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 Chapter 1 - Trial by Fire 
 
      
 
    They shouldn’t make boys do what I’m about to do.  That’s what Dr Babbage says.  Not that he ever does anything about it.  But he’s a clever man, and he tries to be kind.  He’s looked after me ever since I became me, and he’s the one that makes sure I get my magic juice, every single day. 
 
    Dr Babbage is standing beside me now, out on the practise range, the other side of the barracks.  He’s rubbing his beard and staring out through the barbed wire perimeter fence towards the snow-capped mountains.  Next to Dr Babbage, and standing about a foot shorter, is Colonel Stump.  I don’t like Colonel Stump.  He hits me with things, and when he’s not hitting me, he’s shooting at me, or dropping me from cranes, or immersing me in vats of stinking, bubbling fluid.  You get the picture.  Today, Colonel Stump has organised yet another trial for me.  He’s promised me the recovery time won’t be too long. 
 
    There’s a low thumping in my ears.  A helicopter.  Twin rotors.  Appearing from nowhere, flattening the grass and sweeping over the burning tank that’s been set up for me in the middle of the range.  A dark figure appears from the hatch near the gun turret, flames flicking at him like serpents’ tongues.  The figure flaps about, then struggles and slips, bouncing off the panels and falling with a bump to the scorched ground.  Colonel Stump takes a few paces forwards. 
 
     “Are you still up for this?” asks Dr Babbage, out of the Colonel’s earshot.  I nod, then remember the promise he gave me before we set out this morning: a double helping of his blueberry crumble and a few days’ rest.  The man who fell from the tank has picked himself up now, and is hurtling towards us, his silver suit alive with the reflection of flames.  He’s holding one of the red batons.  God how I hate those things.  The soldier reaches us, pulls off his mask and cylinder, and throws the baton to the ground.  His breaths are short and laboured.  “How did I do?” he asks the Colonel. 
 
    “Three minutes and ten seconds,” says the Colonel.  “Could have been better." 
 
    Colonel Stump tells the soldier to go take a shower, and we all watch him stroll across the range towards the barracks.  When he’s out of sight, the squint on the Colonel’s little red face transforms into a sneering grimace as he turns towards me.  “Now it’s your turn,” he says. 
 
    Underneath my tattered combat gear, I’m wearing just a T-shirt and shorts.  On my feet are a scuffed pair of trainers that are three sizes too big for me.  I don’t have a mask, breathing apparatus, or shiny suit like the soldier had on.  And I’m about half his size. 
 
    The colonel looks across the range to where a solitary figure is standing, as still as an Easter Island statue, and just as forbidding.  I can tell it’s the Mannequin, even from this distance, her slender form silhouetted against the blue-grey sky.  The Mannequin is always present during my trials - she and Colonel Stump never lose sight of each other. 
 
    Stump gives me a countdown, and I’m off. 
 
    Despite by lumbering gait, I reach the tank quickly, and begin to climb up its metal skirt, pushing through the flames.  I can’t see a thing; my world becomes a disorientating swirl of colours; yellows and reds and blues.  I reach the turret, feeling around with my fingers, probing the bolts and panels, searching for the hatch.  The soldier left it open.  With as much caution as my time limit allows, I push myself head first into the cramped bowels of the tank.  Squirming, I find my way into the gunner’s seat.  The visibility is slightly better in here, as if the flames are afraid to enter.  Scanning the dials and knobs and handles, some of which are beginning to melt, I begin my search for my baton.  Where would someone as sick and twisted as Colonel Stump hide such a thing? The minutes tick by.  I don’t want to fail this task, because I know that would make Stump and the Mannequin angry, and they’d take their anger out not only on me but on Dr Babbage as well.  That wouldn’t be fair. 
 
    The skin on my knuckles is beginning to tighten.  My eyes have dried out and I can’t seem to blink, which explains why my vision is starting to fog up.  This happened once before, during the exploding barrels trial.  It took me ages to get over that - I had to have bandages over my eyes for a week.  Hopefully I can get through this one quicker.  There’s a great tightness in my chest, as if my lungs are filled with hot sand.  If I don’t find the baton soon, I’m in trouble. 
 
    I stretch out my legs beneath the instrumentation, kicking around for anything loose at my feet.  There are levers and wires, big rivets and peddles, but nothing’s rolling around.  I try reaching my hands down into the narrow gaps at the sides of the seat.  Nothing.  Panicking, I kneel up on the seat and reach over the back, and at last I find the baton, wedged between a couple of bolted canisters.  In one swift move I tug on the baton and heave upwards, out of the hatch.  My vision is still fuzzy and narrowed by eyelids that are stuck as if by glue.  As I jump from the turret, I try to shout out, just to see if I can.  Nothing comes out.  My only thought now is to get away from the flames and back towards where Dr Babbage and Stump are standing.  To see if I have passed this test. 
 
    “Two minutes fifty!” shouts Colonel Stump as I stumble and fall over at his feet, gasping for air.  “And a saving of twenty thousand dollars on gear! Goddammit, Babbage, he’s outperformed our regulars in all the tasks.  Just imagine the money we could make selling a whole platoon of these freaks.  If this doesn’t convince our friends in high places, then nothing will.  The least you could do is look enthusiastic!” 
 
    Dr Babbage looks far from enthusiastic.  In fact, I don’t think he’s even listening to Colonel Stump.  Instead, he’s kneeling next to me, prodding my face and my arms and my neck.  “Give me some noise, Frank,” he says, but I can’t.  All that comes out is a gassy croak.  Dr Babbage puts a hand on my forehead and reaches into his pocket for a handkerchief. 
 
    “Don’t you go soft on me, Babbage!” barks the Colonel.  “Just pick the boy up and get the hell out of here.  Take a few days off if you need.  Leave me to finish the negotiations with...her...” 
 
    Dr Babbage pushes his hands under my back and lifts me off the ground with some difficulty, almost toppling in the process.  “A stretcher would be nice,” he barks at Colonel Stump, but the little man is already walking away, striding towards the Mannequin. 
 
    Dr Babbage grumbles as he carries me across the range, muttering through his thick grey beard about the pains in his back, and how he’s too old for all this.  In an effort to stay conscious and alert, I try to count the spruces that line the edge of the parade ground.  I get to twelve, but then the darkness comes, and I feel my world shutting down. 
 
    * 
 
    I wake up in my room.  It takes a while for me to come around, to piece together what has happened to me.  My curtains are open and through the window I can see the camp’s perimeter fence in the distance, spider-black against a reddening sky.  At least my eyes are working properly again - I can be thankful for that.  After an hour or so, Dr Babbage comes in and sits by my bedside.  His face looks older than ever. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asks. 
 
    I lean across to where my pen and notepad are lying on my bedside table.  “A bit stiff,” I write, almost illegibly. 
 
    “Would you like something to eat?” 
 
    I can smell roast beef, so I write that I’d like some of that, and for a while he looks all ponderous and confused.  But then he says: 
 
    “Ahh.  That’s not beef you can smell, it’s your skin.  You got a bit charred yesterday morning, remember?” 
 
    I do remember.  But yesterday morning? I must have had one hell of a sleep.  The smell has sparked my appetite, though, but perhaps not enough to eat my own cooked flesh. 
 
    “I’ll bring you some blueberry crumble, like I promised.  Cream or custard?” 
 
    “Both,” I scribble, and a little grin creeps across Dr Babbage’s face.  “Your eyes look better than I thought they would,” he says.  “We won’t have to bandage them up this time.  And we’ll soon have your skin as moist as a new-born’s.  It’ll take a lot of cream, but we’ll do it.  Here, let me put the TV on for you...” 
 
    He hands me the remote control on his way out, and I flick through the channels, settling on an old black and white show where two fat men are hitting each other with saucepans.  It’s not as funny as a wildlife documentary, but it still makes me laugh.   
 
    * 
 
    Now seems as good a time as any to tell you a little about myself.  Or, to put it another way, tell you what I’ve learned about myself, mainly from snippets of conversations I’ve overheard around the base together with the occasional lapse in Dr Babbage’s secretive demeanour. 
 
    My name is Frank Wasdale, and I died five years ago.  My parents were from England, and they came over here to Alaska, on holiday.  Their plan was to spend a month touring in a hired van, taking in some national parks and cities, and generally having a nice time.  It didn’t quite work out that way.  Their van hit a fallen tree, at high speed.  My father was driving.  I was in the front, next to my Mum.  None of us stood a chance. 
 
    If I’d been taken to some big city hospital, I would have been pronounced dead on arrival, sealed in a bag, flown back to England, and you wouldn’t be reading this story.  But as it happened my parents were touring a seriously remote part of Alaska.  And this is where things get seriously weird.  The woman we call the Mannequin stumbled upon the wreck of our van before our bodies had succumbed completely to the bite of the wind and snow.  From what I’ve heard, I’d been dead for several hours when she found me.  My heart had stopped pumping, by brain stopped thinking.  I was a goner.  But the Mannequin brought me back to life.  Fixed my injuries and brought me back to life.  Don’t ask me how, or why, because I remember nothing of it.  I couldn’t have been conscious, for if I was, I would have begged her to bring my parents back too.  I don’t know why she didn’t.   
 
     I was only six years old at the time.   
 
    My rebirth was not without its complications.  It left me with what Dr Babbage calls a “very peculiar physiology”.  It would be an understatement to say that I’m not like other boys.  Other boys, let’s be honest, don’t have grey skin that seeps a sticky, pungent sweat; they don’t have eyeballs that occasionally pop from their sockets; they don’t vomit quite as copiously as I do.  In short, they’re not zombies. 
 
    I bet you didn’t know that zombies were for real, did you? That they exist outside the realms of horror fiction? After all, you don’t hear mothers in the park saying to their toddlers Oh look! There’s a zombie.  I wonder what he’s up to.  But it’s true.  I have been brought back from a seriously dead state.  I’m a zombie and I exist; therefore zombies must exist.  It’s logical.  I’m not, however, a mindless automaton like the zombies you see in the movies.  I have emotions, I feel remorse.  I’m capable of following instructions.  I don’t eat brains, although I do eat an enormous amount - I need about five times the average carbohydrate intake, just to stay conscious.  And I need my magic juice and my balms, to keep me looking feasibly human. 
 
    I do share one important characteristic with fictional zombies: I cannot feel pain.  And that’s why Stump is so interested in me.  It’s why he’s been ‘training’ me, and why he pays Dr Babbage to look after me.  I’m Stump’s experiment; his investment; his passport to a rich and early retirement.  Quite how I ended up in the hands of Colonel Stump after the Mannequin saved me is a mystery.  I have loads of questions I would like to ask the Mannequin, but Stump won’t let me anywhere near her.  Dr Babbage says that it would complicate matters if we met.  Anyway, here I am, holed up in the Camp Tiger military base, a remote army outpost, a blemish on the untamed plain between the forests and the mountains.   
 
    Like all zombies, I also suffer from very slow speech.  If I were saying this sentence out loud, you could take a hike and a picnic in the park and still be back before I reached the end.  It takes me a long time to say anything sensible, so I usually write stuff down, in my pad.  The upside of this is that I’ve become quite good at writing and reading; Dr Babbage has taught me over the last few years and reckons I’m way ahead of most kids my age. 
 
    One other thing.  According to Dr Babbage I’m the first zombie ever created.  That’s EVER.  There’s no others like me.  At least not for now.  But Stump has plans.  He’s made some deal with the Mannequin to make a little army of people like me.  I’m the prototype; if I turn out to be useful, the Mannequin will make more of me.  The thought of that seriously creeps me out.   
 
    * 
 
    Dr Babbage returns with my steaming bowl of crumble, which he sets on the bedside table.  I’m so ravenous I shovel it down in seconds.  It’s very tasty, very hot, and - like a lot of my foods - very blue.  Once I’m done with it, Dr Babbage begins to pace back and forth along my bedside.  He clears his throat theatrically, like he’s about to say something important.   
 
    “I’ve got some good news for you, Frank.  I received this in the morning post.” 
 
    For illustration, he waves an official-looking letter in front of my face but pulls it away before I get chance to read it.  “To cut a long story short,” he continues, “Stump’s client seems happy at last.  That means your training’s over, Frank.  You’re ready for your first mission!” 
 
    Mission? Well, I suppose I knew, deep down, that it would always come to this. 
 
    “Our destination is London,” he says.  “We’re leaving Thursday morning.  Stump has already found a place for us to live, until your job is done.  London, Frank.  How exciting is that?” 
 
    My mind goes into a funny whirl and fills with lots of questions.  I grab my note pad and scribble frantically, handing the following to Dr Babbage: 
 
    What mission? 
 
    Will I be able to say goodbye to Benny before we go? 
 
    What about my magic juice, and all the balms? 
 
    Dr Babbage reads my scrawled questions, rubbing his beard thoughtfully. 
 
    “No, you won’t be able to say goodbye to Benny; Stump insists that we leave quickly and quietly, without speaking to anyone.  Don’t worry, though; you’ll see Benny again when we get back.  Your medicines won’t be a problem - the Mannequin will provide enough for our stay in London.  As to the mission itself, I honestly don’t know.  Stump is planning to fly over and join us, once we’ve settled.  I guess he’ll fill us in then.” 
 
    Dr Babbage slaps both his knees and stands up, obviously wishing to put an end to the discussion.  “Now,” he says, “Any more crumble?” 
 
    I nod enthusiastically.  He picks up my bowl, and heads out of my room, leaving me alone with a chaotic jumble of thoughts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 - Up and Away 
 
      
 
    It’s early Thursday morning, three days since my trial with the burning tank.  In those three days, I’ve had enough balm slapped on my skin to sink a ship, and I’ve cleared the kitchen cupboards of porridge, pasta, rice and semolina.  I feel better for it - my skin is more supple, and my eyes are moist enough for my lids to open and close easily.  Dr Babbage has doubled my dose of magic juice, squirting it liberally into my food and drink.  He has also suggested that I take some diarrhoea tablets. 
 
     “We don’t want you pooping all over the place, do we? Not on the way to the airport.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
     “OK,” he says, pacing up and down the hallway and rummaging through our luggage one last time, “I think we’re all set.  Let’s get you into the car.” 
 
    Although he hasn’t said as much out loud, I’m guessing that if Stump’s promises to make a rich man out of Dr Babbage come true, one of the first things he’ll do is buy a new car, perhaps a big silver Cadillac.  For now, he must make do with the tiny old rusty wheels he’s been driving for years. 
 
    This is only the second time I’ve been in Dr Babbage’s car.  The first time was just over a year ago, when he drove out of the base as a treat for my birthday.  We ended up in an old barn.  It took us about half an hour to get there.  There weren’t many people in the barn - just me and Dr Babbage, little Benny and his slightly scary Mum (who left half way through the meal).  We all ate burgers and fries, delivered by a man on a motorbike who I wasn’t allowed to see.  I had a nice time, and there were even a few balloons to pop at the end of the party.  I haven’t been out of the base since. 
 
    I’m kind of hoping we’ll catch a glimpse of Benny this morning, before we finally leave.  I like him a lot, and Dr Babbage lets me go around to his house on Saturdays to play.  It’s often the highlight of the week for me, the only time when I can have fun and feel relaxed.  Benny doesn’t expect anything from me.  He’s only six years old, but we have a wild time when I’m there, playing with his cars and trains, and laughing at his collection of wildlife documentaries.  He’s got bookcases full of the things.  Last week we watched one about baboons and saw their crazy purple bottoms.  The baboons were fighting and playing and doing all sorts of stuff to each other, and we laughed like hyenas.  And believe me, we know what hyenas laugh like. 
 
      But there’s no sign of Benny this morning.  Not even his Mum peering out between the gap in the curtains.  Everything is still and quiet.  Dawn is just breaking, although it’s a slightly pathetic sunrise, smeared out by low rolling clouds.  Feeling slightly nervous, I strap myself in to the passenger seat, and gaze out of the window. 
 
    Dr Babbage drives us to the guardhouse, the only point of exit around the camp’s perimeter fence.  The guardhouse is manned around the clock, and on the road leading up to it and away to it, they have rumble strips and some of those things which can make spikes come up from the road at a push of a button, ripping your tyres to shreds. 
 
    “Morning, Doctor B,” the guard says.  “Off on vacation?” 
 
    Dr Babbage chuckles.  “I wish,” he says, handing over some papers for the guard to check. 
 
    “Your grandson’s going with you this time?” enquires the guard, ruffling through the folded papers.  Dr Babbage nods, and I notice beads of sweat on his forehead.  He’s about as good at lying as he is at hip-hop dancing.  Which is a bit unfortunate, considering he’s wrapped up in all this conspiracy.  I have a virtual life, you see, concocted by Dr Babbage and Stump, to explain my existence at the base and to prevent too many eyebrows being raised.  In this virtual life, I’m a home educated orphan, terminally ill with some rare condition.  Stops people asking too many questions.  Not that I meet a lot of people. 
 
    The guard seems happy with the papers and gives me the characteristic sympathetic look.  If only he knew.  The gate judders open, and for only the second time in my second life I’m outside the camp, heading for the open road.   
 
    It’s a six-hour drive to the airport, through mountains, pine forests, and then lush, rolling fields.  I try to sleep but I can’t; my head feels like it’s full of fireworks and bursting popcorn.  My thoughts won’t stay still, and I’m heating up all over.  I open the window to let in some fresh, cool air. 
 
    The traffic gets busier as we get closer to the airport, and Dr Babbage begins to curse and swear, beginning to get worried that we might miss our flight.  He needn’t have worried.  The car park is right next to the terminal building, and we arrive with time to spare.  A jet plane roars above us as I climb out of the car, so low that I instinctively duck.   
 
    “This way,” says Dr Babbage, and I follow him through some the automatic doors at the front of the terminal building.  There are more people inside than I’ve ever seen in my life.  We join a long queue and stand in it for about half an hour, and when we get to the front a lady with thin lips takes Dr Babbage’s bag and sends it on a conveyor through some flaps.  It feels odd watching that bag, full of the magic juice that keeps me alive, disappearing from sight. 
 
    Once we’re away from the crowds, Dr Babbage gives me one more concentrated swig of juice, enough to last me through the flight.  I throw the bottle in a bin and follow Dr Babbage up some moving metal stairs. 
 
    At the top, he stops.  “We have to go through security next, Frank.  Be sensible, OK?” 
 
    I nod and follow Dr Babbage through a zigzagging line of tape to a desk where a man with a fat head and bushy grey eyebrows spends an enormous amount of time studying my passport.  He doesn’t seem interested in Dr Babbage’s. 
 
    “This your son?” he asks. 
 
    “No, my grandson,” says Dr Babbage, a little too assertively.  For a moment I fear that the man with the eyebrows has seen right through our false identities and is about to throw us into some musty old cell. 
 
    “Is he unwell?” says that man, glaring at me like I’m an enormous fungus growing from the floor. 
 
    “He has a variety of genetic conditions.  Nothing contagious.  I have the medical papers if you’re interested.” 
 
    The man looks at us again, shaking his head, and hands Dr Babbage our passports back.  Next, an agitated-looking man with a red nose pats me up and down and squeezes me under the armpits, before asking me to walk through a big metal detector.  I set the beepers off. 
 
    “He has a lot of pins and plates,” explains Dr Babbage to the agitated-looking man.  “He’s had some nasty accidents in his time.” The man gives me another good feel, before finally waving us on.   
 
    Once through security, we find a cafe.  Dr Babbage orders a coffee and a sandwich for himself and fetches me six cheeseburgers and a pint of Lucozade. 
 
    “Try to blend in, Frank.  We mustn’t draw attention to ourselves.  Stump’s orders.” 
 
    I try my best to blend in, but the glares and scowls I get from passing strangers suggest that I’m not doing a very good job.  I tell myself to ignore the attention and concentrate on my burgers. 
 
    Our flight is called, and we join a throng of people, all pushing and heaving towards a tiny desk.  Then we’re off through a tunnel and across the runway towards our plane.  It’s a big one, all silver and white, every bolt and panel catching a glint of the evening sun. 
 
    As I climb up the steps, I turn around briefly and wonder if I’ll ever see America again. 
 
    I was hoping to get a seat by the window, but I end up next to the aisle, directly across from a lady with wild hair who keeps giving me sympathetic looks.  I give her a sympathetic look back.  She closes her eyes and pretends to be asleep.  On the other side of me, Dr Babbage is fidgeting and fussing in his chair, checking and re-checking his safety strap.  A lady with long arms makes some safety announcements, and Dr Babbage seems absolutely glued to what she’s saying.  I’m more interested in the sick bag - it might come in handy later.  Then at last, we’re ready for take-off.  The engines fire up, and the plane starts to move faster along the runway.  I feel my stomach take a tumble as the heaving mass of metal finally lifts into the air. 
 
