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Thanks for downloading Dark Web – a fast-paced, action-packed thriller for a digital generation. 

Dark Web is the prequel to the Ryan Jacobs books – a series about a thirteen-year-old hacker who finds himself in a number of dangerous situations. This short prequel describes the crazy risks that Ryan takes to become a part of a shadowy organisation. Don’t, whatever you do, try to copy him – you’ll see why! 

The great news is that the first full Ryan Jacobs book (The Rules) is available right now. If you haven’t read it yet, then you’re in for a treat. You can find out more here:

The Rules on Amazon.com

The Rules on Amazon.co.uk

If you’ve opted in to being a member of the Ryan Jacobs Alliance then I’ll send you updates on special offers and new releases. If you’d like to join, then visit my website at www.paulorton.net.

Stay connected, and enjoy Dark Web!

Paul.




“Two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity; and I’m not sure about the universe.”

Albert Einstein
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1. RISK
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‘I did it. I stole the money.’

In his excitement, Ryan found it hard to whisper, but his parents were downstairs. 

‘And you did what I told you? Multiple transfers to different accounts?’ The voice was thin and nasal. Marcus always sounded like he had a cold. 

‘Yeah, I set up the rabbit trails. They’ll never trace it.’ Ryan looked at the numbers on the screen in front of him. ‘I’m home free.’

‘That’s pretty impressive,’ admitted Marcus. ‘You’ve come a long way since we first met.’

That was true. Being in hospital for so many months had dragged, but when Marcus arrived, everything changed. He’d taught Ryan to hack and they’d stayed friends ever since.

Ryan paced his bedroom, kicking school books aside. ‘So, can I join now? Will you recommend me to the Faction?’

There was a pause. 

‘I dunno, Ryan. It’s not easy, getting in. They’ll put you through hell.’

‘I can handle it.’ Ryan was confident. If Marcus had managed it then it couldn’t be that difficult. The boy was a total geek.

‘Why are you so desperate to join?’ Marcus sounded worried. ‘You realise it’s deep? This is the Dark Web. It’s not a game.’

‘Yeah, but like you said, you can’t teach me much more. I need to learn new stuff and exchange code. You know I’m up for it.’

‘I guess.’ 

Ryan leaned back on his gaming chair and fiddled with the buttons on his shirt. ‘Look, I thought we were mates,’ he said, playing the guilt card. ‘I just want you to introduce me. Come on, what’s the problem?’

‘The thing is, Ryan,’ sighed Marcus, ‘if I recommend you and you fail the initiation then they boot me out as well.’

‘That’s hardcore.’ 

‘So you can see why I’m a bit nervous?’ 

‘Sure,’ admitted Ryan. ‘I get it. But I won’t fail, I promise. Whatever they ask me to do, I’ll do.’

‘Even if it gets you into serious trouble?’

‘Especially if it gets me into serious trouble,’ joked Ryan. ‘Come on, you know me.’

‘That’s what worries me. You can’t mess these guys around. They’re not soft. Not like your parents.’

Ryan wanted to say something in his parents’ defence, but the state of his room made it hard to argue. ‘Ok, ok. I’ll take it seriously. You have my word.’

Another silence. 

‘Look,’ added Ryan, keen to close the deal, ‘you know how badly I want this. I swear I won’t let you down.’

‘Ok,’ agreed Marcus. ‘I’ll do it. But if you get me kicked out, I’ll never forgive you.’

‘I know.’ 

Marcus hung up.

Ryan had barely put the phone down before he heard footsteps and a polite knock.

‘Ry? It’s time for bed.’

‘I’m getting undressed,’ he lied. His mum knew the drill.

‘Ok, I’ll be up in five minutes to say goodnight.’

He started stripping off his uniform, tugging his school shirt over his head. He dropped everything on the floor in a pile, next to the stuff from the last two days. Apparently nothing would get washed if he didn’t put it in the laundry basket, but Ryan knew that either his parents or the cleaner would crack before he did.

He padded to the en-suite in his boxers and socks. Not many kids had their own bathroom, but his parents had high-paid jobs, so they got to live in a nice house and employed people to do the boring stuff like cleaning and gardening. His mates said he was spoilt, but they were just jealous because they couldn’t afford decent trainers or an expensive haircut.

He brushed his teeth, wondering what the Faction would ask him to do. Being in trouble didn’t usually bother him, but he was nervous. Marcus would never say what he’d had to do for the initiation. It had to be kept secret. That was one of the Faction’s rules.

As he climbed into bed, he was surprised to hear his phone buzzing, the words ‘UNKNOWN CALLER’ on the screen. He picked it up, his heart thudding. 

‘Ryan Jacobs.’ The voice was metallic – an artificial voice simulation.

‘Yeah, who’s this?’

‘You have requested to join the Faction. Is that correct?’

‘Sure,’ replied Ryan, trying to sound casual. Marcus had done it then. He’d nominated him. This was on.

‘You will be tested. Keep this phone on. We will contact you later.’ The line went dead before Ryan had a chance to respond. 

He could hear his mum coming up the stairs. He stuffed the phone under his duvet and jumped into bed. The door opened. 

A look of annoyance crossed his mum’s face as she surveyed the room. ‘I thought you were going to clean this place up.’ 

‘I had too much homework.’ 

His mum sighed and sat beside him. She reached out and stroked Ryan’s hair, like she used to when he was little. He wanted to push her away, but knew it would upset her.

‘Ryan,’ she said, softly. ‘I’m sorry your Dad and I have been working so much. It’s been busy these last few months.’

These last few years, thought Ryan. 

‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘I get it.’

His mum nodded. She seemed to be searching for something else to say, to make a connection. ‘Did football practice go ok?’ She must be desperate if she was asking about that. 

‘Usual,’ mumbled Ryan. ‘We have a match on Saturday afternoon.’

Another guilty look. ‘I have to meet a client.’

‘I guessed you might. And dad’s at work, so I’ll bike there. No big deal.’

She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Where’s your phone?’ 

Ryan looked around, pretending to be confused. ‘Oh, I think it’s in my coat pocket. I’ve been on my computer.’

His mum nodded. If she was suspicious she didn’t show it. She didn’t want a fight. 

‘Night, Ry,’ she said. She turned off his light and closed the door. 

He lay there for a few minutes, waiting until she went back downstairs. Then he felt for the phone and slipped it inside his pillowcase. If it went off, it was sure to wake him.

As it turned out, he was too nervous to sleep. He lay there waiting for the call, wondering if he had made a terrible mistake.
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2. RUN
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Three hours and thirteen minutes later, the phone buzzed. 

Ryan sat up, fully alert. ‘Yeah?’

The automated voice sounded more sinister in the middle of the night. ‘Your first task begins now. You will be sent a location. You must arrive in the next thirty minutes. You will find a package hidden under a bench.’

Ryan was about to protest that he could hardly leave his house at this time when they cut off. A text message popped up with an attachment. A map. It led to a place on the other side of town, over four kilometres away.

He cursed under his breath, realising that he couldn’t fall at the first hurdle. He jumped out of bed and pulled on his favourite trackies and an old t-shirt. 

Creeping out of his bedroom, he made his way down the stairs, careful not to wake his parents. He stuffed his feet into his trainers and eased open the back door.

His bike was in the shed, and there was no way he could get it without making too much noise. He was going to have to do this on foot. He crept down the long driveway and started jogging down the street, shivering a little in the night air.

He had twenty-six minutes. It was tight. Ryan’s football training kept him fit and he should be able to run the whole distance, but that didn’t mean that he wanted to, especially at half-past two in the morning. 

If his parents discovered he’d gone out then all hell would break loose. He tried to push the thought out of his mind. There was absolutely no reason why they’d wake up and look in his room. The odds were in his favour. He just had to get the package and get home as quick as he could. 

Fortunately, the streets were deserted. He knew that people would be suspicious if they saw him. The occasional vehicle passed. He hoped that none of them were police cars. The fear helped him to run faster: the less time he was out on the street, the less chance he had of being caught.

After a while, he could see the park ahead. As he ran through the gates he grimaced as he realised that he was going to have to take a short cut across the grass. It had rained for the last few days and it squelched underfoot, splattering his bright-white trainers with mud. He’d only had them for a couple of weeks and they were going to be ruined. 

He crossed the playing fields where his team practiced at the weekends, his feet slipping and sliding underneath him. Twice he nearly stacked it but somehow managed to stay upright. At the other end, he ran on to the canal tow-path, the water next to him gleaming in the moonlight. 

Now that he was in the middle of nowhere, Ryan felt afraid. What if the Faction had something sinister planned when he reached his destination? They could kidnap him, or murder him, or worse. But no, Marcus knew these people and they were ok. This was all a test. He had to brave it out. 

He glanced at his phone as he drew to a halt, puffing and panting. According to the map, he was right next to the package with two minutes to spare. He walked a little way forwards, using his phone’s light to scan the bushes that ran along the bank. An old, broken bench stood almost buried in the highest stinging nettles Ryan had ever seen. He trampled them down and stepped forward. Taped underneath was a package. He ripped it open, discovering an old tatty smartphone inside. It started ringing and he dropped it in surprise.

Scrabbling in the nettles he got hold of it and pressed the button to accept the call, his fingers smarting. 

‘I’m here,’ he said, sounding a little desperate.

‘Listen carefully. You will keep this phone with you at all times. You must answer it whenever we phone or text you.’

‘I’m not allowed one at school,’ blurted out Ryan. 

‘We are not interested in your excuses. Follow all of our rules or you fail the test.’

‘Ok, ok, fine. I’ll do it. Anything else?’ There was a hint of sarcasm in Ryan’s voice. 

‘You need to watch your attitude. Take off your trousers and leave them on the bench before you run home. Maybe then you’ll speak to us with more respect.’

