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Errol was already deep into the woods when he heard the monster.

He’d heard rumours of its existence before, of course. Everyone had. It was almost the first thing you learned about when you came to Forest Mount. Most kids pretended not to believe in it (A monster in the woods? That’s kids’ stuff, made up by the teachers to scare us into doing what they say) but Errol knew that everyone did really. He could tell from the way even the older kids peeked out through the dorm windows at night, and jumped at every creaking floorboard and hooting owl.

And now there couldn’t be any doubt. Out here, in the dark, all alone, Errol could feel that the monster was real. And those were footsteps he’d heard, he was certain. Not human ones, though. Rather, the soft, creeping steps of something that had made the woods its home.

He hurried on, the bobbing torch light at his feet betraying his panic. A tree limb grabbed his backpack and tried to wrench it from him, and after a brief tussle Errol gave it up. There was nothing of any value in the bag anyway. A change of clothes, some rolls stolen from breakfast: nothing worth slowing down for. Everything he treasured – the one thing he treasured, actually: a photograph of his long-lost sister – was in the front pocket of his jeans. If anyone tried to take that from him – a demon tree, the monster in the woods, even Colton Crowe, the head pupil and school bully – Errol would have fought back with all the energy he had.

For a moment the thought of his sister gave him courage, and Errol pressed on through the undergrowth with renewed resolve. He would escape. He would. And he would find his sister at the place she called the Haven. For days Errol had been planning this, and there was no way he was going to allow himself to fail. Not when he was so close.

In fact he could see it. Could he? The edge of the woods. The shadow of the wall: the final boundary between him and freedom. It was barely twenty, thirty metres ahead.

There was a growl.

Errol stumbled in his fear, almost falling. And then he heard it again. A mean, deep-throated rumble.

He spun, and immediately collided with a tree – one he would have sworn hadn’t been there before. The torch he was clutching slipped from his grip. It hit something hard on the forest floor and immediately the beam went out. The only light now came from the moon high above the canopy, which shone down on Errol like a sentry’s spotlight.

He started to run.

The school was to his right – even in the dark its looming walls were impossible to miss – and Errol veered until it was once again at his heels.

A snap behind him. Loud. Swiftly followed by another. Whatever was chasing him was big, and it was fast.

Suddenly there came another noise off to one side. Rather than the monster this time, it sounded like—

‘Quick. We’re losing him.’

‘Don’t worry. He’s not getting away. Not if I can help it.’

Prefects.

And unless Errol was imagining it, that second voice belonged to Colton Crowe.

Now the choice was to be eaten by the monster or hauled back to school, no doubt straight to Professor Strain’s office. Errol didn’t know which would be worse.

His instinct was to stop running, to tuck in tight behind a tree, but with the monster close by he didn’t dare. Instead he picked up his pace, hoping the prefects would simply pass him by – but he failed to spot a tree root in the gloom, and fell with an oof to the mulchy floor.

‘There!’

A torch beam flicked on and lasered through the trees directly towards him. Behind it, Errol knew, was Crowe. He couldn’t see him past the dazzling light, but he could picture him: his jutting chin, his silver eyes, his swept-back hair, black as the bird that gave him his family name.

‘Get him!’

The prefects began barrelling towards him, heedless now of how much noise they made. And from Errol’s opposite flank, something else was closing on him too – something determined not to be cheated of its prey.

He scrambled upright, and started sprinting for the gap that was narrowing in front of him.

‘There’s no use running! Where else have you got to go?’

The sound of Crowe’s voice was bad enough, but from the other side Errol heard something worse. That growl again: closer, closing …

The tree line. It was right ahead. And the wall was barely twenty steps beyond it.

Errol broke through the final row of trees and found himself sprinting through the moonlight across open ground. It was the final stretch, the last few metres until safety.

Six steps …

Five …

Four …

‘Got you!’ came a voice behind him, as something grazed his left shoulder. A hand? A claw?

Errol leapt. It was all he could do. And as he tumbled he heard the sound of laughter, and the monster from the woods gnashing its jaws.
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The blow caught Ollie Turner on the side of his head before he even saw it coming. It was just a tap, enough to push Ollie off balance, but not to knock him out. The girl was toying with him, he realised. All his training, all his hard work, and Ollie was still hopelessly outclassed. The fight would be over before it had really begun.

Chin up, Ollie told himself. Hands long. And stay on the balls of your feet, just like Song taught you. This isn’t a training exercise any more. This is real.