    The plane banks, dropping its right wing down like a lame bird, and for a few minutes I get a fantastic view through a clear patch in the little steamy window.  Below us are pinkish-grey clouds, and beneath them a blackening sea.  Above us is the sky is dark, as if we’re headed for space.  Dr Babbage keeps his eyes closed through all this, and doesn’t open them until we’re flying level, and a loud ping tells us we can unclip our belts. 
 
    I get a funny sensation, thinking this can’t be real; we can’t be up here, hanging in the atmosphere.  Then I get another funny sensation, a physical one down in my bowels (I’ll spare you the details) but overriding this is a faint memory: I’ve done this before.  When I was that other person, all those years ago, I must have flown the other way; from England to America, with my parents.  Did I have a window seat back then? I can’t remember.  Were my Mum and Dad scared, excited, bemused? I can’t even remember their faces, a thought which really gets me down.  One thing I’m sure of, though; the little boy that I used to be would have been doing exactly what I’m doing now; gazing out at the sky and the clouds and feeling a shameless rush of excitement.  I’m suddenly hit by a familiar smell.  Dr Babbage has noticed it too.  It’s time I went to the toilet. 
 
    * 
 
    After leaving Alaska on Thursday evening, and changing planes in Seattle, we finally arrive at London Heathrow airport late on a Friday evening.  I managed to sleep for most of the journey, but, judging by the look of him, Dr Babbage didn’t.  He’s curt and snappy and keeps telling me off. 
 
    On the way through the airport we are made to wait in another long queue.  Nobody seems bothered about the waiting.  Except for Dr Babbage, that is, who’s looking increasingly flustered.  A black lady with red glasses raises her eyebrows when she looks at my passport, but eventually she lets us through, even managing a tiny smile in the process.  Outside the terminal we hail a taxi.  The driver studies me suspiciously in the rear-view mirror as he takes us into central London.  Dr Babbage asks him if he could recommend a cheap hotel, and the driver knows just the place.  He takes us off the main road and through a chaotic jumble of streets full of buses and crazy-looking cyclists, and finally pulls up outside a place called Fourwinds. 
 
    “Tell ‘em Baz sent you - they might give you a cheap cup of tea or sumfing.” 
 
    The harassed-looking lady in the hotel foyer has never heard of anyone called Baz but is happy to take Dr Babbage’s money and show us to our bedroom.  The room is nice, with two beds, a big flat TV and a bath with square taps.  Dr Babbage explains for about the fifth time that we must stay here tonight because we can’t pick up the keys to our new house until tomorrow morning.  Midway through a big leather-bound book called ‘Hotel Services’, he falls fast asleep on his bed, fully clothed.  I surf the channels on the TV for a while but find that I’m so excited I can’t concentrate on anything for more than a few seconds.  A new house.  Tomorrow.  A new life.  No more trials or beatings, at least not for now.  I sit by the window, in an armchair that’s less comfortable than it looks, and take in the sights and sounds of the London street below. 
 
    * 
 
    We both wake early the next morning and head down to the basement for breakfast, where a short lady with bright woollen stockings brings us a rack of toast so massive that it looks set to challenge even my appetite.  The toast is soon followed by a plate of beans, bacon and scrambled eggs, and then some more toast.  I eat so much that I have a little vomit onto my plate.  An elderly man on the table next to us gives me a filthy look and leaves the room, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Let’s check out, before you upset anyone else,” says Dr Babbage, slurping down the last of his tea.  “Stump said they’ll be expecting us at the estate agent before ten.” 
 
    With a crumpled map in his hands and a permanent frown on his face, Dr Babbage navigates us through the crowded streets.  Despite all the noise and the bustle and the warm smelly wind, I feel relaxed and chirpy.  My soul is comforted by the fact that, for once, I’m not the weirdest-looking kid in town.  We pass loads of people, but some of them really stick out: a man with the tattoo of a skull on his face; a girl with no hair and nearly no clothes; a man wearing fingerless gloves and an old sack; a toddler with a silver stud in his top lip; a circus clown playing a violin.  Up against this lot, I must look relatively normal.   
 
    Eventually, we find the estate agent.  It’s got a big red sign above it that says Pratt and Sons, and it’s wedged between a steakhouse and a dance studio.  Before we go in, Dr Babbage picks a bit of snot off my cheek, checks that I’m clean, and straightens my collar. 
 
    We’re ushered towards one of several large desks, where a stout man with a red face is sitting.  “Charles Wasdale? And, let me just check, Frank Wasdale?” says the man, who I’m guessing might be Pratt or possibly one of his sons.  “63 Crown Hill, Cheasley.  All seems to be in order.  Thirteen Hundred per calendar month, two months to be paid in advance.  Are you paying by credit card?” 
 
    From the look on his face, I don’t think Dr Babbage was expecting to have to pay at all.  He grumbles as he swipes his card, signs some documents as if he were signing his own death warrant, and then - once we’re out on the street - he embarks on some colourful cursing of Stump and the Mannequin (something he’s doing more and more often, these days, but never to their faces). 
 
    We take a train towards Cheasley, our new home town.  With each passing mile, I feel myself becoming more and more intrigued, and get through a whole box of tissues wiping the sweat from my brow and neck.  Dr Babbage says that the house we’re renting has two bedrooms and that I can choose which one I want.  How cool is that? 
 
    The train slows to a juddering halt alongside a sign that says ‘Cheasley.  All trains terminate’.  Aided by some scribbled instructions, we trudge through a persistent drizzle along a street full of newsagents, bars and betting shops.  Off this street, half way up a long street, we find our new house.  The downstairs windows are hidden from view by a spectacularly untamed patch of grass.  There’s a greenhouse sticking off to the left, which Dr Babbage tells me is a conservatory.  On the right is a neighbouring house, equally shabby, with all its curtains drawn. 
 
    “Here we are then,” says Dr Babbage, reaching into his pocket for the keys.  “63 Crown Hill!” 
 
    Once inside, I take a good look around, checking out all the rooms and the stairs and the cupboards.  I choose the bedroom overlooking the conservatory.  From my window I can see the main road at the bottom of the hill, with cars and bikes whizzing by.  In the middle of my room is a bed with a bare mattress, and I climb onto it triumphantly, feeling like an explorer claiming his first mountain summit. 
 
    “Do you like it?” asks Dr Babbage, popping his head through the doorway. 
 
    I give him the thumbs up. 
 
    “We’ll need to go shopping soon, to get some basics; sheets for the beds, food, some tidier clothes.  Also, I need to find out where we can buy school uniform.” 
 
    What did he just say? School uniform? I give him my best quizzical frown, and he begins to get fidgety. 
 
    “You’re to start at Cheasley High School.  Stump says that it’s close to here.  Not far to walk, just over the other side of this hill.  We have a meeting with the head teacher on Monday.” 
 
    I gulp and begin to feel even more clammy than usual.  School? I thought I was here for a mission, not to go to school.  I’ve never been to school.  I have no idea what to expect.  This changes everything.  Hastily, I reach for my pen and pad, which are stuffed in the back pocket of my jeans. 
 
    Why do I need to go to school? I write. 
 
    “I don’t know, Frank.  Stump’s orders.” 
 
    I hope that’s not going to be his answer to everything.  “Still,” he continues, “it might turn out to be a useful experience for you.  You’ll get to mix with other boys and girls your age.” 
 
    He’s not convincing me.  The only other child I’ve ever been allowed to ‘mix’ with is Benny, and he’s six years my junior.  A bunch of real twelve-year-olds? They’ll probably hate me.  Or hit me.  Or both.  Besides, I don’t know anything! Dr Babbage has taught me, after a fashion, how to read and write, but I’ve never had any lessons.  This could turn into a nightmare. 
 
    I scribble in my pad again: I’m not going to go to school. 
 
    “Yes, you are, Frank.  You have to.” 
 
    “Stump’s orders,” I attempt to say, but as usual the sound emerges from my mouth as a low guttural groan.  I fold my arms and turn my back on Dr Babbage.  I feel really angry. 
 
    “There’s no need to get into a huff with me, Frank.  I don’t pull the strings, remember? All I do is look after you and try to make sure that you’re happy.  It’s not easy, you know.  Now take my advice and get used to the idea.  Shopping in half an hour.”  
 
    He stomps out of my room and I lie on my bed, curling up like a wintering dormouse, trying in vain to imagine what lies ahead. 
 
    * 
 
    Two days later, I’m sitting in a dark office at Cheasley High School with a lady who calls herself ‘the deputy’.  She has big teeth like a cartoon horse, and hair that blocks out her eyes when she leans forward.  Fortunately, she pretty much ignores me and directs her barrage of questions to Dr Babbage: why did you leave Alaska? Will your grandson be living with you whilst he’s at school? Why did you apply so late? Have you a copy of his birth certificate? Dr Babbage fibs his way through the questions, and the deputy taps away at her desktop computer. 
 
    Finally, the dreaded moment comes: she looks up from her monitor and addresses me.  She hasn’t said anything about my unusual appearance yet, and I wonder now if that time has come. 
 
    “I’m going to put you in 8D, Frank.  Your form teacher will be Mr Balls.” 
 
    8D? What does that mean? If I could speak more than a word a minute, I’d ask her, but all I can do is nod politely and twiddle my thumbs. 
 
    “You can start tomorrow, if you wish.  I’ll make sure that Mr Balls is expecting you.” 
 
    Tomorrow? That’s like, the day after today! Holy crap. 
 
    The deputy stares at me for a while, as if she’s expecting a response.  She looks perturbed when all she gets is a grunt and turns back towards Dr Babbage. 
 
    “His conditions,” she says, in a sympathetic sort of voice.  “Does it require medication?” 
 
    “He needs a special dietary supplement, which is usually mixed in with his food and drink.  His skin needs frequent application of cream, and he occasionally requires fresh diapers - nappies as you call them.  But he’s a good boy, and he takes the responsibility for his treatments seriously.  Don’t you, Frank?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
     “He’ll need to be discreet about his medication,” advises the deputy.  “You know what some children are like.” She looks once more to her monitor.  “These conditions,” she says.  “Not ones I’ve heard of, I must admit.” 
 
    “Not ones that many people have heard of,” says Dr Babbage.  “A strange brew of rare chromosome defects.” 
 
    “Indeed,” mutters the deputy.  She appears lost in her own thoughts for some time, then turns once more to me. 
 
    “Have you any questions, Frank? Anything you need to know before tomorrow?” 
 
    There is something I need to know, right now. 
 
    “You got toilets?” I ask.  It takes a heck of a while for these three words to come out, and the deputy squints and puts on a look of extreme concentration. 
 
    “Have I got wireless? Is that what you said, Frank? Are you asking about my connection?” 
 
    Luckily, Dr Babbage steps in.  “As I wrote on the form, my grandson has some trouble with verbal communication.  He’s asking if you’ve got toilets.” 
 
    A flush of red comes over the deputy’s face.  “Of course we have, Frank! We have lots of toilets at this school.  I couldn’t tell you exactly how many but...” 
 
     “Need pee,” I groan, pointing between my legs for clarity. 
 
    “Oh!” says the deputy.  “I see.  Of course, follow me.” 
 
    She leads us down a corridor that smells of sweaty feet, and back to the reception area where we came in. 
 
    “There you go,” she says, pointing to a green door with stains on.  “You can use that one.  Now, I must go, I have a meeting to attend.  Give the school a ring, Dr Babbage, if there’s anything else you need to know.” 
 
    We watch her scurrying down the corridor. 
 
    “If I was you,” says a large lady from inside a little hatch, “I’d go to the toilet and get out of here before classes finish for break.  You know, avoid the crowds...” 
 
    We do as she says and make it just in time; on our way out, we’re hit by the sound of a multitude of chairs scraping on floors, and of running feet and raised voices.  The noises are building to a crescendo as we escape through the reception doors, across the school grounds, and back onto the street.  With a quick glance at each other, we both quicken our pace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 - Cheasley High 
 
      
 
    That evening, we receive the promised visit from Colonel Stump.  He’s staying in London, at some undisclosed location.  Stump is pleased that the school accepted my application and informs us that he never doubted that they would.   
 
    “How was the journey?” Dr Babbage asks, sinking into the low sofa with a cup of tea and saucer in his hand. 
 
    “I didn’t come here for small talk, Babbage.  As you should know by now, I’m not one for tea and cake and a nice chat.  This place isn’t bugged, is it?”  His little head flicks back and forth like a bird, taking in the ceiling, the lamps and the walls. 
 
    “Why would it be?” says Dr Babbage.  “We’ve only been here two days - I don’t think anyone even knows we’re here, yet.” 
 
    “What's the status on the next-door-neighbours?” 
 
    “I don’t think the house next door is occupied.  Not at the moment, anyway.  The curtains are drawn, and I haven't heard a peep from inside.” 
 
    “Good.  Let’s hope it stays that way.  If any of this gets out, it’ll be your curtains that are being drawn, Babbage.  You understand?” 
 
    Dr Babbage grunts, and I can almost hear his thoughts, silently cursing the ruddy-faced little colonel. 
 
    “Wasdale,” says the colonel, addressing me.  “Listen carefully, because I’m not one to repeat instructions.” 
 
    I feel a bit of sick rise in my throat.  I swallow slowly.  Now would not be a good time to throw up. 
 
    “The only reason you're going to this school is to befriend a girl called Ruby Ramsbottom.  She’s twelve - the same age as you.  You must get to know her, find out as much as you can about her, and somehow get yourself invited to her house.  For tea, or to play, or whatever the hell kids do.  With me so far?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Her father has some information that is important to us.  Something vital to the success of our project.  Without this information, our little miss Mannequin will be gone, and our clients will pull out, taking their filthy money with them.  So, when you get invited to the house, make sure you turn up in the evening, when the girl's father is there.  Your first task is to find and steal a pair of yellow key cards that belong to her father.  These are the ones he uses to open the doors to his office at the barracks.  I don't know where he keeps them in the house, but you're going to find them.  The codes on the cards are updated every day, so once you find them, we must act fast.  Make any excuse you can dream up, then get the hell out of the Ramsbottom's house.  With me so far?" 
 
     I would nod if I was with him, but I'm not.  Stump's face has now flushed to the colour of beetroot, and he looks to Dr Babbage who does the nodding for me. 
 
    "Good.  The army barracks that Lieutenant Ramsbottom works at is in the process of being wound down and merged with another base in Essex.  Equipment and soldiers are being moved out every week.  So, this is a good time to make our move, and get to the documents before they're shifted to a higher security establishment.  The base itself is not heavily guarded; barbed wire, dogs, infrequent patrols.  It’s only ten miles from Ramsbottom's house, and I will drive you there myself, once you have the keys.  You should be able to get over the fence without cutting yourself up too much. Gaining access to Ramsbottom’s office should be easy.  The next bit is tougher, and you'll have to act quickly.  The documents you're looking for will be in a safe, and of course we don't know the combination.  You are to blow the lock.  I will provide the charge and the ignition.  There'll be quite a blast, a lot of heat and dust, but nothing you haven't handled before.  If I've done my calculations properly, the blast will be big enough to blow the lock but not the whole door.  You need to get in the safe and take all the documents inside.  Be extremely careful that they do not ignite in the heat.  Once you have the documents, haul you zombie ass back over the fence without being caught.  If they shoot at you, just take the bullets.  I will be waiting for you in the car.  Clear?” 
 
    Clear? Not really.  And feasible? I don’t think so.  Stump’s plan seems to contain a lot of assumptions: that this Ruby girl will actually like me, for a start; that her father doesn’t keep the key cards in his pocket, or in his own safe.  You can probably see more holes in his plan than there are in your socks, and so can I.  But I don’t dare communicate these concerns to Stump.  Instead, I let out a groan, and a belch. 
 
    “Wasdale...  you’re an ugly son of a bitch and you have some damned disgusting habits.” 
 
    He’s not wrong there. 
 
    “Now listen to me, Wasdale.  It is important that you keep yourself a low profile at school—at least as low as a funny looking kid like you can.  Stay off the radar.  Don’t upset any teachers.  Don’t tell anybody you’re a zombie.  Any untoward attention could jeopardise the whole mission.  And you know what that would mean, don’t you?” 
 
    I groan the affirmative.  I just want Stump to leave. 
 
     “Good," he says, stepping into the hallway.  “No need to show me to the door, Babbage.  I am not a fool.” 
 
    When Stump is outside with the door shut behind him, I make my way to the downstairs toilet and relieve my stomach of everything it’s been trying to push out of me.  Dr Babbage stands behind me, passing me tissues, until I’m done. 
 
    “Come on, Frank, time for your supper - you’ve got a big day tomorrow.” 
 
    Feeling shaky, I take Dr Babbage’s hand, and we walk slowly towards our little kitchen. 
 
    * 
 
    It’s Tuesday morning.  My first day at Cheasley High School.  Dr Babbage walks me up the hill, through the school grounds and into the reception area.  It's early, and hardly anyone is around.  Then he says a quick goodbye, leaving me all alone.  Fortunately, a nice lady with a smiley face is opening up the reception hatch.  She has lovely round hazel eyes and spends a while fussing over me.  She tells me that my first day will probably not turn out as bad as I'm imaging it to be.  That sounds reassuring, but I feel increasingly nervous as the clamour and activity around the school picks up.  Everyone here is familiar with the place.  Everyone except me. 
 
    Suddenly a bell rings, signalling the start of the day, and the lady asks me to follow her into a corridor which is filling with the sounds of shuffling feet and excited voices.  I'm already getting odd looks, but the lady keeps smiling and reassuring me that everything will be alright.  She guides me on a bewildering route through the turmoil towards my new classroom. 
 
    I might as well be a bear with a machine gun, such is the reaction I get as I walk through the door.  There are audible gasps from the children, and an air of fear and bemusement.  One boy makes a show of getting out of his seat and moving defensively to the back of the room as I stagger and shuffle into view. 
 
    A man with a fat moustache and dark glasses - who I assume must be my form teacher Mr Balls - claps his hands and calls for order.  When the chatter has died down, he thanks the smiley lady, and closes the door gently behind her. 
 
    “Everyone,” he booms, “this is Keith Wasdale, our new boy.  I’m sure you’ll all make him feel welcome.” 
 
    “Frank,” I grunt, sounding more like an angry seal than a boy. 
 
    “No need to thank me, Keith, that’s quite alright.  Do take a seat, there’s one at the front here...  now, get back to your quiet reading, everyone.” 
 
    I push my big floppy rucksack under the desk and sit down on the red plastic chair.  Facing forwards, I feel the pressure of all those unseen eyes behind me, drilling into the back of my head.  A scrunched-up bit of paper hits me on the ear, and I look up to Mr Balls, unsure what to do.  He hasn’t noticed, though - he’s too busy rummaging through a big pile of papers on his desk.  Eventually he finds what he’s after, then looks across to me. 
 
    “I’m going to pair you with Ruby,” he says quietly.  “She lives near you, and she’s quite new to Cheasley, too.” I turn and watch him walk to the back of the class where he talks to a girl with a round white face and little black pigtails.  The girl seems quite alarmed that he’s speaking to her. 
 
    Did I hear him right? Ruby? It couldn’t be, could it? 
 
    The rest of the class are glaring at me, so I turn once more to face the front, where I pretend to study the silver rim of a huge wall-mounted whiteboard.  After what seems like hours, the bell goes again, chairs are scraped, bags are hauled, and all hell breaks loose.  After the fury has subsided, there’s only three of us left in the room: me, Mr Balls, and the girl called Ruby.  She’s about my height, but quite a bit fatter. 
 
    “Keith, this is Ruby Ramsbottom.  She’s going to show you the ropes, aren’t you Ruby?” 
 
    The girl looks me up and down. 
 
    “We’ve got science first, with Miss Bagley,” she says grumpily.  “It’s this way.” And with that, she hoists her bag over her shoulder and walks out into the corridor, without looking back to check that I’m following.  Colonel Stump’s words come into my head: get to know her, find out as much as you can about her.  Looking at her slumping off down the corridor, I fear that getting to know her might be easier said than done.   
 
    I run to catch up with her and reach her just as she pushes through a big double door that leads out onto a concrete yard.  Tentatively, I tap her on the left shoulder.  She whirls around and gives me the sort of look that I might deserve if I cursed her grandmother. 
 
    “What is it?” she says, through clenched teeth. 
 
    Quickly, I reach down into my big floppy bag, rummage around amongst my lunch and my tubs of cream, and eventually come out with what I’m looking for: my blue writing pad and pencil.  Fearing that Ruby might not stand still for long, I frantically scribble my question, and hand her my pad.  She takes it and squints at it. 
 