You can’t be serious.

Ryan looked around nervously. Could he do it? No-one was likely to see him.

‘You have thirty seconds to comply.’

‘Ok, ok.’ He didn’t have time to think. He pulled off his trackies and dumped them on the derelict bench, frustrated that he’d chosen to wear his favourite pair. Another thing he’d have to replace. ‘It’s done.’ 

‘Remember to keep the phone on. You have thirty minutes to get back to your house.’ 

Ryan cursed under his breath. He was tempted to pick the trackies back up before he set off, but he figured they’d know.

Running along the canal tow-path in his lime-green underwear felt weird, but it could have been worse. As Ryan coughed his guts up in the park, he remembered Marcus’s words: they’ll give you hell.

Marcus knew what he was talking about. These were not people you wanted to mess around. He’d only asked to join a few hours ago and he was already out in the middle of the night without any trousers on. 

And this was just the beginning.

He didn’t want to think about what they were going to ask him to do next.

***
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Ryan was exhausted when he got back, holding both the phones in his hand. He’d been running for the best part of an hour. His body was soaked in sweat but his legs were shivering. He kicked his trainers off and slipped inside. 

Grabbing a glass of water and gulping half of it, he tip-toed upstairs.

He wasn’t quiet enough. The landing light turned on and his dad stood at the top of the stairs, rubbing his eyes.

‘Ryan, what the hell are you doing?’ he whispered.

Ryan tried to act casual. His dad looked like he had just got out of bed. ‘I needed a glass of water. I’m not feeling so good.’ 

‘Oh, ok.’ His dad looked down. Ryan’s white socks were filthy, and his legs were splattered with mud. ‘Where’s that come from? Have you been out somewhere?’

Ryan thought fast. He couldn’t act guilty. He had to take the offensive. ‘Yeah,’ he snorted. ‘I went for a quick run in my underwear at three-thirty in the morning. That’s ok, isn’t it?’

His dad shook his head and leaned against the wall, too tired to argue. 

‘It’s from football training,’ added Ryan, his tone softer. His dad would never know that they practiced in full kit. 

‘And you didn’t shower or change?’ His dad had a look of total disbelief.

Ryan shrugged and looked away. ‘I forgot.’

His dad stepped forward and felt his forehead. ‘Ouch, you’re burning up.’

‘I keep going hot and then cold,’ muttered Ryan. ‘I’ll probably be fine in the morning.’

‘I hope so,’ offered his dad. ‘Do you need anything?’

Yeah, a dad who isn’t working all the time. 

‘No,’ said Ryan. ‘I’ll sweat it out.’

‘Good lad.’ His dad yawned. ‘Make sure you change out of those damp clothes or it’ll get worse.’ 

‘Sure.’

Like you care.

Ryan slipped past him into his bedroom and closed the door. He let out a sigh of relief. 

That had been close. 

Too close. 

But he’d done it.
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3. PAINT
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Ryan swore as his alarm went off. He needed more sleep. Maybe he could pull a sickie? His dad already thought he was ill. How hard could it be? 

The burner phone vibrated by his ear. A message appeared on the cracked screen: ‘By 9.30am you need to be at the East Spires Retail Park. We will send you further instructions.’

Ryan groaned. It seemed that staying in bed was not an option. Neither was school. The Faction had spoken.

He rolled out of bed and headed for the shower. The steaming water washed away the muck and grime from the previous night. He felt more awake as he pulled on his school uniform. Even though he wasn’t going straight to class, everything had to appear normal. 

He stuffed a change of clothes into his bag, figuring that he’d attract a lot less attention in jeans and a hoodie than he would in his school tie and blazer. The school might ring his parents when he missed registration but he would have to deal with the fall out from that later. Right now he needed to focus on the task at hand.

He stumbled down the stairs and slid into the super-modern kitchen where his mum was making coffee. His dad had already left for work.

‘Morning, Ryan,’ she said. ‘Are you ok? Dad said you were ill in the night?’

‘I think I’ll be alright,’ muttered Ryan, rubbing his forehead. ‘I don’t want to miss school.’

It was the wrong thing to say. His mum looked up at him, suspicious. ‘Really?’ 

‘Nah,’ backpedalled Ryan. ‘I wouldn’t mind missing most of the lessons, but it’s football in PE today.’

‘Ah.’ His mum relaxed and turned back to her coffee. 

Ryan grabbed himself a bowl and poured in cereal. As he added the milk, it sloshed over the side onto the floor.

‘Ryan,’ exclaimed his mum, ‘you’re making a mess!’

‘My bad,’ said Ryan, unconcerned.

His mum checked her watch. ‘Sort it out, will you? I’ve got a video call starting in two minutes. Amanda shouldn’t have to clean up after you.’

That’s what she’s paid for, thought Ryan, but he didn’t say anything as his mum dashed out the room.

He sat at the table, but was too nervous to eat. Why did the Faction want him to go to the retail park? What were they going to ask him to do? How much trouble was he going to be in when this initiation was over? 

Giving up on breakfast, Ryan left the bowl next to the sink and looked outside. It was a grey, overcast day: the kind of day where everything feels like hard work. He had to get going. He pulled on the black mesh Nikes that he’d somehow persuaded his parents were acceptable school shoes, then grabbed his coat and rucksack. As he headed outside, he frowned as he saw the state of his other trainers by the back door. 

This better be worth it.

Dragging his bike out of the shed, Ryan took a deep breath and headed off. He started towards the school even though the retail park was in the other direction, in case his mum was watching out the window. As soon as he was out of sight, he bolted down a side road and switched course, sticking to back streets where he hoped no-one from school would see him. 

***
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East Spires Retail Park was on the outskirts of town, hemmed in by busy roads. Built for convenience rather than beauty, several large retail units huddled in a dismal square around a featureless car park. A number of the units were derelict, but a couple of businesses had survived. Ryan rode past the fast-food outlet near the entrance, his stomach grumbling at the smell of chips and greasy burgers. He was tempted to stop and buy some, but he figured he’d better get changed and wait until he knew what the Faction wanted.

Squashed between a sofa superstore and an empty shopfront were some public toilets. Locking up the bike, Ryan headed inside. The cubicles were small and cramped, but at least they were clean. Feeling a lot less conspicuous in his jeans, t-shirt and hoodie, he stuffed his blazer, tie and trousers in his rucksack. 

He checked the time: 9.17am. The car park was surprisingly busy. That had to be a good thing. People would be less likely to pay him any attention. 

He wandered into the sports shop. He might as well stay warm while he waited. The Faction called while he was admiring some football boots.

‘Yeah?’

‘It’s time for your next task.’

‘Sure, ok.’ Ryan tried not to sound worried.

‘As a hacker you need to steal. Therefore you will take a can of red spray paint from the Home Warehouse. You will do this while on video call, so we can ensure that you do not cheat.’

Ryan gulped. ‘What if I get caught?’

‘That’s your problem. Needless to say, you do not mention the Faction or the instructions you have recieved from us. We will call you in two minutes to witness the theft.’

Ryan hands were shaking as he shuffled across the car park to the large home and garden store. There were places that a kid didn’t go in alone, and this was one of them. If the security guards weren’t suspicious of him then they weren’t doing their job. The Faction must know that. They’d chosen that store deliberately. 

When he’d said he’d do anything to join, he’d thought that they’d ask him to complete online challenges or hack into well-protected databases. He’d never dreamed that they’d want him to do stuff in real life. Perhaps he’d been too naive. He was angry that Marcus hadn’t warned him what the initiation might involve, but deep down he knew it was his own fault. He’d asked for it.

As he neared the store, the video call came through. The Faction had their camera turned off. They wanted to see him, not reveal who they were.

‘I’m going in,’ said Ryan, his voice sounding weak. ‘I’ll do my best to let you see.’

‘If you don’t, then you will have to do it again.’ 

The thought of it made Ryan shudder.

As he walked through the automatic doors, he held the phone to his ear as if he was on a call to his parents. ‘Yeah, ok mum, I’ll take a look and meet you back at the car.’

He hoped that his little act would convince the couple of members of staff near the door that he was there on legitimate business.

He felt sick as he strode down the aisles. He angled the phone so that whoever was on the call could see his progress. Eventually, he found the spray paint. Glancing around, no-one seemed to be watching and he angled his body to block the view from the camera above.

‘Here goes nothing,’ muttered Ryan, holding the phone up as he slipped one of the cans into his hoodie. It was hardly subtle, but it wasn’t easy trying to film the theft. 

He made his way towards the exit. As he reached the end of the aisle, a security guard blocked his path.

‘Not so fast kid,’ said the man. ‘I think we need to have a chat.’

Ryan turned and bolted. The man was right behind him as he skidded round the corner and dashed past the power tools. He pulled up his hood and held up the phone, ensuring that the Faction could watch.

The security guard was overweight and no match for a sporty twelve-year-old. As he exited the store, Ryan knocked over a display, blocking the man’s path and sending masking tape rolling in all directions. Then he was off across the car park, ducking and weaving between parked cars, before crouching on the ground between two vehicles, his heart beating like crazy. 

He risked a look through the window of one the cars and he was relieved to see the security guard had given up. The man was standing at the entrance of his domain, hands on hips, as if daring Ryan to return and face him.

That wasn’t going to happen. 

Ryan suddenly remembered the phone in his hand. ‘I got the spray-paint,’ he whispered, pulling the can from his hoodie. ‘Does that mean I passed the test?’

‘Yes. You passed.’ The voice sounded annoyed, as if they’d have preferred him to get arrested. ‘Now return to school.’

‘Sure.’

Would it hurt you to say ‘well done’?

