
[image: Cover]


LUCA VESTE

The Dying Place

[image: missing-logo]

   



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication


Now

Before

Part One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

The Farm: Six Months Ago

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

The Farm: Five Months Ago

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

The Farm: Three Months Ago

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

The Youth Club

Chapter 14

The Farm: Three Days Ago

Part Two

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

The Farm: Two Days Ago

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

The Farm: Two Days Ago

Chapter 19

The Farm: Yesterday

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Home

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

The Youth Club

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Part Three

Home: Six Months Ago

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Toxteth: Liverpool 8

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Bootle

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Peter

Chapter 36


Epilogue

In Conversation with Luca Veste

Acknowledgements

About the Author

By the Same Author

About the Publisher



The Farm

Six Months Ago

Goldie was alive, there was that at least. When he’d first been grabbed off the street, beaten until he could barely breathe without feeling the pain all over his body, he’d felt for sure that was it. That he’d pissed off the wrong person once too often and was now going to pay the price. He’d heard stories about the gangsters out there in the city and what they could do to you if they wanted.

He was expecting the end. Tried to work out which dealer he hadn’t paid properly or what he’d promised that he hadn’t delivered, but couldn’t think of a thing.

When he was dragged along the muddy track outside, a sawn-off shotgun pointed at his chest the whole way, Goldie was thinking about all the things he was about to lose.

It amounted to very little.

There was his family, he guessed. What was left of it, anyway. One brother locked up, doing at least fifteen years for manslaughter. Hadn’t seen his dad in years – didn’t much care.

Now there was just him and his mum. And whoever she was seeing at the time, of course.

That was all gone. All he had now was the large room they’d shoved him in, the darkness within masking its real form. He ached from the ride in the back of the van and the beating inside. His breathing was shallow, as the adrenaline he’d been feeling earlier began to wane and he became used to sucking in full lungfuls of oxygen again.

That’s the thing they never showed you on TV. When your mouth is gagged, you have to breathe through your nose. Goldie’s had been broken a few years before that night, which had left it resembling one of those shit paintings he’d seen in art, by the bloke with one ear or something. Or that other one. Art wasn’t exactly his strongest subject. That earlier injury had left his nose skew-whiff, at an angle. Bone blocking one nostril, so breathing with his mouth closed became difficult after a while.

He waited a few minutes, just kneeling down in the dark, breathing in and out. Wondering why they’d left him there.

‘Hello?’

The voice came from across the room as a whisper, shitting Goldie up big time. He scrabbled back, only being stopped by the solid wall behind him and the pain that resulted from hitting it.

‘Who’s there?’

The voice was a little louder now, more hiss than whisper. Goldie sensed something behind it.

Fear.

He felt the same way.

Goldie stood up, his eyes still adjusting to the pitch black, and began slowly feeling his way forwards. Arms out in front of him, sweeping his legs back and forth.

‘I’m Goldie, mate. Where are you?’

‘Over by my bed.’

Goldie stopped as he heard the reply come from a couple of feet away from him to his left. His eyes were adjusting now, the shape and form of things becoming clearer. He could make out a bed, two in fact, on his left. Mirrored to his right. That was it though. No other furniture.

He could smell piss coming from further away.

‘What’s your name?’ Goldie said, coming to a stop at the bed opposite.

‘Dean. Just got here?’

Goldie nodded, before thinking better of it. ‘Yeah. What’s going on? Why do you keep fuckin’ whispering?’

There was a creak from the bed as Dean moved, Goldie imagined rather than saw.

‘Because they’re out there, listening all the time. You don’t want them to get mad. Believe me.’

Goldie barked a laugh. ‘You’re paranoid, lad.’

He wouldn’t find it funny after a while.

Things were calm for the first few days. They’d drop meals off for the two of them. Dean told him he’d been there for a few weeks at least. Two men had taken him, he thought. He wasn’t sure, as it’d happened fast and he’d been a bit stoned.

Goldie didn’t believe the things he said had been done to him since then.

Light got into the room during the day. Not enough to be comfortable, but at least they could move about without worrying they’d bang into something in the darkness.

Boredom was the problem in the beginning. Goldie decided to fill his time trying to find a way out of there, examining every part of the room.

By the third day he’d given up. There was nothing to find. Every inch was solid, reinforced.

The only way out was through the door which he’d come in.

He began watching them as they dropped off meals. Food in sealed packaging. None of the stuff he was used to eating, proper horrible stuff like tasteless rice and salad. He would have thrown it back, but he was starving after the first day.

Every time they came inside was the same. The door would be unlocked, more than one lock on the outside, Goldie noted, the door swinging open, light rushing in. The eight times it had happened, there’d never been less than three of them. Two of them had either a sawn-off or a bigger gun, like you’d use on Call of Duty. Assault rifle, Goldie reckoned. He’d told Dean that, but not really got anything in response.

‘Dean,’ Goldie had said on day four, whilst they were eating a meal of some kind of mashed potato and meat, ‘we should rush them when they drop the food off.’

‘No …’

‘Hear me out, lad. We could get either side of the door and surprise them. Have them over and then get the fuck out of here.’

‘It won’t work. And then you’d have to go on the rack. Trust me, you don’t want to go on that.’

‘What’s the rack?’ Goldie said, his brow furrowing.

‘You don’t wanna know …’

‘Pretend I do,’ Goldie replied, an edge to his voice. The look on Dean’s face made him pause though. The lad had started sweating, his hands shaking a little … then more.

‘I … I … No. They told me not to say anything.’

‘Like I give a shi—’

‘No,’ Dean’s voice echoed around the room. ‘I’m not saying nothing.’

Goldie considered pushing harder, but Dean was now sitting on the bed, knees drawn up to his chest with his arms wrapped around them, silently rocking. Whispering to himself words which Goldie couldn’t hear.

Goldie recognised what just thinking about the rack had caused in Dean.

Terror.