    “What are the ropes for? What kind of stupid question is that? And where’s your tongue?” 
 
    I take the pad and write some more: 
 
    Mr Balls said you’d show me the ropes.   
 
    “You’re weird,” she says, thrusting the pad back into my hands and walking away.  I follow her across the yard towards a series of huts that look a bit like the barracks back at Camp Tiger.  I get jostled on some steps by dozens of huddling children and their bags.  We go through some more doors, and Ruby joins a queue that’s lining up along a dimly-lit corridor.  I step in behind her and try to look anonymous. 
 
    “Hey, Ramsbottom, how’s your freak?” shouts a stocky boy with cropped hair, further up the line. 
 
    “He’s not my freak, Wayne,” replies Ruby, her white cheeks filling with red from the bottom up. 
 
    The stocky boy called Wayne laughs, spits on the floor, then turns to face a female teacher who has appeared at the head of the line.  The teacher is wearing a white cotton coat over a long flowery dress. 
 
    “Books and pencil cases out, bags on the shelves,” she barks with a surprisingly masculine voice.  “Make a mess of it like yesterday, and you’re all back in here lunchtime.” 
 
    I copy what everyone else does, flinging my floppy bag onto a rickety-looking frame in the corner.  I try my best to look like I’ve been doing this for years, and casually take a seat at a big bench covered in scratches, right next to Ruby. 
 
    “Miss!” shouts a short, freckly boy.  “Miss! Frankenstein has pinched my seat!” 
 
    The boy looks across to Wayne, as if for approval.  Wayne starts to do a movie-style monster walk around his bench. 
 
    “Enough!” yells the teacher.  “Harley - you sit at the front near me, where I can keep a close eye on you.  And there’s no need to be annoyed with Frank - he wouldn’t know that’s your usual seat, would he?” 
 
    Well, at least she got my name right.  I wonder how she knew. 
 
    The freckly lad does as he’s told but takes the opportunity to scowl at me before he reaches his seat.  The teacher calls a register, and I get a few sniggers when I groan in response to my name.  She then stands at the front of the classroom, arms raised like a preacher. 
 
     “I am an element!” she shouts, with undeniable gusto.  Confused looks all round, except from Wayne who’s busy crushing the end of his pencil into his desk.  “I am an element!” repeats Miss Bagley, with serious enthusiasm.  “I am a colourless gas, and if you put me in a test tube and hold a lighted splint above me, I go pop! What am I? George?” 
 
    I have no idea what she’s on about, but I try my best not to look hopelessly baffled.  George, a tall boy with glasses, tells her that she’s hydrogen. 
 
    “Good!” exclaims Miss Bagley.  “Now, Frank, since it’s your first day here, you can try the next one!” 
 
    It’s all I can do not to poop in my pants, there and then.  Stay off the radar; don’t upset any teachers - Colonel Stump’s words appear again from the mists of my mind.  I look into Miss Bagley’s eyes and have a quiet belch to myself. 
 
    “I am grey, Frank.” More sniggers.  “I am a metal, and if you sprinkle pieces of me over the flames of a Bunsen, I burn with a beautiful bright white light.  What am I?” 
 
    All I can do is stare at her with my boggly eyes.  She hands me a thick pen. 
 
    “You can write your answer on the board, Frank.  Doesn’t matter if it’s wrong.  I like to get everyone involved.” 
 
    Feeling embarrassed almost to the point of stupor, I pull my stool from under the bench and lumber across to the whiteboard.  Everyone is watching me.  As I stand there, chunky pen in hand, I realise that I’ve completely forgotten the question.  I look to the teacher for support. 
 
    “I’m burning brightly,” she says.  “Burning white in the flame.  What am I?” 
 
    She’s burning? What is she, if she’s burning? You know what? I think I know the answer! With a trembling hand, I write it up there on the board for all to behold: 
 
    You’re hot, Miss. 
 
    The class erupts with laughter, and I stand at the front trying to comprehend the daftness of my answer.  Eventually, Miss Bagley says “No, Frank, I’m magnesium." She seems flustered as she wipes my answer of the board.  "Good to see you getting involved though- well done.  Give him a clap, everyone!” 
 
    I return to my seat, and if my face could flush red, I’m sure it would.  And if you’re thinking things couldn’t get much worse for a new boy in his very first lesson, you’re wrong.  Next up is something called ‘laboratory work’.  I find it difficult to concentrate on Miss Bagley’s instructions, partly because half the words she says don’t make sense, and partly because I’m still feeling really embarrassed about my wrong answer.  I decide to just wait and watch what Ruby does. 
 
    In her instructions, Miss Bagley kept mentioning buns and burners.  I don’t see any buns, but Ruby has brought some kind of burner over (a metal thing with a rubber tube sticking out of its bottom) and plonked it on the bench.  I watch, fascinated, as she slides a square mat beneath the burner, attaches the tube to a tap, then trudges off to the back of the class.  When she returns, she’s holding a burning stick! She holds it above the metal thing, turns the tap, and a lovely dancing orange flame appears, inches from my face. 
 
    “I’ll get the goggles, shall I?” says Ruby, and off she goes again, shaking her head.  She returns, muttering something under her breath, and hands me some plastic goggles.  I've never worn any eye protection, and probably don't need it, but everyone else is wearing the goggles so I put them on enthusiastically, then I lean forward and peer into the golden-blue flame.  A girl behind me screams. 
 
     “Miss! That boy’s hair is on fire!” 
 
    I look all around the classroom, but I can’t see anyone with their hair on fire.  Miss Bagley comes running across the front of the room, knocking some stools over in the process.  She has an intense look on her face, like she’s chasing after the dog who stole her dinner.  She grabs me by the arm and pulls me over to a sink which she slowly fills with water.  Before I know it, she’s pushed my head in, and I’m beginning to think this might be some initiation rite, like they give to new recruits at the base.  After a few seconds she lets off the pressure, allowing me to lift my head out and run my fingers through my hair.  It feels sticky and warm up there at the top of my head, and suddenly it dawns on me what has happened.  Someone at the back of the classroom starts to cry. 
 
    “We need to get you to the nurse,” says Miss Bagley, and she leads me by the hand out of the classroom, out of the science building, and across the yard to a little hut with a cross on the door.  She tries pulling the door, but it’s locked.  She begins to look worried.  I wish I could tell her that she doesn't need to worry, that I’ve been on fire before.  But I don't have my pen or pad.   
 
    It begins to rain, first a light drizzle then great big droplets, and Miss Cheasley becomes quite irritable.  “Where the hell is Mrs Smith when you need her?” she snaps, rattling the door to the hut once more.  We must look quite a sight, me with the frazzled scalp and her with her white coat and her rosy-patterned dress, getting all blotchy with water.  And we’ve both still got our goggles on. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” she snaps.  “Are you in pain?” 
 
    I shake my head and she shakes hers, as if emulating my actions. 
 
     “I’ve been teaching science for fifteen years, Frank, and I’ve never seen anyone’s hair go up like that.  What did you put on it?” 
 
    Aha! That must be it! The lotion that Dr Babbage smears on my hair every morning, so that my scalp doesn’t smell too bad! It must be flammable.  That would explain why he insisted I was lotion-free on the morning of last week’s tank trial. 
 
    Another teacher, a thin man with a high forehead, sees us in distress and comes dancing across the rain-splattered yard, holding a briefcase over his head. 
 
    “Terry!” shouts Miss Bagley.  “Terry, thank God you’re here! Can you watch my class for a while - science room 112? I need to call an ambulance and get this lad to a hospital.” 
 
    Terry nods, eyeing me suspiciously, then dashes across to the science block and disappears through the big doors. 
 
     “Come on, Frank.  Let’s get you to reception.” 
 
    Thankfully, the receptionist - the smiley one - calls Dr Babbage first, and Dr Babbage manages to convince her that an ambulance won't be necessary and tells her that he’ll pick me up right away. 
 
    It’s 10.30 on my first ever day at school, and already I’m going home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 - The trouble with Wayne 
 
      
 
     “I can’t believe it!” says Dr Babbage later that afternoon, after he’s washed and treated my blistering scalp, and fed me sausages and mashed potatoes with a double dose of magic juice.  I wrote him a summary of the morning’s events, and he’s just finished reading it.  “Really, I can’t believe it.  Stump will kill me when he hears about this!” 
 
    He’s pacing back and forth, up and down the front room, and in and out the conservatory.  I notice that he’s bought a few rubber plants and put them on the shelves in there.  He’s also nailed wooden boards over the smashed window panes.  It’s starting to look quite nice, almost homely.   
 
    “The idea was that you keep a low profile, Frank.  Running around the place with your hair on fire is not what I’d call a low profile.  I can’t believe it, honestly, I can’t.  Please tell me, Frank, please tell me that at least you didn’t frighten the wits out of the Ramsbottom girl.  Not after all the trouble I went to this morning, phoning the school, making sure you were in the same class as her...” 
 
    I look up at him, slightly startled. 
 
    “You didn’t even notice, did you, Frank? That you’d been transferred from 8D to 8B? No, I didn’t think so...  you can be so stupid sometimes...” 
 
    8 B? A different class? I fetch my pad. 
 
    My form teacher’s not Mr Balls? I write. 
 
    “No, Frank, you’re form teacher’s not Mr Balls.  He’s called Mr Willis, or is it Mr Wallace?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. 
 
    “Now,” continues Dr Babbage, still pacing up and down, “what did you make of this Ruby girl?” 
 
    She’s a bit moody.  She’s not fun, like Benny is. 
 
    “Benny is a six-year-old boy, Frank.  Ruby is a thirteen-year-old girl.” 
 
    He’s got a point. 
 
    Later, when I’m up in the bathroom, I hear the muffled tones of Dr Babbage on the phone downstairs.  I can’t figure out what he’s talking about, but I can tell he’s not enjoying it much.  I’m guessing he must be talking with Colonel Stump. 
 
    I’m right.  When he’s finished, he comes upstairs and sits next to me on my bed, his face wrinkled by a serious frown. 
 
    “Stump’s not very pleased,” he says.  “In fact, he’s bloody furious.  It was all I could do to stop him coming around to give you a good beating.” 
 
    I would thank him if I had my pad with me. 
 
    “In the end, he settled on a nasty threat, to encourage you to think twice before you screw up again.  Listen to me carefully, Frank, and please understand that these are Stump’s words, not mine.  OK?” 
 
    I’m OK.  So far. 
 
    “You’ve always liked your Saturday playtimes with Benny, haven’t you?” 
 
    I nod enthusiastically. 
 
    “Noticed anything unusual about his mother?” 
 
    I mime a writing action, and Dr Babbage goes downstairs to fetch my pad and pencil. 
 
     She’s a bit stroppy, I scribble when he returns. 
 
    “I was thinking more along the lines of her appearance, Frank.  She’s Chinese, for heaven’s sake.  And Benny isn’t, is he? You never thought that a bit odd?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “She’s not his mother, Frank.  Stump took Benny from a city slum, two years ago.  Found him roaming the streets, foraging for food.  Benny had no parents, and as far as Stump could tell, nobody who’d notice if he went missing.  So, he just took him, and brought him to the base.” 
 
    My writing hand is shocked into silence.  I kind of know what’s coming. 
 
    “Benny is just another part of Stump’s project, Frank.  I didn’t want to tell you, because I had no reason to, until now.  Benny was brought in as a kind of … leverage … should things go wrong with you.” 
 
    Leverage? I write. 
 
    “Stump initially had some concerns that you might prove stubborn, that you might refuse to do as you're told.” says Dr Babbage.  “He came up with this plan, to find you a friend that you could bond with.  Then if you refused a task, or messed up in some way, he would tell you that if you don't comply, he could arrange for little Benny to have an accident.” 
 
    I’m not liking this, not liking it at all. 
 
    "Of course, you never did refuse a task.  You're such a brave boy.  And you've never messed up.  Until now." 
 
    I groan my disapproval.  Dr Babbage is not looking me in the eye. 
 
    "So, there we are,” he surmises.  “It’s not a nice situation to be in, but it’s not as bad as it sounds.  The ball’s in our court.  Just follow Stump's instructions, Frank.  Settle in at school.  No more scenes.  Get Stump his damned documents.  That way, Benny will be stay safe.” 
 
    If that’s meant to be reassuring, then Dr Babbage has completely misjudged me.  This whole conversation has left me feeling nauseous.  I fake a big yawn and write goodnight in my pad.  Dr Babbage looks surprised (it is still only 7 o’clock, after all) but he soon gets the message and walks out of my room, switching the light off on his way out.   
 
    * 
 
    It’s Wednesday morning, and as I walk into the classroom to join 8B for morning registration, I try to appear cool, as if nothing has happened.  It doesn't go well.  I’m met with a cheer from the seated children.  It seems that I’ve already acquired something of a reputation at Cheasley High.  I sit down at the same desk as I did yesterday, but this time it seems that everybody wants to talk to me; everybody, that is, except the angry-looking boy called Wayne, who scowls at me from the back of the class.   
 
    I’m wearing a wide-brimmed hat to cover the chaos of my scalp, and the other children keep asking me to take it off to see what’s underneath.  One boy seems particularly keen, snatching at the hat from behind and knocking it to the floor.  The class lets out a collective gasp. 
 
    “David, pick that up and give it back, right now!” bellows the teacher, springing suddenly to life. 
 
    “Sorry, Mr Willets.  Just having a bit of fun.  Here you go, Bernie, have it back...” 
 
    The boy hands me the hat.  Did he just call me Bernie? My head is spinning with all the attention, and I’m starting to feel quite confused.  When the bell goes, Ruby is the first out of the room, and I lumber after her, pad in hand. 
 
    Why did that boy call me Bernie? I write, pushing the pad in front of her face so that she can read it easily. 
 
    “Work it out, weirdo” she says, swiping the pad away as if it were an annoying insect. 
 
    It’s double English first, and I sit next to Ruby, near the door.  A big fat lady reads us a poem about the devil.  I try to look attentive, and to remain as inconspicuous as a grey boy wearing a trilby can.  When the teacher asks all questions to the class, she bypasses me completely.  I may be wrong, but I get the impression that somebody has told her about me; that I can’t speak very well, that I had an ‘incident’ in science yesterday, and that it might be inadvisable to ask me questions. 
 
    Following her bizarre analysis of the poem, we get a real treat: twenty minutes quiet reading time, in which I’m given a book about some children during the war.  It’s great - it has enemy planes, crash landings, guns, the whole works.  I get so absorbed that Ruby has to nudge me hard when the teacher looms over me demanding the book back.  I’m not even half way through it, and I’m desperate to know what happens next.  The teacher says I’ll have time to carry on with the book next week.  I can’t wait.  It’s the first decent story I’ve read, and I hope there’s lots more like it. 
 
    On our way to the next lesson, I hand Ruby a sheet from my pad, on which I’ve asked her what book she was reading, and what she thought of it. 
 
    “The same one as you, dumbass.  The whole class was reading it.” 
 
    Since she hasn’t given me the sheet of paper back, I reach into my bag for my pad and scribble the next question.  What does she think of the book? It’s a big moment: she takes the pad, and I get the first response from her that isn’t completely derogatory: 
 
    “I like it.  I like all sorts of books.  Reading’s one of my things.” 
 
    This time she hands the pad back rather than hitting me with it or throwing it at me.  I feel ecstatic.  I’m getting somewhere.  I follow her to our next lesson: maths with a guy called Mr Spratt, who delivers the whole lesson in strange symbolic code.  I don’t understand any of it.  I wonder how long it’ll be before somebody here realises how completely stupid I am. 
 
    After maths, the bell rings for lunchtime, and I accompany Ruby tentatively to the canteen, which is housed in a cold, dark hall near the back of the school.  Children of all shapes and sizes are arriving in the hall, gradually filling up the rows of rickety tables.  The air is filled with a warm, meaty smell, and some of the children are queuing up at the front, of the hall with plates in their hands.  A male teacher with freckles and a stubby nose is pacing up and down the lunch queue, telling the children to take their hands out of their pockets.  Luckily, I’ve brought my own lunch - my bag is weighed down with the stuff. 
 
    Ruby gives me the strangest look as I plonk three big tubs full of my special semolina on the table, and start rummaging around in my bag for my big spoon. 
 
    “What the hell is that stuff?” she asks, glaring at my tubs. 
 
    Semolina, I write.   
 
    “But it’s blue!” 
 
    Her face is a right picture as I reach into my bag and produce a two-litre bottle of blue lemonade, placing it alongside my semolina. 
 
    “Holy Malonie, all your lunch is blue! What are you, an alien?” 
 
    It’s my magic juice, I write, and she lets out a sharp laugh, spitting out bits of her tuna and cucumber sandwich. 
 
    My medicine, I add on the next line for explanation, but she continues giggling as I begin to shovel the semolina into my mouth. 
 
    “You’re so weird,” she says eventually, shaking her head in disbelief.  I find myself wishing that she knew just how weird I really am.  I notice that nobody has sat next to us, which is odd considering all the attention I got this morning.  A thought pops into my head, and it’s so alarming that I put down my dripping spoon and immediately pick up my pencil. 
 
    Have you got any friends? I write, and I kind of know the answer before she even speaks, from the expression on her face. 
 
    “I’m quite new here as well,” she says, looking awkwardly down at the floor.  “I started last May.  My dad’s in the army, we move around a lot.  Hardly worth making friends, is it?” 
 
    There’s not a lot I can say to that, but I suspect she’s not telling me the whole story. 
 
    Our quiet thoughts are interrupted by the arrival of three boys with mean expressions on their faces.  The short one in the middle is Wayne from our class, but I don’t know the other two - they look older, probably from a higher year.  Their shirts are out, and their ties look shorter than everyone else's.  Wayne sits down right next to me, with his two friends opposite him. 
 
    “This your chow?” he asks, picking up one of my tubs and examining it with a look of distaste.  I reach for my pencil, but Ruby stops me, putting her hand on my arm and covertly slipping my pad and pencil into her bag below the table.  Wayne doesn’t notice, and his companions are too busy scanning the room for approaching teachers. 
 
    “Funny colour,” snorts Wayne, taking the lid off one of the full tubs.  He looks across the table, and one of the older boys gives him a nod.  Then - in one quick motion - he pours the entire contents of the tub into my big floppy bag.  I watch as the semolina drips over my books and folders, my diapers and creams, working its way into every stitched crevice of the bag. 
 
    This isn’t good.  If I don’t have my lunch, with my full dose of magic juice, I’ll end up feeling faint.  I might even pass out.  Or worse.  I glare at Wayne, as speechless as ever.  He reaches for the second tub, but I make sure I get there before him.  I grab the remaining two tubs and my lemonade, then move across to an adjacent table.  Faster than I’ve ever done, I consume what’s left, drinking the semolina in big, horrible gulps, before slugging the lemonade.  Then, calmly, I return to my chair, put the tubs and the bottle on top of the runny mess in my bag, and sit next to Ruby as if nothing’s happened. 
 
    “You think you’re really funny, don’t you?” says Wayne.  “And why are you staring at me like that with those stupid buggy eyes? Eh?” 
 
    Wayne grabs the fingers of my right hand and begins to bend them backwards towards my wrist.  All this is happening below table level, where no teachers can see. 
 
    “You think you can make yourself popular, don’t you? By doing stupid things, like setting your hair on fire? Well think twice, freak boy.  It’s my gang that rules round here.” 
 
    My fingers are almost touching the face of my watch.  Pretty soon, some of them are going to snap.  I turn to Ruby, who’s looking whiter than ever, and shrug my shoulders. 
 
    “Why isn’t this hurting you?” snorts Wayne.  “What’s wrong with you?” He lets go in frustration and leans up to me so that our faces are almost touching.  His breath smells of stale crisps. 
 
    Now, as you know, I don’t feel pain.  What happens next is not a result of Wayne bending my fingers.  Neither is it a result of his smelly cheese and onion breath.  It’s simply the fact that I’ve just gulped down about four litres of goopy fluid, without taking a breath.  So up it comes, or at least some of it, in a torrential blue torrent.  Half a gallon of pop and semolina, plus some unidentified chunks from breakfast, come rushing out of my mouth and into Wayne’s face. 
 
    He reacts quickly, drawing away, but his face and hair takes the brunt of it.  The rest splatters onto the table, and some onto Ruby’s sleeve.  It’s a paler blue coming up than when it went down, which is good news since it means that my body must already have absorbed quite a bit of the magic juice.  But it hasn’t done much for my quest to keep a low profile.  Several teachers and kitchen staff come rushing over to assess the situation, but they don’t seem to know what to do. 
 
