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Prologue

On the evening of October fourteenth, 1999, Martin Ambrose celebrated his seventeenth birthday. He also murdered his girlfriend, Sophie, though this part of his night out had not been planned.

It was early evening and Martin was feeling good. He and Sophie had met up with their friends Tim and Karen at a cyber-café on Oxford Road and now they were all heading into the city centre in search of some suitable birthday entertainment. Manchester was currently in the grip of feverish preparations for Metro 2000, the huge multi-faceted festival that would welcome in the new millennium.

There was an almost carnival atmosphere on the streets that even the rain and the ever-present legions of ragged beggars couldn’t dispel. Martin and his friends sauntered along New Cross Street, now in the final stages of rebuilding after the big blast of ’96. They were heading for Clubland Piccadilly.

On Oldham Street, they found a couple of lone cops who were amusing themselves by beating up a Rag Man they’d found begging in a shop doorway. Martin and his friends stopped to watch for a while. The Rag Man seemed to be off his head. He was singing a hymn as the heavy boots lashed into his face and ribs: and his long grey beard was spattered with blood. A crowd was gathering, most of the onlookers happy to cheer the cops on, but Martin felt sorry for the Rag Man. Still, he knew better than to intervene. The Greater Manchester Police were revelling in their new powers and they weren’t too choosy about their targets: so he urged the others to move on, not wanting to let these events cast a pall over his big night out.

They headed down to Sodom and Gomorrah, a favourite mineral bar, where Martin dulled his misgivings by sampling the wide selection of alcoholic fruit juices, mineral waters and draught lemonade. An hour later, suitably oiled, they moved on to The Garden Of Terrestrial Delights, currently the city’s hottest nightclub.

On the way in, Martin noticed a bedraggled-looking Rag Man standing a discreet distance from the marble-columned, neon-lit entrance. He knew that these homeless people were often used as ‘mules’ by the city’s dope dealers, so he approached the man with the intention of buying some genuine E’s, something with a little more poke than the Herbal Highs on sale inside. The Rag Man smelled like wet cardboard and had a furtive air. Yes, he told Martin, he had some pretty good E.

‘But if you’re in the mood for some real fun, I can do you a special price on a couple of tabs of Warp,’ he added.

Martin had heard about Warp, but he’d never tried it. He knew that it was the latest designer drug, a cocktail of ecstasy and amphetamines cut with a powerful hallucinogen. It was not for the faint hearted but several of his friends had told him that it was the chemical equivalent of a white knuckle ride and they’d urged him to try it. You got visions with Warp, they said, more vivid and more real than the VR machines in the city arcades. Sure, it wasn’t all a bed of roses, there’d been a few fatalities reported in the tabloids, just as there had in the early days of E, before a safer version was manufactured under licence. But the figures were what, one in a million? And besides, it was his birthday.

At any rate, Martin was feeling reckless and his friends were impatiently calling to him to get his ass into the club before Happy Hour ended: so he handed the Rag Man a fifty-pound note and palmed the two tiny purple pills he was handed in return. Once inside the club, he slipped into the toilet and swallowed them down with a handful of water from the tap.

Twenty minutes later, he was buzzing, enjoying the ripples of pure euphoria that were jolting through his system. He got up to dance with Sophie and the others, deliciously aware of the coloured spotlights playing upon his skin like questing fingertips and he felt powerful, omnipotent, overwhelmed by sheer pleasure. He moved to the slamming four four rhythm of a vintage rap track, as though he was plugged into the mains, swinging his hips, wiggling his ass, his hands describing complicated patterns in the air in front of his face. And he was grinning, grinning like an idiot because he’d never felt so good before, never like this . . .

And then Sophie danced up close to him and he saw that her face was beginning to change. In the green glow of a spotlight, it appeared to be moving, rearranging itself, the cheekbones pushing against the skin, the nostrils widening, the eyes mutating into white reptilian spheres.

Take it easy, Martin warned himself. It’s just a hallucination . . .

