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  Chapter One: Arrest


  It was just gone six in the morning when the back door of Sam’s house was kicked in.


  He was half awake, half asleep, his hand drifting lazily over the Snooze button on his alarm clock. Eleven-year-old Sam would often swim up from the depths of sleep a few minutes before the clock started bleating, and then snake one arm out from under the warmth of the bedclothes to turn it off. He didn’t want to hear that blasted thing today. It was half term. He didn’t want to think about school at all, or about how he’d be leaving Year 6 at the end of term, or worry about starting at a whole new school -


  BANG!


  His eyes flicked open. What on earth was…?


  BANG!


  He heard wood splintering. Then a third crash from downstairs.


  Sam quickly propped himself up on one elbow, rubbing sleep from his eyes. Had Mum dropped a tray or something?


  Daylight glowed in a soft fringe around the curtains. The familiar, neatly tidy shapes of his room were visible as outlines in the semi-darkness. For a second or so, there was silence.


  Suddenly, a scream sliced through the house. Sam flinched with fright.


  He flung the sheets aside, and leapt out into the cooler air of the room. He fumbled with the door handle.


  On the landing, his twelve-year-old sister Karen was peering blearily out from behind her door, her face surrounded by a halo of scraggy blonde hair. “Whassat noise?” she cried. “Whozat?”


  Sam was too scared to answer. The sudden way he’d woken up and jumped out of bed had left him wondering if this was real.


  He knew he wasn’t dreaming when he heard a second scream. This one was followed by more bumps and crashes from downstairs, and the sounds of other voices. Loud ones, yelling commands.


  Sam hesitated. Mum was in trouble and he had to… but… who were these people? Burglars? Armed robbers? A thousand thoughts tore through his head, half of them shouting at him to do something, half of them shouting at him to run away, fast.


  Footsteps padded quickly behind him. Karen, flinging her dressing gown around herself, dashed past him and ran down the stairs, her bare feet thudding against the steps.


  Sam followed her, his heart galloping. As they reached the hallway below, they could see that the door to the kitchen was flung open so far it creaked back on its hinges.


  A blast of chill early morning air hit them. Sam could see that the back door, leading out into the garden, had been forced open and was leaning at a disjointed angle.


  But it was the figure standing in the kitchen doorway who got their attention. The man was almost as broad as he was tall, and for a second or so he didn’t notice them. Then his dark eyes, glaring out from underneath a large cap, locked onto them.


  “Two more here!” he cried.


  He was a police officer. A walkie-talkie was clipped to his chest, and a black F-shaped riot stick swung from his belt.


  “You! You!” he yelled, stabbing a finger at each of them. “Get in there! Now!”


  He booted the living room door open. As he strode forward, a second policeman appeared behind him. This one was dragging Mum by the collar of her shirt.
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  “Mum!” cried Sam and Karen in unison.


  Before she could answer, Mum was violently pulled into the hallway. Then she was shoved into the living room and out of sight.


  “Shut up!” the first cop shouted at Sam and Karen. “Get in there too! Move!”


  He snatched them by their shoulders and pushed them ahead of him. They fell in a heap beside the bookshelves that ran along one end of the living room.


  Sam twisted around and sat in a ball, his back pressed up against the radiator. Three more cops were looming in front of the window, silhouetted against the daylight filtering in through the net curtains. These three were all carrying guns.


  Images flashed across Sam’s mind: from all the adventure stories he’d read, all the action movies he’d seen. A thousand times, he’d wished real life was more like books and films. Right now, however, with guns and police in his living room, he wasn’t so sure.


  One of the armed cops, a thin, pale man with a scar that crossed his lips like an exclamation mark, snapped back the hammer of his handgun and aimed it at Sam.


  “You know why we’re here,” he said calmly to Mum. “How do you connect?”


  “Leave the kids alone!” screamed Mum. “They aren’t involved! They know nothing about this!”


  The thin cop smiled grimly. “I don’t doubt that for a moment.” He leaned forward and pressed the barrel of the gun against Sam’s head. “Now, how…do you…connect?”


  “Under the stairs,” hissed Mum. She glanced over at Sam and Karen. They couldn’t interpret the strange look on her face. It was one they’d never seen before.


  The thin cop nodded at the tall one who’d dragged Mum out of the kitchen. The tall one went out into the hall and flung open the door to the large understairs storage area. This was Mum’s home office.


  Wedging himself into the small swivel chair inside, he switched on Mum’s computer, slotted a thumb drive into one of the USB ports, and scanned through the data that scrolled across the screen.