    “Get a mop!” shouts one of them.  A bizarre image of a cleaner going at Wayne’s face with a mop and bucket springs into my mind.  The thought causes me to smile. 
 
    “If you think this is funny, paleface, then you’ve...” 
 
    I don’t get to hear the end of his sentence, for I feel one of my faints coming on.  The canteen begins to spin and whirl around me, as if my head has come loose.  I feel myself slumping off my chair and heading downwards like a sack of grain.  The last thing I notice before I pass out is Ruby, with her big white face and twirling pigtails, reaching downwards, grasping at my arms, trying in vain to catch me before I hit the floor. 
 
    * 
 
    I wake up on a bed in a tiny, windowless room.  There’s a lady in a pale blue apron, pottering around a grey metal sink at the far side of the room.  Her back is turned to me, and I have to groan quite loudly to get her attention.  When she turns, the first thing that strikes me is that her face is startlingly familiar.  I rack my brains to think where I might have seen her before.  The second thing to strike me is a cold wet sponge, which she pushes against my face, wielding it like a sanding block, scraping curls and flakes of dried puke from my skin. 
 
    “I’m Mrs Smith, the school nurse,” she grunts in a surprisingly un-nurse-like fashion.  “Have you fainted before?” 
 
    I try to nod, but she’s being so enthusiastic with the sponge that I can hardly move my head. 
 
    “Do you often vomit?” 
 
    I nod again, and this time (I think) she notices. 
 
    “It says on your form that you have a hereditary condition, and a severe speech impediment.  It doesn’t mention sickness and fainting.  You won’t be able to stay here, you know, if you keep passing out and chucking up over other pupils.  You’d be better off in a special unit, if you ask me, or a hospital.  I’ll make enquiries.” 
 
    It’s fair to say that Mrs Smith has one of the least friendly voices I’ve ever heard.  She talks to me like I’m the bad dog whose poop she’s just stepped in with her party shoes.  Suddenly I want to get out of the room, right now, and away from her. 
 
     “You can go back to lessons now.  But if another ounce of sick dribbles from your mouth, I’ll personally kick you all the way home.  Understand?” 
 
    She’s no Florence Nightingale, it must be said.  She virtually pushes me out of her room, closing the door briskly behind me, leaving me alone at the top of the steps where I stood yesterday with Miss Bagley.  The yard is empty, but across it I can see the bobbing heads of children through the windows of the science block - afternoon lessons are already well underway.  I have no idea where I’m meant to be, and I suddenly feel a yearning for my friend Ruby.  I consider going back into the nurse’s hut to ask her advice, but I can almost sense the humming of evil from within the walls.  I begin to meander my way across the yard, looking every inch the lost new boy, trying to remember his way back to the main reception. 
 
    * 
 
    “It sounds like today’s been a much better day!” says Dr Babbage, after reading my hastily-written account.  I decided to leave out the bit about the bullies and the vomiting and the fainting and the nasty nurse, choosing instead to write enthusiastically about Ruby and what I learned in my lessons.   
 
    “Well done, Frank, I knew you could do it! We should celebrate.  I’ve got a couple of surprises for you...” 
 
    He disappears off into the kitchen, leaving me slumped in the low sofa in the front room.  A few minutes later he comes back with a big steaming bowl, which he places on a mat on my lap. 
 
    Blueberry crumble! I grunt my thanks, before tucking into one of the biggest and bluest crumbles I’ve ever seen. 
 
    Dr Babbage rubs his hands together with obvious glee.  “You wouldn’t believe how hard it is to get fresh blueberries around here!” 
 
    He leaves me to shovel the deliciously sweet feast into my mouth, and comes back after a few minutes, panting and carrying a cardboard box that’s almost as long as his arm span. 
 
    “I tucked this under the shelves in the conservatory,” he explains, “so that you wouldn’t see it when you came in.” Given the size of the box, it’s hard to imagine tucking it under anything, but I do feel excited - I like a good surprise. 
 
    It’s even better than I imagined! It’s a huge TV, the sort that fills half the wall.  This feels like Christmas! I put my bowl down on the carpet and help him unpack the screen.  We have quite a laugh figuring out where all the cables go.  But just as Dr Babbage is feeling around blindly behind the set for the plug socket, the doorbell rings.  It makes me jump, and Dr Babbage and I look at each other for a while like contestants in a “who’s wearing the biggest frown?” competition.  Dr Babbage trudges into the hallway.  I notice that he’s limping slightly. 
 
    I catch up with him as he opens the door and get my third nice surprise of the evening.  There, standing in the doorway, is Ruby Ramsbottom!  And next to her is a little puppy, one of the cutest I’ve seen, with golden fur, little folded ears and big, brown eyes. 
 
    “All right, Bernie?” says Ruby, smiling like I’ve never seen her smile before.  She almost looks like a different person—she’s not in her school uniform and has untied her pigtails, letting her hair fall about her face like a big black mop. 
 
    “Bernie?” repeats Dr Babbage. 
 
    “You must be Bernie’s granddad!” says Ruby. 
 
     “Er, yes, I am. Of course I am.  And you are?” 
 
    “I’m Ruby.  Bernie’s friend from school.” 
 
    “Oh!” Dr Babbage’s face lights up.  “Frank’s been telling me all about you.  Very nice to meet you.  Would you like to come in?” 
 
    She turns her gaze towards me.  “I’ve brought some books for you,” she says, handing me a plastic shopping bag.  I take a glance inside - there must be at least a dozen shiny volumes in there.  “You can keep them if you like.  And I wondered if you want to come for a walk with me, take Trevor round the block?” 
 
    I look up to Dr Babbage for approval, and he gives me an excited nod.  “What a good idea,” he says, “Don’t be long, though; it’ll be getting dark soon.” 
 
    So out we step, Ruby and I, into the cool evening, following the pavement up the hill in the direction of Cheasley High. 
 
    “My house is only a ten-minute walk away from yours, did you know that?” 
 
    I nod and make a groaning noise.  I remember Mr Balls-Willets saying something to that effect during registration yesterday. 
 
    “You got your pad with you?” she asks.  I shake my head. 
 
    “This is going to be one heck of a conversation.  Kind of cool, though, being the person that does all the talking.” 
 
    We take a narrow lane off the main road, which leads towards a scrubby field.  Trevor the puppy stops to sniff every tree and post. 
 
    “I like it out here,” says Ruby after a while.  “It’s nice and peaceful, nobody to bother you.” 
 
    I make a grunt of general agreement, and then she drops a bombshell: 
 
    “He’s not really your granddad, is he? That man?” 
 
    Oh hell, what do I do now? Do I nod, shake my head, or just settle for looking all stupid and bulgy-eyed? I choose the latter. 
 
    “Thought not,” she says, smiling wryly to herself.  “Are you adopted or something?” 
 
    Help! This is getting worse with each step.  To distract Ruby from her enquiries, I kneel rather brusquely and stroke Trevor, giving him my undivided attention. 
 
    It doesn’t work.  Ruby’s as persistent as a thirsty wasp.  She also seems to have an uncanny ability to read my mind.  “You haven’t got any parents, have you?” 
 
    I shake my head.  I’m not a good liar. 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders.  Trevor’s getting a pretty thorough stroke from my quivering hands. 
 
    “You don’t know, or you don't care?” says Ruby, kneeling to join us.  She gets no response, so she keeps talking.  “If you don't know what happened to your parents, then maybe I can find out for you.  It could be our project!” 
 
    I stand up and appear to take an extraordinary interest in the low scudding clouds.  I’m out of my depth here.  I’m out of my comfort zone.  Are all girls like this? 
 
    “How about this?" she continues.  "When you get back, write down everything you know; where you come from, why you’ve changed school, all that sort of stuff.  And any little snippets you know about your parents.  Bring it into school tomorrow for me to read.  Then I’ll see what I can do!” 
 
    I give her one of my classic boggle-eyed looks. 
 
    “It’s what friends are for, Bernie! Helping each other out.” 
 
    The wind is whipping across the field and the sky has darkened to the colour of my skin.  A bat flits in and out of a copse of gnarled trees, and curious spiky shadows reach out at me from the hedgerows.  All of which sounds like the set-up for a something sinister and spooky, but do you know what? An unexpected feeling has come over me, down in my gut.  A tingling excitement.  Suddenly, standing up from my crouching position and sucking in the air, I realise what it is: I’m free.  For these few moments, I’m free; no Dr Babbage, no Stump, no teachers, no nurses.  Just me and Ruby and the woods and the fields.  It’s wonderful. 
 
    On the way back, Ruby apologises for asking all her questions, and tells me a little bit about herself.  I listen with interest.  She tells me about her previous home on an island called Gibraltar (where there are monkeys!), about her mother dying when she was just three years old, about her father’s moods and brooding silences, which often leave her feeling that she’s done something wrong, and about her dreams of becoming a marine biologist, or possibly an architect, or a vet.   
 
    We wave goodbye on the path in front of my house, and I watch her disappear around the corner into Boswell Street.  Dr Babbage greets me enthusiastically at the door. 
 
    “Frank! I’ve tuned the TV and found a wildlife program for you! Come in and sit yourself down.  I’ll get you a hot chocolate - special treat for doing so well in the first phase of your mission.” 
 
    Mission? To be honest, I’d almost forgotten.  I sit myself down in front of the TV and enjoy a hilarious half hour watching the mating habits of kangaroos.  Dr Babbage looks at me with bemusement as I laugh so hard I almost stop breathing.  It’s always been the same, this wildlife thing, ever since Benny first showed me his DVDs.  Something about his unrestrained laughter as he watched squirrels gathering their nuts, or ferrets whizzing down into dark holes.  It started me off.  I’ve yet to see anything funnier than a good wildlife documentary. 
 
    After the program’s finished, I have a big cup of blue milk, rub balm all over my body (my usual bedtime routine) and grunt a goodnight to Dr Babbage.  Inside my room, I make sure the door is firmly closed behind me, and I sit up in bed with my pad on my lap.  The page is a blank yellow-white, lit only by the dull lamp in the corner of the room.  What should I write for Ruby? The impulse to write the whole naked truth about myself is almost overwhelming, but of course I can’t; Stump and the Mannequin would find out, and my friend Benny would be the one to suffer.  That wouldn't be fair.  Instead, I write a kind of vague truth, given a splash of colour by the occasional lie.  I write that my parents died in a car crash, that my uncle (he’s my uncle Babbage, not my granddad) looked after me and brought me up, and that the reason we came to London was that my uncle lost his research job in Alaska and moved over here to take up a post at a local University.  Boring, or what? 
 
    It takes me ages to get to sleep.  I keep thinking of my lovely walk with Ruby, and hoping that she might visit again, tomorrow night.  And I think about the bag of fibs I’ve just written down for her reading pleasure.  Handing it to her is going to be one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 - Bodily Fluids 
 
      
 
    Wayne Smith has noticed that I go to the toilet a lot.  I kept it to a minimum yesterday, feeling slightly embarrassed about it, but today - Thursday - I want to establish a proper routine.  So here I am, for the fourth time, in a tiny cubicle in the boys’ toilets.  I’ve applied my creams and I’m standing there, naked except for a new diaper, when Wayne crashes into the room.  By the sound of it, he’s got one of his goons with him. 
 
     “How you doing in there, freakshow?” he shouts, banging several times on the cubicle door.  Panicking, I pull on my pants and shirt, and begin to work frantically on the buttons.  I could do without another incident like yesterday’s. 
 
     “Number one or number two?” barks Wayne, trying to peer under the gap at the bottom of the door.  I catch a glimpse of his shaved head.  His hair so short that I guess it must be a number one, but why the hell does he want me to comment on his haircut? His face disappears, and then I hear a scraping as he climbs up the cubicle, pushing his arm through the gap between the top of the door and the ceiling, trying to grab me.  The cubicle walls wobble like they’re made of cardboard.  I can hear Wayne's friend laughing and piddling in the cubicle next to mine.  Wayne gives up on his climbing, and everything goes quiet for a few moments, except for a sinister whispering.  The whispering stops and is followed by a splashing noise as a brief torrent of warm water rains down on me from above, soaking my shirt.  My first thought is that a pipe might have burst in the ceiling.  But then I smell pee, and I know what’s happened. 
 
    “Next time, it’ll be a number two!” yells Wayne, accompanied by exaggerated laughter from his invisible companion.  “And by the way, toilet boy,” he says when the laughter subsides, “I’ve told my Mum all about you and what you did yesterday.  She wants you out of the school, and she’s sort of person that always gets what she wants.” He bangs on the door again, ridiculously loudly, and then he’s off. 
 
    Ruby’s waiting for me in the corridor.  She shakes her head slowly as she studies the yellow stain on my shirt, and I notice that her hands are trembling slightly.  “Sorry Bernie, I should have done something.  I really should.  But it’s a boys’ toilet, you know. I’m sorry.  I’ll tell Mr Willets about this, honestly I will.” 
 
    I don’t know what she’s so upset about.  It’s not her fault that Wayne Smith is a complete jerk, is it? His behaviour has nothing to do with her.  I scribble down something to that effect in my notepad, and hand it to her as we walk towards our next lesson: art. 
 
    * 
 
    I’m about halfway through a disappointing sketch of an apple when the smiley receptionist comes into the room and asks for me. 
 
    “The school nurse would like to see you, Frank,” she whispers a little too loudly as we meander our way around the art tables towards the door, leaving behind a chorus of jeers and whistling in our wake.  The receptionist leads me across the yard and, within minutes, I’m standing once more on the steps to the nurse’s hut, as if caught in a perpetually recurring nightmare. 
 
    The nurse greets me with the same disapproving tone as she did yesterday, but this time she’s not alone.  There’s a man with her; a tall man in a black suit.   
 
    “Sit down there,” demands the nurse, directing me to the little bed by the wall.  “This is Mr Bonnington - the head.”  She places so much emphasis on those last two words that I find myself studying the shape of the man’s skull.  Give or take the slightly prominent brow, I don’t see anything unusual enough to warrant such a strange nickname. 
 
    “Hello Frank,” says the head.  His voice is clipped and formal, almost military.  “I have authorised Mrs Smith to take a blood sample from your finger.  Just a little prick, won’t take long.” 
 
    I give him my best ‘why?’ sort of expression. 
 
    “It’s routine, Frank.  All new pupils at Cheasley High have one, in their first term.” 
 
    A sly sideways glance at Mrs Smith suggests that he might not be telling the whole truth.  Then something dawns on me.  Mrs Smith.  No wonder the nurse seemed so familiar to me.  If her hair were cropped short and her pendulous boobies were a little flatter, there’d be nothing in it.  Wayne's taunts from this morning reverberate in my skull: I’ve told my Mum all about you, and she’s sort of person that always gets what she wants. 
 
    Mrs Smith clamps a plastic clip thing to the first finger of my right hand.  She presses it and I hear a sharp click.  I don’t feel a little prick.  You know why.  The nurse removes the clip, and then something quite unexpected happens: the man in the suit climbs onto the bed and sits next to me.  He’s holding something in his left hand, behind his back.  A pen, perhaps?  Does he want me to write something? 
 
    “There,” the nurse says (more to the man than to me), “we’ll get that analysed as a priority.  Now, Frank, roll up your sleeve.” 
 
    I groan and give her a quizzical look.  “I need to take your blood pressure, Frank.  Now roll up that sleeve, as high as it’ll go.” 
 
    I do as she says, and she attaches a kind of wrist band to my arm, with a tube coming out of it.  A bit like the one Dr Babbage uses.  I feel the band getting tighter as she begins to pump it up, and it’s as she’s doing this that she gives a little nod to the man sitting beside me, and I feel a slight pressure on my left shoulder, as if he just poked me with his pen.  Several moments go by, and I watch dumbly as Mrs Smith jots down some readings, then removes the squeezing band from my arm. 
 
    “It’s as we thought!” exclaims the man in the suit, standing up to face me.  He and Mrs Smith are both staring at my shoulder, so instinctively I do the same.  And then I see it.  A scalpel, sticking up from my shoulder, quivering like an arrow, its blade sunk deep into my skin. 
 
    What...? Why...? I grunt, feeling a sudden sense of clammy dread.  The head pulls the scalpel out, and spins it round with his fingers, gazing at its glimmering form as if he can’t believe that what he’s seeing.  “It’s brown,” he says to the nurse.  “His blood is brown, like mud.” I look back at my shoulder.  A tiny well of blood is already congealing at the spot where he stuck the scalpel in.  And, yes, it is brown. 
 
    “That’ll be all, Frank,” says the man, standing up and opening the door at the front of the hut.  “You can go back to your lesson now.  And Frank, before you go home tonight, I want you to report to reception.  The ladies there will give you a letter for you to take home to your grandfather.  It’s very important, so don’t forget.”  
 
    The smiley receptionist is there, outside the hut; she’s been waiting for me all this time.  Her smile drops slightly when she sees me.  “Are you alright?” she asks, helping me pull my shirtsleeve down and button it at the wrist.  “You’re looking very pale...  I mean, even paler than usual.”  Seeing the look of alarm on her face, I begin to fell slightly sick and confused. 
 
    I really don’t want the nice smiley receptionist to see me throw up, so I wait until she’s taken me across the yard and down several corridors, and I do it when I get back into the art room, hurling the contents of my stomach into a big sink in the corner. 
 
    The class love it. 
 
    * 
 
    It’s 5.00 PM and Dr Babbage is pacing up and down in the front room, holding the letter that I’ve just given him, muttering and cursing to himself. 
 
    “They have no right to do this,” he says.  “Not without my consent.  And a blood sample? Why wasn’t I told?” 
 
    I shake my head.  I haven’t even seen the letter yet 
 
    “You might as well read it,” he says, thrusting the offending article into my hand.  “Be quick, though.” 
 
    Dr Babbage walks to the conservatory and begins pottering and fussing over his growing collection of plants.  Here’s what the letter says: 
 
    Dear Dr Babbage, 
 
    I am writing to you with regards to your grandson, Frank Wasdale.  A routine medical examination, carried out today by our school nurse, revealed some surprising anomalies in Frank’s response to stimuli.  Furthermore, his behaviour and medical problems have been causing concern amongst some of the teaching and support staff here.  The school nurse is of the opinion that Frank may be carrying several undiagnosed diseases, and fears that some may be contagious.  She has taken a blood sample, and we are awaiting the results, but I would recommend that in the meantime you make an appointment for Frank with your registered GP. 
 
     As a precaution, I have decided to place Frank on a temporary suspension from school activities, starting Friday 26th September.  Frank will not be allowed to attend school functions or be present on the school grounds during his suspension.  We will, of course, provide catch up work from each of his teachers, which will be e-mailed to you at the end of each day. 
 
    I trust that the situation will resolve itself soon, but you will understand that it is my duty to safeguard the health and wellbeing of the pupils at Cheasley High.  Do contact me if you need to discuss the matter further. 
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    G.  Bonnington, B.Ed. 
 
    Headteacher 
 
    Well, there it is, plain and clear: they’ve chucked me out of school, after just three days.  My hair has caught fire, I've thrown up over the school nurse’s bullying son, and caused all kinds of chaos and confusion in my lessons.  Perhaps they’re right; perhaps I am a threat to all the other children’s ‘health and wellbeing’.  I feel saddened, though, because apart from my run-ins with Wayne and his idiot friends, I was beginning to enjoy school. 
 
    “This is disastrous,” says Dr Babbage, returning to the room and studying the letter once more, as if a re-read might change its content.  “You haven’t even been there a week! How could...?” He pauses, his expression gradually changing from one of surprise to anger.  “Frank, as much as I hate to, I’m going to have to tell Stump about this.  Right now.” 
 
    I try to pull him back by tugging at his jumper, but he wriggles free and storms out of the kitchen, leaving me alone with my big bowl of blue rice pudding.  He’s gone for over ten minutes. 
 
    "He will be here at six," is all he can say when he finally returns.  I sit there looking glum, listening half-heartedly to the birds in the back garden, and watching Dr Babbage wash the dishes and put the bins out, muttering under his breath all the while.  Then, on the stroke of six, the doorbell rings.   
 
    Within seconds of Dr Babbage opening the door, Colonel Stump lifts me by the shirt and carries me into the front room, flinging me down onto the sofa as if I were an unwanted rag doll. 
 
    “You have a lot to answer for,” he snaps, pointing his bony finger right in my face.  If this were a scene in a cartoon strip, steam would be shooting out of his ears.   
 