But he couldn’t deny that he was beginning to feel afraid. Sophie’s skin was taking on a tough, scaly quality: and when she raised a hand to place it on his shoulder, he saw that it had become a huge, mis-shapen club of rotting flesh, from which protruded a series of rusting hypodermics, each one filled with a scummy yellow liquid. The needles stabbed through the fabric of his shirt, sinking deep into the skin and there was nothing virtual about the pain it caused him. He yelped and stepped away from her.

Sophie spoke to him, but what came out was a series of snuffling grunts. Martin couldn’t help staring at her tongue, which was long and black. It flopped out of her mouth onto the front of her T-shirt and it was hung with thick strings of saliva. Martin glanced wildly over his shoulder to where Tim and Karen had been dancing before but he saw that they too, had changed. Now two insect-like creatures had taken their place. Their bodies were metamorphosing as he watched, swelling into weird distended shapes that tore their clothing at the seams. Then the smell hit him, a vile stench of defecation and he had to catch his breath in order to stop himself from vomiting.

‘That’s enough now,’ he said aloud, but he wasn’t sure who he was talking to. God, maybe? He knew that he wanted to get off the dance floor though and he turned to make his exit: but Sophie’s tongue shot out of her mouth like a long, sticky tentacle and wrapped around his neck, pulling him back against her. He cried out in revulsion and span back around, pushing her away from him with both hands: but as he pushed, his fingers tore through her clothing and sank deep into the flesh of her chest. When he withdrew his hands, he left two ragged holes from which cascades of writhing maggots began to fall.

It must have been around this point that he started screaming. He wasn’t sure of anything now and his powers of reason had completely evaporated. He stood there on the brink of insanity and then, in that same instant, a jolt of hope went through him as he noticed that Sophie had a metal zip running in a rectangle around her face. It suddenly struck him that he’d been the victim of some bizarre practical joke: that the brutish face that was staring open-mouthed at him was just a latex mask, nothing more. He could easily remove it and reveal the real Sophie underneath.

So he threw himself at her, knocking her headlong to the ground. He grabbed the tab of the zip and wrenched it aside, revealing not a face but a huge, pulsing grub-like creature, curled up in the rectangular opening behind the mask. Martin swore viciously and plunged his fingers in to the soft folds of its flesh, releasing spurts of warm fluid that splashed onto his face.

The Tim and Karen creatures were clawing at him, trying to pull him off the Sophie-Lizard that was writhing and thrashing on the dance floor and he lashed out at them, screaming now, not with terror but with laughter, because he had just realized that this was funny, this was the funniest thing that had ever happened to him. Other creatures joined the fray. His knuckles flattened one of the insect’s faces and his foot lashed into another’s thorax, splitting it wide open, and this was great, this was the best, the best birthday ever, because . . .

He stopped fighting suddenly, surprised to find that there was a little black hole at the back of his eyes: and as he watched, it was growing rapidly bigger, eating into his vision, etching itself like a blob of acid on a sheet of acetate. First it appeared to be the size of a pea, then a fifty pence piece, now a saucer and . . .

Suddenly the broken and bleeding people surrounding him on the dancefloor didn’t look like monsters any more. They looked scared and . . .

Martin turned around slowly, as the black saucer became a dinner plate. Around the edges of the circle of darkness he caught glimpses of something horrible . . .

Sophie lying on the floor, wearing a carnival mask of red raw meat, her head twisted over at an impossible angle. From the midst of the meat, her eyes stared up at Martin in dull surprise. Her splayed legs shuddered uncontrollably, her heels hammering out an urgent rhythm as she died, and . . .

‘Fetch an ambulance,’ whispered Martin.

That was all he could do because then the dinner plate became a round, black moon, spreading itself like an unfolding umbrella across his vision. The curve of it must have nudged against a switch in his brain, because he went out like a light and didn’t even feel the dancefloor as it slammed against his shoulders.

By the time they got him to the hospital, he had slipped into a coma.


PART ONE

Warp

All books are either dreams or swords

You can cut, or you can drug, with words.

Amy Lowell, Sword Blades and Poppy Seed.

He hath awakened from the dream of life –

’Tis we, who lost in stormy visions, keep

With phantoms an unprofitable strife,

And in mad trance, strike with our spirit’s knife

invulnerable nothings.

Percy Bysshe Shelley, ‘Adonais’.