Day five was when it started. Three of them arrived, with Goldie expecting the same process as before. Food dropped off, no questions answered. Any movement met with a point of a weapon.

It was different this time though. No food. Two of them came towards him as the other aimed a rifle at his chest. Strong hands gripped each of his arms and pulled him along.

Helplessness. That’s the effect a bullet can have on you. It wasn’t the gun so much. Not after he’d got used to it being pointed at him. All he could think about was what it contained. Tiny little things that would rip him apart. Kill him in a second.

They led him out of the building he’d begun to get used to, out into the cold winter air of December. He could see his breath as he exhaled, hoping that would continue as the memory of his mouth being gagged came back to him.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked, chancing it. Not wanting to talk too much.

There was no response. Goldie measured himself up against the two people in balaclavas holding onto his arms, deciding he could probably take them if needs be.

If he could work out a way of doing it before being hit by a bullet, he’d do it. He didn’t want to turn into Dean back in the room. Scared for his life. Not yet.

He was led back inside another building, a large desk in a room, someone in a black balaclava and a suit sitting behind one side. It wasn’t so much a desk, Goldie thought as he was dumped onto the chair opposite the man, as a long table. A red cloth covered the surface, barely hanging over the edges.

Goldie stared across at the balaclava-suit man, not willing to break eye contact. Two of those who had brought him here left the room, leaving only rifle man and the weird get-up sitting across from him. There was something so odd about the combination of a bally and a pristine suit, which Goldie could tell was no Burton’s Menswear special. Nah, this was money. Made to measure, he thought.

‘Nice suit. Wanna tell me what the fuck you think you’re doing?’

His voice sounded exactly as he wanted it to. Hard as fuck. Don’t-fuck-me-about hard.

‘Be quiet. Learn to speak when spoken to, understand?’

Goldie forgot about the gun being pointed at him for a second. ‘Fuck off. Don’t talk at me like that.’

He heard, rather than saw, the whipcrack as Bally-Suit man raised and struck his face with something. A few seconds of nothing, before the pain cut in.

Stinging, burning. His face on fire, from ear to nose in an almost straight line. Goldie pulled his hand away from his cheek where it’d flown in reaction, looking at it as if it wasn’t his. Blood, thin lines of red. Broken skin, broken face.

Burning.

‘This is something my dad gave me. He no longer had any need to use it, so passed it down. I only ever got it once, that was enough. I deserved it then as well.’ Bally-Suit man was standing now, his accent softening as he spoke. ‘It’s like a riding whip, what you’d see a jockey using. Only this is worse. Thinner, more pliable.’

Bally-Suit man moved around the table-desk and came close to Goldie as he held his face with one hand, trying to decide if punching this dick now or later would be preferable.

‘You’re going to learn some manners, young man. And learn them quick.’

Goldie took his hand away from where he’d been stroking the burning, turning to face Bally-Suit man. ‘Fuck you,’ he spat.

Bally-Suit man sighed through the covering and shook his head at him.

The crack came again, quicker than Goldie could react. Across the other side of his face. As he went backwards, away from the pain, Bally-Suit man kicked at his chair, sending him flying. Goldie’s head cracked against the floor, making him dizzy for a second or three before his senses returned, his fists balling and swinging.

Laughter rang back at him as he punched thin air, then pain flared across his thighs as the crack hit there. Then all the wind rushed out of him as a boot flew into his stomach. He tried to get up, one arm across his middle, but a boot on his neck stopped him.

‘Stay down. I don’t want to have to put you on the rack first day.’

Goldie glanced towards the table-desk as the cloth fell from it, revealing something he couldn’t work out. Restraints and wood. In any other setting it would have barely caused a second glance. Seeing it there, Goldie began to breathe quicker, trying to swallow.

Goldie shook his head clear, tried moving again. ‘Am I fuck lying down for you,’ he said, pushing away the boot from his neck.

His voice wasn’t as good as before. The hardness was already going, leaving him, getting the fuck out of there while it still could. If he wasn’t alone, maybe it would have been different; with his boys backing him up, things wouldn’t be the same at all. As it was, Goldie was on his own, and the prick in the bally-suit was standing over him with some whip type of thing that was causing him a lot of pain and he couldn’t even see it coming.

‘You don’t understand, do you?’

‘Understand what?’ Goldie said, pulling himself onto all fours as the man backed away from him.

‘You’re under our control now. You’ll do as we say, or there will be consequences.’

Goldie spat out a long drool of saliva onto the floor, eyes widening as he saw the redness of fresh blood mixed in with it. ‘You going to kill me, is that it? What for? I ain’t done nothing to you.’

Bally-Suit man laughed at him. ‘Course you have. You and all your mates. Everyone like you. Young boys with big mouths.’

A boot flew into Goldie’s stomach, flipping him over onto his back and making him cry out in pain before his breath caught.

‘You’re disrespectful, arrogant and nothing but a stain on this city,’ Bally-Suit man said, standing over him. ‘Well, that’s going to start changing. You’re going to start changing. Starting now.’

Goldie closed his eyes to the pain which was beginning to kick in from the beating, as Bally-Suit man crouched down and leant closer.

‘And if we’re not happy with your progress, well … let’s just say you’ll be begging for a little roughing-up like I’ve just given you. I have many ways of making you accept change.’

Goldie opened his eyes, but the man was no longer there. Just the two in balaclavas holding guns as before.

He got up with some help, and allowed himself to be led back to what he would soon call the Dorm.

And hoped it wouldn’t be the last place he could call home.


The Farm

Five Months Ago

Goldie had become used to life there pretty quick. It was the same all the time, really. Days spent in the quiet, waiting for the evening, when the ‘fun’ would begin. Three meals a day. Anything they wanted to read.

Okay, there was no TV, PlayStation, or even Xbox. No iPhone, Samsung … fuck, he’d take a Nokia at some points, just to be able to speak to his mum or something. He reckoned he’d even phone her first, rather than check Facebook or Twitter.