Ryan sneaked back to the toilets and changed back into his uniform. Then he cycled off as quick as he could, wondering if he’d ever dare to visit East Spires Retail Park again.

He had to admit that stealing the spray paint had given him a major adrenaline rush. He was living life on the edge, taking risks and living free.

So far, so good. 

Now to face the grilling at school about why he was late.
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4. LATE
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Ryan slumped on the soft chair in reception, his bag on the floor. This area was the nicest bit of the school, the bit that parents got to see. The rest of Highview Comprehensive was a dump. It was a school that had been built fifty years ago and no-one had spent any money on it since. The local authority didn’t care about it and the school governors had given up. Why polish a turd?

Ryan was the only kid who’d chosen to come here. Everyone else lived in the wrong postcode. 

His dad wanted to send him to Jardine Academy, a private school with fees of several thousand pounds a term. When they’d attended the open day, Ryan had been horrified at the sight of well-behaved kids wearing maroon shirts and grey blazers with yellow piping. The stupidly large school badge might as well have said ‘kick me’. Students walked like robots, standing smartly with their hands behind their backs and speaking politely to the parents as if their souls had been sucked out. Their shoes were way too shiny. 

Tables had been laid out with every possible item of school uniform. At Jardine, you didn’t get to choose your own coat or bag – they were all the same,  branded with the cheesy school logo. There were even Jardine socks, long grey horrible things with a maroon stripe at the top. What kind of a school has its own socks?

When Ryan had asked about joining the football team, he had been told by the PE teacher that they didn’t play much ‘soccer’, preferring to focus on rugby.

At that point he’d made up his mind. He point-blank refused to go there. If it had been down to his dad he would have had a fight on his hands, but his mum was relieved. She didn’t much like private schools. 

Mind you, she’d seemed less keen on the idea of Ryan attending his local comprehensive when they first set foot in Highview. She’d held tightly on to her handbag as they were taken on a tour by the deputy head. Students ran down the corridor with their dirty shirts untucked, shouting abuse at each other. The teachers looked tired and harrassed, even afraid. It was rough around the edges and the chances of being bullied looked high, but Ryan could see that he would have a lot more fun here than he would in a school like Jardine. His parents had reluctantly signed him up and kitted him out with the basic uniform, most of which could be bought in the local supermarket.

It turned out to be the right choice, at least as far as Ryan was concerned. The kids at Highview weren’t all that bright, and he hardly had to do any work. He’d always been gifted at maths and computing, and he was above average at most other subjects. At Highview he was easily top of the class, which meant he could mess around and enjoy life rather than worry about grades. 

Because of that he had a reputation. This wasn’t his first time sat outside the deputy head’s office. He knew how it worked. First they kept you waiting for ages, to make you sweat. Then you got called in and they had a go at you and you’d leave with a detention. Easy.

Sure enough, the receptionist answered a call from the intercom and gestured him through. He sauntered into Mr Talbot’s office and dropped into a chair without being asked. He slouched down as far as he could and spread his legs wide, just to annoy the teacher.

‘Ah, Mr Jacobs.’ 

Ryan grunted.

‘You realise you’re over an hour late showing up this morning?’ sighed Mr Talbot, running his hand through the remnants of grey hair. He looked tired. ‘That means you missed a whole lesson. Don’t you care about your studies?’

‘I guess,’ lied Ryan, fiddling with his tie, which was way too short. ‘But you kept me waiting outside your stupid office for another twenty minutes. So you can’t care that much either.’

‘Brilliant as usual,’ said Mr Talbot. ‘Let’s make this all my fault, shall we? I suppose you at least have an excuse? I could use a good laugh.’

‘Nah. If it’s alright with you, I’ll just take the detention.’

‘Shame.’ Mr Talbot pulled one of the pink slips out of his desk drawer and started scribbling. ‘You’re one of the brightest students here, Ryan, you know that? I don’t know why you’d waste that talent.’

‘It’s my life,’ muttered Ryan. ‘I didn’t ask to be clever.’

‘I suppose.’ Mr Talbot handed him the slip. Ryan looked it over. He had to stay for half hour next Wednesday. It was hardly a life sentence. The discipline here was a total joke.

‘Can I go now?’

The teacher nodded, looking glum. He knew that any further discussion was a waste of time. 

Ryan picked up his bag and sauntered out.

***
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Over an hour later, in English, the phone vibrated. He slid it out and glanced at it. ‘We will call you in two minutes. Be sure to pick up.’ 

At least they’d given him advance warning. He put up his hand.

‘What is it?’ The teacher looked annoyed.

‘I need the toilet,’ he said.

‘There’s twelve minutes left. It’ll have to wait.’ 

Ryan stood up anyway. ‘But sir, I’m desperate. You want me to wet myself?’

‘Fine, Ryan. You can go to the toilet, but if you’re longer than five minutes then you will stay behind at the end of the lesson.’

‘Sure, sir. Thanks.’ 

Ryan wasn’t sure what the Faction were going to demand of him, so he grabbed his bag and dashed out of the room before the teacher could ask him why he needed it. 

The boys’ toilets were empty and he got to a cubicle just in time to answer the call.  

‘Yeah?’ 

‘Where are you right now?’ 

‘The school toilets.’ Ryan angled the phone down so the person on the other end could see he was telling the truth. ‘I don’t have long.’

‘Are you alone?’

‘At the moment, but the lunch bell goes in ten minutes.’

‘Do you have the spray paint?’

‘Errrr, yeah. It’s in my bag.’

‘You have proved that you can steal, but as a hacker you will also need to be able to cause serious damage.’

Ryan had a sinking feeling in his stomach. He didn’t like where this was going. ‘So you want me to wreck something?’

‘Vandalise these toilets. Smash things up and paint the walls. We will watch through the phone. Begin now.’

Ryan looked around. The toilets were pretty wrecked already, having taken a daily beating from hundreds of students who took out their frustrations on the tired furniture and graffiti-strewn walls. A bit more destruction couldn’t hurt.

He placed the phone on the edge of the sink at one end of the room so they’d be able to watch. Then he pulled the spray paint from his bag and got to work. 

It didn’t take many minutes to write a few choice words on the wall in huge bright-red letters before the can ran out. It would have been fun if he wasn’t so worried about getting caught.

‘Did you get that?’ he asked.

‘Yes. Now break all the mirrors.’ 

‘All of them?’

‘Don’t make us ask again.’

Ryan sighed and took a tight hold of the empty spray can, smashing it hard against the glass, until every one was cracked. He showed his handiwork to the Faction. 

‘It’s nearly lunch-time,’ he hissed into the phone. ‘I need to get out of here.’

‘You have completed the task. You may leave.’

Ryan bolted out of the toilets, leaving the can behind. He didn’t want to get caught with the evidence. He felt pretty bad, but it could have been a lot worse. Those toilets had been in a state for years. It was time the school sorted them out. Maybe now they would. It wasn’t as if he’d wrecked a classroom or anything. 

Well, not yet anyway. 

Not until the Faction made him do it. 

He wasn’t all that sure he wanted to belong to this group. Were they ever going to actually let him join? Had Marcus had to do anything like this? He doubted it. The more he thought about it, the more it didn’t add up.

Something here was very wrong.

And he needed to figure out what.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




5. CARD
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Ryan fidgeted through the rest of his lessons, half-expecting another call. Word had got out about the state of the toilets, but no-one knew who was responsible. He was hardly top of the list of possible culprits. 

Still, he was relieved when he made it home. The cleaner worked mornings and his parents wouldn’t get back for at least another hour, so Ryan had the place to himself. It had been one hell of a day, but he’d survived. He’d skived lessons, shoplifted and smashed up the school toilets. All he’d got to show for it was a half-hour detention. It was almost too easy, but he wasn’t complaining. 

Kicking back on the sofa, he flicked on the TV and looked for anything decent to watch. As if sensing he was getting too relaxed, the phone vibrated.

‘Hey,’ he said. With his parents out, he could talk freely for a change. 

‘Your next task is to purchase an item for the Faction. It costs eight hundred pounds. We will send you the link. Get it delivered to your house tomorrow.’

‘Wait,’ said Ryan, sitting up. ‘I don’t have that kind of money.’

‘You’re a hacker, so steal it. If you don’t get the item, we will send your parents a video. Perhaps you’d like a preview?’

An attachment came through. Ryan took a deep breath and pressed play. It was the footage of him stealing. If his parents saw this then his life was over. 

He was trapped. 

A link appeared to a tech-website. The Faction wanted a quantum rerouter – apparently a critical tool for cyber-security experts. He wondered whether this was a test or whether they were just making him buy them shiny new kit. But right now they owned him. Whatever their motives, he had to play along. 

He considered his options and none of them were good. 

He couldn’t hack a random bank account for the money, not if he wanted the item delivered to his home address. It was that kind of stupid stunt that got amateurs caught. 

If he said no to the Faction then they’d send the video to his parents and he was going to spend the rest of his life grounded, or worse. His parents might be soft but even they would get heavy if they knew he’d been breaking the law. 

There was only one thing he could do: use his dad’s credit card. The billing address would match the shipping address, and his dad ordered stuff online all the time, so it wasn’t likely to spark a fraud check. 

With any luck, his dad may not even realise the money had been spent: he didn’t pay much attention to the fine print of his bank statements. But it was a long shot. Even by his dad’s standards, eight hundred quid was a lot of money. 

Ryan would have to take his chances. If he didn’t get away with it, at least he’d only get in trouble with his parents, not the police.

It had to be the right decision.
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He heard the door slam as his dad came in. 

‘Hey Ry, good day?’

‘Sure, yeah. Usual.’ It didn’t matter what he said. His dad never seemed to hear. 

‘I’m just gonna take a shower.’ 

Predictable, as always.

A few minutes later there was the sound of running water. It was the best chance that Ryan was going to get.