Chapter One

Somewhere at the back of his head, Will Ambrose was dimly aware of the telephone ringing. It rang again and again, cutting into his sleep-dulled senses, stinging like a paper cut and making him wince. He groaned, shrugged himself deeper under the covers. His brain was still fogged with whisky fumes and he had no inclination to thrust his naked body out into the chill October air of Roxy’s badly heated apartment. Where was she anyway? Why didn’t she answer the bloody thing?

The sound of the phone had interrupted a dream. He’d been back on the force, once again a Detective Sergeant with the Greater Manchester Police. He’d been chasing a suspect through what appeared to be a sewer, splashing through endless labyrinthine tunnels, clambering over railings, occasionally having to wade thigh-deep through the stinking water. He’d been holding his Police Issue 9mm Glock automatic out in front of him, but whenever he’d got a clear shot of the fleeing man, something had got in his way. Then finally he’d corralled the suspect in a dead end. The man had turned around and a shrill of terror went through Will as he saw his own anxious face staring back at him . . .

The phone continued to ring. Whoever was on the other end of the line wasn’t going to give in easily. Will groaned again, but swung his legs out from under the duvet and twisted himself around into a sitting position. He sat for a moment holding his throbbing head in his hands, horribly aware that he’d downed the best part of a bottle of Whyte and Mackays the night before.

It hadn’t been a celebration or anything, he’d got drunk on his own, slumped in front of the television. Roxy had given up trying to talk him out of it and had opted for an early night. When asked about it later, his excuse would be that he was feeling depressed. It had been his son’s seventeenth birthday and the kid hadn’t even phoned to thank his old man for the card and the present he’d sent. Roxy had already pointed out to Will that really, it was up to him to phone Martin on such an occasion, but that kind of logic made little headway with Will when he was in the mood to drink: and since leaving the force a year and a half ago, he’d been in the mood for little else.

He reached out a hand and tentatively drew back the curtains an inch or so. It was raining heavily and the sea was a seething caldron of grey waves, crashing relentlessly against the harbour wall. He made a small sound of disgust and let the curtain fall back. Even in the summer, Southport was not the prettiest place in the world. Out of season, it could be positively grim.

He’d come here after the double whammy of losing his career and his marriage. An old friend, another ex-copper who happened to be based in the seaside resort, had come to his rescue, offering to get him a temporary job and a place to lay his head. The work was pretty menial, helping out on stalls, selling tickets, taking a turn at the controls of the waltzers or the big wheel. But it was easy work, the kind of thing you didn’t have to think about too much and he liked the simplicity of that, so different from what he’d done before.

At the end of the season, the friend moved on, but Will stayed. He hooked up with Roxy, a Romany woman who fronted a small fortune-telling booth on the prom. Now he lived on the small amount of money he’d saved during the season and whatever Roxy could spare him. He knew that he was just treading water, but lacked the motivation to do anything about it . . .

That bloody phone! Still it clamoured, as shrill and persistent as a hungry baby. With a curse, Will got himself upright and stumbled out of the bedroom into the adjoining living area. He dropped into an armchair and picked up the handset.

‘Yes,’ he muttered irritably.

‘Will? Oh, thank God you’re there! I was about to give up.’

No such luck, he thought, uncharitably: he had instantly recognized the voice of his ex-wife, Suzanne. She must be phoning from Manchester, he thought, but the fibre-optic line sounded so clear, she could have been in the next room to him. A depressing thought.

‘Will, it’s about Martin . . .’

‘Yeah, I know, I should have rung him. I was . . . kind of busy last night. Did he like the present?’

There was a long silence: then a sound that sent a chill of apprehension through him.

Suzanne was crying. She never did that. She was as hard as nails, that one.

Suddenly his hangover was gone. He was wide awake and uncomfortably aware of the grief being expended on the other end of the line.

‘Suzanne, what is it?’

‘It’s Martin. Oh God, Will, I can hardly believe it. I’m phoning from the hospital . . .’

Will felt the blood rush to his face and his heart fluttered in his chest, leaving him breathless.

‘Hospital?’ he gasped. ‘Suzanne, what’s happened?’