His muscles ached in so many places, he’d given up trying to work out where it hurt most. He’d caught sight of his face on one trip into the farmhouse. It was becoming harder, older.

Scarred.

Goldie was inspecting a fresh mark on his right thigh when they brought in the Bootle lad. Just dumped him in there, without a word.

They’d been getting a bit more light in the Dorm than in the first couple of weeks, so Goldie could see him fine. Dean, the other lad, wouldn’t have seen shit. He was in his usual position – lying down on his bed, facing the wall, pretending to be asleep. He’d barely spoken two words to Goldie in the month he’d been in there with him.

Just shut down.

‘All right lad?’ Goldie said, standing up slowly, his thighs burning from overuse, his calves numb. It seemed too little a thing to say, but what the fuck else could he say? The lad had no idea what he was in for.

‘Who the fuck are you? What’s going on?’

Goldie held his hands out in front of him. ‘Calm down mate. It’s them out there you want to be pissed off with, not us.’

‘Us? Who else is here?’ the lad replied, standing up fully now. ‘Youse best tell me what’s fuckin’ goin’ on, or there’ll be fuckin’ murder, you get me?’

Goldie put his hands down. Curled them into fists instead. ‘Look,’ he tried a softer voice, but it didn’t really work. ‘Look, we’re in the same boat. I’m Goldie, the lad over here is Dean. We’ve been taken by a bunch of nutters who want to give us some kind of army training or some shite …’

‘Well, I’m MC Cray-Z. And MC Cray-Z doesn’t take any shit, you get me?’

‘You’re called what? Where you from?’

‘Bootle. What’s it to you?’

Goldie shook his head. ‘I’m not calling you MC Fucking Shit. I’m just gonna call you Bootle for now. That all right?’

‘This is bollocks …’

‘No,’ Goldie replied, taking a few steps towards him. ‘It’s not. It’s as fucking real as it can get. But you need to calm down, otherwise …’

‘Or what? What’re you gonna do about it?’

Goldie almost smiled. It had been a long time since someone had spoken to him like that when a gun wasn’t being trained on him.

‘Listen. I’ll give you one warning,’ Goldie said, stepping closer, five yards away from Bootle now, taking in his full five foot five figure. Small man syndrome exuding from every pore. ‘One warning, given what you’ve been through. But I won’t give you another.’

Bootle took a step forward, hands shaking, sweat on his forehead.

‘Do something,’ Bootle said as he stopped in front of him.

Goldie smiled then.

Gamma spoke first as they watched the camera feed from inside the Dorm. ‘We might have a problem here …’ she said, nudging Delta.

‘What do we do?’ Delta replied.

Gamma looked around at the only other person in the small monitoring room. Tango chewed on his bottom lip for a second or two, then spoke.

‘Get Alpha.’

A minute or so later, Alpha bounded in, forcing his way in front of Gamma and staring into the screen.

Gamma cleared her throat. ‘Should we go and stop it?’

Alpha stepped back, rubbing at his face before folding his arms.

‘No. Let’s see what happens.’

Goldie didn’t know where the lad had got the strength from, but he was starting to tire already. It was probably down to the endless drills he’d been forced to do in the previous weeks. Muscles not having been given a chance to heal properly, now screaming for him to stop. Lie down and don’t move.

Bootle had his small hands wrapped around his throat, trying to choke him but not succeeding. Goldie had his chin ducked down low, meaning he could suck in air. All the time, he was concentrating on trying to prise away the grip.

It had started as it normally did for Goldie whenever he was in a fight. Quick movements forward and a closed fist punch to the side of the other lad’s head. That usually put them down, then he could jump them. Put the boot in and end it.

But this time he’d miscalculated, and only skimmed the top of Bootle’s head. Then he’d been surprised by the force of the little bastard’s rugby tackle as he was forced backwards onto the floor.

Goldie stopped trying to prise the hands away. Drew back his fist as far as he could, and drove it into the side of Bootle. Kidneys. Instant pain. Bootle’s hands loosened and Goldie took his chance. He pushed him away, letting him fall to the side, before punching him in the jaw, hearing a click or snap – he couldn’t tell which one – in his right hand. He ignored it, punching again, hearing the satisfying thump of flesh on flesh as he carried on. Bootle’s face started turning red as knuckles met skin, cuts forming around his eyes and cheekbones. Blood mixing with sweat and tears.

Goldie left him coughing and retching on the floor, stood up, and began stamping on the cunt.

He was in his socks, so he wasn’t doing as much damage as he’d have liked, but it didn’t lessen the pain he knew he was inflicting. Drawing his leg up, smashing his heel right into Bootle’s stomach. Then a volley into his bollocks, to really take his breath away. Then he moved up. He had a wicked right foot on him, when he’d played footy instead of getting pissed or stoned with his mates, and he lined up Bootle’s face as if he was about to fire in a free kick in front of the Kop.

Bang.

The sound was deafening in the small space, making Goldie jump and lose his footing.

A soft voice from the corner, that’s all he could hear after the ringing had stopped.

‘No … no … no …’

Goldie looked over the broken body of Bootle towards the door. The main guy – Bally-Suit – stood there, backed up with two others. Holding the rifle level with him. The bang had come from one of the other two rather than him, Goldie guessed. Bally-Suit wouldn’t have fired a gun without it being pointed at someone, Goldie reckoned.

Goldie realised he was shaking his head, moving backwards all the time. The fight disappearing from him.

He was in the shit.

Bally-Suit man had offered up the name Alpha as he’d tied him to the rack. It suited him. Better than what Goldie had come up with.

Alpha. He was the one in charge.

Goldie tried not to pay much attention to what was happening. Thought he could zone out of whatever they did to him, think above the pain.

It didn’t – couldn’t – work like that. He was restrained so he couldn’t make any movement at all. Every possible part of him was strapped down, tied together, and immovable. Lying spreadeagled in just the black boxer shorts he’d been given a pile of at some point – fucking Asda brand; he couldn’t believe he was putting his junk into something so shite – exposed and useless.