Padding up the stairs, he eased open the door to his parents’ room. A suit lay strewn on the bed. He felt inside it. Nothing. Of course not. His dad wasn’t the sort of person who took his clothes off without emptying the pockets first. 

Ryan looked around. There, on the chest of drawers, right next to the car keys and phone, was his dad’s wallet. He flipped open the soft leather.

Finding the credit card he was after, Ryan darted back to his computer. The online tech-superstore was on-screen and the quantum rerouter was already in his basket, along with something else that he might need. He had to be quick. 

He typed in the card number and expiry date, and the three digits from the signature strip. Then he held his breath while the order went through. Maybe he should have taken his dad’s phone as well, in case the credit card company called to confirm the purchase. They sometimes got suspicious if you ordered anything too expensive. He was about to go and get it when the ‘Order Confirmed’ message appeared. He let out a sigh of relief. 

Now to return the card. Creeping back into his parents’ room, Ryan had just put the wallet back when he realised the shower had stopped. The door began to open. Panicked, he slipped behind the long bedroom curtains. 

His dad wandered in, whistling, a towel wrapped around his waist. 

If there was anything Ryan didn’t want to see right now it was his dad’s naked body. He turned his face away in disgust.  How long was he going to be stuck there? But what could he do? He was going to have a hard time explaining himself if he was discovered.

His dad sat on the bed, checking his phone, leaving Ryan stood like a statue for over ten minutes. It would have been longer but, to Ryan’s relief, his mum shouted that dinner was ready. His dad finally pulled on some clothes and headed downstairs.

He’d gotten away with it, but it didn’t feel good. He’d stolen over eight hundred pounds from his own father. 

Way to go, Ryan. What a great son you are.

Now he had to pretend that everything was fine. 
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He sat at the table forcing forkfuls of curry into his mouth, feeling guilty. His parents were having an involved conversation about their own days, so they barely noticed. 

‘You look a bit pale, Ryan,’ commented his dad, eventually. Even with the emotional sensitivity of a piece of cardboard, he could see that something was wrong.

‘Yeah, I was ok at school but I feel tired now,’ admitted Ryan. ‘Can I be excused?’

He hated the fact that he had to ask to leave the table like a little kid or posh brat. Most of his mates sat in front of the TV with their dinners.

‘Yes, of course. Maybe have an early night?’

‘Good idea.’ 

He trudged up the stairs. As soon as he was safe in his room, he phoned Marcus. 

‘It’s me,’ he said, in a hushed voice. 

‘You’re still alive then?’ Marcus sounded relieved.

‘Just about. I wanted to ask you how long it’s going to last, this intitation?’

‘Errrr, I think mine lasted a month,’ replied Marcus, ‘maybe two, but I’m not meant to say.’

‘A month?’ Ryan collapsed into his chair. ‘You can’t be serious?’

‘I told you it was difficult. You’re not going to bottle it are you?’

‘No,’ sighed Ryan. ‘But did you have to steal from a shop? Or from your own family?’

‘I can’t answer questions like that.’ 

‘My life is over.’

‘Yeah, well I tried to warn you. This is deep. You don’t play around on the Dark Web.’

Ryan didn’t know what to say but neither did he want to hang up. Marcus was the only person he could talk to. ‘Do you want to come round at the weekend?’ he asked. ‘I’ve got a football match at two on Saturday, but I could meet you after that?’

‘I can’t, Ryan. We’re not allowed to meet while you’re being tested. Maybe when this is over.’

‘Ok, sure.’

‘Look, I’d better go. We shouldn’t even be talking.’

Marcus ended the call.

Ryan leaned on the desk, his head in his hands. 

He was used to doing stuff by himself. He was an only child, and if he was honest he didn’t have loads of close friends. But right now he would give anything for someone to chill out with, someone who could share his secrets. 

He’d never felt so alone. 
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6. WEEKEND
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It turned out that Friday was a much easier day than Ryan expected. The phone stayed silent, though he checked it regularly. It messed with his head, waiting for the next call. He figured that maybe now the first tasks were complete, the Faction were going to ease off with their demands. Surely no-one could commit three crimes a day without getting caught. 

As he let himself in the front door, he saw a package on the side. It was addressed to him. Kicking off his trainers and dumping his bag, he grabbed it, ripping it open as he headed upstairs. 

Inside, buried in bubble-wrap, was the quantum rerouter: a shiny steel box not much bigger than his hand. He examined it. How could a gadget that looked so basic cost so much money? Online he’d discovered that a core component in the device was an optical diamond which could split data in infinite ways. That was the expensive part. 

He wondered if he was meant to deliver it to the Faction or if he’d need to use it for the next task. He had no way to contact them so he’d have to wait and see. In the meantime he had a little project of his own. He pulled the other item out of the package and, picking up a tiny screwdriver, he got to work.
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It was Saturday afternoon before he faced his next challenge. Ryan was sitting on the bed in his kit, tugging a second pair of thick, red football socks over his shin guards. Standing up, he checked himself in the full-length mirror. He looked pro. He was excited: he couldn’t wait to get out onto the pitch. On the way to gel his hair, he heard the phone vibrate. Picking it up, he saw a new message: ‘You will need to deliver the device to us this afternoon. We will send instructions.’

Ryan groaned. He slipped the phone into his lycra undershorts as he headed to the bathroom. What if they called in the middle of the game? He’d have to find some excuse to give to his team-mates and the coach. 

Stuffing his football boots into their bag, he wrapped the quantum rerouter in a spare sock and tucked it down the side. He filled up his water bottle and slipped on the dirty white trainers at the back door. 

His parents had already left. It had been months since they’d made it to a match. He locked up the house and dragged his mountain bike out of the shed. 

Why were the Faction doing this to him? What were they going to make him do next?

Knowing that he wasn’t going to get answers any time soon, Ryan jumped on the saddle and headed to the park. 
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An hour later, he’d almost forgotten about the phone. He was caught up in the game, desperate for another shot on goal.

‘I’m free!’ he shouted as he bolted towards the box, seeing the keeper off his line. Pascal was a blur of red and white on his left, dodging and weaving past two defenders.

Ryan’s team should have been winning but were only managing to draw. Both sides had scored one and his team were losing heart as they approached the half-time whistle.

The conditions weren’t helping. The pitch was a total mud-bath and even Ryan’s expensive boots were struggling to get a grip. The sky had turned dark and a light drizzle had begun to fall. He felt damp and dirty.

Pascal scooped the ball under his left foot and lifted it high in the air. It was a beautiful cross and landed at Ryan’s feet. Determined to score, he sprinted forwards, his eyes on the goal. At that moment, the phone started buzzing.

He tried to take the shot but – distracted – he rushed it and over-stretched. The ball went wide as he lost his footing and slid through the puddle near the penalty spot. Ryan climbed to his feet, wiping dirty hands on his football shirt. His right-hand side was plastered with freezing-cold mud.

‘What was that?’ shouted Pascal, looking annoyed. 

‘Sorry,’ said Ryan. ‘I’m not feeling so good. I’m gonna get coach to sub me.’

He gestured to their coach, pointing at the toilets. The coach frowned but nodded and sent in another lad. As he jogged off the pitch, Ryan subtly pulled out the phone.

‘Yeah?’ he said, trying not to sound annoyed.

‘Your next task begins now. You will prove to us that you care more about hacking than you do about football. You will leave the match immediately and head to St Clements Church. Bring the quantum rerouter. You have ten minutes.’ 

Deep down, he’d always known it was going to happen. His coach wouldn’t be happy if he disappeared, but there wasn’t a lot he could do. His team would have to cope. 

St Clements Church was at the far end of town. He needed to hurry. Pulling on his trainers, Ryan stuffed his muddy boots back in their bag and jumped on his bike.

Getting there in ten minutes was tough. He pedalled hard as he forced himself up a steep hill. He couldn’t give up, however tired he felt; he had to get the package to the Faction. He arrived at the gates with seconds to spare. 

The place was deserted. Cracked paving stones lined the way to the church door. Gravestones leaned in all directions on either side, surrounded by long weeds. Ryan rode up the path and skidded to a halt as the phone buzzed. 

‘I’m here,’ he panted. ‘I’m at the church.’

‘We know. We are tracking your movements. Lock your bike up against the railings.’

Ryan hauled his bike over to the rusted bars and secured it with his D-lock. ‘Ok, done.’

‘Now you need to contact your parents. Tell them that you will be staying at a friend’s house tonight.’

Ryan swallowed hard. ‘I’ll try, but they might not pick up.’

There was no response, but it appeared they were still listening so Ryan pulled his phone out of his boot bag and called his mum. 

‘Ryan, what is it? You know I’m at work.’ 

‘Mum, hi, Pascal asked me to sleepover at his tonight and I wanted to check if that’s ok?’

‘Pascal?’

‘On the football team.’ 

I’ve been friends with him since I was, like, seven.

‘Oh right, Pascal.’ She didn’t have a clue who he was talking about. She sounded distracted and there was the sound of paper being rustled in the background. ‘Is his mum ok with it?’

‘Yeah, she’s fine. She asked me herself.’

‘Ok, Ry, but be good and keep your phone on.’

‘Sure, I’ll try, but it might run out of battery. If you need me then phone Pascal’s mum. Coach has her number.’

She didn’t respond, instead speaking to a colleague, so Ryan hung up. He’d done what he could. There was no way his mum would phone the coach. 

He picked up the burner phone. ‘Now what?’ 

‘You have the quantum rerouter?’

‘Yeah, right here.’ Ryan reached into his bag. 

‘Walk down the path to the right of the church. Half-way down you’ll see a large black gravestone dedicated to Justin Barnes-Ward. That grave has an empty flower vase. Inside is a plastic bag. Place the rerouter in it, along with your own phone.’