‘I should have called you earlier, I know. But it was ages before they got in touch with me and it was the early hours of the morning by the time . . .’

‘Just tell me what’s happened. Has Martin had an accident?’

‘Yes, an accident. Or, I suppose, no, not an accident. They say he knew what he was doing. He’s seventeen, you think these days that’s a responsible age, don’t you? So when he said he was going to a club, I didn’t think anything of it. I actually gave him some money, told him to have a good time.’ She gave a sharp little gasp. ‘Oh, Will, they don’t think he’s going to wake up!’ Again her voice dissolved into helpless tears. Will had to shout at her to get her attention.

‘For God’s sake, tell me! What the fuck happened?’

It took her a few moments to get control of herself. Then at last, haltingly, she told him what she could.

‘He went out to this club with Sophie and some friends. You remember Sophie, don’t you? Nice girl, I really thought they had something going. Martin . . . took some drug. Not one of the legal ones. Something called Warp? He . . . he went crazy, they say. Attacked Sophie. She . . . Will, he killed her.’

‘Killed her?’ Will echoed the words and tried to picture them in connection with his son, but somehow he couldn’t make them fit. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Suzanne, there must be some mistake . . .’

‘There’s no fucking mistake!’ she shrieked and now she was angry, the tone of her voice almost making him wince. ‘Haven’t I just been sitting by his bed for the last three hours? He’s in a coma, Will. The doctors don’t think he’s going to make it.’

‘No,’ he whispered. Not because he didn’t believe her. Because he didn’t want this to be happening.

‘It’s true,’ Suzanne told him, her voice quieter now, more composed. She sounded tired. ‘I don’t know what to do, Will. I’m losing it. There was really nobody else I could call.’

‘Where are you?’ Will heard his own voice asking the question. It sounded methodical, completely without emotion. He sounded, he thought, like a policeman.

‘Manchester General. Ward D2.’

‘I’ll get there as quickly as I can,’ he told her and he put down the phone. Suddenly he felt clear-headed and, for the first time in ages, in control of himself. He got up and went back to the bedroom, where he put on some clothes, jeans, sweatshirt, a battered pair of trainers. He pulled his suitcase down from the top of the wardrobe and began to throw shirts and underwear into it. It didn’t take him long because he didn’t have much to call his own, he’d left most of his baggage, both emotional and literal, with Suzanne and Martin. As he packed, his son’s face drifted into his mind, the handsome, confident features, the big china-blue eyes. He tried once again to equate that face with the story he’d just heard and was unable to do it.

It would be all right, he told himself. He’d get to the hospital and Martin would be sitting up in bed, grinning at him. All a mistake, sure, it had to be. The stuff about Sophie, it couldn’t be right, could it? The Martin he knew wasn’t capable of violence. Will recalled an incident when the boy was about five years old. Martin’s pet goldfish had somehow managed to jump out of its tank in the night and the boy had found it dead on the carpet, the next morning. He’d cried about it for hours, inconsolable, while Will held him and rocked him in his arms . . .

Will snapped the locks on the suitcase and carried it through to the living room. He phoned Railtrack enquiries and was told that a train bound for Manchester Piccadilly was leaving within the hour. That left him just enough time, he figured. The circumstances were urgent and he knew that Roxy wouldn’t have blamed him: but even so, he felt he couldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

He let himself out of the apartment building, into the cutting wind that swept in off the sea. Fine salt spray mingled with the rain and stung his cheeks, making him squint. He turned left and started walking, passing the rows of boarded up shops and stalls that patiently awaited the return of summer. There was something desperately sad about a seaside resort in the winter, Will thought. It had lost all reason for existence. Only when the sun came back would it rise again, a tawdry phoenix, conjured from the ashes.

He kept his head down and walked briskly the short distance to the pier head, where despite the awful weather, he suspected he’d find Roxy. She spent a lot of time sitting in the little wooden booth, even when business was virtually non-existent. Maybe it was just an excuse to get away from Will. After all, he certainly hadn’t been much fun to live with, the last few months.

He rapped his knuckles against the plywood door and went inside, leaving his case out in the rain. Roxy was sitting in her folding chair, behind the square pine table. She had a copy of Hello magazine on her lap. She was small and dark, her face framed by layers of black curls. Her brown eyes flicked over him perfunctorily and her red cupid’s bow lips curved into a tired smile.