He danced to his right, dodging another kick to his temple. He lunged with his own leg, attempting a front kick, but found his foot prodding the air. Before he knew it Ollie was staring at the ceiling. He hadn’t had a chance to snap his leg away before the girl had caught hold of his ankle and toppled him backwards.

As he landed the breath went out of him, and Ollie was tempted to lie where he’d fallen. At least then it would be over, his humiliation complete.

But if there was one lesson Song hadn’t needed to teach him, it was to never give up. That was something Nancy, Ollie’s guardian, had instilled in him since he was small. And now that Nancy was gone – murdered by Maddy Sikes, just like Ollie’s parents – he was more determined than ever not to let her down.

As the girl moved to pin him, Ollie rolled. In one swift movement he was back on his feet – staggering, but with the advantage of having taken the girl by surprise. He kicked again, and though the girl attempted to block, this time the ball of his foot found its target.

‘Yame!’ called Song, issuing the Japanese instruction to stop. For someone who was ordinarily so quiet, in the dojo she was surprisingly assertive.

Ollie retreated to his end of the mat. His opponent – a nine-year-old brown belt called Vanessa – moved to hers. They bowed, and the final part of Ollie’s first karate grading came to an end.

‘Thank you, Vanessa,’ said Song, moving towards them, ‘for volunteering to teach Ollie a lesson. And, for not putting him on his backside in the first ten seconds. I know you could have if you’d wanted to.’

The brown belt blushed and bowed again.

‘As for you, Ollie,’ Song went on, ‘your guard was hopelessly open, and you telegraphed every single kick. How many times have I told you to disguise your movements? Feint first, then strike.’

‘I know, I—’

‘And control your breathing! I could hear you panting from the other end of the dojo. Even if you’re tired, you mustn’t show you are.’

Ollie dropped his head. So much for earning his first belt. Having only started karate lessons a couple of months ago, shortly after joining the Haven, Ollie was still a white belt, but he’d hoped to graduate to orange.

‘I failed,’ he said to Song. ‘Didn’t I?’

Around Song’s middle was a fraying black belt, worn in training for so many years it was almost white again. At the Haven it was kids who taught kids – no adults were allowed, other than Aunt Fay, the Haven’s founder – and, as well as being the Haven’s maths whizz, Song was the resident karate instructor. Like Ollie, she was one of the handful of kids that made up the Haven’s investigations team, the core group that ran the organisation and undertook the most dangerous missions. The Haven was a sanctuary for kids in trouble, and often in order to get those kids to safety, Ollie and the others were forced to put their own lives on the line.

Song looked at Ollie in obvious disappointment. And then she smiled.

‘I didn’t say you failed, Ollie. All I said was you could have done better.’ Her hands appeared from behind her back. ‘Here.’

To Ollie’s amazement, Song bowed, and held out a neatly folded orange belt.

‘But … I lost. You said it yourself, Vanessa was kicking my butt.’

‘Vanessa will always be able to kick your butt, Ollie. I never expected you to beat her. But what you demonstrated when you were sparring was your attitude. If you’d stayed on the ground when Vanessa put you there, you really would have failed. Instead you got to your feet and even managed to score a point.’

Ollie looked across and saw Vanessa smiling at him. This time Ollie was the one to blush.

There was applause from the other students in the dojo, and Ollie allowed Song to help him tie his new belt. He knew it shouldn’t have been a big deal. It was only an orange belt, after all, and he was a long way from being even half as good as the other students in the class. Even so, it felt like an achievement, and Ollie couldn’t stifle a flush of pride. He knew Nancy would have been proud of him, too.

‘Ollie?’

The applause dwindled, and all eyes in the dojo turned to the doorway. Standing at the threshold was Sol, Ollie’s closest friend. Sol was on the investigations team, too, and he more than anyone had helped Ollie to feel like the Haven was where he truly belonged.

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Sol said. ‘But you said to come and find you when there was any news.’

‘Is it Flea?’ said Ollie. ‘Is he back?’

Sol nodded. ‘He is. They all are. And Flea’s hurt.’

It was odd. Ollie had spent far longer in their temporary home underground than he had in the previous Haven before it had been destroyed, but even so he couldn’t help missing the old building. It had been a wreck, too dangerous in parts for the Haven kids to use, yet it had also felt immediately like home. It had been a library once, and Ollie recalled the smell of books he’d noticed the very first time he’d been led through the Haven’s doors.