    The red-faced colonel turns his attention to Dr Babbage.  “And don’t go thinking you’re unaccountable, Babbage.  You’re just as responsible for this whole mess as this stupid kid is.” Stump’s fist comes flicking towards me like a flying fish out of the air, striking me square on the nose.  I feel something snap, and the warm sensation of snot and blood filling my nostrils. 
 
    “There’s no need for that,” protests Dr Babbage and he gets one in the face too for his troubles.  He sinks to the carpeted floor, his lip spurting.  I rummage around for some old tissues in my pocket, and hand a bunch to him. 
 
    “You’re both too damned soft!” shouts the Colonel.  “After all I’ve done for you, to prepare you for a mission like this, you’re still as soft as cheese.  Hell, you make me sick.” He gives Dr Babbage a kick in the belly, as if to prove his assertion.  Part of me wants to launch myself at Stump, to hit him back, show him what a coward he is.  But I keep thinking of what might happen to Benny. 
 
    Dr Babbage eventually manages to pull himself up to a seating position.  “It’s a temporary suspension,” he tells Stump.  “Frank could be back at school next week, for all we know.  Don’t you think you might be overreacting?” 
 
    “Overreacting?” snorts the colonel.  “Zombie blood is in the hands of the British medical establishment! Can you imagine what they’ll make of it? A few loose tongues, and the press will get hold of it; we’ll have a national health scare on our hands.  Overreacting? You are a bigger fool than I thought, Babbage.” 
 
    Stump comes close to me, and for a moment I think he’s going to hit me again. 
 
    “This leaves us with just one option, Wasdale.  I am ordering you to carry out the mission now.  This evening.  You are to get your sad grey ass round to the Ramsbottom’s' and bring me those documents before dawn.  This is your one and only chance.  There won’t be a second.  Understand?” 
 
     Dr Babbage hauls himself up onto the sofa and gives me a look that’s somewhere on the line between sympathy and encouragement.  I nod.  I don’t have much choice in the matter, do I? 
 
     “I will expect you to call, within a few hours," barks Stump.  "So, what are you waiting for? Get to it!” 
 
    Like a pair of obedient but slightly flustered hounds, the two of us make our way into the hallway and open the front door, leaving Stump inside the house.  Outside, the western horizon is darkening, turning the sky the colour of zombie blood. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 - The Mission 
 
      
 
    Ruby’s house, from the front, looks quite like ours, but without the conservatory.  There’s a light on in the front room, and in one of the rooms upstairs.  All the curtains are drawn. 
 
    Dr Babbage tries ringing the bell, but it must be broken.  Sighing nervously, he bangs three times on the door with his knuckles.  Within seconds, we hear movement on the other side of the door; a jangling of keys, and a deep phlegmy cough.  The door opens, revealing a freshly decorated hallway and a tall, well-shaven man with short black hair.  He looks at us like we might be selling something. 
 
    “Er, hello,” stutters Dr Babbage.  “Mr Ramsbottom?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Ramsbottom, yes.  And you are?” 
 
    “Charles Babbage.  This is my grandson, Frank.  He’s a friend of Ruby’s, from school.” 
 
    Lieutenant Ramsbottom eyes me up and down with suspicion.  “Yes, she’s mentioned you." 
 
    I smile and grunt and, for some reason that I can’t describe, begin to rock back and forth from one foot to the other.   
 
    “She’s up in her room” says the Lieutenant, coughing once more.  “Do you want me to get her?” 
 
    That sounds like a good idea, but Dr Babbage seems keen to pipe up with his rehearsed scenario: 
 
    “I was wondering, Lieutenant Ramsbottom, whether Frank can stay here for a few hours.  I’ve been called to an emergency meeting, and I don’t like to leave him on his own.  I can pick him up on the way back from my meeting.  I know that it’s short notice, but...” 
 
    The lieutenant’s eyes narrow somewhat.  “Your lip,” he says to Dr Babbage.  "It's cut up.  Is everything all right?" 
 
    Dr Babbage nods unconvincingly. 
 
    Lieutenant Ramsbottom shouts up the stairs for his daughter.  After a few moments, Ruby appears at the top of the stairs, rubbing her eyes like she’s just woken up.   
 
    “Bernie?” she says, shuffling down the stairs, glaring at me like I’m a dreamy apparition.  “Um, this is a surprise...” She looks up at her Dad.  Lieutenant Ramsbottom explains the situation to her, in a clipped and formal tone, like he's giving her a briefing. 
 
    “Course,” says Ruby, turning to me.  “I’ll show you my room, and you can feed Trevor if you like.  Come on up...” 
 
    I wave to Dr Babbage and follow her up the stairs.  Behind me I hear the front door close and at the top of the stairs I stop and listen as Dr Babbage’s footsteps fade into the night.  I get that same tingling feeling of freedom in my belly that I had yesterday evening. 
 
    “Welcome to my kingdom,” says Ruby, pushing open the door to her bedroom with her foot.  Trevor the puppy comes scampering out, and seems very pleased to see me, jumping up and down and scraping my jeans with his surprisingly sharp claws. 
 
    “Pick him up if you want,” says Ruby.  “He quite likes it.” I do as she says, and Trevor licks my face and wriggles like a mad thing in my arms.  Ruby laughs and invites me to sit on her bed.   
 
    “What do you think?” she asks, sweeping her arm around the room.  She clearly wants my opinion on her posters.  Some of them show books and films, and some are just photos of hairy men with electric guitars and bare chests.  I give her the thumbs up. 
 
    “Oh!” she says, “let me get you a pen and paper.” She opens one of her drawers and pulls out some posh writing paper and a silver fountain pen.  Trevor jumps out of my arms as I pick up the pad and pen.  Why do you call him Trevor? I write.  Strange name for a dog. 
 
    “It was going to be my baby brother’s name,” she says, throwing a chocolate treat into Trevor’s eager mouth.  “My Dad thought it would me a nice touch, naming our dog after him.” 
 
    What happened to your baby brother? 
 
    “He never made it.  Stillborn.  My Mum died during his birth.” 
 
    Gulp.  I don’t know quite what to write next. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she says.  “It’s sad, but it happened ten years ago.  Dad says we need to move on.  Anyhow...” She changes both her expression and the subject.  “What was in that letter you picked up from reception?” 
 
    I write down a summary of what was in the letter, and her jaw drops open.  “But you haven’t done anything wrong, Bernie!" She shuffles along the bed, widening the gap between us.  "Is it right, though, about your disease being a danger to others?”  
 
    I shake my head and write it’s not contagious. 
 
    She looks at me, suddenly wearing that same surly expression that she had when I was first introduced to her, and I don't like it.  “What is it with you, Bernie? I feel like you’re not quite giving me the whole story.” 
 
    I’m not, am I? And I don’t feel good about it, either.  All this lying and deceiving is starting to eat into me like rot.  I need to change the subject... 
 
    Mind if I watch TV? I write, pointing to her little portable in the corner. 
 
    “OK, fair enough.  Don’t think there’s much on, though.” 
 
    She finds a program about cooking with chicken, and I sit there staring at it but not concentrating.  My mind is racing, desperately searching for a decent excuse to go roaming around her house searching for her father’s key cards.  Then I have a brainwave. 
 
    I need to go to the toilet, I write.  I might be some time, though.  Is that OK? 
 
    “Sure.  I understand.  It’s across the landing, on the left.  I’ll send for a search party if you’re not back by midnight.” 
 
    Fantastic! A minute later, I’m standing next to the toilet in the bathroom, thinking not peeing.  Her father’s bedroom must be up here somewhere, mustn’t it? There’s a chance that I’ll find what I'm looking for, if I rummage around a bit.  The problem is that the mere act of thinking about it is making me insanely nervous.  What if Ruby hears me creeping around? An image of the Mannequin flickers into my mind, alongside Stump’s words: this is your one and only chance, there won’t be a second. 
 
    Well, here goes nothing... 
 
    As slowly and quietly as I can, I turn the lock and pull open the bathroom door.  I take a quick peek out.  At the end of the landing, Ruby’s door is slightly ajar.  I can hear the muffled sounds of voices coming from her TV.  I tread across the carpeted landing, lightly and slowly, like a man on the moon, and turn the handle to the first door on the left.  It squeaks loudly, and I clench my teeth, waiting for Ruby to suddenly emerge from her room.  She doesn’t.  I shuffle into the room, gently pulling the door closed behind. 
 
    It’s dark inside, and I spend what feels like a geological age groping for the light switch.  It was worth the effort, though.  I'm pretty sure I’ve got the right room.  On the bedside table is a man's watch and a dog-eared book with a picture of a soldier on the front.  An army uniform, neatly ironed, hangs from the wardrobe door.  I creep around the bed and open the top drawer of the bedside table.  Unbelievably, the draw is full of marbles.  What are the chances of that? They roll around and bash into each other like marbles do, but in a vastly amplified fashion.  I freeze, listening for footsteps on the landing.  Again, nothing.  I try to slow down my breathing - too fast and it'll make me vomit.  Cautiously, I close the drawer of marbles and open the one beneath it.  This time, the contents are more sensible.  Some paper, a few rings and bookmarks, and - hey presto! - some coloured key cards and three bunches of keys, each as fat as my fist.  To be on the safe side I take them all, and stuff them into my jeans pocket.  It causes quite a bulge, but I could always explain that away. 
 
    Just as I'm easing the drawer closed, the bedroom door suddenly bangs open.  Lieutenant Ramsbottom is standing there, with his daughter next to him.  He's looking extremely angry, but Ruby looks sad and confused. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he snaps.  Ruby's eyes now look wide with shock.  It’s a good job that I’m not a talking boy, because if I was, I’d ask “Is this the bathroom?” which would be a particularly stupid thing to say.  Instead, I sit down on the bed and hang my head, struggling desperately to find some way to wriggle out of this.  None comes, and the weight of failure begins to press down on my thoughts.  It’s all over, isn’t it? There’s no way I’ll complete the mission, no way that Ruby will remain my friend, no way that little Benny will be spared whatever misery Colonel Stump has in store for him.  It’s all over. 
 
    My nerves get the better of me.  I begin to feel quite nauseous, and the room begins to shimmer and spin.  This is going to be one heck of a faint; I know that even before my head hits the duvet. 
 
    * 
 
    I’m not out for long, because my watch says 8.05 PM when I come to.  What time did Dr Babbage drop me off? I think it was about seven, so that means I might still have an hour here before he comes to pick me up.  I’m lying flat out in Lieutenant Ramsbottom’s bed.  Someone has pulled the duvet over me, tucked me in.  A glass of water and a pad and pen have appeared on the bedside table.  I reach into my jeans pocket.  The cards and the keys have gone.  The drawers of the bedside table are closed.  I'm guessing that I've been found out, big time. 
 
    I hear the floorboards creaking outside, and Ruby’s face appears in the crack of the door. 
 
    “Bernie?” She turns back towards the stairway.  “Dad! Come up here! He's woken up."  There's a slight panic in her voice.  "Hurry up, Dad!” 
 
    Lieutenant Ramsbottom comes crashing in, and he still looks angry.  This time, I suppose, it’s justified. 
 
    “I demand an explanation,” he says, looming above me with arms folded.  “Who are you? What is wrong with you? And why were you trying to steal my work keys? Ruby has told me you can’t speak well, so you can write everything down.  If I detect any hint of untruth in your statement, I’ll call the police.  You have ten minutes.”  
 
    And then he’s gone, leaving me alone with his daughter.  Her eyes look different, and it doesn’t take me long to realise why. 
 
    Why are you crying? I scribble at the top of the pad. 
 
    “Because I trusted you, and was looking forward to getting to know you,” she says through quivering lips.  “I liked you, you idiot.  And now I find out you’re nothing but a thief.  A crook.  That’s why I’m crying.” 
 
    I remember watching an old film on my TV back at the base.  There was a character who was faced with a dilemma; whether to switch off his dying wife’s life support machine.  She’d been in a coma for a year, and the doctors had told him there was little chance of recovery.  It wasn’t the happiest film, and I can’t remember whether he switched her off or not, but I do remember the narrator’s gravelly voice: there are moments in life when we simply have to make a choice: to act and not look back, and to put our faith in the future...   
 
    This is one of those moments.   
 
    I drive my pen frantically across the page, scribbling and scratching, filling the whiteness with words.  I leave nothing out.  I write about my parents, my death, about the Mannequin bringing me back to life.  I tell of my years at Camp Tiger and all the things they did to me there, about Colonel Stump, and Benny, and Dr Babbage.  I write about my instructions to steal Lieutenant Ramsbottom’s cards and the documents in his safe.  I ramble on about the awkward practicalities of being undead: the lack of pain, the magic juice, the creams, the ceaseless hunger, the sweating, the pooing, the vomiting.  I put it all down, and by the time I’m finished I’ve filled ten pages.  As I hand the pad to Ruby’s father, a strange calm comes over me, a calmness that can only come from knowing that you’ve done right, that you’ve done something that ultimately will be for the greater good. 
 
    Lieutenant Ramsbottom reads the whole thing twice, eyebrows raised all the while, and then hands it to Ruby.  She reads it, and then puts it down and does something quite unexpected: she kneels in front of me on the bed and gives me a big hug. 
 
    “Do you take me for a fool?" asks Lieutenant Ramsbottom.  "How much of this is actually true?” 
 
    “All of it,” I try to say, feeling a renewed confidence in my limited abilities. 
 
    “You love it?” queries the Lieutenant.  “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    I pick up the pad again.  All of it is true, Sir.  I’m done with lies. 
 
    He looks at his daughter as if for approval, then back at me.  He leans over, his face just inches from mine.  I can smell his dinner on his breath.  He's staring at me, unblinking, as if he's fishing for untruths in my eyes.  He doesn't speak but is clearly weighing up things in his mind.  Finally, he stands up and says, “OK, here’s what we’re going to do...” 
 
    Two hours later, I’m sitting in the back of Colonel Stump’s car, on the way to the barracks.  Dr Babbage is in the passenger seat, Stump is driving.  The Mannequin, by all accounts, is waiting back at camp Tiger for news that the mission has been a success.  Stump certainly knows how to pile on the pressure.  In my pocket, I have the key cards for Lieutenant Ramsbottom’s office, plus the two big bunches of keys that I found in his drawer. 
 
    I never thought for a moment it would come to this, but I’m now acting as a spy.  Lieutenant Ramsbottom seemed unwilling to use that term directly, but Ruby seemed quite excited about it: You’re a double agent, Frank! How cool is that? Her father told me that what I’m doing is very risky, and that I was perfectly within my rights to refuse.  When I agreed to do it, he made some calls to people he knows in various intelligence and security agencies.  For a lieutenant, he seems to have associates in surprisingly high places.  Once he'd finished his calls, he told me to go ahead with whatever Stump ordered me to do.  My main concern was Stump's threats to little Benny, but the lieutenant reassured me that Stump and Dr Babbage would not find out about my treachery.  Not until it was too late, anyway.  He also told me to be very careful, that he and his colleagues could not guarantee my protection.  I don't know quite what I'm getting myself into.  I've seen loads of spy films, so I know that these sorts of arrangements have the habit of going wrong. 
 
    My thoughts are interrupted by Colonel Stump's annoying voice.  “Why the hell are you driving so slowly, Babbage? We’re not out for a picnic.” 
 
    Dr Babbage pushes down on the throttle, and the hedgerows of the country roads start to flash by at a dangerous speed.  I hope nothing’s coming the other way.  Dying in a road accident is not something I want to do twice. 
 
    I haven’t seen Dr Babbage sweat so much since we passed through security at the airport.  His shirt is soaked, and blood from his cut lip has congealed into a brown lump in his beard.  I’ve seen him look better.  Colonel Stump keeps swearing at the satellite navigation display, prodding it with his podgy finger to reprogram the coordinates.  Eventually he gives up and smashes its screen with his knuckles. 
 
    “Damned hire vehicles,” he curses.  “Pull off the road Babbage, we’ll walk from here.” 
 
    We stop in a stony lay-by and walk along a dark single-lane road for half a mile or so.  Stump is carrying a torch but seems reluctant to switch it on. 
 
    “There it is,” he says eventually, stopping and pointing through a gap in the scruffy hedgerow.  At the other end of a downwards-sloping field there’s a dimly-lit fence, topped with three lines of barbed wire.  Behind that are the low buildings of the barracks. 
 
    “The main gate is on the other side,” says Stump.  “This would be the best place to get over.  You still got the cards?” 
 
    I grunt and pat my jangling pocket. 
 
    “If it turns out they’re not the right ones, just smash your way in there, OK? You know how much I need those documents.  Don’t get caught.  Use the gun if necessary..." 
 
    He hands me the black rucksack he's been carrying and prompts me to reach into the front zip compartment.  I find it straight away, a slim pistol with a rough handle.  I take it out and glare at Colonel Stump.  He's only ever let me fire blank rounds.  Why is he trusting me with this? 
 
    He takes the pistol from me and puts it back in the bag.  The he unzips the main compartment and pulls out something that looks like a thermos flask.  Surely this is no time for a cup of tea. 
 
    He unravels some wires from the felt lining of the flask, together with a tiny plastic box. 
 
    "When you're ready to blow the safe, strap this whole device as near to the lock as you can get it.  There's a roll of gaffer tape in the sack.  Then plug the wire marked A into the socket marked A.  The wire marked B ....  even a dumbass like you can guess where that's got to go.  Once the connection's made, flick the switch on the side.  Then you've got twenty seconds before it goes off." 
 
    I start to panic.  I've been thinking so much about getting the keys from Ruby's house that I've forgotten completely about having to blow the lock on the safe.  Lieutenant Ramsbottom has no idea that I'm pretty much going to lay waste to his office.  Stupid of me.  I really am a dumbass, like the Colonel says. 
 
      Stump puts the rucksack onto my back and tightens the straps.  "You are to get back here as soon as you can.  If we're not here when you get back, then hide in the trees, lay low, until we arrive.  Got that?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    "What are you waiting for? Get on to it!" 
 
    Stump, true to form, doesn’t wish me luck.  Neither does Dr Babbage.   
 
    I begin to make my way along the perimeter of the field.  I stay near the tree line, under cover, shuffling slowly downwards towards the barracks.  I remain in full stealth mode until I'm out of sight of Stump and Dr Babbage, and then I relax slightly.  To be honest, stealth seems unnecessary.  I can't see anyone patrolling the fence.  The only eyes on me are those of sheep and crows. 
 
    I soon reach the fence and begin to climb.  The barbed wire at the top is awkward—not just because it’s barbed, but also because it overhangs the main fence, requiring me to perform an intricate manoeuvre which involves dangling sloth-like from the wire until I can hitch my legs over it.  The fact that the fence is sagging doesn't help. My hands get cut to pieces.  Feeling breathless, I drop down onto the grass on the other side of the fence. 
 
    I’m in.  There are no men with guns, or dogs with razor teeth.  Just me and a jumbled cluster of wooden buildings.  I know where Lieutenant Ramsbottom’s office is from the map that Stump gave me.  I also know where it is because Lieutenant Ramsbottom told me where it is - between the mess building and a small parade ground, at the centre of the barracks.  I’m there within minutes, standing in sharp geometric shadows by the door. 
 
    The main doors to the building are, of course, protected by a secure electronic keypad, requiring me to swipe the card and enter a six-digit security code.  There’s no way that I could have gained access to the code, even if I’d spent a year at Ruby’s house. 
 
    It’s a good job that Lieutenant Ramsbottom is waiting inside, ready to let me in. 
 
    “Good evening, Frank,” he says.  “Glad you could make it.” 
 
    His office is dark, and the blinds are down.  There’s somebody else in the room. 
 
    “If you’ve brought a torch, switch it on,” says Lieutenant Ramsbottom.  “They’ll be expecting it.” 
 
    I do as he says, reaching into my pocket for the fat rubber torch that Stump gave me.  I switch it on, illuminating the office with a sick yellow light. 
 
    “Frank, I’d like you to meet Mr Petersen.  He’s from MI6.” 
 
    Mr Petersen steps out of a dark corner to greet me.  He’s bald, quite a bit younger than Ruby’s dad, and dressed smartly, in a creaseless black shirt and suit. 
 
    “Your hands,” he says, “what happened to them?” 
 
    He doesn't wait for me to answer, not that I can anyway.  Instead, he takes my left hand in his and studies it carefully, gently turning and pressing my fingers and palm.  “This doesn’t hurt?” he says, squeezing his fingers against a torn flap of skin.  I shake my head, and he lets go. 
 
    “Lieutenant Ramsbottom has told me all about you, but I still find it hard to believe.”  His eyes are piercing, probing, and I feel that lying would be very difficult in his presence. 
 
    “What they’ve done to you is fascinating, Frank.  Fascinating, but wrong.  We want to put a stop to it.  Are you still willing to help us?” 
 