‘It’s a shame it’s come to this,’ Alpha said from somewhere to his left. Goldie couldn’t move his head to check for certain. ‘I knew you’d end up here at some point, but it is really a damn shame it was due to this. We simply cannot tolerate you lads fighting each other. It will not happen again. I hope the next couple of hours convince you of this.’

Goldie shivered as a cold breeze snuck under the wooden door that he could just about make out. Just the ridge at the top, if he really tried looking down. Otherwise it was just strip light, which burned into his eyes if he looked at it too long. Lighting up his face even when his eyes were closed.

‘We call this a rack, but it’s not like the old racks they had hundreds of years ago. Those ones … Jesus. You wouldn’t believe the pain they could inflict. They’d tie you down and stretch you out, tightening the ropes and making your bones dislocate and break. Destroying your limbs. Tearing them right out.’

Goldie started shaking … as much as he could, anyway. He tried again to move, but it didn’t matter. He could move a finger – maybe two – but not much more than that.

‘Don’t worry. I’m not going to stretch you out or anything like that. No. This is purely about instant pain and punishment. But also … hopefully … redemption. I don’t want to destroy you. I want you to get better, understand?’

Goldie opened his mouth to answer but was cut off by the gag which was shoved in his mouth as he opened it. His vision was obscured by a thick piece of sock-like material being placed around his eyes.

‘Good. Then we’ll begin.’

Goldie tensed as he heard the flick of a lighter. Clenched his eyes tight and tried to block out the pain.

Burning on his chest. Fuck, his chest was on fire. He tried to see, but the harsh light overhead stopped him. Screwing his eyes shut, he thought of home, of his streets, of anywhere but there.

He tried screaming, but the gag inside his mouth turned it into a mumble in the darkness.

Some sort of vice was attached to his head. Goldie felt it tightening, the bones of his skull being forced together, screaming in agony as he thought of his head exploding. Alpha seemed to know the limits though.

It wasn’t his first time, Goldie thought at one point. Oh fucking shit – it wasn’t his first time.

The needles were the worst. That’s what he guessed they were. Sharp, piercing pain in the skin between his fingers and toes. A bang as he imagined the thin pieces of metal being hammered through, then more agony as they were removed and covered.

He cried behind the covering over his eyes. Goldie hadn’t shed tears in as long as he could remember, always believing nothing could break him.

He was wrong.

After a while, the torture stopped and the numbness which had crept over him disappeared, bringing fresh waves of nausea as the pain kicked in once more.

‘That’s probably enough, Alpha … don’t you think?’

The voice came from further away, but even in the agony-induced state Goldie was in, he could hear the fear behind it.

‘Not nearly enough for this piece of shit.’

‘Okay … it’s just, well … we’re not really equipped for putting him right if you go too far.’

Goldie listened, barely able to match the words being spoken to a real conversation.

‘Would that be so bad?’

‘Of course it would. We’re not here for … for that. Are we?’

Goldie heard a sigh.

‘It’ll do for now, I guess. What do you think, Mr Gold?’

Goldie tried to nod his head, but it screamed in response as he tried to move it. Alpha tutted and removed the blindfold from his eyes.

‘Good. Well, Omega here will clean you up and have you back in the Dorm in no time at all. I hope we won’t have to do this again anytime soon. I trust you’ll behave yourself from now on?’

Goldie tried blinking, but the strip light above him refused to allow him respite from the pain as it burned into his eyes. He kept his eyes partially closed as he squinted above him, Alpha’s covered face looming into view.

‘I think we have an understanding now, don’t we? We’re not messing around here. You will be taught how to behave. It’s a shame your parents have failed so badly in this area and that we have to resort to such extreme measures, but it takes time and punishment, you see? Probably not now, no, but soon. Soon you’ll all see.’

The dark face moved away then returned, closer this time. Whispering into his ear.

‘The next time, I take a finger. Then we can really start to see what you’re made of.’

He moved away again and a few seconds passed before another masked face replaced him. Goldie wanted to believe he saw pity in the eyes of this one, but he didn’t know the difference any more.

He didn’t know anything.


The Farm

Three Months Ago

It was becoming almost crowded in the Dorm now, Goldie thought – what with Dean, Bootle, another new lad who had arrived the week before, and himself. Four teenage lads, none of them older than nineteen, and Goldie reckoned the new lad was lying when he said that was how old he was. Looked more like sixteen, with bum fluff on his top lip which would probably disappear in a strong wind.

Bootle had tried to be the big man again when the new lad showed up. This time he’d been ignored, rather than beaten up like Goldie had done to him. Seemed to work just as well, from what Goldie had seen.

‘What’s your name, mate?’ Goldie had asked when things had calmed down after that first night, when the new lad had stopped banging against the door trying to get out.

‘Craig,’ he’d replied, from the bed he’d now taken to sitting rigidly upright upon. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Goldie. Over there is Bootle …’

‘It’s fucking MC Cray-Z …’

‘Whatever,’ Goldie replied, dismissing him with a wave of his hand. ‘Call him what you like, but I’m sticking with Bootle. In the corner, that’s Dean. He doesn’t say much, but don’t worry, Bootle more than makes up for him.’

Craig didn’t say much the first few days. Things started happening in shifts now, their lessons taking place one after the other. Always in the evenings, which Goldie had begun to realise was because they, them out there, probably had jobs and stuff during the day. He thought it meant he had more chance of escape during the daytime, the idea that less of them out there made his odds better. It didn’t matter though. Turned out the odds were pretty shitty when you were looking at a shotgun.

‘How long have I been here?’ Goldie had asked at some point.

‘How long do you think it’s been?’ The answer had come back from Omega. Goldie had learnt all their names and could tell who was who even without being able to see their faces. There was a woman in amongst them. Gamma. Goldie had counted five of them, including Alpha. He’d been shocked at first, not thinking it was possible that a bird could be involved in something like this. Then she’d called him a lazy, thick, fat twat, and he’d stopped wondering about her.

