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      The maths lesson finished, and Alex packed his bag. It was the last period of the day and everyone else was rushing to leave. He took his time and made sure he was the last one out of the room. The classroom led to the main hallway, and it was the only way to get out. In front of him was a group of Year 10 boys. He followed behind them slowly, sighed and hoped that he could get home with no one seeing him.

      “There he is!” shouted a terrible voice from somewhere behind him. He didn’t bother to turn around. Instead, he broke cover from the line and ran towards the door.

      He pushed people aside to make space for himself as he charged down the corridor like a maniac. He ran for his life, but he could still hear them behind him. Their breath was almost on his neck.

      “Turn right,” said a voice directly behind him. It came from so close that he was sure it must have been the bullies catching up.

      So he didn’t turn right. Instead, he found more space and somehow sped up as he continued along the corridor.

      “Turn right,” said the voice again. It was a small hiss of a voice, as if the owner had too many teeth in his mouth. It was at once entirely new and intimately familiar.

      Ahead, the corridor ended end, and he was about to get caught in the bottleneck of two-hundred students trying to get out and a-hundred and fifty trying to get in.

      He ran at full speed into the back of the queue. He felt the people in front stagger forwards under his energy, but it was not enough to get him out of the door.

      “Turn right now and you’ll get away from them,” said the voice once more.

      He looked right. The double-doors into the assembly hall were closed. If he could get to them, and they were unlocked, he might get through. It might still have been a trap, but he had nothing to lose.

      He lunged towards the doors, but by now he was in the middle of the crowd and he barely moved. He pushed as hard as he could and finally slipped past two girls. Then a large, unpleasant hand grabbed his shoulder. His knees buckled, and he almost fell over. “Got him,” called the owner of the hand.

      Alex tried to wriggle free, but the hand held him tight.

      A girl with dirty-blond hair and a small boy with shaved dark hair appeared in the crowd. They were hardly out of breath. The boy was Matthew Hunt, and the girl was Hazel Miller. The hand belonged to Stuart Martin.

      They moved towards the door with the rest of the school. As they approached the open air, Alex dared to hope that he might get away and make a run for it.

      While the rest of the school turned left towards the shops, they dragged Alex right, towards the changing rooms and sports field. They threw him against the wall of the humanities block and he was so badly winded that he could barely stand, let alone run away. Hazel spat and it landed on his left cheek. He didn’t dare raise his arm to wipe it off.

      “Give us your money,” she said.

      “I haven’t…” he didn’t have enough air in his lungs to finish.

      They didn’t really want his money, anyway. They knew he didn’t have any. A fat fist crashed into the side of his face and for a moment, everything was red.

      He wobbled, as if his body was trying to decide if it could stay upright or not. It could not and he fell to the ground. He put his arms up over his head, closed his eyes and wished it was all over.

      They kicked him in the stomach and chest. Punched him on the arm and back. Spat on him and swore at him. He held his breath and thought it would never end.

      Suddenly, there was silence. He hadn’t heard them leave, and they’d made no final parting remarks about him or his mother. Cautiously, he opened his eyes.

      “Armstrong?”

      He looked up and saw Mr. Bennett. He was a tall man with large sinewy muscles, his head was shaved and he wore a uniform of black tracksuit trousers and a red England rugby top.

      “Get up, boy,” he said. He didn’t sound in the slightest bit concerned, although Alex was bleeding and his clothes were torn. “What do you think you’re doing here?”

      Mr. Bennett was a hard man and had no time for weakness of any kind. He had made no secret of his dislike for Alex in the past. “Sorry, sir,” he said, deciding it was better to keep quiet and leave as quickly as possible.

      “Well?” he asked, pushing Alex to reveal the truth.

      “Sorry sir,” he repeated. “I’ve got to get home.”

      He picked up his bag and walked away as quickly as he could. His knees wobbled and his grazes were sore, but at least it was over now and he could go home.

      Outside the school, it was quiet. He didn’t know how late he was, but even the detention kids were long gone. Teachers passed him in their cars, but none of them stopped to ask if he was alright. He plodded along the road, worried that if he was too quick, he would run into Matthew, Hazel, and Stuart again.

      “You should have turned right,” said the voice.

      He spun around, expecting to see Stuart.

      “Why didn’t you listen to me?” said the voice again. It was still behind him.

      He turned again but saw nobody there. “Who is that?” he asked, feeling stupid for talking out loud when there was obviously nobody there.

      There was no answer.

      He could hear his heart thumping in his chest. “Where are you?” he asked.

      With no sign of concern, the voice spoke again. “I’m in your bag.”

      He dropped it on the floor and stepped back, as if it were a loaded bomb about to go off.

      It hit the ground and fell open. He looked at it for a long time and thought he could see something moving inside. The top opened and the top of a small brown head appeared.

      “Thomas!” he said with surprise.

      The head grew larger, and a body followed behind it until an entire rat sat on the pavement beside his bag. It was fat from being fed so well and moved with a slow confidence unusual in such a creature. Alex leaned closer to examine the rodent. “Thomas?” he said experimentally. “Was that you?”