    I nod and grunt.  My mouth is becoming quite dry, and I wonder if I should have had an extra dose of magic juice before I came out.  I’m not often up this late. 
 
    “I want you to give them this.” He picks up a battered old box file, stuffed with paperwork.  “These are the documents kept in my colleague's safe.  The ones this Colonel Stump character is after.  Considering the nature of some of these documents, we are intrigued to learn how Colonel Stump found out we kept them here, of all places.  Their existence and their location were—up until now—a very well-kept secret." 
 
    Suddenly there's something I need to know, something that hasn't really been important to me up to this point.  I can see a pen and a newspaper on Lieutenant Ramsbottom's desk.  I reach across and grab them, and scribble on the back page of the newspaper: 
 
    What are the documents about?  
 
    The man called Mr Petersen frowns, as if I've asked him what colour his underpants are. 
 
    "I haven't got the time to explain right now.  Suffice it to say that the documents contain sensitive information that could be dangerous if it falls into the wrong hands." 
 
    If he thinks he's fobbing me off that easily, he's got another thing coming. 
 
    But you're handing them over to Colonel Stump I write. 
 
    "OK," says Petersen.  "The information would be dangerous, if it had not been doctored slightly by our security services.  About half an hour ago.  A few details changed here and there.  Not so much as to be noticeable, but it should throw your masters off the scent for a while.  Now, are you going to take them or not?" 
 
    I take the box from Petersen and push it into my rucksack.  In order to make room for it I’m forced to take Stump's explosive device out and place it on the floor.  Petersen jumps back, towards the doorway, and encourages Lieutenant Ramsbottom to do the same. 
 
    "Christ almighty, Frank, what the hell do you think you're doing?" 
 
    I gaze blankly at the little bomb and begin to connect the wires.  "Stop immediately, Frank, or I will be forced to arrest you," shouts Petersen, his voice edgy and his look grave.  I put down the device and hastily write an explanation for him.  He reads it, shaking his head all the while, then shows it to the Lieutenant.  They talk to each other in quiet tones for a while, and then Petersen explains that he and Lieutenant Ramsbottom have both got to make some calls to clear this.  They won't be long, and I should wait in the office for them to come back.  And I should not touch the bomb. 
 
    While they're gone, I decide to take the box file out of my rucksack and have a sneaky peek through the documents.  I won't have a chance to look at them once I've handed them over to Stump, and I have a feeling that Mr Petersen and his cronies at MI6 will be happy to keep me in the dark for as long as possible.  This might be the only chance I have to get some clues as to what this is all about. 
 
    My excitement at the prospect is short lived, because I can't really make head nor tale of any of the papers I flick through.  There are lists containing codes and lists of prices next to other codes.  There are various technical drawings of stuff I've never seen before and can't really make out.  There is a map of Alaska with bits circled in red, some smaller scale maps, and plans showing some sort of establishment.  A factory, perhaps, or a military base? I'd keep looking but a clammy nervousness has come over me, a fear of being caught in the act.  I stuff the papers back in the file and shove it into the rucksack. 
 
    As I'm doing so, I accidently kick the explosive canister at my feet, nudging it closer to the safe.  It's as if the bomb knows the task ahead of it.  I'm just laughing about this and thinking that it's a good job that I haven't connected wire B yet when Mr Petersen and the Lieutenant come striding back into the office. 
 
    "OK Frank, we're good to go.  As you said, Stump will be expecting an explosion, so he's going to get one." 
 
    Lieutenant Ramsbottom is flitting around the office collecting some bits and pieces and putting them into a black plastic bag.  I notice that the first thing he picks up is the little photo he kept by his computer, showing a younger version of himself with a short woman who's holding a baby.  I'm guessing the baby is Ruby. 
 
    "Frank, listen carefully," says Petersen.  "To do this, we've had to clear this building and the one next door of all personnel.  And that includes us.  How long have we got once you've armed the device?" 
 
    Twenty seconds.  My hands are shaking so much that my writing looks barely legible. 
 
    "Twenty seconds? Two zero?" 
 
    I give him a thumbs up, and he glares at me like it's the most inappropriate reaction he could ever imagine to his question.   
 
    "That's not a lot of time," he continues.  "We'll need to be at least three rooms away, down that corridor.  Even better if we're out of the building.  Are you ready?" 
 
    This time I use my head rather than my thumbs to confirm.  At his instruction, I tape the device to the door of the safe and connect the second wire.  Then the three of us look at each other and Petersen gives me a nod. 
 
    I flick the switch. 
 
    Petersen and the lieutenant sprint down the corridor and out of the building as if their lives depend on it (which they do).  I can't run very fast, though, so I lag behind.  Which doesn’t matter because I've decided that I need to pick up a few marks from the explosion, for authenticity.  I stop half way along the corridor and sit down, with my back to the office.  I remove the rucksack and put it in my lap, leaning over it protectively.  Lieutenant Ramsbottom has noticed that I've fallen behind; he shouts and runs back towards the building.  Luckily, he's still outside when the bomb goes off.  I feel the blast wave as a cold crackle on the skin of my back, and as a gust that whistles past my ears.  Small pieces of debris are thrown into the corridor by the explosion, but nothing very large gets to where I'm sitting.  The fact that I was facing away from the shock wave will save me a huge amount of recovery time.  Anyway, I've experienced heat and blasts much more powerful in my trials, so this one doesn't bother me too much. 
 
    It does, however, seem to bother lieutenant Ramsbottom.  He keeps leaning over me and asking if I'm OK, and if I need medical attention.  He offers me a hand up, pulling me into a standing position.  I'm a bit dazed, to be honest, but it's time I was getting out of here.  Stump and Dr Babbage wouldn't expect me to hang around after blowing the safe.  Petersen, of course, is all too aware of this. 
 
    “In a moment you must escape, Frank," he says, "or at least make it look that way.  Give them the documents.  Let them think that the mission has been a success.  Do exactly what they say and behave as you normally would.  We want to get to the bottom of this, Frank.  To find out who Stump's contacts are, and what role this Mannequin woman plays.  All of this will be easier for us if you agree to wear a tag...” 
 
    I stare at him blankly with my bulging eyes. 
 
    “A transmitter, Frank.  So that we can monitor your location.  Are you happy with that?" 
 
    I don't really feel that I have a choice. 
 
    Petersen asks me to open my mouth wide and tilt my head back.  "I’m going to fit the tag to the back of one of your molars," he explains.  "It’s so small, you won’t know it’s there.” 
 
    He pulls on a pair of latex gloves and reaches in like a dentist, prodding around amongst my teeth and gums.  He even has a metal tool with him, which he uses to push and grind his little device into the back of my tooth. 
 
    “If for some reason it comes loose,” he says, “then push it under your skin, somewhere out of view.  It should keep transmitting for three days.  We're hoping that'll give us enough time for them to get you back to Alaska, to the base.” 
 
    He takes the gloves off and puts them in his pocket.  Lieutenant Ramsbottom is at the other end of the corridor, surveying the wreckage of his office. 
 
    “Now, Frank,” continues Petersen, “we’re going to put a bit of a show on for you, during your escape.  A little embellishment, to help our cause.  There’ll be bullets flying, but they’ll all miss.  And the dogs won’t get to you.  You can escape over the fence, where you came in.  Questions?” 
 
    There is one question that’s really digging at me.  Lieutenant Ramsbottom hands me a pen and offers his arm for me to write on. 
 
    Once it’s over, can I go back to Cheasley High? 
 
    Petersen and Lieutenant Ramsbottom exchange looks. 
 
    “We’ll see what we can do, Frank,” says the bald man, before glancing at his watch.  “It’s ten to eleven.  You’d better be going.” 
 
    I check the box file is still in my rucksack.  then fling the rucksack onto my back.  Lieutenant Ramsbottom winces.  I suppose the skin on my back is not in the best of states.  I hope Dr Babbage has brought some of my balms with him. 
 
    Petersen opens the door for me, whispers ‘good luck’, and then recedes into the shadows.  Tentatively, with my mind whirring, I step out into the night. 
 
    Before I’ve even reached the mess building, I hear raised voices and cries of alarm from somewhere to my left.  Dogs begin to howl and bark, and a siren begins its wavering cry.  Then suddenly, the night is alive with gunshot.  Feeling like the main lead in an action movie, I grit my teeth and lumber towards the fence.  Mr Petersen has choreographed a pretty realistic show; the dogs’ snapping mouths come within inches of my ankles as I haul myself onto the fence, and it feels like bullets part my hair.  On my way back over the fence my legs become dangerously entangled in the barbed wire, forcing me to literally tear my flesh away from the knotted metal.  Warm blood oozes down my legs and soaks into my diapers.  Finally, I drop down to the other side, and begin to limp across the field.  This time, I don’t keep to the shaded perimeter but head right across the middle. 
 
    I hear the gentle growl of the car engine before I even reach the top of the field.  Colonel Stump is in the driving seat. 
 
    “Hurry up!” 
 
    The passenger door is open, and the car is already rolling forwards.  I climb in, and pull the door shut behind. 
 
    “Did you get it?” barks Stump as the car pulls out, wheels screeching on the narrow road.  I give him a thumbs up, and he smiles like a hyena stumbling upon dying prey.  Dr Babbage is in the back seat, but he’s not smiling.  As I turn, he gives me a nod, but that’s it.  He’s clearly in no mood for conversation. 
 
    The drive back to 63 Crown Hill is as dramatic as my escape from the camp.  Stump floors the accelerator, and speeds down the empty lanes and streets, oblivious to rights of way, and to kerbs and roundabouts.  We arrive at the house just before midnight. 
 
    “Give me the documents” demands Stump as I climb out of the front seat.  I pull the file from my rucksack and hand it over.  Stump's leery grin seems as if it's here to stay.  “I never thought I’d hear myself say this, Wasdale, but well done.  All that training I’ve given you has paid off at last.  Now, go with Babbage, and get yourself cleaned up.  You look like a bum.” 
 
     Dr Babbage takes me inside and tidies me up, silently stitching the cuts in my legs, my back and my hands.  I drink a few litres of blue lemonade which picks me up a bit.  Then he removes the remnants of my combat shirt and pours oils onto my back, gently rubbing it in like he has done so many times before.  Unusually for him, he doesn't speak at all as he's doing this.  He seems withdrawn and concerned, and not at all excited that I’ve accomplished the very mission we came here for.  Once we’re done, he gathers up all my oils and balms and my remaining juice and stuffs them into his old sports bag. 
 
    “Come on, Babbage, quicken things up.  Your holiday's over,” shouts Stump, as we trudge wearily down the stairs.  He seems impatient to leave.  As Stump shoves me out of the door I turn briefly, looking around the house that I've become quite fond of.  Wondering if I’ll ever return.  Wondering if I'll ever see Ruby again. 
 
    Dr Babbage breaks his silence only to tell me that our flight from Heathrow leaves at 5 am.  Sitting in the back of the car on the way to the airport, I find myself flicking my tongue over the tiny transmitter behind my teeth.  It’s stuck fast and makes me feel like a proper spy.  I hope that it’s still transmitting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 - Back to Alaska 
 
      
 
    Our flight finally touches down in Anchorage at 10 am local time on Friday morning.  Another hire car is waiting for us at the airport, and this time Stump insists that Dr Babbage drives, all the way back.  It takes hours and hours.  By the time we arrive at the base, my bladder has swollen to the size of a watermelon.  The first thing I do when we get back to the house is spend a happy couple of minutes piddling in our little upstairs toilet. 
 
    “I might go straight to bed, Frank” yawns Dr Babbage as I emerge from the toilet.  “I suggest you should do the same.” I can hear his chest wheezing as he breathes.  He doesn’t look very well.  “It’s Saturday tomorrow,” he adds, rubbing his eyes, “I’ll tell Linda that you’re coming.” 
 
    Linda is Benny’s mum, who’s not his mum.  So that means I can play with Benny tomorrow! That’s cool.  Even though I’ve only been away just over a week, I find myself getting quite excited at the prospect of meeting up with my old buddy again. 
 
    “Oh, and Frank...” Dr Babbage catches my eye, just for an instant, and says something that I’ll always remember.  “You did a good job in London.  I’m proud of you.” 
 
    I stand there staring at him with my bulging eyes, unsure how to react to the compliment. 
 
    “Anyway, goodnight Frank.  Sleep well.  And don’t forget to take your magic juice.” 
 
    I don’t forget my magic juice.  Neither do I forget the fact that I’m a double agent with a tiny transmitter clamped to his teeth, who’s about to betray the man who’s looked after him all these years.  I have a sweaty and troubled night’s sleep, and wake to find that I’m more exhausted than when I went to bed. 
 
    * 
 
    As I lumber across the short gravel driveway to his front door, I see Benny jumping up and down, waving at me through the big front window.  He gives me a hug as I enter his house, wrapping his arms around my skinny waist and squeezing tightly.  His Chinese mother scowls at me and orders me to take my shoes off.  She seems even more grumpy than usual. 
 
    We play with Benny’s toy cars for a while, racing them around his front room, imagining they can fly.  Then we play a pretending game, where Benny is a surgeon and I’m the patient.  He removes my internal organs one by one and gives them a good wash with soapy water before putting them back in.  Then he calls to his mother, asking for a glass of milk.  We have bagels and milk in front of the TV, watching one of Benny’s wildlife DVDs.  We’re both reduced to tears of laughter by the busy antics of the gibbons, and Benny spills his milk chuckling at one of the apes eating a spider whilst scratching its bottom. 
 
    We’re just about to switch the TV off and play with Benny’s action figures when a hard knocking on the front window makes us both jump.  I look up to see Colonel Stump glaring through the pane at us.  Seconds later the doorbell rings, and Benny’s mother lets him in.  Stump comes storming in like an angry schoolmaster, grabs my T-shirt and lifts me straight up off the floor, carrying me out of the house like I’m a bag of trash.  Benny runs after us, crying and wailing, but his sobs are cut short by the slamming of the door. 
 
    I make a loud groaning noise and begin to wriggle and kick.  Dr Babbage is nowhere to be seen.  Stump carries me across the road and then across the empty parade square.  Then he puts me down on to my feet and begins dragging me along by my shirt.  I lash out and kick, but it just makes things more difficult for both of us.  It looks like we're heading towards the gymnasium, and for a dreaded moment I imagine this must be the start of another of my trials.  He grabs me by the waist and pulls me down into the basement of the gymnasium, a small windowless room that looks like it hasn’t been used for years.  There, he throws me down onto the floor, and that’s when I notice the other man in the room.  The man is wearing a white coat like the one Miss Bagley the science teacher wore in her classroom.  He stoops down and spends a little time rummaging around for something in a black plastic case.  Colonel Stump orders me to sit in a chair at the centre of the room. 
 
    “What have you to say for yourself?” yells Stump, thrusting his red face into mine.  Up close, he looks like a turkey; a turkey with flaring nostrils, if you can imagine such a thing.  “Oh, of course,” he continues, “you can’t say anything, can you? You’re as dumb as you are stupid.  So, let me say a few things...” 
 
    He throws a very familiar looking box file stuffed with papers onto the floor at my feet.  “I personally delivered this to my client this morning, and he threw it back in my face.  Says that it’s been altered; that we’ve been duped.  The Mannequin is unlikely to provide her part of the bargain, because these are not the proper documents.  Can you imagine my surprise, Wasdale? Can you?” 
 
    He slaps me hard across the face with the back of his hand, and I feel a sudden weight down below in my diaper. 
 
    “I can't see any reason why that English fool of a lieutenant would adjust the documents, unless he knew in advance that we were coming.  Do you see what I'm getting at, Wasdale, you bloody freak?  They must have tagged you, the so-called British intelligence; planted a little device on you, or in you. And you must have been complicit. Damn you!"  His voice has gone up several decibels in volume since he started his rant.  "Where did they put it?" he yells.  "Point to where they put it.” 
 
    I feel so scared, and so bound to my double mission, that I can’t bring my trembling hands to point to where the bug is.  So, Stump’s companion sets to work, pulling on a pair of white plastic gloves and plugging in a range of strange electric devices from his black case. 
 
    I won’t write down the details, because they’ll give you nightmares.  But suffice it to say that the things that the man in the white coat does to me make the taunts and clouts of silly bullies like Wayne Smith seem like warm embraces.  It takes about twenty minutes, and eventually the man finds the transmitter.  Stump is about to smash the tiny device under his boots when he suddenly has second thoughts. 
 
    “Drobert, how do you feel about earning another thousand bucks?” 
 
    The man in the white coat nods eagerly.  “Put this device in the lining of your case," Stump instructs him, "and drive South.  As far as you can get.  To the border, if necessary.  Then await my call.  I’ll make sure there’s a promotion in it for you too, if you do a good job.”  
 
    The man leaves, and Stump watches me pulling on my T-shirt and jeans.  “As for you, Wasdale, you’re coming with me.  There's something we have to do." 
 
    I have a horrible feeling I know what that 'something' is. 
 
    Stump kicks the chair out from under me and laughs as I collapse on to the floor. 
 
    “Get up, you grotesque creature.  Don’t make me carry you again.” He snatches my arm and drags me out of the room, through the empty gymnasium, and back towards Benny’s house. 
 
    * 
 
    It's pitch black in the back of the jeep.  I wish I had the words to comfort Benny, but I don’t.  All I can do lean my weight against him, partly to comfort him and partly to keep him away from the little pile of vomit I've made in the corner; a task that's made even harder by the fact that the jeep is now going uphill.  I reckon we've been on the road for about three hours.  From the sounds the tyres are making it seems that we've been on dirt tracks for the last twenty minutes or so.  I haven't heard any other traffic for ages.  We must be in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    Suddenly the jeep veers sharply and skids to a halt, throwing us around like forgotten bags of groceries.  We lose our battle to stay away from the puke.  Stump throws open the canvas and hauls us out into a gloomy light.  He curses the stink of us, then orders us to kneel on to the stony ground. 
 
    "Stay here," he barks.  Not that it would be too easy to move with our ankles and wrists bound tightly with cord. 
 
    Is he just going to dump us here, I wonder?  To leave us to starve, or get eaten by wild animals?  I take a quick look around.  We’re in the middle of a small clearing in a forest.  Tall pine trees, dark and thick with needles, surround us, filling the space with shifting shadows.  At the far end of the clearing is a dilapidated hut, and we watch as Stump strides towards it, pushes open its rotten front door and steps inside. 
 
    The trees seem to gobble up the light.  Even if we could cut free from our bindings, we would have nowhere to go.  I begin to feel overwhelmingly tired and depressed.  I really need my magic juice. 
 
    After a few minutes, Stump emerges from the hut.  “I'm taking you inside now.”  I watch helplessly as he drags Benny by the feet across the clearing, leaving a runnel of damp earth amongst the fallen leaves. Then he returns for me, dragging me along the same path.  He opens the door and pulls us both into the hut.  Benny catches a big splinter in his palm as he rubs against the doorframe and bursts into tears. 
 
    I smell the Mannequin before I see her.  Or, rather, I smell the perfume on her sheeny skin.  Through the gloom I see her standing at the back of the hut.  She is wearing a long coat and tiny slip-on shoes.  Next to her is a chair upon which a single candle has been lit, and four tables arranged a few metres apart, as if they were hospital beds.  Dark shapes lie on three of the tables.  Soldiers, in full uniform.  Fast asleep, by the look of them. 
 
    The Mannequin neither smiles nor acknowledges our arrival.  She doesn't even look at Stump when he addresses her. 
 
     "We haven't got much time," he grunts.  "I have brought the boy, just in case the adults don’t take.  As you suggested, Ma’am." 
 
    The Mannequin studies the wriggling six-year-old for a while, then places her stiff palm on his forehead and closes her eyes. 
 
    "Hurry," snaps Stump, lifting Benny on to the empty table, tying him down. 
 
    I wriggle and twist, trying in vain to free myself from my own bindings. 
 
    "Your foolish behaviour has forced my project into a new phase, Wasdale.  How do you feel about that?  Your treachery has given me no choice but to kill these three men.  And this little boy." 
 
    Kill?  I can't help but let out a deep groan, followed by a wet belch.   
 
    "I don't know what the hell you're trying to say, dumbass, but in case you're asking, let me explain.  You were the first.  You performed well enough in your trials to convince my clients that your type could prove very lucrative.  They see you as an indestructible fighting machine.  The only way to kill you is to decapitate you or slice you up into pieces.  Hell, you don't even feel pain..." 
 
    Stump, once more, decides to emphasise his point by giving me a hard kick up the butt. 
 
    "Think about it.  A platoon of mercenary soldiers made up of zombie freaks like you.  Can you imagine the money in that?  Money for me?" 
 