  He put the USB drive back in his pocket, stood up, and kicked the computer to pieces. A dozen or more violent blows reduced it to splinters of plastic and circuit board. He returned to the living room.


  “Upload was set to nine o’clock,” he grunted. “Looks like we caught it in time.”


  The thin cop smiled at Mum. The scar across his lip creased horribly. “Lucky you,” he whispered. He stepped back from Sam and turned his gun on Mum. “Now get up. You’re coming with us.”


  Mum and Karen both started shouting at once, a series of ‘no’s and ‘why’s and ‘what for’s. The thin cop pushed Sam and Karen onto the sofa.


  “You two might know nothing,” he said quietly, “but Mummy knows plenty. And we’d like her to tell us all about it. And if you two start making a fuss, or telling your friends we were here, or talking to your teachers about this, then Mummy won’t be coming home. Ever. Got that?”


  Sam and Karen glared up at him. Sam felt he ought to have something to say, something witty or cleverly sarcastic. But his mind was blank, wiped clear by fright.


  “Take her out,” said the thin cop. The tall one grabbed Mum again and marched her ahead of him, holding her arms in painful V-shapes behind her back.


  “Hey, boss, should we tell her she’s under arrest?”


  “If you like,” chuckled the thin cop.


  All five police officers moved into the hall, then out on to the street. One or two of the neighbours were at their windows, or putting out the bins, watching what was going on.


  Mum twisted around and called to the children. “I was meeting Mr Collins…about the wedding dress. Tell him I’m busy at work.”


  She was bundled into one of two waiting police cars. The five officers piled in too. None of them so much as glanced back at the house. The two cars revved up and accelerated away, their exhausts belching.


  Sam and Karen stood by the open front door, staring, dazed, hardly believing what was happening.


  “Why? I don’t…” began Sam.


  “What’s Mum done?” breathed Karen. “What’s she done wrong?”


  “… Who the heck is Mr Collins?” said Sam.


  Chapter Two: Mr Collins


  Sam and Karen sat on the sofa in the living room. The place was eerily quiet now. Silent and empty. No sounds of Mum getting breakfast ready. No sound at all. No Mum.


  They sat in silence, their minds buzzing with what they’d just witnessed. Sam was trying not to panic. He’d never been the sort to stay calm in a crisis. Karen scratched at her still-uncombed hair with both hands.


  “Let’s think about this,” she said, mostly to herself. “We’ll get dressed, we’ll go down to the police station, there’ll be someone there who’ll help us.”


  Sam’s urge to start running up and down and screaming was getting stronger by the minute. “Something’s not right,” he muttered.


  “You think?” said Karen. “Mum’s been dragged off by the cops, yeah, hmm, what’s wrong with this picture?”


  “I mean something’s not right about those cops,” said Sam. “I’ve read loads of crime stories, and I’ve seen loads of cop shows, and I’m telling you there was something very odd about those police officers.”


  Karen looked puzzled. Her hands paused in mid-scratch. “Like what?”


  “Well,” said Sam, taking a deep breath. He was trying to steady his nerves and stop himself shaking with fright, but his voice was still fluttering like tissue paper in a hurricane. “I know that books and movies and things like that get a lot of stuff wrong about how the police really do things, but they do try to get the basics right.”


  “Yes, so?”


  “So when have you ever seen a police officer point a gun at a kid?” said Sam. “Or threaten to shoot someone if someone else doesn’t spill the beans? Or smash up computers? Or throw people around who aren’t being violent?”


  Karen thought for a moment. “But they do kick doors in. And they do drag people away.”


  “Not like that,” protested Sam. “Remember what they said? I’m sure they’re supposed to arrest people properly, you know, with all that ‘I’m arresting you on suspicion of…’ and so on. There are rules. There are regulations. If cops don’t stick to the rules they get into big trouble.”


  “If they haven’t got Chief Inspector Whatever standing over them watching, I don’t suppose they care,” said Karen.


  “It doesn’t work like that,” said Sam. “Look at us. They’ve left us here. On our own. They’ve taken Mum off somewhere, not said where, and they’ve left us here alone. I’m in Year 6, you’re in Year 7, it’s the middle of half term and they’ve just left us here. Isn’t that illegal, or something?”


  For several minutes, there was silence. Karen smoothed her hair absent-mindedly, but it just sprang back into its usual bird’s nest. “You know,” she said quietly, “I think you might be right.”


  “What if those men weren’t from the
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