‘You want my phone?’ Ryan was shocked.

‘Is that a problem?’ 

‘No, no problem. Anything else?’ He kicked himself as soon as he said it, knowing that his tone would wind them right up.

‘Yes, as you ask. Leave the key to your bike. As you still have an attitude, you can do the rest of the task on foot.’

Ryan trudged down the path, shivering. The gravestone was there, just as they’d said. In front of it was an old stone box with a rusting metal lid peppered with small holes. It looked like it had been years since anyone had put any flowers in it. He lifted the cover and pulled out the plastic bag.

He didn’t want to leave his phone behind. It was the only way he could contact his parents or friends. His entire life was on there. Not to mention the fact that he would get into so much trouble for losing it. If he lost his phone and his bike, his parents were going to kill him. But what could he do?

Play along, Ryan. Play along.

He took a deep breath and stashed it all inside the vase. ‘Ok, I’ve left everything. Have I passed the test? Can I go home now?’

He knew the answer. They hadn’t set all this up to let him off that easily, but he still felt his stomach tighten at their next words.

‘No, Ryan Jacobs. Your night has only just begun.’
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7. WASTE
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‘Don’t make me do any more,’ Ryan pleaded. ‘You’ve got what you wanted.’

There was a laugh at the other end, a metallic grating noise.

‘You wanted to play, Ryan. Now you have to see it through. Unless you want your parents and the school to see what you’ve been up to?’

‘No, please...’ Ryan felt weak. He leaned against the wall. ‘Don’t do that.’

‘Then get moving. You have twenty minutes to get to your next location.’

Ryan checked the messages, his hands shaking. They wanted him to go to a supermarket on the edge of town. Do or die. Meet the deadline or be grounded forever. What choice did he have?

Stashing his boot bag in a nearby hedge, he set off. He could do this. The Faction weren’t going to get the better of him. 

He ran down a busy road, hoping his parents didn’t drive past and see him. It was unlikely, but if they found out he wasn’t at the football match he’d have a lot of explaining to do. He was already in too deep. No point backing out now. 

Ryan was fit, but he’d already played half a football match and cycled for miles. He had to push himself to run the last half-kilometre, his tired legs aching with the effort.

He arrived at the supermarket car park, panting. He slipped inside a trolley shelter to get out of the rain. His teeth chattered and he tugged the football socks over his knees, as high as they’d go.

The phone rang. ‘You made it. Just.’

‘I’m pretty tired,’ admitted Ryan. ‘I don’t know how much longer I can do this.’

‘It will be fun finding out.’ 

If Ryan wanted sympathy, he was looking for it in the wrong place.

‘So what now?’ He tried to keep the note of despair from his voice. ‘Do I have to steal something else? You realise I’m wearing a bright red football kit? It’s not going to take anyone long to find out who I am once they know what team I play for.’

‘Have you finished whining?’

Ryan clenched his fist. ‘Sure. I guess.’ 

‘Then tell us your insta password.’

He froze. With that, they’d be able to access his social media. They could post stuff, message his friends, even lock him out. He would be handing over his reputation.

‘What’s your password, Ryan? The clock’s ticking. You have ten seconds or the first video gets sent to your parents.’

‘Ok, ok. I’ll tell you.’ Ryan slumped against the side of the shelter. ‘It’s capital J, capital R, lower-case Y, zero eight, hyphen, then all lower-case: L-F-C, exclamation mark.’

There was a pause at the other end and he could hear the clicking of a keyboard. ‘Good boy. We now have access. I hope that you’re not afraid of what we might post?’

‘No,’ lied Ryan, ‘knock yourselves out.’

‘We will.’

A chill went down his spine. He realised that without his own phone, he couldn’t see what they’d done. The burner phone could only receive texts and calls. 

‘Are you excited about your next task, Ryan?’ 

‘Can’t wait,’ croaked Ryan.

‘Do you know what dumpster diving is?’

‘No idea.’ Ryan didn’t like the sound of it, that was for sure. 

‘In the early days of the internet, hackers used to search bins outside large companies for valuable information. They hunted through everyone else’s trash. And that’s what you’re going to do. Head to the back of the supermarket, where the deliveries come in. You’ll see four big waste bins. In one of them is a knife wrapped in a black plastic bin bag. You have one hour to find it.’

Ryan groaned. This was getting worse and worse. 

He dragged himself to the rear of the building. A wooden fence cordoned off the area for deliveries, but the gates were open. The yard was deserted. It was pretty tatty – a place that customers would never see. Off to one side were several large waste bins on wheels. 

The bins were taller than he was, and the only way to search them was to climb in. As if offering him an invitation, the lid on the first bin had been left open. Ryan took a short run, jumped up and grabbed hold of the edge, swinging his legs over. He landed on top of wet, slimy bin bags. 

Trying to ignore the revolting smell, he got to work as fast as possible. Ryan had to rummage around, moving all the bags to one side, looking for one small enough to contain a knife.

While most of the rubbish was sealed, one of the bags had split and he tried not to retch as he found himself crawling in mouldy vegetable peelings, ketchup-covered napkins and rotting leftovers from the supermarket cafe. 

There was no sign of the knife in the first bin so he carried on the search in the second. This one was in even more of a state: stinking bilge water had leaked out of one of the bags. It was impossible not to kneel in it as he hunted around.

A door slammed nearby and he dived down as a person approached. He was out of sight, but his face was pressed into something grim. He couldn’t move: if he shifted his balance, the bags would rustle and give the game away. 

For once, the miserable weather worked in his favour. The woman had no desire to stay out in the rain and hurled two more bags on top of Ryan before retreating inside. Fortunately, neither of them were heavy. Pushing them aside, Ryan was about to carry on the search when he got another video call from the Faction.

‘That can’t have been an hour,’ he hissed. ‘That’s barely fifteen minutes.’

‘We want a nice picture of you at work. Hold the phone so we can get a good shot.’

Ryan swore under his breath, but obediently held the phone at arms length. He was crouching on the bin bags like a tramp in his filthy kit. 

‘Your friends are going to love that.’ 

Ryan sighed and got back to work. He had no idea how he was going to explain that, but damage control would come later. Right now he had a job to do. 

He was about to move on to the third bin when he saw a small black bag at the very bottom. He carefully reached for it. As he picked it up, he could feel the handle and sharp edge through the black plastic: it was the knife. He kept it wrapped as he jumped out. 

He’d timed it badly. As he landed on the tarmac, a security guard was coming out for his cigarette break. 

‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ the man yelled across to Ryan. He looked puzzled rather than angry. Usually the bins weren’t a place they needed to worry about.

‘I was hungry,’ shrugged Ryan, sounding pathetic. ‘We don’t have any food at home.’

The man softened. ‘Well you can’t look for stuff in here, son. Sorry, but you could get hurt. Health and safety and all that.’

‘Ok, ok. I’ll leave.’ 

He jogged off, glad he’d found the package before he’d been seen. As he ran around the corner, the relief turned to anxiety. Why had they made him hunt for a knife? What were they going to ask him to do next?
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The following half hour was one of the longest of Ryan’s life: huddled in a damp trolley shelter, his wet and muddy kit now stained and stinking of trash. He’d hidden the knife in his sock, the sharp end still wrapped and pointing towards the back of his shin guard. He hugged himself for warmth, wishing for the hundredth time that he’d worn his coat or at least a hoodie on the way to football.

The way he figured it, it was nearly four o’clock. His parents thought he was at Pascal’s house and would be there until morning. They had no means to contact him, and he couldn’t get in touch with them or anyone else. 

He just had to sit and wait like a dog. 

There was no way he was going to stab anyone. But what if they wanted him to threaten someone with the knife? Or rob them? Would he do that? Ryan realised that little by little they were pushing his limits. He no longer knew what he was capable of. 

After what seemed like an age, they called.

‘I got it,’ he said, staring at the blank square where the other caller’s face should be. ‘I found it, like you asked.’

‘You will need the knife for your next task. A hacker needs to target individuals who cause others misery.’ This didn’t sound good. ‘Go to the staff car park and hunt out a vehicle with the registration that we will text you. We will call back in five minutes when you have had chance to locate it.’

At least they hadn’t asked him to kill anyone.

Well, not yet anyway. 

Ryan wandered round to the staff parking area. Checking his messages for the registration number, it didn’t take long to find the car he was after. It was a silver Vauxhall Vectra that looked like it had seen better days. He was wondering where he could wait without looking suspicious when they called again.

‘Did you find it?’ 

‘Yeah,’ replied Ryan, running his hand through his dripping-wet hair. ‘I found it.’

‘You’re going to slash the tyres and run, and we’re going to watch you do it.’

‘Isn’t there CCTV?’ asked Ryan, looking around. 

‘That’s your problem.’

Ryan swallowed hard and crouched down next to the car. Passers-by wouldn’t see him, but that didn’t mean he felt safe. He’d probably been caught on the store cameras a million times already, and his bright red kit wasn’t going to help him to remain anonymous. 

Ryan took out the knife and gripped the handle tight. He’d never slashed a tyre before and didn’t know what to expect. He was worried it was going to pop like a balloon, and tried to hold his face away as he moved the knife in, while also filming it. 

It soon became clear that tyres were a lot tougher than he’d realised, and he had to get real close and push the knife with all his force before he could make any kind of incision. It took a few agonising minutes for him to make a hole in the rubber big enough to let the air out. There was a loud hissing noise and the tyre started to deflate. 

‘Ok, it’s done,’ Ryan muttered into the phone. ‘Can I go?’

‘No, every car has a spare tyre. This guy needs to suffer. Do one more.’

Ryan felt he was pushing his luck as he moved over to the rear of the car and got to work. He was relieved when the second tyre eventually let out a hiss.

