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Who says underdogs don't bite?


Twelve-year-old Jack Horwood has run from the pimp his mother sold him to, preferring to take his chances on the streets. A house with a cheerful red door – and a classic convertible out front – prompts him into a spot of breaking and entering, and soon he has a warm, dry basement to squat in.

Until the owner of the house, Jamaican hacker Rio Palmer, discovers his hideout. Rio offers him a safe place to stay, but Jack doesn’t believe a word the man says and runs.

Rio can’t forget the youngster who is scared and vulnerable, and stronger than many men Rio has met. Finding Jack is a tiny challenge. Teaching him to trust is like climbing a mountain. But when faced with a true zero and its power, Rio can do nothing else.

Check out this poignant coming of age story of courage and hope with a touch of revenge.


Zero Rising Book 1

THE POWER OF ZERO
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Hi there, I’m Jack Horwood—and this, as far as Jackie knows it—is my story. I’ve never quite understood why she’s so obsessed with telling it. Especially when in the first, shorter version, she made it sound as if all I did back then was steal and break into places. Which I didn’t. Not all the time. When you’re hungry and cold and have nowhere to go, you do what you can live with. Work, beg, steal… you do what it takes and I’ve done all of these. Other things I’ve drawn a line at. Running drugs was never on the cards for me. I’ve seen first-hand what that shit does and… no. As for selling my ass in some alley, let’s not even start.

This isn’t a plea for pity or even sympathy. More an… acknowledgement. A realisation that shit happens. Okay, so I didn’t get thrown out because I was gay or bi or trans; I’m not sure my mother would have noticed, let alone cared about, that. But people end up on the street for all sorts of reasons. And mine was just as valid as everybody else’s.

The important thing isn’t that you’re on the street. The important thing is that you keep your head up and your eyes open, because with your head down you don’t see the danger coming at you. You’ll also never see people reach out to you. When I found Rio’s house, I thought I’d won the jackpot. I settled in and kept my head down. Doing that, I almost didn’t see Rio reaching out to help me up.

Some people think that asking for help, or accepting it, makes them weak or a failure. Maybe that’s their truth. I know that without Rio I wouldn’t be who I am now.  I  might not even be alive.

Rio was determined to help whether I saw his outstretched hand or not, whether I wanted to accept his help or not—and there are plenty of others like him everywhere. People who won’t judge you and who are ready to help. Look around, and find the courage to reach back when they reach out.

Reaching back isn’t easy or simple. Far from it. You may have stuff in your head you don’t want to remember, let alone talk about. That’s okay. You don’t have to go there. Just focusing on the next step is enough. Put one foot in front of the other and you will end up somewhere else.

I’ve been called all manner of things over the years. I’m sure you have, too. We all feel at times like a zero, like we don’t matter. Doesn’t mean it’s true. Zeroes matter because they change things. They’re that powerful.

So, when someone calls you a zero, thank them. It’s a compliment, after all. Even if they didn’t mean it that way. And thanking someone when they think they’ve insulted you will leave them gaping like a fish out of water. That shit’s funny, you know?

Dealing with the mess in my head certainly wasn’t. I dragged it around for years like a wet, dirty cloak. Then, one night, I went into a club to ID a pimp and everything changed. The misery I was hoarding lost its hold. It wasn’t as important as helping Nico and Daniel through their nightmares and making them feel safe.

That’s what Rio did for me. That’s what people did for Jackie when she stumbled and crashed. That’s what plenty of others out there do for anyone who has the courage to reach back when they reach out.

So, yes, it might bother me that everyone’s suddenly in my business, but I’ll roll with it. Because it is an acknowledgement of the power of zeroes, and a chance to change things.

Keep safe. Keep your eyes open, and your hands ready to reach out.

Jack
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The small, back garden of the Victorian terrace house looked like the setting for a fairy tale. A thick, smoke-scented haze hung in the air and pearly moisture clung to every surface like a blanket made from glitter. Tendrils of mist snaked between the bare branches of fruit trees and shrubs, wove along brick walls and paving slabs, and flowed around the garden shed until its edges were little more than a blur.

Jack had no eyes for the spectacle as he hunched over the lock to the basement door, a grubby backpack dragging on his narrow shoulders. Each breath steamed the air in front of his face until the condensing moisture burned like hot acid on his chilled skin and made his nose run. A scarf would be heaven; thick and soft and long enough to wrap twice around his neck. He’d seen one like it at the railway station, but the trader had been too eagle-eyed for Jack to risk lifting it. He hadn’t reached for the matching gloves either and, as he struggled with the lock picks, he rued his cowardice.

Someone would see him.

Would catch him, if he wasn’t quick.

His fingers were so cold, he couldn’t feel the wards inside the lock. He curled himself closer to the door and strained to listen as he worked the skeleton keys, grateful that the fog dulled the hum of mid-afternoon traffic to muffled snatches.

When it finally came, the tiny snick was barely audible. Jack held his breath and turned the doorknob. It moved at the lightest touch, belying the long minutes of delicate picking it had taken to unlock the door.

Some of the older boys could open doors in less time it took Jack to draw a deep breath. He wasn’t that fast yet. Nor had he ever tried to open anything more complicated than a padlock or a car door. His attempt to break into this particular house had as much to do with the colour of the front door—bright red—as the beautiful car parked in the driveway. 69, Walgreen Road differed from the other houses in the street. In a world of soot-stained brick and black-and-white trim, it had colour. It had a vibe that drew Jack, made him throw caution to the wind and try to sneak inside.

He’d not dared breathe a word of his plan to anyone. Admitting his intention might jinx the outcome, especially as Jack wasn’t after money, jewellery or portable electronics he could sell. Not here, not today.

Jack needed a safe place to sleep. A space that would shelter him from the cold and damp of an English winter. A space that wasn’t prone to erupt into violence in a blink and a heartbeat.

He was vulnerable on the streets. Vulnerable, seeking shelter in parks or underpasses. And he hadn’t escaped Jericho to let himself fall into someone else’s clutches.

He gripped the knife that was his solace and security. The straight, broad blade had helped him escape and had kept other men at bay. Finding a safe place for himself would do the rest.

The latch shifted under his fingers without a sound.

Holding his breath, and praying the hinges wouldn’t creak, Jack slid the door open an inch at a time.

Then he stopped on the threshold and strained to hear past the rapid thump of his heart as blood rushed in his ears.

Not a single sound reached him from inside the house.

Nothing moved in his line of sight.

Jack found the light switch beside the door, flipped it, and stepped into the basement.

Warmth flowed around his chilled form and silence wrapped him up like a blanket. He stood in a small, bare room where unadorned brick walls met a smooth, concrete floor. A rack beside the door held a pair of drab green Wellington boots, along with a few gardening tools and a broom. The coat hooks on the wall above the rack were empty except for an old umbrella.

A hint of mustiness hung in the air, but Jack cared as little about that as he cared about the lack of furniture or a carpet. He welcomed the soft silence in the small space like warm spring sunshine after a long, cold winter. Nothing moved, nobody shouted. Threats and danger were miles away. When he closed the door on the world, the traffic noise
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