‘So, you’re finally going,’ she observed and he knew better than to be surprised by her perceptiveness. He had lived with her long enough to know that she was genuinely psychic. Leaving the case outside hadn’t fooled her for a moment.

‘I have to,’ he told her. ‘It’s Martin. Something bad has happened. He’s in the hospital, in some kind of a coma. They say he took illegal drugs . . .’

Telling somebody else about it made it seem real. Grief welled up in him, making him vaguely dizzy. He experienced a powerful urge to weep but refused to give in to it.

Roxy indicated the vacant chair on the other side of the table.

‘Sit down a minute,’ she told him.

He shook his head.

‘I should be getting to the station. My train . . .’

‘You’ve got time,’ she persisted. ‘Please, sit for just a minute, you can give me that much, can’t you?’

He nodded, moved to the chair. They sat regarding each other for a moment, both aware that there was a lot to say, but not knowing where to begin.

‘Sometimes it’s best to say nothing,’ Roxy told him, as though giving voice to his thoughts. She took hold of his right hand in both of hers and she bowed her head for a moment, concentrating. She closed her eyes and when she opened them again, her gaze was unfocussed, she seemed to be staring off into the middle distance at something only she could see. She didn’t need to use props like tarot cards or a crystal ball, though she kept those things around for the tourists. Will knew that an outsider, watching this ritual, would probably find her actions laughable, but over the past year she had told him so many things about his life and she had been wrong about only one of them. She had said that they would always be happy together.

Now as he sat watching her, he saw that her eyes were slowly widening to gaze with a disquieting intensity.

‘You won’t come back to me,’ she said, in a low, matter-of-fact tone.

‘Sure I will,’ he argued, but his voice lacked conviction.

‘No. I see a change in your life. A change of direction. I see you . . . in rags. I see you with a young boy.’

‘Martin?’ ventured Will hopefully.

Roxy shook her head.

‘Another boy. And a woman. They too are in rags. The three of you are going down into a dark place and you are afraid . . .’

Will frowned impatiently.

‘Martin. Is he going to be all right?’

She shrugged.

‘I don’t see anything about him. That part of your life is clouded. I see . . .’ Her eyes narrowed, then widened again, as if in shock. For a long moment, she didn’t say anything.

‘Well?’ he prompted her. ‘It can’t be that bad, surely?’

She frowned. ‘Fire,’ she said quietly. ‘I see fire rolling across water. It’s like a river of fire, flowing deep beneath the ground.’

He raised his eyebrows quizzically.

‘Bit melodramatic,’ he observed.

She seemed suddenly angry with him.

‘It’s what I see!’ she snapped. ‘I have no control over what I see, you know that!’ She pushed his hand away and regarded him from beneath her long lashes. ‘I won’t ask you not to go,’ she told him. ‘I know you have to do this. I just hope . . .’

‘What?’ he prompted her.

‘That you find what you need. I haven’t been able to give you that. I tried and for a while, I thought I could succeed. But lately it’s been impossible to reach you.’

He raised an eyebrow ironically.

‘You should have seen it coming,’ he told her.

The ghost of a smile played across her face.

‘I did,’ she said.

‘But you told me we’d always be happy.’

She nodded.

‘I know. Sometimes, I lie.’

He leaned across the table and pecked her gently on the cheek. They sat for a moment in silence, looking at each other. He had thought that saying goodbye would be hard but she had made it easy for him.

‘I’ll write,’ he said, as he got up from the table.

She shook her head.

‘No you won’t. Good luck, Will.’

He nodded and went out of the booth. As he stepped into the rain, he saw that a late tourist, a plump woman in a multi-coloured anorak, was waiting patiently by the door.

‘Is she any good?’ the woman asked him.

He glanced back into the booth. Roxy was sitting at the table, gazing calmly out at him.

‘She’s the best,’ he said. Then picking up the suitcase, he walked quickly away, without looking back.