‘Now can I go?’ he asked, desperation in his voice. 

‘Yes, but don’t go home. Dump the knife and run straight back to the park. We will be tracking your movements. You have half an hour.’

He’d done everything they asked and the nightmare still wasn’t over. Ryan threw the knife in one of the car-park bins, glad to be rid of it. 

Then, feeling hungry, wet and tired, he started the long journey across town. 
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8. PARK
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The park was empty when Ryan arrived, exhausted. 

The rain hadn’t eased off - if anything it was worse. He was walking by the play equipment when the Faction called.

‘Hey,’ he said. 

There was no small talk. ‘Being a hacker means staying out of sight. You are going to spend the night in the park. You are not allowed to leave. If you do then you know what will happen.’

‘Wait,’ said Ryan, ‘it’s throwing it down. I don’t have a tent or anything. Where do I sleep?’

‘You don’t. Enjoy your evening, Ryan.’

The thought of staying outside made Ryan want to cry. His sodden kit was cold and uncomfortable. Neither the thermal top nor the football shirt did much to shelter him from the fierce wind. The sky was getting darker and there was a rumble of thunder overhead. He could shelter under a tree, but that probably wasn’t the best idea. 

There was only one place that was dry, but it was the last place any sane person would go. The park toilets. They were the pits, worse than the ones at school. Most people avoided them, preferring to go in the bushes. But the toilets had a roof, and anywhere he could shelter right now had to be worth it. 

Cursing his weary legs, he jogged towards the dilapidated building. Its walls were daubed with several layers of graffiti, and the entrance to the men’s room looked as inviting as the supermarket bins. 

Edging forwards, he peered inside. The smell hit him before anything else: a mixture of unflushed faeces and weeks-old urine. He tried not to gag. There was no-one in there, but that was hardly surprising. He didn’t want to think about who would hang out in a place like this. 

A fluorescent light flickered overhead, the silhouettes of hundreds of dead flies in the plastic cover. Mud had been trekked in during the football match. There were deep puddles too. One seemed to have flowed from a blocked toilet in one of the cubicles. 

Surely he couldn’t stay here?

He gritted his teeth as he realised that he had two options. Stick it out or head back into the storm. Whatever he did, he wouldn’t be able to handle it for long. Without his phone he couldn’t watch videos or surf the net. He had to wait around doing nothing. For the next fifteen hours.

It was pure torture.

‘Why are you doing this to me?’ he shouted, his anger and frustration getting the better of him. ‘I only wanted to join.’

Silence. 

He was all alone, with no way of contacting anyone.  Worse still, without access to the net there was no way he could find out what he needed to know. 

Slumping down on the damp tiles next to the broken hand-drier, Ryan tried to figure out a plan. 
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It wasn’t the best idea. 

Ryan hated himself for thinking it. 

But these were desperate times. 

Over an hour had passed and he’d weighed up the options. He knew that if it came to it, he’d have to own up to all the stuff he’d done, let the Faction send the videos, and take the consequences. 

But first, he had to try one thing. 

He slipped out of the toilets and jogged under a tree in the hope that it would protect him from the worst of the rain. It wasn’t a great day to be relying on passers-by, but if he waited here long enough then someone would come. 

Hugging himself, he tried to keep warm as large drips fell from the leaves above. A few people passed – a couple of joggers and an old lady walking her dog. They weren’t people he could use. 

After a while, his patience paid off. The perfect target appeared: a young kid on a bike wearing tight jeans and a hoodie. He looked a year or two younger than Ryan, a proper street kid. 

And, crucially, he was alone. 

Ryan walked to the path and intercepted him. ‘Hey, bruv, have you got a phone?’ he shouted over the wind.

The kid slowed down, his face suspicious. ‘Yeah, but you ain’t using it.’ He started to steer around Ryan, swerving onto the grass. 

‘Please, I just need to check one thing. Honest.’

The kid stuck two fingers up at him, a mischevious grin on his face. 

Something inside Ryan snapped. He sprinted full-speed towards the bike. 

The boy was caught off-guard and tried to get away, but riding on the grass slowed him down. He’d barely moved a few metres before Ryan grabbed his hood and pulled him off the saddle, throwing him into the mud. The kid swore at Ryan as he tried to scramble to his feet, but Ryan already had a firm grip on him and was forcing his arm behind his back. 

‘I tried to ask nicely,’ said Ryan, an edge to his voice. ‘I need to borrow your phone. It’ll take two minutes.’

‘No way,’ insisted the kid, trying to wriggle free. He cried out in pain as Ryan twisted his wrist. 

Glancing around, Ryan forced the boy towards the toilets. ‘I don’t think you understood me,’ hissed Ryan. ‘I wasn’t asking. If you call for help I’ll break your arm.’

Ryan was short and skinny, but he was stronger than his victim, his age giving him a distinct advantage. 

The lad squirmed helplessly as Ryan forced him against the wall and felt in the boy’s pockets, pulling out his phone. 

‘What’s the passcode?’ demanded Ryan.

‘I ain’t giving it to ya. Never. Break my arm if ya like, but it ain’t happening.’

‘Really?’ Ryan looked around for inspiration. This place was a gift for bullies. ‘You sure about that?’

He pushed the boy over to the foul-smelling cubicle,  dropping him to his knees and forcing the boys head towards the over-flowing bowl. ‘If you don’t tell me your passcode, you’re gonna get the worst bogwash in history.’

The boy retched and coughed, his face inches from the sodden toilet paper and brown sediment floating on the surface. ‘Ok, ok,’ he yelled. ‘It’s 5370.’ 

‘You sure? If you’re lying to me then your face is going in that.’

‘Don’t, please... It’s 5370. I promise.’ 

Ryan hauled the boy out, then pushed him face-down on the wet floor. He sat on him, pinning the kid’s arms. He tried the passcode and it worked. ‘Good. Now, hold still. This will only take two minutes and I’ll let you go, with your phone.’

The kid started sobbing, his body shaking under Ryan’s knees. 

Ryan felt guilty, but it had to be done. He typed the URL code that he’d memorised into the browser followed by an ID number and passcode. A map flashed up on the screen. He zoomed in. It was exactly as he thought. 

He scrolled to the bottom of the webpage and clicked the ‘Activate’ button, then stood up. The boy scrambled to his feet, a look of hate and fear in his eyes. 

‘I’m sorry,’ said Ryan, offering him the phone. 

The boy snatched it from his hand. ‘You will be. You’s dead as soon as my bruvva finds out.’

‘Yeah, ok. Whatever.’ Ryan had no intention of waiting. The boy bolted out of the toilets, grabbed his bike and cycled off. 

It was time that Ryan got out of there as well. He threw the burner phone into a bush, hoping that the Faction didn’t try to call. He wasn’t just leaving the toilets: he was getting out of the park.

He needed answers.

Answers that only one person could give.
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9. FLAT



[image: image]


The Grimehill Estate lived up to its promise. Concrete tower-blocks rose up from cracked pavements and dirty streets. Ryan held his breath as he walked past a group of older youths huddled in a bus-shelter. Luckily they had better things to do than to terrorise a twelve-year-old. 

It was way too late to be in this part of town. His parents would go mental if they found out. As he carried on, he passed a drunk guy and a burnt-out car before reaching his destination.  

Marcus lived near the top of Block F. The lift was always out of order, not that he’d ever use it: it was probably a death-trap. Ryan took the steps two at a time keeping an eye out for broken glass and anything else he wouldn’t want to step in. 

The stairs seemed endless. He kept climbing until a number marked in white paint told him he’d arrived at the eleventh floor. Marcus lived at number 117, two doors down the concrete balcony. Ryan knocked on the door, desperate to get out of the rain. 

At first he thought that Marcus wasn’t going to answer, but there was a faint scuffling as a person on the other side fiddled with the lock and the door opened a crack. A security chain stopped it from going any further. 

Marcus peered through: brown, greasy hair hanging down over his spotty face. The boy was never going to be a model, that was for sure. 

‘Ryan, why are you here? Aren’t you meant to be...’ Marcus trailed off, looking confused. 

‘We need to talk,’ stated Ryan, bluntly. ‘Are you alone?’

‘Yeah, mum’s at work. She’s doing nights.’ 

‘Can I come in? I’m freezing my nuts off out here.’

‘We’re not meant to be speaking,’ said Marcus. ‘If the Faction find out...’

‘Screw the Faction. They don’t know I’m here. Let me in.’

Marcus looked uncomfortable but couldn’t turn Ryan away as he stood dripping on the doorstep. ‘Ok, hold on.’ He removed the chain and opened the door. 

Ryan squeezed through. Bare floorboards lined the hallway and paper peeled off the walls. He felt embarrassed just being there. 

‘What happened to you?’ asked Marcus, frowning. Ryan looked down at his filthy kit. He shook water out of his hair and kicked off his dirty trainers. 

‘I’m not having a good day,’ replied Ryan, ‘and there’s something I need to check out.’

‘Ok, sure.’ Marcus led Ryan through to the tiny kitchen. ‘Do you want a drink?’

‘Yeah, that would be great.’ Ryan wanted food, but he knew the cupboards would be empty. ‘I need to use your toilet.’

‘Course. You know where it is.’ 

Ryan did, but that wasn’t where he wanted to go. He took the door opposite into Marcus’s cramped bedroom. It was in a worse state than his: not just messy, but dirty as well. It smelled like something had died in there. He scanned the computer desk, his eyes settling on the small steel box now plugged in to Marcus’s machine. 

‘Ryan, what the hell?’ Marcus was right behind him, annoyed. ‘I thought you needed the loo?’

‘Yeah, well I thought you were a mate.’ Ryan walked over to the desk and pointed at the quantum rerouter. ‘So, what’s this doing here?’