    He's pacing back and forth now, rubbing his chin, talking to himself as much as anyone. 
 
    "I needed those documents, Wasdale.  But you screwed up!" 
 
    He gives me another kick then leans over me, his face like as red as a blood moon. 
 
    "I will still get the information I need, Wasdale.  As soon as we’re done here, I’m going after Lieutenant Ramsbottom. I will kidnap his daughter, and torture her unless her father yields. This is what you’ve forced me to do.  A new mission, but not for you, Wasdale.  Your part in this is over.” 
 
    Colonel Stump pulls a pistol from his belt and points it straight at me, inches from my face.  
 
    I know what’s coming, and in a strange way I’ve resigned myself to it.  True, I would have loved to return to London, to see Ruby again and carry on my lessons at Cheasley High.  But, let’s face it, that was always going to be unlikely.  I died five years ago.  I'm nothing but a zombie freak.  And now this man, this short ruddy-faced bully, is preparing to give me back the death that the heavens owe me.  And I'm not bothered. 
 
    But what I am bothered about is Benny.  He doesn't deserve this.  He has no place in Stump's twisted plan.  I must do something. 
 
    Benny screams and wriggles on the table, kicking out under his straps.  The mannequin places a hand on his forehead and stands motionless, expressionless. 
 
    Stump’s thumb moves on the pistol, releasing the safety catch. 
 
    And then the weirdest thing happens.  Just as I release the contents of my bowels, the room fills up with the sound of another voice.  A female voice, with a strange foreign-sounding accent: 
 
    Don't worry, Frank.  I won't let any harm come to you. 
 
    I look around in the gloom.  I can't see anyone new.  The pistol jitters wildly in Stump’s trembling hand.  He clenches his teeth hard enough to break and sweat seeps from the pores on his forehead. 
 
    Is he having second thoughts?  Is he agonising over whether to pull the trigger? 
 
    Go, now.  I can't hold him forever. 
 
    That voice again.  Nobody else seems to have heard it.  Not for the first time, I begin to wonder if I'm truly losing my mind. 
 
    Stump closes his eyes and begins to sway back and forth.  A feeling deep inside tells me I should seize the moment.  I drop to the floor and begin to wriggle, snake-like, across the dusty wooden boards towards the door.  I find it hard to believe that Stump is not chasing after me, dragging me back in to the hut.  Or firing his gun. 
 
    The door bangs shut behind me and I roll out onto the dusty ground.  It's probably only mid-afternoon, but the thickness of trees makes it feel like dusk. 
 
    From inside the hut comes one of the strangest sounds I’ve ever heard.  It begins as a human scream, but soon transforms itself into something bigger, weightier, unearthly.  I instinctively cover my ears. 
 
    Colonel Stump comes crashing out of the door, shaking his head like a wet dog.  The strange sound from within the hut stops abruptly.  Cursing loudly, Stump swings his pistol towards me and fires a shot.  The bullet hits me in the left thigh. 
 
    He's about to fire again but is suddenly distracted by something up in the sky.  A great black shadow has appeared, like a floating whale, sweeping above the clearing. 
 
    Now I hear it.  That familiar low juddering—a helicopter.  A Cobra AH-1, if I’m not mistaken. 
 
    Stump throws his pistol into the woods and legs it, charging downhill away from the hut.  Suddenly, there’s a flash of light and a crackle of fire, and the woods are full of moving forms, streaming into the clearing like ants from a nest.  My head rattles to the sounds of gunfire and shouting.  Troops are everywhere; army, and FBI too by the look of it.  Bikes and jeeps and the clank of light artillery.  It feels like the start of a tiny war. 
 
    Several troops charge down the slopes after Stump, and the helicopter pitches forward, scattering dust and needles in its wake.  Within seconds, Colonel Stump has been captured.  He raises his arms in a theatrical gesture of surrender, and the troops force him to lie down with his face in the dirt.  I hear someone shout my name, and see little Benny running towards me, arms outstretched. 
 
    Stump is winched up into the helicopter.  Some of the troops jump in, and the helicopter powers away, the sound of its rotors replaced now by that eerie and unearthly wailing.  The soldiers that remain in the clearing drop to the ground, covering their ears.  My vision becomes blurred and wavy.  Benny falls to the floor, as if suddenly coaxed into a deep sleep.  
 
    Suddenly, the ropes that bind my wrists and ankles are being cut away.  Then I'm being led by the hand, deep into the woods.  I keep tripping up over my own feet but still we stumble further and further into the blackness. 
 
    And then everything goes quiet once more, and the mysterious person pulling me stops and lets me sit down amongst the pine cones and needles.  I breathe deeply.  Normal vision begins to return, bringing a dusky brown twilight to replace the wavering colours. 
 
    I'm so exhausted I could just lie here on the damp ground and go to sleep, but I desperately need to find out who it is that pulled me into the woods. 
 
    In the end, though, I don't even need my eyesight to identify my captor. 
 
    I can smell her perfume. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 - My atoms, your atoms 
 
      
 
    I must have dozed off big time, because when I wake up, the ground beneath me is soft and dry, and a fire is crackling in a little earth pit a few metres from my feet.  Above my head, branches thick with needles have been arranged into a makeshift roof.  It's quite a cosy little shelter, and for a little while I feel safe.  But then, staring into the flames, the bizarre events at the hut begin to creep back into my mind.  I look around frantically for the Mannequin, but she's nowhere to be seen in the dark.  Has she left me alone out here? 
 
    I've made some of your magic juice 
 
    The voice inside my head again.  The same one I heard at the hut. 
 
    You need to drink it.  Please.  It's by the fire. 
 
    Down the slope, I can see a second small pit lined with plastic, like an artificial puddle.  I make to stand up, but for some reason my left leg doesn't seem up to it.  Instead, I drag myself across the ground until I'm lying over the puddle.  I shove my stupid zombie face right down into the juice, slurping and gulping it like a thirsty moose. 
 
    We must move on soon.  You will need to eat. 
 
    I pull my face out of the pit to find the mannequin standing over me.  I don’t think I’ve ever been this close to her.  I notice that the polished skin around her nose is beginning to flake away. 
 
     It is me, Frank.  The voice you perceive in your head is mine. 
 
    I shake my head in disbelief.  The sound of her in my head is like the squelch and wriggle of a mouse burrowing into my brain.  I try covering my ears, but it seems to make the voice even louder. 
 
     Like you, I cannot speak.  Not physically.  But I can communicate, in the fashion of my species.   
 
    My species?  Did I hear that right?  In fact, did I hear it at all? 
 
    You didn't.  No sound waves have passed between us.  My signals are carried by other energies. 
 
    What the hell is she? 
 
    I watch as the mannequin walks over to the tiny fire and delicately places more twigs on it, coaxing the flames back to life. 
 
    It is still a great wonder to me that I can feel this heat, she says.  It is not my type of heat. 
 
    Now she has lost me.  She's harder to understand than some of the teachers at Cheasley High.  And that's saying something.  But amidst all this strangeness, something has just dawned on me, making me groan with excitement. 
 
    I can talk! 
 
    Hello, Miss Mannequin.  Can you hear this? 
 
    Her face, perhaps unsurprisingly, is devoid of expression. I try again: 
 
    Thank you for my magic juice.  I hadn't had any for ages.  Without it, I would dry up inside and die for good. 
 
    Still no response.  Not a smile, or even a nod. 
 
    I know that, Frank.  I am the one who makes your magic juice.  I secrete it from a gland near my bottom end.  It requires dilution, of course, before it’s fit for your consumption. 
 
    I can't help but look down at her bottom end. 
 
    Would you like me to remove my coat?  Do you want to see my gland? 
 
    Inside I squirm with embarrassment. I wonder if she's teasing me. 
 
    Colonel Stump advised me to retain a shape that matches the female of your species.  But it is not perfect. 
 
    As if to illustrate, she drops the coat, and stands there facing me, wearing nothing but her little red shoes.  I look away, pretending to be suddenly fascinated by the trees behind the shelter. 
 
    Don't be afraid to study me, Frank.  You are only seeing what is on the outside. 
 
    I turn and look at her, my heart thumping, my eyes wandering up and down her slender form.  I can see why we call her the Mannequin.  Her skin has the same pink-brown sheen all over, and in places looks to be almost mirroring the flames from the fire.  In all fairness, she has got a lovely womanly shape.  But there are no nipples on her breasts, and not a strand of hair from her top to her toes. 
 
    Look, she says, turning to show me her rear end. 
 
    She points to an area near the small of her back. 
 
    Come closer, so you can see something of what I really am. 
 
    I watch in bewilderment as she pushes her fingers in amongst the bubbles on her back, and gently pulls a flap of skin open.  There's a sucking, gloopy sound as she pulls the skin down over her buttocks, revealing a mess of red-brown tissue. 
 
    These are my secretion glands.  Teats, you might call them. 
 
    She's right, I think I would call them teats.  I've seen something like them before, on a great big sow in one of Benny's wildlife programs.  How we'd laughed when we watched all those piglets clamouring and fighting for a suck.  I'm not laughing now. 
 
    The Mannequin has six teats in total, two rows of three.  Fluid slowly oozes out of one of them, welling against the folded skin. 
 
    My glands are very active, she explains.  There are many in my species who are so old that their glands have dried up.  They can no longer give to others.  It is sad.  We call it the second death. 
 
    I don't know what she's on about, but her ramblings have prompted a question: 
 
    How old are you? 
 
    The Mannequin gently pulls her plastic skin back up so that her teats are covered, then reaches for her coat. 
 
    I am two-thousand-one-hundred-and-three.  A youngster.  How is your leg, Frank? 
 
    I'm glad she's asked, because the leg that Stump shot at isn't really working properly.  I don't feel any pain, of course, but it doesn't seem to be bending properly at the knee.  I'm afraid it will slow us down. 
 
    You need treatment.  Especially if the bullet has embedded itself.  I will try to locate Dr Babbage and take you back to him.  Do not worry, because there are solutes in the magic juice that will fight off any infection. 
 
    Take me back to Dr Babbage?  Should we really be going back to the base?” 
 
    Have you another suggestion? 
 
    I don’t even know where we are, so I shake my head.  But the mention of Dr Babbage has got me thinking. 
 
     Doctor Babbage told me that it was you who brought me back to life after the road accident, I say.  But he never told me why you did it, or how.  Said that he wasn’t allowed to.  I've often wondered about you.  To be honest, I'm frightened of you.  What the hell are you? 
 
    She puts a foot down on the embers of the fire, smothering them out.   
 
    I came to Earth five years ago.  I brought you back to life because that was my purpose, the reason they sent me.  My task was to find and rejuvenate a recently deceased human, and to bring them back to our side.  Something that has never been attempted before. 
 
    Whoa!  This is going to take a while to sink in.  I'd guessed she was a mutant.  But an alien? An alien who's going to take me back to her home planet? 
 
    It doesn't have to be you, she continues.  I could find another.  
 
    Something doesn't make sense.  If it was her entire purpose to rejuvenate a human and take it back to wherever the hell she comes from, why didn’t she do it straight after the accident?  Why's she still hanging around here after five years? 
 
    There were complications, she says.  My arrival on this Earth did not go unnoticed.  Within hours of my transfer here, teams of humans in uniform - FBI, CIA, and others - began to swarm all over the crossing point.  I hid from them, but they stole my means of transfer.  Took it away, so that I could not return. 
 
    Hell, she talks in a weird way.  You mean your spaceship?  They took your spaceship? 
 
    My means of transfer was not a spaceship.  But I'd be perfectly happy for them to believe it is.  No, you see, a spaceship moves through space.  To get here, I didn't have to move at all.  My Earth and your Earth are one and the same. 
 
    My Earth?  Her Earth?  What's she on about? 
 
    Against the advice of my superiors, I'm going to tell you a secret.  Something that nobody else knows on your Earth.  I'm going to trust you with this information, because I believe you are not the type to take advantage.  Am I correct in that assumption? 
 
    She's right.  I'm not one for blabbing. 
 
    Five hundred years ago, during a time of unparalleled scientific advancement, my species discovered that there was another Earth—your Earth—coexistent with ours.  My Earth, like yours, has its own continents, oceans, hills and valleys, but the map of my Earth looks completely different to yours.  The landmasses overlap with those of your Earth only in three narrow zones.  One is here in Alaska. With me so far? 
 
    I’m not sure, but I’m prepared to roll with it for now. 
 
     The three overlap zones represent quite a large area, about twenty thousand square miles.  However, gravity mapping revealed that there are only a handful of locations that are suitable for a safe transfer.  This is mainly due to the vastly differing topography of your Earth and mine. 
 
    Huh? 
 
    Apologies, Frank.  I forget that you have hardly been to school.  Let me put it another way.  A safe transfer between my Earth and yours is only possible at a small number of locations.  We call them crossing points.  If we attempted a transfer here, in our present location, we would both die in an instant.  This is because the land surface at this point on your Earth is about half a kilometre below the corresponding land surface in my Earth.  We would travel straight into dense bedrock.  It would be a crushing experience. 
 
    Was that an attempt at a joke? 
 
    Yes it was.  I tried to make light of a potentially distressing fact.  Did I make a misjudgement? 
 
    I couldn't care less.  I want to hear more about her Earth, and how she travels from there to here. 
 
    The means of transfer is difficult to explain, without a sophisticated understanding of quantum gravity.  I do not fully understand it myself, but I can give an overview.  Four hundred years ago, our subatomic particle scientists noticed some highly unusual data in their experiments.  The only way to explain the data was to invoke an entirely new type of matter.  A type of matter that felt gravity's pull but otherwise didn't interact at all with the atoms in our experiments.  These new atoms, it seemed, would just pass straight through our atoms, like wind through the holes in a wire fence.  These new atoms, you might already have guessed, are your atoms. 
 
    Mine? I say. 
 
    Not yours necessarily, Frank.  I mean the atoms that make up your Earth.  The atoms that make up your mountains, your seas, the air that you breathe.  About a hundred years after the initial discovery, our scientists worked out how to convert our atoms to yours.  They called it 're-labelling'.  We learned how to take a lump of our matter, re-label every particle in it, and send it to your Earth.  The apparatus we built to do this was called a 'transfer pod'.  The first successful experiment made headline news.  A small sample of rock from our Earth was placed in a transfer pod and re-labelled.  The rock disappeared.  No trace of it left whatsoever in the apparatus.  Which could only mean one thing. 
 
    The rock was sent here, to our Earth? 
 
    That's right.  A recent topographical mapping of the initial site suggests that it fell into your Pacific Ocean.  If a human had been watching from a boat, they would have seen a lump of rock materialise out of nowhere a few hundred metres above them and fall into the sea. 
 
    That would be cool. 
 
    After the famous rock-disappearing act, progress was rapid.  Next, they disappeared a living creature.  To your eyes it would look something like a small lizard.  After that, it was just a matter of scaling the apparatus up before they could try it with people.  But there was a problem.  A moral dilemma.  How could we ever tell if the people we re-labelled survived the process?  If they disappeared from our Earth, we would have no way of knowing whether they arrived alive on your Earth.  Unless, of course, we re-labelled the transfer pod itself, and sent it along with the scientists. 
 
    I'm liking this.  Put the transfer pod in a bigger transfer pod and send it across with some scientists.  Then the scientists can use the pod backwards, to get back to her Earth.   
 
    Those initial experiments were a bit of a disaster.  Ten scientists were sent across, along with three different pods.  None of them came back.  We suspect topographical issues, of course.  They probably suffered the same fate as the stone, plummeting to a watery death. 
 
    That must have made the scientists' hearts sink, I add, making it one-all in the making-light-of-a-potentially-distressing-fact game. 
 
    Indeed, replies the Mannequin.  Eventually we figured the topographical issues out, using high-resolution gravitational mapping. Since those early experiments, we have safely sent fifteen volunteers to explore and map your Earth.  The most important development was the self-labelling pod, which can transfer itself back and forth between our two worlds, along with any contents.  That's what I arrived in.  The thing you called a spaceship. 
 
    The spaceship that’s been stolen.  I wonder if the CIA have it, and where they've taken it. 
 
    I wonder too, Frank.  It is extremely important for my civilisation that we get the pod back.  We worry that your scientists might be able to reverse-engineer it and figure out how it works.  That could prove disastrous.  This is where Colonel Stump comes in.  And Dr Babbage.  And you. 
 
    She wants me to get her spaceship back? 
 
    Not exactly.  I just need to know where it's being kept.  I was hoping that Stump would provide the answer, provide the documents that detail the location of my pod.  And, fool though he is, he almost succeeded. 
 
    I gulp, realising my unfortunate part in the ruin of her plan.  My mind is whirring, trying to connect all this stuff together.  But one thing is clear.  The documents I was sent to receive on my mission.  The diagrams, the plans.  All along, it seems, I've been working for her.  For the Mannequin. 
 
    You're quite right, she says.  Although in my mind you've been working with me rather than for me. 
 
    To me, it doesn't make much difference.  Why did you involve Colonel Stump in the first place?  Why not just find the information yourself? 
 
    A gurgling sound emerges from somewhere within the mannequin’s shell.  I wouldn't know where to look for it, she replies.  I was very fortunate that Colonel Stump came along.  And fortunate that he's such a conniving, mean little man.  We struck a deal, soon after he found me.  I was wandering back towards the transfer site, holding you in my arms.  Stump had heard news of the discovery of an alien artefact in the woods, and he'd come to see it for himself.  Curiosity, I suppose.  He didn't find the artefact, but he found me.  I knew straight away that he might be able to help.  He had connections, in the military and beyond.  And for my part I could offer him something that he really wants. 
 
    He wanted me?  
 
    He wanted what you represented, Frank.  Power.  I told him what I'd done to you, that I'd brought you back to life as a zombie.  That you couldn't feel pain.  He didn't believe me at first, so he slapped you around a bit, just to make sure.  I made him an offer: if he could find out where they'd taken my pod, I'd provide him with a small army of undead soldiers.  I had no intention of doing such a thing, of course, but for him the prospect became something of an obsession.  He took me in to his quarters, helped me with my external appearance, provided a fake identity and papers.  Together, we trained you up, and you became an integral part of his plan.  It took almost five years to come to fruition. 
 
    So all that business back at the hut?  That was to be your part of her deal? 
 
    In his mind, yes.  But I knew I couldn't go through with it.  Finding you dead in a van and rejuvenating you is one thing, but deliberately killing those soldiers and that boy?  Such an act would be against my peoples’ moral code, and against my orders.  Besides, by the time he’d burst through the front door of that hut, I realised that his plan to get the papers had failed.  I was as relieved as you were when... 
 
    Suddenly her communication shuts down, and it feels like there's a vacuum in my head.  I ask her what's wrong, but no reply comes.  She presses a rubbery finger to her lips.  Message loud and clear—stay still and don’t talk. 
 
    We wait for several minutes in silence, and all I can hear is my big, slow heartbeat.  Then something else, a rustling in the distance.  Something moving through the trees.  Whatever it is stops for a while, as if searching.  Then it begins to shuffle forwards again, getting closer.  A low whisper enters my mind, barely audible as it dribbles into the silence. 
 
    I am picking up sentient signals, right at the edge of my range.  Coming from about half a mile away but getting stronger.  Be ready to move on, at my command. 
 
    A sudden scuffling sound, much closer than half a mile, makes me almost jump out of my grey skin.  I push the Mannequin's arm, trying to get her attention.  Has she not noticed? 
 
    A sniffing, and there's a wet nose near my cheek.  I sit bolt upright, alarmed, and whatever it is jumps out of the way, scurrying back into the night. 
 
    Black-tailed deer, whispers the Mannequin.  A young one.  Lost its mother, perhaps.  This forest is full of them.  Stay still, Frank.  No more sudden movements. 
 
    I let out a big gasp of relief, as if I'd been holding my breath for an hour. 
 
    Come, let’s go. 
 
    She moves quickly through the trees, and it takes all my effort—what with my gammy leg—to keep pace with her.  Dawn is coming fast now, a blue-grey light filtering through the canopy. 
 
    We’re crossing a dirt track into a dense copse of pines when I hear the helicopter.  The same one as before, from the sound of its blades.  The light changes and I hear voices.  Crackling voices on radios, like the ones they use back at the base. 
 
    We have found the boy.  Over. 
 
    I spin around to tell the Mannequin, but she has gone. 
 
    I look in all directions and listen hard for her voice in my head. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Suddenly, they’re on me.  The helicopter is hovering directly above, causing the boughs of the trees to shiver and sway.  Several pairs of hands lift me up from the ground strap me into a swinging harness. 
 