Chapter Two

The train journey into Manchester was interminable. The ancient diesel engine seemed to keep breaking down every few miles, incurring maddening waits in the middle of nowhere, while unseen hands tinkered with the engine. The carriage in which Will sat was filthy, unheated and marked by layer upon layer of obscene graffiti. Some charmer had systematically razored all the seats and yellow foam spilled out of the rips like viscera seeping from flesh wounds.

As the train finally lurched into the outskirts of the city, it passed several huge hoardings announcing something called Metro 2000. They were hard to miss. Garish paintings in a primitive style, they all depicted variations on the same theme – happy, multi-racial Mancunians grinning inanely as they enjoyed a series of cultural events. Dancing in the streets to the strains of a calypso band. Seated in a theatre as they applauded a Shakespearian actor. Riding with their children on a neon-lit carousel as fireworks exploded in the sky above them. But the reality lay just behind the posters, the soot-blackened outlines of the abandoned factories and warehouses that flanked this part of the track, windows smashed, brickwork slowly crumbling into dereliction.

The train shuddered into Piccadilly station and there was a long wait while the driver attempted to deactivate the hydraulic doors. At last they creaked open with an asthmatic gasp of air and Will was able to step out onto the crowded platform. He stood for a moment, gazing around in dull surprise. It was even dirtier than he remembered but what had caught his attention were the large numbers of ragged men and women who sat wedged into every available corner, holding out their hands like Third-World beggars, to the disembarking passengers.

Will frowned. He’d heard that homelessness was bad here but he hadn’t been prepared for the scale of it.

‘Hey, mister!’ Somebody tugged at the leg of his trousers and glancing down, he found himself looking at a teenage boy, crouched on his haunches against a wall. The kid was maybe thirteen/fourteen years old, Will thought, as skinny as a whippet, his thin face plastered with dirt. ‘Spare us a couple of bob, mate.’

Will shrugged and instinctively reached for the loose change in his pocket. He held out his hand, palm uppermost and suddenly, there was a free for all. A couple of other, older kids seemed to appear out of nowhere and the coins were knocked from Will’s hand. There was an undignified scuffle on the platform, the kids doing each other real damage in a desperate attempt to grab the lion’s share of what amounted to about fifty pence.

Will made a sound of disgust and turning away, he headed for the exit. He followed the sign for the taxi rank, moving along a cheerless corridor and out into the open air, where a line of black cabs waited patiently in the drizzle. He climbed into the first of them and slammed the door shut, waking the driver who appeared to be having a snooze.

‘Manchester General Hospital,’ he said. ‘And step on it, please, I’m in a hurry.’

On the drive through the congested city centre, the cabbie, a small but vociferous man with a Rochdale accent kept up a running commentary on the problems currently afflicting Manchester.

‘I mean, this bloody government, who could have believed that they’d ever get in again?’ he muttered. ‘Did you vote for them? I know I didn’t. And you try and find anybody who’ll admit to it. Same old story. But the city council now, they want to get their priorities straight. I mean, how is it they’ve got millions to pour into this Metro 2000 rubbish, yet they can’t do anything about the crime figures?’

The taxi chugged noisily around the one way system that encircled Albert Square and the driver blared his horn as he crossed a set of rails in front of an advancing tram, which appeared to have jumped a red light. The cabbie stamped on the accelerator and made it across with inches to spare, yet never faltered in his monologue.

‘You take me for instance, I been held up at gunpoint three times in the last six months. Three times! And that’s not in the rough areas, neither. Christ, we ain’t even allowed to go into the Merton Estate anymore, it’s considered a war zone. But I tell you what, I’ve had enough of it. Anybody tries anything else with me and they’ll get this.’ He brandished a baseball bat at Will through the metal grille that divided them. ‘I don’t care what the law says, there comes a time when you just got to make a stand. Next one even looks at me funny, I’ll turn his head to cranberry sauce.’

Even if Will had wanted to contribute to the conversation, he couldn’t have. The cabbie barely paused for breath before launching into his next tirade, a blistering verbal assault on various elements of society that didn’t meet with his approval, including DSS scroungers, scousers, traffic wardens and people he would only refer to as ‘shirt lifters.’ Will had too much on his mind to pay him any more attention. He settled back into his seat, wrapped up in his own dark thoughts as the taxi clattered around a corner onto Oxford Road and began the short stop-start journey to the hospital.