      The large brown rat looked back at him, twitched its whiskers and told him, “you should have turned right.”

      He could tell that it was late because the street lights were on, and his mum was home. Her steel tipped umbrella was propped against the wall where she always left it. It was as much a part of her as her dark hair or blue eyes, regardless of the weather she always carried it with her.

      “Is that you, Alex?” she called from somewhere in the back of the house.

      “Hi mum,” he called back.

      He walked through the living room and into the kitchen. She was standing at the sink washing up her dinner things. “Did you have a good day?” she asked.

      He opened the fridge and took out a can of Coke. “It was alright,” he replied, closing the fridge.

      She turned around but barely saw him. She didn’t comment on his bruised face or torn clothes. She kissed him on the cheek and then returned to her washing up. “Dinner will be ready in ten-minutes,” she said.

      “Thanks,” he replied and left the room to get changed out of his school things.

      He opened his bag onto his bed and took a seat beside it. Thomas wriggled his way out and looked at him. “Is everything alright?” he asked.

      “Fine,” replied Alex as he opened his drink and took a loud slurp.

      Thomas seemed to take him at his word and began sniffing around his bed covers. “I’ve been thinking about those bullies,” he said.

      Alex watched the rat for a moment before putting his can down and picking him up. He was heavy and his short brown fur was almost sharp. “What have you been thinking?” he asked. He brought Thomas up to his face, and they looked into each other’s eyes.

      “I think we should teach them a lesson,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” asked Alex.

      Thomas explained exactly what he meant and what they would need in order to do it. The idea so captivated Alex that his mother had to call three times for him to come down to dinner before he eventually heard her.

      The next morning he was up and out of the house before seven-o’clock with a never before felt enthusiasm to get to school. He had barely slept all night for thinking about what they were going to do.

      His mother was long gone before he’d even woken up. Carrying her silver tipped umbrella, she would have been on the first bus to Wreathing, to catch the earliest train to London. He was not entirely sure where she worked, but she often moaned that it took her nearly two and a half hours to get there.

      “Is everything ready?” asked Thomas, as Alex opened the front door.

      “It’s all in there with you,” he replied.

      “It’s dark,” replied the rat.

      “Well, it’s all there,” he said and closed the door behind them.

      The air was cool and crisp and there was barely a soul to be seen. At the end of his road, a small Chinese woman was already up and gardening. She waved her pruning sheers and smiled at him as he passed. Other than her, they saw no one and, so far as he could tell, no one saw them.

      “We’re here,” he said in a whisper as they arrived at school fifteen minutes later. He was out of breath and a thin film of sweat stuck the shirt to his back.

      “Can you see anyone?” asked Thomas.

      He looked around. The newsagent’s door was ajar, but the lights were off inside and several large bundles of newspaper blocked the entrance. None of the other shops showed any sign of inhabitance and the school gates were still locked. There was an old, red sports car parked at the side of the road, but no sign of its owner. “No one,” he reported back.

      “Lets go then,” said Thomas, the excitement audible in his voice.

      He walked past the shops and, through the pedestrian gate, into the school.

      He had rarely been out of the house so early and certainly never at school. The silence and stillness was remarkable and he could have marveled at it all morning if it wasn’t for the deed to be done.

      He turned right after the caretaker’s cottage and down the gentle slope towards Lower School. Thomas had assured him that there were no cameras along this route and, although he believed him, Alex looked out for them, anyway.

      It was strange to see the school so lifeless; the windows were dark and the only sound was of birds on the distant playing field. He thought he preferred things this way and would not have minded coming as much if it were always like this.

      They stopped at the first doors that led into the lower school, where years seven and eight had most of their lessons and all of their tutorials. He tried the doors.

      “They’re locked,” he whispered back to his friend.

      “What about the windows?” asked Thomas.

      He stepped back from the door and looked along the building. “I can’t see any open.”

      There was silence from his bag, and he wondered if this was the end of the plan. After a moment, however, Thomas found his voice. “Try around the side,” he said.

      Alex walked along the building. If he peered into the gloomy darkness, he could see textbooks on the window ledge and chairs stacked on the tables.

      At the end of the building, he turned right, around the side of the building. At the other end, he could see a window left ajar. “There’s one at the end,” he said.

      “Good,” replied Thomas.

      It was quite high from the ground, but he hoisted himself up and through the narrow gap into the girls’ toilet. He fell onto the floor and lay there for a moment while he waited for the alarms to ring and the police to burst in and find him. When he was finally satisfied that neither was going to happen, he climbed to his feet and looked around.

      He had never been in the girls’ toilets before and was disappointed to find them so similar to the boys’. They smelled just as bad and they were covered in graffiti. The only difference he could see was a lack of urinals and a vending machine containing tampax.

      “Where are we?” asked Thomas.

      He told him while scanning the graffiti on the wall. Even the messages carried the same sentiments as those
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