Marcus looked flustered. ‘Well, errrrr, the Faction might have asked me to do a few things for them as part of your initiation... I’m sorry, Ryan, I really am. But I have to do what they say.’

‘Ok,’ said Ryan, slumping onto Marcus’s office chair. He put his dirty socks up on the bed, not caring whether he got mud on the covers. ‘Prove it.’ 

‘What? How?’ 

‘Show me your phone.’ Ryan held out his hand. 

‘What’s that going to prove?’ Marcus looked cornered. 

‘I want to see how they’ve been contacting you. I want to see the calls you got, and for you to tell me exactly what you’ve been doing to make my life a living hell.’

‘Listen, Ryan, I would but I can’t. If they find out...’ Marcus was scrabbling for excuses. He sat down heavily on the bed.

‘How about you tell me the truth?’ demanded Ryan. ‘I know it’s you Marcus. There is no Faction is there? You’ve been behind this whole thing.’

‘You’re crazy. Why would I do that?’

‘I don’t know,’ admitted Ryan, ‘but I guessed you were involved from the start. If the Faction is this shadowy online organisation they’re not likely to live anywhere around here, are they? So they’re hardly gonna be able to plant stuff for me to find all over town.’

‘As I said,’ explained Marcus, ‘they made me do stuff for them. You know what that’s like.’

‘Yeah, but you knew I was playing football today. There’s no way they could know that.’

‘I must have let it slip. Sorry.’

‘I don’t believe you.’ Ryan narrowed his eyes. ‘I think you are the Faction. If that’s not true then hand me your phone.’

Marcus looked down. Then he gave in. ‘Ok. You got me. It was me. I made it up. The Faction don’t exist.’

Ryan had always had his suspicions, but hearing Marcus admit it made him furious. ‘Why? Why would you do that? I thought we were mates.’

Back in hospital, after the car accident, he’d spent almost two months in the bed next to Marcus, learning how to hack. Marcus had been a real friend to Ryan and helped him through a tough time. They’d stayed in touch ever since. It didn’t make sense that a teenager he’d trusted could do anything like this. 

‘The fact is,’ started Marcus, letting out a long breath through his nose, ‘I had to teach you a lesson, before you got into real trouble. You’re too cocky, Ryan. And if you don’t start to take more care you’re gonna end up dead, or worse.’

‘Seriously? That’s your excuse?’

‘You asked me to teach you how to hack, right?’ Marcus stood up and started pacing. ‘And I’ve taught you pretty much everything I know. But lately you keep asking about the Dark Web, like you want to get into all that. Well, it’s not fun, Ryan. It’s dangerous. It could get you killed. And I know it sounds selfish, but I’d never be able to live with myself if anything bad happened to you.’

‘I can look after myself,’ spat Ryan. Marcus was speaking as if he was a stupid kid. ‘I don’t need you to watch out for me.’

‘Really?’ Marcus leaned against the wall, his face red. ‘Because in one week I managed to make you my slave. What if someone truly sinister had gotten hold of that footage? What if a predator had it and could order you around? You stole stuff, vandalised things, took money from your own dad. You handed over your phone and your bike. Hell, you went for a run at three in the morning in your underwear.’

Ryan looked away, embarrassed. ‘I did that stuff for you,’ he said, ‘so you didn’t get kicked out of the Faction.’ His excuse sounded weak even to his own ears.

‘That’s my point, Ryan. People on the Dark Web will use anything they can against you. They’ll suck you in.’

‘I trusted you,’ pointed out Ryan, ‘and you lied to me. The whole time.’ There was no way he was the bad guy here. 

‘That’s the problem,’ replied Marcus. ‘You can’t trust anyone. You don’t know who anyone really is. I had to teach you that the hard way, risking our friendship to do it. Do you realise how dangerous it was to abandon your phone, after telling your mum you were spending the night at a mate’s house? What if they’d wanted to kill you? No-one would start looking for you until morning.’

‘You think I don’t know that?’ argued Ryan. ‘I knew the risks.’

‘And yet you still did it.’ Marcus held his head in frustration. ‘That’s the entire problem. You think you’re invincible. Rich kids like you don’t understand how harsh the world is. You think you can survive anything and you can’t. One day your scrawny body is gonna end up in a ditch.’

‘Yeah, is that right?’ Ryan no longer cared what he said. ‘Well, you know what I think? I don’t think any of this was for my benefit at all. I think you poor, council-estate kids will do anything to try and get their hands on expensive technology and a decent bike.’

He jumped to his feet and threw open the door to Marcus’s wardrobe. He soon found what he was after, pulling out the pair of trackies he’d left on the canal bench. ‘Decided to keep my trackies, did you? I guess these are the only name-brand clothes you have? I mean, unless your mum found some in the charity shop?’

‘Wow,’ Marcus shook his head in disbelief. ‘You really are a spoilt brat. You realise they don’t even fit me? I was gonna give you them back.’

‘Yeah? Well I don’t care what you say. I’m getting my stuff and going home.’

Marcus had a strange expression on his face as he looked up. ‘No you’re not.’

‘Why not?’ asked Ryan, confused.

‘You’re forgetting that I still have the footage. So you have to do everything I say. This lesson is far from over.’
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10. BLACKMAIL
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Ryan stared at his friend. ‘You can’t be serious? You’re still gonna blackmail me?’

‘The thing is,’ explained Marcus, ‘you’re not getting it. The Dark Web is dangerous. You can’t trust anyone. I have to drive the lesson home. You’ll thank me eventually.’

‘You’re insane,’ replied Ryan. ‘I’m not doing anything you say.’

‘If you’re sure.’ Marcus pulled out his phone. Ryan considered attacking him but Marcus was two years older than him and it wouldn’t end well. 

‘What are you doing?’ he asked, nervously.

‘I’m posting one of your videos so that all your friends can see it.’ Marcus stepped away from Ryan and swivelled the screen. The preview was there at the top of Ryan’s social media feed: the video of him stealing the spray paint.

‘You can’t post that. You have to delete it.’

‘No. I don’t.’ Marcus put his phone in his pocket. ‘Not until I’m sure you regret your actions. I’m sorry, Ryan, but it’s the only way you’re ever gonna learn. You’ve got a hard few weeks ahead of you. By the time I’m finished, you’ll never want to go on the Dark Web again.’

Ryan felt frantic, a sick feeling in his stomach. He opened his mouth to say something but couldn’t find the words. 

‘I know you must hate me right now, but view this as your final lesson on hacking,’ Marcus said, ‘one you’ll always remember. If you take unnecessary risks then you pay the price. Now, are you ready for your next task, or would you prefer me to finish posting the video?’

‘No, please,’ Ryan’s voice was higher than usual, ‘I’ll do what you want.’

‘Good,’ said Marcus. ‘I’m not unreasonable. Whatever I do will be a lot less harsh than the stuff you’d fall prey to on the Dark Web. I’m assuming that you dumped the burner phone in the park? Well, you need to go find it. I’ll call it in fifteen minutes and you better answer.’

‘The park?’

‘You have to spend the night there, remember? That hasn’t changed. Perhaps you could reflect on your attitude.’ Marcus sounded like one of his teachers. He had the same condescending tone and was enjoying the power a bit too much. 

‘But it’s throwing it down.’ Ryan could hear the rain hammering against the windows. He gestured at his damp kit. ‘Look what I’m wearing. I don’t even have a coat.’

‘The more you suffer, the more you’ll learn. Your time’s already started, so I’d get a move on if I were you.’

‘You’re really making me do this?’

‘I really am.’ 

Ryan dragged himself into the hallway and reached for his trainers.

‘Actually,’ smiled Marcus. ‘I think I’ll keep those. I might be able to sell them to a kid round here. Us poor council-estate kids need to make money wherever we can, remember?’

Ryan looked at him in total disbelief. ‘You want me to run two miles in my socks, in this weather?’

‘Now you’re getting it.’ Marcus opened the front door. A blast of cold air hit Ryan in the face. ‘Off you trot.’

Marcus started pushing him out.

‘Oh, wait,’ said Ryan, hovering in the doorway, ‘there’s something you need to know.’

‘Yeah, what’s that?’ 

‘You’re locked out of your computer.’

‘Good try, Ryan, but I don’t believe you.’ Marcus shoved him back and slammed the door. 

Ryan stood on the cold, wet balcony. He was drenched within seconds. Wearing two pairs of football socks had its advantages but he could already feel the water soaking through. 

He weighed up his options. He decided to wait there rather than run to the park. It wouldn’t take Marcus long to discover the truth. 

‘Come on, come on,’ he muttered, tugging his socks up higher. 

It was a minute or two before the door opened. Marcus looked at him with a cold expression.

‘What did you do?’ The older boy’s voice was strained, almost squeaky.

‘Let me in and we’ll talk.’

‘How about I leave you out there until you tell me?’ 

‘Up to you,’ shrugged Ryan, ‘but the longer you leave it, the worse it gets.’

‘What do you mean?’ Marcus looked worried.

‘Like I said, let me back in and I’ll tell you.’

‘Fine, but your night will only get worse.’

‘We’ll see.’

As soon as Ryan was inside, Marcus grabbed him by the throat and held him against the wall. It caught Ryan by surprise. Marcus wasn’t usually the violent type. 

‘What did you do to my computer, Ryan?’ Marcus had turned bright red, his cheeks the same colour as his spots.

‘I might have modified the quantum rerouter a little,’ admitted Ryan, allowing himself a sly smile.

‘You can’t have. That technology is way beyond anything you know.’ 

‘Yeah?’ choked Ryan, clawing at Marcus’s hands as they tightened around his neck. ‘I didn’t have to do anything to the actual circuitboard, did I? I just took it out of the housing and replaced it with my own memory stick.’