He’ll be all right, Will kept telling himself. You’ll see, you’ll get there and he’ll be fine.

But at the back of his mind, some doleful little voice kept nagging at him, telling him that this was just wishful thinking. He’d learned long ago, that in this brave new world, happy endings were in very short supply.

Scally left the station with thirty-four pence clutched tightly in one dirty little hand. He’d had to fight hard for it and his ribs ached where one of the other kids had landed him a good kick, but that was OK. He now had the down payment on one of the occasional little luxuries that made life more bearable – a bag of chips or a can of coke.

He went down the steps to Fairfield Street. On the walls you could still catch glimpses of an ancient mural, depicting various forms of transport, peeping out from beneath the layers of obscene graffiti. The city commuters moving up and down the steps gave him a wide berth as though afraid they might catch something. Maybe they figured poverty was infectious. He walked down three flights and out to the street. It was raining hard again and Scally shrugged his oversized coat tighter around his skinny frame, turning up the frayed collar to cover his ears. He’d found the coat in a charity bin he’d broken into the other week. It was meant for an adult, but he’d selected it because the thick tweed fabric would keep him warm through the winter.

The street was gridlocked with stationary traffic, yellow exhaust fumes rising in thick, choking clouds. Scally threaded his way between them, obliged to clamber over bumpers and bonnets, ignoring the outraged expressions of the motorists.

He made it to the other side, walked along a hundred yards and turned the corner onto the relative quiet of Sobriety Street, where his current shelter was located. No traffic came down here any more and a large band of Rag People, the Ardwick Tribe, had made it their home. They had pitched their shelters in a series of abandoned railway arches set into the crumbling viaduct that ran along the left hand side of the street. Only a couple of years ago, the arches had been the setting for several small businesses – garages, packaging companies, freight warehouses: but the big recession of ’97 had put paid to those and now they were a logical place to make camp, relatively waterproof, with huge wooden doors that could be closed and barred against the dangers of the night.

Scally knew all about those. He’d been surviving on the streets for the best part of a year, ever since running away from the orphanage where he’d been incarcerated since the age of twelve. He’d gone there when his parents had totalled themselves in a motorway smash. They’d done it deliberately, it seemed, since witnesses had reported that their car had performed a U-turn on the M56 and had driven headlong into the vehicles behind. Scally had already been severely dysfunctional by then – indeed, there were some unkind souls who suggested that he was the reason for his parents’ suicide pact – and none of his relatives had wanted the responsibility of picking up the wreckage he invariably left in his wake, so he’d been abandoned to the tender loving care of Manchester Social Services.

The orphanage was a grim, shabby hellhole, where he was brutalised at every opportunity, both by the staff and the other inmates. He vowed to escape and tried many times, but it was two long years before he was successful. Now at last, he had acquired the kind of family he could relate to.

He walked slowly along the cobbled street, nodding to the people that hailed him from the crowded archways, occasionally stopping to talk to a friend. He liked living among the Ardwick Tribe, because they asked very little from him and gave just as little in return. And he had stopped kicking against the traces. Here, you had to abide by the rules. If you didn’t, they kicked your arse out onto the street and you were back to fending for yourself.

At one point, Scally passed a low brick wall which overlooked a stinking stretch of canal and he moved involuntarily into the middle of the road, giving it a wide berth. The canal passed under a culvert below the street and Scally knew that at some point, down there in the darkness, there was an opening that connected to the sewers. He was afraid of the people that lived in the sewers and he had good cause to be. A couple of months earlier, they had taken his best friend, Gyppo . . .

Now he had mixed feelings about Sobriety Street. The daylight hours were OK, it was a good place to stay, there was shelter from the wind and rain and some nights, when the weather allowed, the Rag People held big communal bonfires on the wasteland opposite the viaduct. But the short stretch of canal bothered him and most nights, he made damned sure that he was safely locked up inside one of the railway arches, surrounded by people he knew.