Omega was the only one he could tell wasn’t from Liverpool. Sounded more pie-eating country than proper Wool. At least he wasn’t a Manc. Goldie didn’t think he could handle being kept locked up by a Manc.

Goldie’s days were mostly the same … as were all the lads’. Wake up, or rather, be woken up by the banging on the door. The door would open and food already dished out on trays would be thrown on the floor. Porridge, which ranged from being too sweet to far too bland, depending on the day. The usual argument over who was going for a piss first, before the boredom set in. The only thing to do was read the books that were provided for them. Goldie wasn’t sure all four of them were exactly big readers on the outside. Dean would lie on his bed, just waiting for the evening, he guessed, whilst they sat around, sometimes talking, sometimes telling stories of the outside. Dreaming of what they’d do when they were finally let out.

‘I’m gonna fuck everything that moves, mate,’ Bootle would say constantly, endlessly. ‘Seriously, it’s going in every fucking hole, lad.’

‘Surprised you can find the fucking thing to stick it anywhere,’ Goldie had replied, the look of anger on Bootle’s face disappearing as they heard laughter from the direction of Dean’s bed.

That was about as much as they got out of him. Goldie would have been worried, but he was more interested in how he was in himself. The weight was draining from him. He could afford to lose some but didn’t want to end up as some lanky streak of piss.

No one spoke of how scared they were. Scared of every bang on the door, scared that every time they left that small dorm room, it would be for the last time. Goldie had almost become used to the way his throat would close up in fear when they arrived. When they were alone it was all bravado. Just a show.

The days would drag, only broken up by the arrival of some more food during what they guessed was the afternoon. Someone would have a shit and stink the place out for a bit. Get moaned at, but then forgotten.

No one looked forward to the evenings. Yeah, it was nice to get out of the Dorm, but it wasn’t worth it.

Goldie went first or second, usually. Frogmarched out, guns trained on him all the time … and him not suddenly becoming that bloke in those action films, Jason something, able to take out four guys holding weapons and making a run for it.

He’d be taken into a different building than the one which held the rack. This was slightly bigger, more sparse. Dirty floor and wind blowing through the gaps in the wood-covered walls. He knew the drill now. Walk to the middle, as the three men lined up in front of him. Then the exercises would begin.

Push-ups, sit-ups, jogging on the spot, star jumps. Those were the easy parts.

‘I’m not doing this,’ Goldie had said after he’d started feeling dizzy in the first few days.

‘Then you’re no use to us. We’ll put a bullet in your head and bury you out there in the farmland. No one will ever find you.’

It was amazing the energy that could suddenly be found when you believed someone would have no problem with digging a hole for your dead body.

After the warm-up, it was time for the hard part, holding himself in the push-up position with just his fingers, waiting for them to buckle so he would fall face first into the floor. Then, if they weren’t happy with how long you had done it for, starting all over again. Squatting down, all your weight on your thigh muscles, burning, stretching. Agony setting in quickly.

All the time, he had Gamma or Delta shouting at him for any wrong move he made. For any time they believed he wasn’t putting in enough effort. It didn’t matter that he never had time to rest his body, other than on the odd days they didn’t show up in the evenings.

Being made to lie face down on the floor, raising his hands and feet until they told him he could put them down.

The stretching was the worst. Being forced into unnatural positions, which caused him to cry out in pain every time. Placing his hands into the small of his back and squeezing his elbows together, stretching out his chest. Then, inevitably, one of them would come over and force his elbows together.

Those were the easy parts.

‘Pull your arms back.’

‘You’re not trying hard enough.’

‘You fucking piece of shit, move.’

Voices getting louder all the time. Screaming by this point, right into his ear.

Then he’d do something they didn’t like.

It started out weird. Like they were scared or something. It got worse quickly though.

Goldie didn’t know how long it had taken for the first time. Maybe a week. Ten days maybe. He’d noticed Dean coming back into the Dorm, wincing a little, a little crusted blood under his nose. Goldie had put it down to not being up to the physical part of it.

Then he’d felt it himself. The build-up.

‘Why are we even bothering ourselves doing this?’ he’d heard Tango say one day. Whispered for effect. ‘He’s just a scally no-mark. This isn’t going to do anything.’

Goldie had made the mistake of replying. ‘Fucking right, mate.’

He felt a crack as he was lifted off the floor, halfway through another press-up, flipping over onto his back.

‘What are you doing?’ Goldie had heard the other one say.

‘The only thing these pricks understand.’

Goldie tried bracing himself, but it didn’t matter. A boot came into his side, making him double up. Trying to breathe, the wind taken out of him. A hand grabbing him by the ear, stretching, pulling his head up as he still struggled to get his breath back.

Tango’s fist pounding into his face. Dull weight crashing into him, over and over.

That was just the first time. Now it was an excuse for a couple of blokes to do him over every few days. Working out their frustration. Him forced to lie there and take it. Not able to fight back.

At least it was just being beaten up. That’s what got him through it. No one had tried to do anything else. Sexual, or whatever. He wouldn’t have been able to take that, he decided.

He could take the physical part. That was exhausting but easy. It was never knowing when they were going to start. If they were going to start.

Being afraid wasn’t easy for him.

Afterwards, he was allowed a shower, and then it was his time with Alpha. Back in the rack room. It was covered now, but Goldie knew what lay beneath the cloth. At that point, the other lads had all been on there except Craig, but Goldie knew he’d get his turn eventually.

‘How are you today, Joshua?’ Alpha said as he sat down in the chair opposite him. Goldie hated that he’d told him his real name, but he was sure he knew anyway. Was sure they knew all they could about him.

‘I’d like to go home,’ Goldie replied. The same thing every time. Hoped that one day he’d get the answer he wanted.

‘Well, you’re making good progress, but it’s still a little early for that I think.’

Goldie sat back, folded his arms, but then let them hang loose as he earned a withering look from Alpha.

