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Chapter One

Bullies

Hunter Greenman could hear the pounding footsteps 

of his pursuers echoing behind him in the damp alley. 

“Gonna pound ya harder for running, Greenman, ya 

half-wit!” The nasal bellow could only belong to Brick 

Thompson.

Hunter ran in silence, conserving his energy, unlike 

those who chased him. Half-wit! He snorted. He was the 

fi rst to admit he was no whiz at school, but a half-wit? 

He toyed with the idea of stopping and showing Brick 

just how much of a halfer he was, but then it wasn’t 

just Brick after him. It sounded as though Brick’s whole 

gang had joined in the chase. The gang had received 

a one-month detention thanks to Hunter blowing the 

whistle on their lunch money scheme. He could only 

guess the payment that they would extract from him 

in return.

Hunter lengthened his stride. He had no desire to 
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Hunter took a couple of hesitant steps backwards 

as the two approached. Triumphant yells sounded from 

behind him and he spun about to see the rest of the 

gang spilling into the alley, blocking off  any chance of 

escape.

Hunter swore and sprinted forwards, heading 

straight for the wide-open arms of Len Smith.

“That’s right, squealer. Come to ol’ Block.”

At the last minute, Hunter threw his weight onto his 

left leg and leapt high and to the right. He sailed out of 

Blocker’s grasping arms and landed on the top of one 

of the dumpsters. He ran across it before leaping to the 

ground and speeding towardss the scrap yard.

“How the hell did he do that?” Reece Clements’s 

high-pitched voice sounded from behind.

“Don’t stand there gawping, Reece, get him!” bel-

lowed Blocker.

Hunter risked a quick look behind as he neared 

the fence. Blocker was lumbering after him, but the 

Whippet was living up to his name, streaking down the 

alley, which now echoed with the calls and bellows of 

the others. Reece was too far away, despite his speed, 

and Hunter knew that he was home free as he leapt 

for the top of the fence. The rattle of the fence as he 

hit just below the top of its three-metre height, almost 

drowned out Blocker, yelling from behind. “Don’t let 

him get away!”

“Don’t worry!” came the Whippet’s reply, as Hunter 
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pulled himself to the top of the fence, then jumped . . .

A sharp, blinding pain erupted in the back of Hunt-

er’s head. His vision fl ared red for a moment, and he was 

dimly aware of his arms fl ailing as he fell. Air erupted 

from his body as he struck the ground and a new pain 

lanced through his right wrist.

He was aware of the sound of someone climbing 

the fence although he couldn’t remember who they 

were, or why they were after him. Purely on instinct, 

Hunter levered himself to his feet and stumbled away 

from the noise.

Black spots fl ickered before him and, as he forced 

himself to move, his vision narrowed into a swirling tun-

nel. Somebody tackled him from behind, and Hunter 

fell with a splash into a deep, rust-tinged puddle. As he 

lay, in pain, he heard dogs barking; a deep baying that 

promised sudden violence to anyone stupid enough to 

let the dogs catch him. Hunter was also aware of voices 

that seemed to be reaching him from a great distance.

“Good throw, Whippet!”

“Damn, it’s those wolves the old man keeps. Better 

scarper!”

“What about Greenman?”

“Leave him – he deserves everything he gets.”

Hunter grunted as a parting kick struck him just 

below the ribs. He hardly felt the pain. To his senses 

everything was fuzzy and remote, except the barking 

that grew in volume and intensity until it sounded like 
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thunder. 

With a major eff ort, Hunter managed to turn his 

head. The spinning tunnel of his vision shrank further, 

and dimness began to leach colour from what he saw. 

The last thing he did see, before giving in to uncon-

sciousness, was two huge dogs rushing towards him, 

fangs bared.

He was unsure for how long he had been able to hear 

the muffl  ed voices. They invaded the dark peacefulness 

of the place in which he had been fl oating. Against 

Hunter’s wishes his mind concentrated, locking onto 

them. The conversation appeared to take on the form 

of light that moved around him, faster and faster, until 

he was looking into a spinning vortex.  

“You are sure this is the one? It is so . . . small.” The 

voice was deep and gruff , giving the impression of a 

throaty growl.

“The Keeper of the Gate said that it was so. That is 

enough for me.” This voice was higher than the fi rst.

“For me also. Its injuries do not seem bad.”

“I shall fetch the Keeper.”