He reached the arch that was his home: some fifteen people lived in here, their own particular areas delineated by walls of cardboard and blankets hung on lengths of string. In the entrance, somebody had stoked the fire under the big tin bucket that was used as the communal cooking pot. As usual, it contained Pot Luck, a watery stew to which every occupant of the arch was obliged to contribute whatever they could forage. Peg was stirring the pot with a big wooden spoon. She glanced up and grinned as Scally approached, displaying rows of blackened teeth. She was the closest that he had to a mother figure, a short, stocky woman with prematurely greying hair and a sharp tongue. She’d had four children of her own, grown up now, and she had a tendency to look out for young loners like Scally, despite the disapproval of her husband, Frank, who was the tribe’s Duke, or headman. Because of the unusual location of the tribe’s shelter he was often jokingly referred to as the Arch Duke.

But Frank didn’t seem to be about today. Scally reached into one of his voluminous pockets and withdrew a handful of carrots that he’d filched from a market stall earlier that day.

‘Good lad.’ Peg regarded them critically for a moment, as though she could afford to be choosy, but she must have decided that they were still edible. She reached for the kitchen knife that hung from a loop of string around her waist and sliced the carrots into the mixture. Scally could see that so far, the pot held mostly water but it was early yet and there were a few others to come in. Some of them might have had better luck with their foraging.

‘Where you been?’ Peg asked him.

‘Took a turn begging up the station,’ he told her. ‘Didn’t have no luck though. Too many others at the same game.’ He did his best to keep a poker face as he reported this, but he sensed that Peg saw right through him. Officially, she had the right to demand that he put half of any money he collected into a communal fund, but she knew as well as Scally did, that such money was inevitably appropriated by Frank and his ‘lieutenants’ who invariably spent it at one of the few local off licences that wasn’t too fussy about its clientele. Many a night they would come roaring home, their guts full of cheap wine and cider and then God help you if you didn’t get out of the way quick enough.

‘Got a bit of a treat for later on,’ Peg announced confidentially. She indicated a small metal table in front of her and then, after glancing quickly left and right, she leaned over and lifted a teacloth, revealing a loaf of brown bread. As far as Scally could tell, it hadn’t so much as a single bite taken out of it. ‘It’s a few days old but it’ll soften up nice in the stew,’ Peg told him. ‘It’s amazing. I was down behind Asda and I opened up a skip and there it was, just sitting there, pretty as you please!’

‘Great,’ said Scally. He could already taste a chunk of it in his mouth, the wet bread dissolving against his teeth. His empty belly lurched sickeningly. He hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday lunchtime. He thought about the coins in his pocket and wished he had enough to buy a packet of crisps. Ham and pickle were his favourite.

It seemed crazy having to buy them, it wasn’t so very long ago, you could shoplift any amount of them, no problem. These days, every item in every shop, no matter how humble, was protected by TAG security. A microscopic code was impregnated into the packaging and had to be deactivated by a sensor at the checkout. Any attempt to get the product through the exit doors by other means resulted in a shrill alarm you could hear for miles. The nearest CTV cameras would then pick you out and alert the police computer, which would simply scan the data banks for your ID. After all that, arrest was just a formality and the punishment for theft was harsh. It wasn’t unheard of to do a year in the slammer for a first offence and under the current system of law, you got pretty much the same degree of punishment for nicking a packet of crisps as you did for stealing a car.

So Scally had reluctantly accepted that his shoplifting days were over and had resigned himself to getting his ham and pickle crisps by legal means. Just thinking about them made his stomach burble in protest and he had to take himself away from the appetizing aroma of the Pot Luck. Maybe he’d get some shuteye, he told himself. It would stop him thinking about food. It would stop him thinking, full stop.

Sometimes thinking gave you a headache and just lately he’d spent too much time thinking, mostly about Gyppo: and about what might have happened to him down there in the darkness. It wasn’t something he wanted to think about, but it was always there at the back of his mind, a jagged edge waiting to be brushed up against. From time to time, he forgot, he got careless. And then the razor edge cut into his skin, drawing blood. But he wasn’t going to worry about anything just now. He was going to sleep and when he woke, please God, it would be time to eat.

He sighed, slicked back his wet hair with the fingers of one hand. Then he moved into the shelter of the railway arch, out of the rain.
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