Every day was the same. Over and over, drummed into them, the errors they’d made. Some days they had lessons, of a kind. How to manage money, how to look for jobs.

‘You’ve got to be willing to work from the very bottom level. The nastiest, scummiest job you can think of can lead to anything you like. It’s all experience. You have to get out there, show tenacity and persistence. We all had to do it years ago. There was no dossing around, living on benefits and just popping out a kid if you wanted a bit more money. No big flat-screen TV bought on HP from bloody BrightHouse or wherever. You worked hard for the luxuries. You worked hard, full stop. That’s what you’re going to do if you ever leave here.’

Goldie understood the message, even if sometimes they used words he’d never heard before. They made it sound easy, like he could just go out there and work his way up the ladder just by working hard. He doubted they really knew the score these days. It was shit jobs, for shit money.

He nodded along and said yes in all the right places though. Sometimes his eyes would betray him and Alpha would cock his head. That was a cue for Goldie to brace himself as the whip was used on him. Welts appearing across his face for the other lads to stare at. Occasionally his mouth would get him into trouble, but for the most part he was keeping his head down. Just waiting.

‘Last night we spoke about what you had been doing since you left school.’

It was all they ever spoke about, Goldie thought.

‘Yes.’

‘What do you think about your behaviour now you’ve had some time to reflect?’

Goldie went into standard mode. ‘It was really terrible, what we did to those people. I would never do it again, swear down.’

Alpha tutted in response. ‘There’s that “we” word again, Joshua. You’re not accepting full responsibility for your actions. You did these things. Tell me some of them again.’

Goldie almost sighed, but eyed the handgun in Alpha’s hand – finger resting on the trigger as always – and thought better of it. ‘I dunno … we … I robbed some kids of mobile phones. Got pisse—I mean drunk, in the street outside people’s houses and then shouted stuff at them when they moaned …’

‘Not moaned.’

‘Sorry, yeah, I mean … erm … complained.’

‘What else?’

Goldie had gone through the list so many times it should have been easy to remember all the things, but he didn’t want to. It sounded so stupid when he said them out loud. Kid stuff, really.

‘Gone on the rob too many times. From shops and that. Fuc—beat up other people for a laugh.’

Alpha shifted the gun from one hand to the other, seeming to relax a little. Goldie had waited over the previous months for a single slip, one mistake that he could use. He was always too slow though, too scared to take any chance of escape.

‘You’re still holding back on me.’

Goldie’s eyes shifted left. He rubbed his palms together, sweat making them feel greasy.

‘I’m not …’

‘You are. And I’m tired of it.’

Goldie thought for a few seconds. Tried not to think about the worst things he’d done.

‘It’s written all over your face. I’ll say it again. We can’t move forward here until you’re completely honest. So, tell me what is it that you don’t want to tell me.’

Goldie closed his eyes for a second. Two, maybe. Remembered the face of the woman. Grey, lined with years of life.

Then, afterwards.

‘We robbed a house once,’ Goldie said, his voice quiet and shaking. ‘Thought it would be in and out. Only did it for a laugh. Didn’t really need anything but thought we’d get a few extra quid.’

Alpha leant forward, one hand on the gun, the other laying beneath the table. ‘What happened?’

Goldie breathed in. ‘She woke up. The old girl that lived there. Came down and scared the shit out of us.’

‘Us?’

‘Just me and a couple of mates. Don’t hang around with them any more.’

‘What happened then?’

‘She came in the living room, just as Joe was shitting on her carpet. Put the big light on and we all froze … well, nearly all of us. Joe carried on like it was nothing. She starts screaming at us. It’d been a laugh up until then. Just robbing a bit of jewellery she’d left downstairs, some notes out her purse and that. It wasn’t like she had anything worth nicking really. That’s why Joe decided to do that. Anyway, this old girl, she starts kicking off big time. Had hold of this big walking stick and is just waving it in front of her, like she was about to beat the shit out of us with it. I’m just stood there staring, ’cause I can’t believe she’s woken up. Joe is trying to pull his kecks up. But Chris … Chris is stood the closest to her. Had hold of the hammer we’d brought …’

Goldie swallowed, risked taking a look towards Alpha, looking away as the man’s eyes stared towards him.

‘What happened then?’

Goldie put his head in his hands. He didn’t want to say any of this. Never thought he would tell another person until he was on his deathbed.

‘He swung at her. She just crumpled into a heap. He gave her a few more kicks when she was down, but by that time Joe had got up and was dragging us both away.’

‘Did she die?’

‘I kept checking the Echo, but it didn’t show up for a few days. She didn’t die. Not right away. She was old though, so maybe that was it?’

Alpha nodded a little. ‘Put your left hand on the table. Spread out your fingers. Omega, come over here.’

Goldie frowned but did as he was told.

‘Hold his shoulders,’ Alpha said, looking past him towards Omega.

Goldie worked out what was happening too late. He watched as Alpha drew out the hand that had been underneath the table. Goldie blinked as the blade came into view. Alpha grabbed his hand.

‘This’ll make you always remember what you did.’

The pain wasn’t instant. It was a dull siren, coming from a few streets away, getting louder by the second.

‘What have you done? This wasn’t supposed …’

‘Be quiet, Omega.’

Goldie stared down at his hand as if it was alien to him, not connected at all. The space where his little finger had been now filling with blood. Realisation hit him then. He shook back in his chair, barrelling Omega over, holding onto his hand as he got to his feet, Omega on the floor, the gun he’d been holding scattering across the room.

‘What the fuck? What have you done?’ Goldie screamed, turning to face Alpha.

The man in the balaclava and suit stared back at him, moving only to point the gun towards him. ‘Don’t do anything stupid.’

Goldie wanted to. Wanted to do something, anything. Stared at the gun and thought about how quick that bullet could travel. He was barely aware of Omega getting to his feet.

