  Jamie hit the red button and finally closed his weary and blood-filled eyes.


                  Game Over.


     


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-NINE


     


    The machine began to rumble. Gone was the tuneless eight-bit melody which had accompanied the game through the past sixty-six levels, replaced by a low groan. Almost as if the thing was in pain.


                  Jamie eased his eyes open, watched as smoke began to rise up in tendrils from the already-melting console. The shapes (triangle, dot, pentagram, dot, triangle) faded from the screen, which turned to crimson, which in turn cast its eerie glow across the entire arcade. The things flowing in from outside stopped suddenly, as if overcome with disorientation and puzzlement. It wasn’t until one of them—a little girl, no older than five—started to cry that Jamie realised what had happened.


                  The console had melted away to liquid plastic, its buttons and joystick almost indiscernible now amongst the molten confusion.


                  More children began to cry. Perhaps they were wondering what they were doing out so late, in the dark, without their parents, alone…


                  Jamie spat blood onto the arcade floor, and immediately regretted it. He turned to Scottie. “Sorry… about that,” he said, pointing to the small globule of blood on the carpet.


                  Scottie dry-swallowed, and for the longest time he was unable to speak. When he did manage it, he simply said, “You did it.”


                  Jamie turned, saw the children—five-year-olds, ten-year-olds, sixteen-year-olds—gathered in the centre of the arcade. Some were still outside; Jamie could see them through the entrance, collapsing in the rain, sobbing, seeking answers from older children. Some were calling out for their moms and dads, some were busy watching the flames licking at the end of the pier.


                  Jamie turned back to Scottie, to Angela, and to Liza as she slipped her hand into his. “I did?” he said. “Well fuck knows how I managed that.”


                  Outside, Hemsby continued to crumble and fall, but the worst of it was over.


    


    

  


  
    



     


     


     


     


     


    Gēmuōbā


     


    The man is dressed in a suit and a pair of the most expensive shoes—¥250000—money can buy. He enters the room lined with computers. At each computer sits a man. A tired-looking man. Many of them are bald and most of them are wearing spectacles. When they see the man with the expensive shoes enter, they straighten themselves up, for they don’t want to disappoint him. The last person to disappoint him was not fired; he was taken out back and shot three times in the face. Many of these men do not want to be shot in the face.


                  Another man—second-in-command—sees the man with the expensive shoes and makes his way across the lushly-carpeted room to where he is now standing, staring intently down at a monitor and shaking his head.


                  “Mr. Ito,” says Kagome, the second-in-command. Mr Ito’s shoes are so nice, he thinks. One day, I will own a pair of shoes just like that.


                  Ito looks up at Kagome and sighs. “Sore ni shippai shimashita,” he says. It failed.


                  “It did not fail, Mr. Ito,” says Kagome. “In fact, we are treating it as a complete success.” He stares down at the monitor, at the burning pier, at the children spilling out onto the street, crying for their mothers, praying that their fathers come and scoop them up and carry them to safety.


                  Ito is not convinced. In broken English, he says, “What of machine?”


                  Kagome really doesn’t want to be taken out back, and so he lies a little. Everyone lies a little. “It is perfectly ready,” he says. “More levels will be added. Gēmuōbā will not fail you, Mr. Ito.”


                  Ito nods, grunts his approval, and moves through the office. He takes a lift to the basement, cursing all the way down in Japanese. Kagome is an idiot. He will be dead by morning. Ito will not be lied to, not by an underling.


                  As the lift whispers open at the basement, Ito steps out, feels the chill already as it surrounds him like so many locusts. Through the basement he moves, being careful not to scuff his expensive shoes on the racks to either side.


                  The basement opens up onto a warehouse. Ito can feel it—the potential, the rage, the unmitigated power of the machines all around him—and he grins. His teeth are old and decayed. He can afford to have them fixed, but shoes are far more important to him.


                  “Gēmuōbā,” he says. “Game over.”


                  Tomorrow, the delivery trucks will come and the warehouse will be empty once again. He’s forgotten what an empty warehouse looks like. He quite likes the sound of it.


     


    THE END
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