“Hurry, it is coming back to wakefulness . . .”

Hunter could see only light. A light that split into 

swirling colours, creating a blurred kaleidoscope. As he 

became aware of his body and the pain pulsing within 

his head, the colours formed into the discarded piles of 

junk, the fence, mud, and rust puddles of the junkyard 
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– and the dark, hulking form of the huge mastiff  sitting 

before him.

The dog’s deep brown eyes refl ected Hunter’s image 

as it stared at him. It sat so close that Hunter could feel 

its damp, warm breath on his face. The dog appeared 

large even for a mastiff . Its strength and power were 

unmistakable.

Hunter had always been comfortable around ani-

mals, and, as the dog was just sitting there, he began 

to turn his head. He gasped as he moved and gently 

touched the impressive lump he found just behind his 

right ear. Gritting his teeth, he looked from one side to 

the other trying to fi nd the owners of the voices he had 

heard. From his position on the ground, he could see 

little. Slowly, he started to sit up. A deep growl stopped 

him.

The dog that had been stationary since Hunter’s 

return to consciousness surged to its feet; a quivering 

mass of muscle, teeth bared, ears fl at. Hunter lowered 

himself. The growling stopped, and the dog returned 

to a sitting position. Hunter’s heart raced, not only in 

response to the dog’s threat. The simple act of attempt-

ing to sit had taken its toll and, though he felt overly 

warm, he began to shiver and his teeth started chat-

tering.

“Okay, Kris, step away. I’m here.”

The voice sounded cracked and wheezy, as if it 

were coming to the end of its use-by date. The owner 
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shuffl  ed into Hunter’s view. The old man’s general 

appearance matched his voice – battered and overused. 

His grey hair stood in spikes radiating from his over-

sized head. He had the pointiest nose that Hunter had 

ever seen. If he ran his hand along it, Hunter thought 

that he might cut himself on its sharp tip.

Puffi  ng and wheezing, the old man crouched over 

the boy. As Hunter’s eyes tried to refocus, the image of 

the old man wavered and, for a moment, Hunter could 

have sworn that he had seen an ape of some kind 

bending over him. Shutting his eyes, Hunter shook his 

head . . . and immediately wished that he hadn’t, as red, 

blinding pain shot through it.

“Here, lad, you better be okay. Don’t want you clut-

tering up me yard.”

Hunter opened his eyes. His tongue felt the size of 

a gobstopper, making it hard to form words. “Hit my 

head,” he mumbled.

“Did you now?” said the old man. He leant forward 

and probed at the back of Hunter’s head with his long, 

thin fi ngers. Hunter yelped in pain. At least he tried to, 

but what came out sounded like a growl. The old man 

rocked back onto his heels.

“Now that ain’t good. Ain’t good at all.”

“What ain’t . . . isn’t good?” asked Hunter. He couldn’t 

keep the worry from his voice. “My head . . .”

“No, no lad. You’ve a hard head there. Lucky that it 

took the blow. Though you’ll have a lump the size of an 
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egg, and pain to match.”

“Then what’s not good?” With a nervous look at 

the dogs, Hunter levered himself into a sitting position. 

His head at once started to swim, and he felt sick. 

“You’re not supposed to do that yet. It’s too early. 

The boss ain’t going to like this at all,” grumbled the old 

man. “Not at all.”

“I don’t understand . . . do what?” Hunter moved, 

and pain lanced through his head again.

“Come into your—”

“No, Keeper,” a new voice interrupted the old man.

Hunter looked around, squinting against the pain, 

but couldn’t see who had spoken. One of the dogs 

whimpered, and the old man looked at it with a start, 

before saying, “Come on, lad, let’s get you home.”

Hunter allowed the old man to help him to his 

feet. He swayed and had to lean against the man’s thin 

body for support. Although it looked as though the 

man could barely support his own weight on his spin-

dly legs, it felt to Hunter as if he were leaning against 

stone. 

Hunter waited for his head to clear a bit before ask-

ing, “Come into my what?”

The old man shook his head. “Not now. Come see 

me later, if you want. We can talk some more then.”

Hunter didn’t know if it was because of the blow to 

his head, but none of this made any sense. He allowed 

the old man to half carry him home in silence. It didn’t 
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occur to him until he was home in bed, with his mother 

fussing over him as they waited for a doctor, to wonder 

how the old man had known where he lived.