Goldie made a decision, just as the pain from his hand began to really set in. He dived to the floor, determined to get to the other gun, crawling across the room out of sight of Alpha. Heard the older man swear and start moving. Omega was slow to react, screeching out in pain as Goldie reached him standing and sank his teeth into his leg. Quick, just enough to make him move back and give him more time. He saw the shotgun at the end of the table, lying on the floor, the barrel facing him. Goldie lunged, his hands closing around the stock and pulling it towards him.

A boot crunched down onto his ankle, then the world exploded, his ears ringing. Wind passing by his face, turning away to the heat. His grip on the shotgun faltering as he blinked into the space above him.

‘Don’t fucking move.’

Goldie could feel the blood seeping out of him onto the cold, hard floor.

‘Let go, now.’

Goldie did as he was told and closed his eyes. Thought about his now-deformed hand and allowed the pain to swell over him.

Omega turned on Alpha as soon as the boy had been taken away by Delta and Gamma to be patched up. Somehow. He wasn’t sure how the hell they were supposed to fix a severed finger.

‘What were you doing?’ he said, unable to hold back his anger. ‘You could have killed him.’

‘And then what? What do you think we’re running here … a nice little bootcamp where they can all live happily together?’

Omega stumbled over his words. ‘No … I just … I just don’t think we should be doing that type of thing. I know what the others do to them. Don’t think I’m stupid. I’ve seen the bruises, the marks being left on those boys. But you and me. We’re men of God. That’s what you promised me.’

‘Hebrews 9:22.’

Omega paused, remembering the verse.

‘You don’t remember it, Omega? Let me refresh your memory. Under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.’

Omega blinked once, twice.

‘We’re doing a good thing here. We need to teach them the error of their ways. Teach them that their sin will not go unnoticed. You heard what he said before. He let an old, defenceless woman die because of his actions. He needed to learn that his actions have consequences. He’s lucky we didn’t take it further.’

Omega nodded, his perception shifted. ‘Okay. But please, talk these things through with me first.’

He left later that night, wanting to sleep in his own bed. Not on those single, threadbare mattresses back at the farm, but in the nice king-size one he had at home. It wasn’t too late, and he had appointments the following morning anyway.

He needed to keep up appearances, after all.

Reverend Andrew Pearson fiddled with his dog collar in the rear-view mirror and then drove his car away from the farm.

From the place where sin was rife.


The Farm

Three Days Ago

Goldie had noticed Dean had started going south after Bootle had been let go a few weeks earlier. Goldie thought it was because Dean assumed that as he was the first one to have arrived in there, he’d be the first one out; Dean had started changing from that moment.

Not that Goldie hadn’t been pissed off himself that they’d let Bootle go. Shocked at first, then just angry. There was also the two new lads to work out at the same time. Mikey, a younger lad from Garston who hadn’t said much. Tyler, another loudmouth Goldie imagined would have to be put in his place before too long.

Dean paced up and down the Dorm more often. Sometimes talking to himself under his breath. Goldie could never work out what he was saying, but none of it sounded good.

That morning, Goldie had tried talking to him for the last time. ‘I’m sure you’ll be out soon, mate. They’re just trying to mess with us a bit. You really think Bootle was being the best out of all of us?’

Dean had stopped at the end of Goldie’s bed where he was sitting up in the middle, legs crossed. ‘It doesn’t matter what we do,’ Dean had replied. ‘They’re going to keep us here forever. I bet he wasn’t even let go, like. We’re just animals to them. I can’t take it any more.’

‘Don’t talk like that. We’re gettin’ out of here, we’ve just gotta be patient.’

Dean had turned away and carried on pacing. Goldie tried speaking to him again, but it was no use. There was no getting through to him after that. All day he was just winding himself up. Goldie was worried. And not just about Dean. When they’d finally taken the bandage off his hand, the skin where his little finger had been was now turning an odd colour. Not healing properly.

The pain had gone now. Just a weird sense of loss every time he used his left hand. Nothing felt the same any more.

That evening was when it happened.

Goldie was being led back to the Dorm, after going first, as usual, that evening. His muscles in agony after the exercises and then the beating, his mind turning over the possibilities of what might happen soon.

Bootle had been let go. Was getting on well, according to Alpha. They had people keeping an eye on him apparently. It was the first time Goldie had heard any of them mention people on the outside who might be involved, and at first hearing, he’d instantly been sceptical. Then he thought about what he’d gone through in the months he’d been there. There was no way they could set something up like this and keep it sustained without outside help, surely? It wouldn’t have shocked him if this was some  sort of official programme from the government or something.

He smiled to himself as Omega coughed behind him. Remembered how in his first few days Craig had thought it was some kind of reality show, like on BBC Three or ITV2 or something. Bad Lads’ Bootcamp, he’d called it. Maybe even some kind of Ross Kemp programme for Sky. Bootle reckoned one of his mates was on the gangs show he did, but Goldie had laughed at him, saying the show was full of dickheads who wouldn’t know a proper gang if it came up and bottled them on the street.

It didn’t matter that they’d had guns trained on them from the beginning. Craig thought they were fake. The whole thing was a set-up, he said. To make good telly; to make them out to be worse than they were and fix them.

Even Goldie showing him where they’d lopped off his finger didn’t make him flinch.

It was Craig’s first time on the rack that had shut him up. He didn’t think they’d allow torture to go on the telly.

Goldie was feeling as good as was possible in the hell he’d been going through the past few months. For the first time, he could see an end in sight – the real possibility of being free again.

Shouts from up ahead made him stop in his tracks. He turned around to see Omega tense, his shotgun trained on his back.

‘Keep walking,’ Omega said after a few more seconds of silence. The shouting had stopped, so Goldie shrugged and carried on walking. The noise struck up again, followed by the opening of the door to the Dorm and the sight of Gamma flying outwards.

Goldie became aware of the gun jutting into his back after a short period, but at first his attention was solely on the open door and what lay beyond.

‘Get in there, now,’ Omega said, teeth clenched so Goldie imagined the spit flying onto his clean T-shirt.