‘Which you’d infected with a virus? Knowing that it would be plugged directly into a PC?’ 

Ryan nodded. ‘I activated the virus from the park, using another kid’s phone. And I could see from the IP address where it was plugged in. That’s when I knew it was you.’

‘That was pretty clever.’ Marcus let him go and Ryan fell to his knees, gasping for breath. ‘So, what’s the deal? How do I fix it?’

‘You need a code to deactivate the virus.’

‘Give it to me.’ Marcus towered over him. He wasn’t in the mood to mess around.

‘Sure, as soon as you delete those videos and give me my stuff back.’

Marcus kicked Ryan hard in the stomach. He collapsed to the floor, wheezing. ‘Tell me the code, or I give you the worst beating of your life.’

Ryan looked up. ‘No way. Not until you delete the videos.’

Marcus grabbed hold of Ryan’s arm and hauled him to the bedroom. ‘I think you’re forgetting something.’ Marcus sounded demented now, truly evil. ‘I know your weakness. I know how much you hate small spaces.’

‘No, please...’ Ryan swore as Marcus opened the wardrobe and threw him inside. The door slammed shut and he heard the bed being pushed against it. The space was dark and cramped. Ryan couldn’t even stand up. He was surrounded by damp clothes. ‘Let me out! Don’t do this, please.’ 

‘Only if you give me the code.’ Marcus sounded relaxed. 

Ryan couldn’t breathe in the tiny space. He retched with anxiety. ‘Ok, I’ll give you the code,’ he whimpered. ‘Just let me out.’

There was the sound of scraping furniture as the bed was pulled back. Marcus opened the door and dragged him out by his football shirt, dumping him on the chair. ‘Sort it. Now. Or you’re going back in there. And next time it will be for at least half an hour.’ 

‘Ok, ok.’

Ryan leaned forward and started typing. Did he have the guts? It was probably the bravest decision he’d ever make. Taking a deep breath, he pressed return and the screen flashed red: ‘Incorrect code. First segment hard-drive deletion will start on next failed attempt.’

‘What did you do? You typed the wrong code deliberately.’ Marcus was furious. He grabbed Ryan by his hair and led him back to the wardrobe. 

‘I’ll do it again,’ warned Ryan, sounding desperate. ‘If you try and force the real code out of me, you’ll never know if I give you the right one. One more failed attempt and the virus starts to do real damage. It’ll destroy the hard drive. And I don’t just mean delete it. I mean you won’t be able to use it again. Ever.’

The older boy hesitated. His computer was his life. He was trying to work out a way to get control of the situation. He looked down at Ryan, making a difficult mental calculation.

‘Also,’ added Ryan, ‘the virus deletes a segment every hour unless a new code is put in. That’s what the timer’s for.’ 

Marcus was torn. He reluctantly let go of Ryan’s hair. ‘Fine, you don’t have to go back in the wardrobe. But you have to get rid of it, Ryan.’

‘Or maybe I let it do its worst?’ Ryan threatened. It was obvious that the balance of power had shifted. 

‘How about if you don’t type in the correct code in the next two minutes I release the first video?’ 

‘Do it.’ Ryan locked eyes with him. ‘I’ll take whatever punishment my parents or school want to dish out. But if you release even one of those videos you will never get your computer back to normal. I swear. So ask yourself, is it worth it?’

‘You don’t understand. It’s not just the hardware.’ Marcus slumped on to the bed, conflicted. ‘All my work is on there, for school, all my hacking apps, the code I’ve put together. I’ll lose it all.’

‘Maybe you need a lesson on backing things up?’ taunted Ryan. ‘So, now are you ready to negotiate?’ 

Marcus looked at him and sighed. He’d calmed right down, anger turning to despair. ‘Yeah, I guess. Well played. What do you propose?’

‘You can start by giving me control of my accounts.’

‘Ok.’ Marcus pulled out his phone. It took a few minutes but Ryan waited patiently while he tapped away. ‘It’s done. I’ve reset your password to Ryan123.’ 

‘I need to check.’ Ryan held out his hand. 

‘Sure. You can have this back.’ Marcus leaned over to his bedside table and rummaged around. He withdrew Ryan’s phone and handed it over. 

Ryan snatched it and checked his feed. 

‘Happy now?’ asked Marcus.

‘It’s a start,’ admitted Ryan. ‘Now I need to know that all the videos are gone. They need to be deleted.’

‘If I do that then how do I know you’ll sort my computer out? I don’t trust you.’

‘You don’t trust me?’ pointed out Ryan. ‘After what you’ve done?’

‘Can you blame me?’

It was a fair point. Ryan thought for a moment. ‘You still have my bike. How about you only return that to me once I’ve got rid of the virus?’

Marcus nodded. ‘You know I wouldn’t have posted the videos anyway, right? It was just an empty threat.’ He looked apologetic now, embarrassed at his earlier outburst.

‘I don’t believe you,’ stated Ryan. ‘You made me do stuff that was worse. Like, why did I have to slash that car’s tyres? What did that person ever do to you?’

‘He’s not an innocent guy, Ryan. He’s my mum’s manager. He makes her life grim at work. I thought a bit of revenge was in order.’

Ryan had forgotten Marcus’s mum worked at that supermarket. ‘And the quantum rerouter?’ 

‘I need one for my next hack. How am I ever going to be able to buy something like that? As you pointed out, I can’t afford a decent pair of trackies. Do you know how much it sucks being this poor?’

‘Maybe,’ allowed Ryan. ‘But my dad is going to kill me when he finds out I stole off his credit card.’

‘Hardly. What will he do? Ground you for a week? It’s not like going to prison, is it?’ 

‘Well, it could be. If the police recognise me on CCTV then I’m screwed.’

‘Yeah. You stole a can of spray paint. I imagine they’ll lock you up and throw away the key. Don’t make me laugh. A rich kid like you with a dad who’s a lawyer won’t even get a caution. You’ll just get a slap on the wrist and a stern warning.’

‘That’s easy for you to say,’ Ryan pointed out.

‘True, but I can’t do anything about it, can I?’ sighed Marcus. ‘Not now. Do we have a deal or not?’

‘Sure. I guess.’

Marcus took out his phone. He showed Ryan the videos and deleted them one by one. ‘Ok, that’s done. Now it’s your turn.’

Ryan turned to the keyboard and tapped away. A message appeared: ‘Virus counter-code accepted. Deleting malware.’

‘It’ll take a while,’ explained Ryan, unplugging the quantum rerouter, ‘but then it’ll be back to normal.’

Relief flooded Marcus’s face. ‘I’ll have to check it carefully. I need a day or two to make sure.’

Ryan considered that for a moment. ‘Ok, you keep the bike for the weekend. I’ll pick it up Monday.’ He stood up and headed into the hallway, pulling on his damp trainers.

‘So, errrr, are we still friends?’ Marcus looked hopeful.

‘Are you for real?’ Ryan couldn’t believe he was asking.

‘Ryan, I want us to stay mates. We’ll laugh about this at some point.’

‘Maybe in twenty years,’ muttered Ryan. ‘Not anytime soon.’

‘Come on, Ryan, I don’t want to fall out with you over this.’

Ryan thought of everything he’d been through, from the late-night run to having to crawl in the bins. 

‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said, a smile forming on his lips. ‘You want to stay friends? Then prove it. You have to stay the night in the park. Let me track your phone, and call you at any point to check.’

Marcus looked horrified, but he didn’t object. ‘I guess I deserve that,’ he sighed. ‘I’ll go there as soon as I’ve finished sorting out my computer.’

‘Seriously? You’re up for it?’ Ryan thought he’d say no.

‘Yeah, you’re like a brother to me Ryan. If I have to go through a grim night to convince you of that, then I’ll do it. I never meant this to get out of hand. I’m sorry.’

Ryan was confused. Part of him wanted to forgive Marcus. But another part of him was still angry, furious at what he’d been through. All for nothing. ‘Fine. You last the whole night in the park and we’ll call it quits. I hope you don’t get too wet. I will call you to check. Make sure you’re there by nine.’

‘Sure.’

Ryan walked out of the flat. He was free for the first time in days. It was a good feeling. 

He had no idea if he’d ever properly forgive Marcus for everything he’d done, but they had a long history and it wasn’t easy to find people who knew that much about computers. 

I had to teach you a lesson, before you got into real trouble. You’re too cocky, Ryan.

Was it true? Had Marcus been trying to help him? Ryan had never been out of his depth before, but it had felt like that over the last few days. In the end he’d managed to escape, though, and he always would. If Marcus thought he’d taught him not to take risks then he was wrong. Ryan felt more invincible than ever. 

Maybe later in the night he would call Marcus and tell him that he didn’t have to spend the whole night in the park. Or maybe he’d just let him suffer.

Either way, Marcus would learn a lesson of his own: you don’t take on Ryan Jacobs.

Not if you want to win.
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AVAILABLE NOW!
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SOMEHOW, HE LOST HIS FREEDOM.

Now he belongs to the Academy, and the rules have changed. What started out as a game has become a matter of life and death. 

If he doesn’t think fast, someone will die. 

At thirteen you shouldn’t have to face these kinds of decisions. But at thirteen, you don’t get to decide THE RULES.

View on Amazon.com

View on Amazon.co.uk
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WHAT NOW?
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If you’re in the Ryan Jacobs Alliance, you’ll be the first to find out about new releases and other news. If you haven’t joined yet, but want to be kept up to date then visit www.paulorton.net. 

Meanwhile, if you have friends who might enjoy reading Dark Web then tell them they can get one on my website by joining the Ryan Jacobs Alliance. I’d really appreciate you spreading the word far and wide.

Stay connected.

Paul.
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