In contrast, the abandoned London Underground station that was now their base only smelt of damp. There was no triple-height entrance hall like there had been in the old building, with its grand central staircase and wood-lined mezzanines. Instead, there was just a network of musty storerooms and disused tunnels – some larger, some smaller, but all low ceilinged and covered with dirty, crumbling tiles.

The main hall, as they called it, was the biggest space they had down here. It had once housed the station’s escalators, but these had been sealed off when the station had been closed, meaning the area was effectively cut in two. At a push, every one of the Haven’s 146 children could gather there, but really they needed a room twice as large.

Elsewhere, the corridors that had once led to the station’s platforms had been turned into dormitories. There were some bunks – the ghost station had been equipped as an emergency shelter, and they’d also managed to scavenge a fair amount of supplies from the old Haven after the fire that had destroyed it had been put out – but mostly the kids slept on blankets on the floors. They had plenty of food, and a bit of cash in reserve after the sale of the watch Ollie had snatched from Maddy Sikes’s wrist just before she’d met her end, but space was so tight, Ollie had frequently woken up with a neighbour’s foot on his pillow – and, once, with Sol’s toe wedged up his nostril.

‘What happened?’ Ollie asked his friend as they walked from their makeshift dojo towards the area that had been set aside as the infirmary. ‘Is Flea hurt badly?’

‘Badly enough,’ said Sol, ‘but he’ll survive. As for what happened, he wouldn’t tell us. Said he wanted to wait for you. Save himself explaining everything twice.’ Sol glanced at Ollie with a glint. ‘What he actually said was, he’d wait for King PJ to grace him with his presence.’

There was a glitch in Ollie’s movements. ‘King PJ?’

‘I actually thought it had a nice ring to it,’ said Sol, smiling.

Ollie gave half a smile back. Flea couldn’t have been that seriously injured if he’d managed to summon the energy to find a new way of insulting Ollie – which, since Ollie had taken over as the Haven’s leader, seemed to have become Flea’s mission in life. In fact, it had been his mission virtually since the moment he and Ollie had met.

‘What about the others? Was anyone else hurt?’

‘Flea’s goons, you mean?’ said Sol.

Ollie had insisted on a vote before agreeing to take over from Dodge, the Haven’s previous leader, and though more than eighty kids had cast their ballot in Ollie’s favour, that left around sixty who’d favoured Flea, the only other person to put himself forward for the post.

‘You shouldn’t call them that,’ said Ollie. ‘We’re all on the same side, remember?’

‘Huh,’ said Sol. ‘Tell that to Flea and his cronies.’

Ollie frowned, but didn’t argue. He knew Sol took Flea’s objection to Ollie being in charge even more personally than Ollie did. Ollie himself tried not to let it bother him. Apart from anything, he secretly felt Flea and the others had a point. They were stuck down here in the abandoned Underground station, for example, and Ollie didn’t have a clue how to get them out, to a place more like their former home. And though the Haven’s mission was to help kids in trouble, to offer them shelter if they needed it, there’d been no missions lately, no new arrivals. The truth was, all they’d done over the past few months was get by.

‘Hi, Ollie,’ chimed a pair of voices, and Ollie blinked and raised his head.

‘Hey, Leo. Hey, Mia.’

Both of the kids they’d passed were firmly in Ollie’s corner, and Ollie took some heart from the enthusiastic way they’d greeted him. But a few paces on, he and Sol came across another group of kids in one of the narrow tunnels, and they all deliberately turned their backs. Ollie couldn’t hear what they were saying to one another, but from the sharp smiles and snide whispers, he reckoned he could have made a fair guess.

He recalled walking the Haven’s halls for the first time with Dodge, how the other kids had greeted Dodge like a hero. Ollie didn’t want that – he reckoned those who’d voted for him had an over-inflated idea of what he was capable of already – but he hated the idea of people at the Haven taking sides. If things didn’t improve, Ollie knew, there was a very real danger that the entire community would split right down the middle.

‘Don’t let it bother you, Ollie,’ said Sol. ‘They’ll come round. Even Flea will eventually. You just have to give them time.’

Ollie wasn’t convinced, though he did his best not to show it.

‘Besides,’ Sol went on, smiling grimly, ‘after we hear what Flea’s got to say, I reckon we’ll have bigger things to worry about.’
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