Goldie kept walking, faster now, eager to see what was going on. As they reached the Dorm, Gamma was getting back to her feet, brushing down her black cargo pants. Her balaclava had slipped a little, so Goldie watched as she readjusted it so the eyeholes were in line.

‘That little bastard is dead,’ Gamma said, as she picked up the gun which had fallen beside her.

Omega pushed Goldie inside, where the scene was laid out for him. Dean struggling with Tango on the floor, Tango’s gun lying a few feet away. Goldie allowed himself to be forced further into the room, not taking his eyes off the scene which was unfolding in front of him. He sat down on the edge of his bed, tearing his gaze away from what he thought was about to turn into a bad situation, to see Craig kneeling, hands gripping the frame of the bed, ready to jump up.

‘Don’t,’ Goldie said, shaking his head. It was enough for Craig to loosen his grip a little.

Dean had forced Tango onto the ground, his hands around the bigger man’s neck, when Gamma raised her shotgun, smashing into the back of Dean’s skull. The thumping sound seemed to echo around the Dorm. Dean didn’t move for  a second or two, but Goldie knew he’d lost his grip around Tango’s neck as he heard the man start swearing and coughing.

Gamma booted Dean in the ribcage, which finally saw him teeter over and fall to the floor. Goldie hoped Dean was already out cold as he watched Gamma start again, kicking and stamping on his prone body, the sounds making Goldie feel sick. Tango joined in then, still on his knees as he punched Dean in the face.

Omega stood back, both hands on his rifle as he watched it happen in front of him. Goldie couldn’t tell what his facial expression was behind the black mask of the balaclava but wanted to believe it matched the horror of his own. Then he remembered his severed finger and Omega’s lack of action when it happened. Imagined a grin beneath the mask instead.

In the doorway, a shadow fell over the man and woman beating the teenager. First Gamma stopped, backing away, then she nudged Tango with her foot.

‘Stop.’

Tango turned to see Alpha at the doorway.

‘What’s going on here?’ Alpha said, his voice loud and echoing off the walls.

‘He tried to escape,’ Tango said, his words almost lost behind a mumble. ‘He hurt Gamma.’

‘Really? Is that right.’

Goldie stared at the men and woman standing over the still body of Dean. The lad from Norris Green.

‘In that case … lads, I want you to watch very carefully,’ Alpha said, the end of his sentence delivered in the direction of the other four teenagers in the room.

Alpha gripped Dean’s T-shirt and lifted him up into a sitting position. His head lolled slightly but then righted, making Goldie sigh a little with relief.

‘You think there’s a way out of here without our say-so, do you? Well, I’m sure a bit of time on the rack will sort that out.’

Goldie heard rather than saw the gob being hoicked up, and winced before Dean had even spat in Alpha’s face.

‘Fuck you,’ Dean hissed. ‘Just a bunch of fuckin’ torturers and pussies. Can’t take us one-on-one, so you get guns and force us to live like this. You’re not hard men or soldiers. You’re nothing but shit.’

Goldie realised he’d been holding his breath as Dean spoke, watching as Alpha wiped at his eyes. Dean had spat directly into that area, the only part which wasn’t covered.

A good shot – or a bad one, considering how you looked at it.

Alpha didn’t speak. Kept a loose grip on Dean’s T-shirt with one hand, but nothing else.

Then Dean’s voice boomed around the Dorm room.

‘Come ’ead then! If you’re ’ard enough, take me now, one-on-one.’

Alpha moved quicker than Goldie had ever seen before. With the hand which had been gripping Dean’s T-shirt, he shifted up his neck, the other whipping from the side and directly into the temple of Dean’s head. Then he got to his feet and stamped on Dean’s stomach, almost flipping the teenager over with the force. Alpha stepped backwards and Tango and Gamma took the chance to continue again, aiming kicks, boots, stamps into Dean’s body as he just shook on the floor.

Goldie made to move, but caught the darkened eyes of Omega and froze. His body trembled as he imagined crossing the room, covering Dean’s body with his own. Saving him.

Instead, he watched, as did Craig, Mikey from Garston and the new lad from their own beds, as Alpha took something from his belt loop and pushed away Tango and Gamma.

Alpha grabbed Dean’s hair and pulled him up into a sitting position before moving behind him.

Goldie learnt something that day.

It takes a long time to choke someone to death. It wasn’t quick like in films or telly. It takes a good few minutes. Time stretched, as he couldn’t turn his head away. He heard someone retch and throw up from the other side of the room, but he didn’t stop watching as Alpha stole Dean’s life.

When it was done, nothing more was said. Just a nod to Tango and Gamma from Alpha, who took the now-still body of Dean and dragged him outside.

Goldie sat in the same position, having watched them kill someone he’d spent almost every minute of his life with for the past six months. Not a friend, not family. Nothing like that. But they were something.

And he couldn’t help but think that he was next.


The Farm

Two Days Ago

The smell of manure lingered, an ever-constant presence, even though the farm had last seen cattle move through its fields three years previously. It was there in the walls, ingrained in the land. The wooden boards in the sheds holding a memory of the smell for a lifetime. Tyler was sick of the place. Wanted out right now. A week in and he’d already watched someone die in front of him. He didn’t think things were about to get any better. For any of them.

‘I still can’t get used to this stink, man.’

‘Well don’t bore me with it. Just fuc—just get on with it.’

‘Did you just stop yourself swearing, lad? They can’t hear us now, you know?’

‘How do you know? They could be listening, right now.’

Tyler sucked his teeth. Paranoia. He was sure of it. The lad he was speaking to had been in there longer than him, so it was only natural. ‘Does this look like the kind of place with hidden cameras and shit? I don’t think so.’

‘You know the rules. They’ve told you enough times now. No swearing. Just do what they say.’

‘What? You think they’ll let us go if we do that? Don’t be fucking stupid. We’re all locked up in here until they decide to get rid of us. Once they’ve had their fun, of course.’

‘I’ve seen others leave …’

‘You’ve seen shit, lad
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