    The woman is not with him.  Repeat.  The woman is not with him. 
 
    The flashlights are so dazzling, I can't see anything.  The whipping sound from the helicopter's rotors gets louder.  Then I'm being winched up, higher than the top of the tallest pines, into the morning sky.  From up here I can see an ants-nest of soldiers, scurrying around below, searching and shouting and shaking their heads. 
 
    Whoever these men are, it seems the Mannequin has given them the slip.  I understand why she needs so desperately to evade capture, but I feel slightly saddened that she has abandoned me.  I try to call to her, reaching out with my thoughts as far as I can, but it doesn't work.  She’s out of range. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 - Debrief 
 
      
 
    After I'm strapped into a canvas seat inside the helicopter, I notice little Benny stretched out opposite me, a dark silhouette against the dawn-lit fuselage.  I’m relieved to see him twitch occasionally in his sleep, his chest moving up and down with deep dreamy breaths.  He doesn't appear to be hurt or injured, but I wonder how much the events back at the hut will affect him.  It's tempting to wake him up, to try to comfort him, but I think better of it. 
 
    As I try to wriggle into a more comfortable position, I notice something in my trouser pocket that I’m pretty sure wasn’t there earlier.  It’s a small plastic flask, which I open with eager anticipation.  Magic juice!  Concentrated and fresh.  The Mannequin must have secreted it earlier and slipped it into my pocket before she disappeared into the woods.  It takes me about three seconds to guzzle half of it.  I could easily drink the whole lot but decide it would be wise to save some for later. 
 
    I push the bottle back into my pocket and let out a forceful belch.  Some blue dribble comes out with the belch, which I quickly mop up with my tongue.  “You OK?” one of the troops asks, frowning at my weird behaviour.  The burst of concentrated juice has left me feeling hyperactive, if I’m honest.  Perhaps I should have been more careful with my dose.  I wonder if anyone has told the soldier that I can't talk.  All I can do is nod vigorously in the hope of deflecting the soldier's attention.  It doesn't work.  “We’re taking you to a place where you’ll be safe, somewhere we can get that wound sorted,” he says, glancing down at my injured leg. 
 
    A grimace and another belch successfully put a stop to the conversation.  Outside it is getting lighter, and I watch the landscape whizzing by beneath us.  We must have already flown a long way from the forest, because all I can make out below is a grey-brown flatness with some hills in the distance. 
 
    We’re in the air for at least a couple of hours before Benny finally begins to stir.  He looks groggy but gives me a big smile when he recognises me.  He asks me why I ran away from the hut and left him, and he asks me if I know how many Moose there are in the world.  Before I can even shrug my shoulders, he tells me the answer:  there are about three million, and did I know that one in every three Moose is Canadian?  The soldier sitting next to Benny looks bemused, then glances at his watch.  "Nearly there," he grunts, and almost on cue the helicopter begins to descend. 
 
    The Sun is quite high in the sky as we arrive at our destination—a small airfield in the middle of nowhere.  The soldier tells us that we won’t find this place on any map.  No roads lead here, and for fifty miles in every direction there's nothing but dry and bumpy tundra.   
 
    The rotors are still spinning as we step out of the helicopter, causing flakes of skin to flee my face like dry snow.  A canvas-covered truck is waiting for us, and the moment we’re inside, the helicopter takes off.  The soldier that accompanied us on the flight didn't even say goodbye, and now we’re faced with another nameless soldier with a bigger nose and harsher face.  This one doesn't even attempt to speak to us. 
 
    The truck pulls up alongside a grey hangar, and we pile out.  It feels nice to stand on a dusty, solid ground that isn’t wobbling or lurching.  Now we can properly stretch our legs. 
 
    “I think we’re a long way from home,” says Benny, gazing northwards towards the distant hills. 
 
    By my reckoning, we must have flown a couple of hundred kilometres south.  Benny looks up at me with his big hazel eyes, and I find myself wondering where his true home is.  And why his parents left him to wander the streets, to be found and snatched by Colonel Stump. 
 
    I gaze around me and notice lights in the sky near the eastern horizon.  Pinpricks of light, swaying and juddering, getting ever-closer.  Looks like more copters, a whole convoy of them, heading this way. 
 
    The soldier has noticed them too.  “Get inside,” he grunts, gesturing towards a metal door at the foot of the hangar.  Inside, we take some aluminium steps up to a corridor, with an office at one end.  The office has leather chairs, a fridge, and a big glass table in the middle with maps and newspapers strewn all over it.  The soldier pours two cups of milk, one for me and one for Benny, and tells us to wait. 
 
    We each take one of the leather chairs.  They’re the revolving type, and we entertain ourselves for a few minutes by swivelling round and round until we’re both giddy.  Then Benny, rather cheekily, opens the fridge and finds some slices of cheese and ham, which we devour hungrily, like a pair of opportunist wolves.  I’m halfway through my fourth slice of ham when the soldier returns, accompanied by two men dressed casually in jeans and checked shirts. 
 
    “This is agent Sparks, and this is agent Lowe,” grunts the soldier, closing the door behind him.  Agent Sparks is a white man with a serious face.  Agent Lowe is a black man with a serious face.  Both are from the CIA.  Both remain standing. 
 
    Agent Lowe speaks first.  “We have some questions for you, Frank.  Please answer them truthfully.  And don’t worry, we’re the good guys.” 
 
    I lean forward in my chair.  I have lots of questions to ask, too, but I suppose they can wait.  Benny is still swivelling in his chair and stuffing his face with cheese. 
 
    “How long have you known Colonel Jackson Stump?” 
 
    Jackson? Is that really his name? 
 
    “Five years,” I try to say, straining and forcing the words out, to be accompanied by looks of agonised concentration from agent Lowe. 
 
    “I didn’t catch that, Frank,” he says.  “Did you understand that, Sparks?” 
 
    “I think he said ‘Bad news’.  Is that what you said, Frank?” 
 
    I shake my head and mime the act of writing on an invisible pad of paper.  The soldier with the big nose finds a pen in one of the desk drawers, and hands it to me.  I grab a newspaper from the table—there’s room enough in the margins to scribble my answers. 
 
    “OK,” says agent Lowe.  “Let’s do it again.  How long have you known Colonel Jackson Stump?” 
 
    Five years, I scribble. 
 
    “And how long have you known Olivia Vasquez?” 
 
    Who? 
 
    “The woman in the hut, Frank.  The one with weird skin and too much make up.” 
 
    Five years. 
 
    “Where is your carer, the one you call Dr Babbage?” 
 
    I don’t know. 
 
    I receive a look of suspicion from agent Sparks for my efforts.  But it’s true; I haven’t seen Dr Babbage since he dropped me off at Benny’s house yesterday morning. 
 
    “A simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ for this one, Frank.  Are you a zombie?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Sparks and Lowe glance at each other.  “Sorry, Frank.  Just for confirmation.  Is that a ‘yes’.  You are a zombie?” 
 
    YES. 
 
    I hope that putting it in capitals makes it clearer. 
 
    Agents Sparks and Lowe glance at each other.  “That’ll be all for now, Frank.  Sergeant Taylor will look after you and arrange for a comfortable sleep here tonight.  I have sent for a medic to look at that leg.  We shall be back in the morning.  Good night, Frank.  Goodnight, Benny.” 
 
    “Goodnight John boy” says Benny, picking at the arm of his chair, and smiling at the agents, neither of whom smile back.   
 
    * 
 
    The following morning, after an awkward sleep in a thin bunk, I find myself back in the office awaiting a person that big-nosed Sergeant Taylor refers to as a ‘special visitor’.  Benny is fast asleep, and we’ve decided not to wake him up.  It’s not as if he can contribute much in the way of useful information.  Nevertheless, Sergeant Taylor assures me that our ‘special visitor’ will want to talk to Benny when he eventually wakes from his slumber. 
 
    It comes as a bit of a shock when our visitor finally arrives.  It’s Mr Petersen, the bald man from MI6, the one that planted the bug in my teeth back in England. 
 
    “Frank Wasdale!  Good to see you again,” he pronounces, as if he’s an old friend.  “How are you feeling?” 
 
    I’m not feeling too good, to be honest.  A doctor examined my leg yesterday and told me that it'll take a few months to heal, despite the fact it's only a flesh wound.  And I’ve been suffering from waves of shivering and vomiting since I woke at 6 am.  It’s been nearly 12 hours since I drained the last of my magic juice from the Mannequin’s flask.  I don’t know how long I can last.  I've hardly got the energy to write.  I try to tell him in my own slow way that I feel bad. 
 
    “Eh? What?"  he says, with a furrowed brow.  "Oh, good.  Pleased to hear it.  Now let’s get down to business.”  Mr Petersen sits in one of the leather armchairs and swivels until he’s facing me.  Agent Lowe leans against the wall behind Petersen.  I didn’t see him come into the office - it’s as if he’s risen from the carpet. 
 
    “Morning Frank,” says Lowe, nodding his big black head. 
 
    Petersen coughs to signal my attention. 
 
    “Firstly, Frank,” he begins, “We’d like to offer an apology.  We screwed up, with the document.  We put it together in haste.  And it was you who got impaled on the sharp end of our mistakes.  A bad business.  We’re sorry.” 
 
    I’m not quite sure what all this ‘we’ and ‘our’ stuff is about.  Does he mean himself and Ruby’s dad?  MI6?  The British government?  The CIA?  
 
    “But you got through it without us, didn’t you?  From what I’ve heard, you behaved like a hero, up there in the mountains.  And you managed to escape, even from us professionals...” 
 
    I wish he’d get to the point. 
 
    “Some good news first.  Since you are currently of no fixed abode, Lieutenant Ramsbottom has kindly offered to take you under his wing for a while.  He will house you and feed you at his home in London, whilst we go about the delicate business of tracing your next of kin.  You can even return to school, if you like, once we’ve spoken to the authorities.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say (not that I would be able to say it, anyway).  Living with Ruby, and returning to Cheasley High?  That would be a dream come true.   
 
    “Remember, this is just an offer, Frank.  Nobody’s forcing you to return to London. There are alternatives...” 
 
    I fetch a pen from the table and scrawl on the back of one of the maps: 
 
    I want to go back to London.  But can I ask you some questions first? 
 
     “Of course, Frank.  Fire away.” 
 
    Has Colonel Stump gone to prison? 
 
    “Legal procedures have not yet begun, but I think it’s fair to say that he’ll be locked up for a long, long time.  You’ll be safe from him, if that's what you're wondering.” 
 
    Next question; one that’s been niggling at me since I arrived here at the little airfield: 
 
    Stump removed the transmitter from my teeth.  So how did you know that I’d been taken up into the mountains, to the hut? 
 
    “Ah.  Yes, I was coming to that.”  Petersen rubs his chin and leans back in his seat.  “We received a tip-off yesterday morning.  Or, rather, Lieutenant Ramsbottom received a tip-off, back in the UK.  Somebody called him and told him what was happening.  Somebody who knew the base and the area well, and who even gave us the exact grid coordinates of the hut.  I think you know who it was, Frank...” 
 
    Dr Babbage? 
 
    “The very man.  And we received this from him, just two hours ago, from an internet cafe in Fairbanks...” 
 
    He takes a folded printout from his jacket pocket and passes it to me.  The font is tiny, but I can just about read it; there's an address to a place called "Mendoza Storage" and a list of hand-written instructions regarding the dosage of my magic juice: 
 
    “I’ve been giving him 100 mg with his breakfast, 100 mg with lunch, and 200 mg intravenously before bedtime.  He always takes his medicine.  He’s a good boy.” 
 
    It’s daft, I know, but I suddenly feel like crying.  Good job my tear ducts are dysfunctional, or I might have embarrassed myself. 
 
    "My colleagues have already checked out Mendoza Storage,” Petersen says.  “It's a container facility half an hour's drive from Camp Tiger.  Grubby place, but my men gained access easily enough.  They found a jerry can containing ten litres of your 'medicine'.  A goopy blue liquid with a funny smell.  One litre is in the hands of our medical analysts, and the rest is on its way here.  What's the medicine for, Frank?"  
 
    I'm about to reach for my pen when we're interrupted by a loud knock at the door.  Agent Lowe opens the door to a young lady wearing big black plastic glasses and a white lab coat and holding a contraption that looks like an old-fashioned camera.  She seems out of breath, like she's been for a brisk jog. 
 
    "The retinal data?" she asks, more to Petersen than Lowe.  "I was told to come up here as soon as possible." 
 
    Petersen nods.  "If it's OK with you, Frank, we need to photograph both your eyes.  For security purposes." 
 
    The lady in the lab coat sits down beside me and holds up the contraption, then spends a few moments strapping it to my face.  "Keep your head still and don't blink.  It won't hurt," she says. 
 
    It doesn't hurt.  Unbeknown to her, she could have rubbed a cheese grater across my nose and it wouldn't hurt. 
 
    When she's done with her weird camera, she tells Petersen and Lowe that the data will be on the system within the hour. 
 
    "Good," says Petersen, ushering her out of the door.  "We have something important to show you, Frank.  Something you might be able to shed light on.  Follow me." 
 
    * 
 
    Half an hour later, I'm standing with Petersen in front of something that looks like a cage.  We're at the end of a long corridor, next to a door with a flashing green light. 
 
    "This lift will take us down to the laboratories, Frank."  He turns a key in the metal frame and the cage door clicks open, allowing us both in.  “Careful.  It's a tight fit." 
 
    The cage begins to drop down into the darkness, making a rattling, clunking sound.  Down and down, for what feels like several minutes.  We must be deep in the bowels of the Earth when the cage finally judders to a stop, facing a red door with a flashing amber light.  Empty trays and trays piled with clothes lie on the floor to either side of the door.  It's warm down here, and noisy with the sound of pumps and machinery. 
 
    "You have to take an air shower before going in," Petersen shouts over the din.  I don't know what he means, but I soon find out.  He asks me to strip to my underpants (or diaper in my case) and to leave the rest of my clothes in one of the empty trays.  He does the same, and there's a moment of awkward embarrassment as we try not to look at each other’s pale skinny bodies.  Then we're through the red door and into a brightly lit cubicle with hundreds of little holes in the walls and floor.  Petersen presses a green button and jets of air squirt out at us from various nozzles.  The air makes my cheeks vibrate, and the jets are so strong I begin to worry that they might blow my diaper off.  That wouldn't be a pretty sight—I haven't changed my diaper for three days. 
 
    "This prevents dust contamination" shouts Petersen, the jets softening now, leaving only the low humming of ventilation.  As we step out the other side of the air shower, Petersen leads me into another white cubicle where we change into baggy paper overalls with hoods.  There, he instructs me to put on some of the most ridiculous footwear I have ever seen.  "Surprising how much skin can come off your feet," he says, pulling up his hood and tightening his overalls at the waist.  Next, he asks me to look into a peephole set into the wall.  "Retina scan," he explains.  "Fingers crossed, the system should recognise you." 
 
    There's a loud bleep, then Petersen puts his eye to the scanner.  Another bleep, and a narrow hatch opens in the wall. 
 
    "Welcome to oil," he says when we're through the hatch.  I look around but see no oil.  All I see is what looks like the inside of a small aircraft hangar, with four or five people milling around wearing the same crazy paper suits as us. 
 
    In the centre of the hangar is a sight that makes my jaw drop.  A shiny metal pod, egg-shaped and glimmering and perfectly reflective.  At its highest point, the egg looks twice my height, and is perhaps twice as long as that, from end to end.  It's perfect.  It's beautiful.  And I reckon I know what it is. 
 
    "Oil," says Petersen again, staring at the pod with the gaze of a proud father.  "O.I.L—The Occurrence Investigation Laboratory.  There are only twenty people on the whole planet that know about this place, Frank.  That know about the occurrence.  They've sworn themselves to secrecy, as I know you will.  Let's take a closer look." 
 
    The only disturbance to the perfect geometry of the shell lies near one end, where various instruments have been strapped onto the metallic surface. 
 
    "The hull is surprisingly thick.  All our attempts open it failed.  But we’re beginning to get a handle on the interior structure using high-intensity ultrasound.  That's what this machine does."  To illustrate, Petersen taps one of the appendages at the end of the egg with his white-gloved fingers. 
 
    "There is machinery inside, Frank.  Some form of propulsion mechanism, we think.  I'm hoping that the next phase of the project will show us how it works.” 
 
    He turns to me, his gaze suddenly serious.  “We don’t know what this craft is, or where it came from.  I was hoping you might be able to provide me with some answers.” 
 
    Petersen looks at me almost accusingly as he says this.  As if he's expecting a response.  I stare at him with my boggly eyes and shrug my shoulders.  The other workers down here have noticed me at last, and some of them are coming over.  Petersen waves them off. 
 
    "Listen, Frank.  Any information about this ship will be regarded as top-grade intelligence of utmost importance.  The sort of intelligence that can set a person up for life.  Do you know what I'm saying?" 
 
    I don't. 
 
    "Let me put it to you more directly.  What do you know about this ship?" 
 
    I'm starting to feel sweaty and bit nauseous.  How does he know that I know?  Should I tell him everything the Mannequin told me? 
 
    "You must know something, Frank.  The documents you were asked to steal from Ramsbottom's office were directly related to the existence of this facility.  Somebody, one of Stump's clients, is desperately trying to find this ship, and we don't know why.  You must have heard something.  All those years with Colonel Stump and Dr Babbage.  A name, perhaps.  Or a motivation." 
 
    Neither Stump nor Babbage ever mentioned anything about their clients, other than the suggestion that they might prove a passport to riches.  I shake my head, but Petersen doesn't seem convinced. 
 
    “For all we know,” he says, “this pod might contain sophisticated weaponry.  It could be a danger to us all.  The thought of it falling into the wrong hands distresses me greatly.” 
 
    Again, he looks at me with a mixture of suspicion and hope. 
 
    “Take a few hours to think on this, Frank.  We can talk again later." 
 
    Petersen's friendly demeanour seems to have gone to the same place as his hair.  He is gruff with me as we go back up the lift shaft and is still gruff with me when we step at last out into fresh air.  He remains gruff with me as he walks me back to my quarters. 
 
    "A few hours," he reminds me as he ushers me back into my little room, where Benny is sitting at the table playing with a fruit bowl.  Benny greets me enthusiastically and starts asking me loads of questions about monkeys and bananas. 
 
    I'm not in the mood for play.  I tell Benny that I need to rest, and that I'll play with him later.  He looks disappointed, and I wonder if he's going to burst into tears again.  It would be my fault if he did.  Gruffness, it seems, is catching. 
 
    * 
 
    As promised, Petersen pays me a visit a couple of hours later.  He's not alone.  Agents Sparks and Lowe are with him, and Sergeant Taylor. 
 
    "Take Benny to the canteen," Petersen says to agent Sparks.  "We need to talk with Frank alone."  Benny gives me another sad look as he leaves.  I'm not sure if he likes me anymore. 
 
    As soon as the door's closed, Petersen claps his hands together.  “First,” he says.  “Is anybody going to make me some tea?  White with two sugars.” 
 
    Sergeant Taylor takes the hint, huffing as he strides off into the adjacent kitchen, leaving me alone with the two spooks. 
 
    “So,” says Petersen, addressing agent Lowe, “do you want to start by telling Frank what you just told me?" 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” Lowe clears his throat, as if preparing for a speech to the masses.  "From what we’ve learned so far, Frank, the business that you got yourself caught up in looks like a small operation:  Stump; Miss Vasquez the plastic lady; two drill sergeants; Babbage and Benny’s full-time-carer.  Everyone else we’ve talked to at the base knew about you but believed you to be Dr Babbage’s grandson.  Most seemed oblivious to the nature of your training.  Those that knew about it seemed to be under the impression that it was an intense form of physiotherapy.” 
 
    I almost cough my teeth up at that one, causing Lowe and Petersen to look at me in alarm. 
 
    “You OK, Frank?” says Petersen.  “Anything in Lowe’s account so far that doesn’t tie in with your experience?” 
 
    I shake my head and try hard not to smile.  An intense form of physiotherapy? 
 
    Petersen continues.  “It seems that outside of this small group, nobody at the base knew you were undead.  Stump did all he could to keep his personal project from the U.S.  military.  His mysterious clients have covered their tracks very well, and my guess is that they’ll fade away like morning mist now that we’ve captured him.  We do know how much they’ve paid Stump, though, from his accounts.  A million bucks up front.  We're guessing he was due more upon successful completion of the project.” 
 
    Holy socks! A million dollars, for me? 
 
    "Successful completion, from what Stump has told us so far, would have involved the creation of a half-dozen or so more zombies like yourself.  These would have been put to mercenary use.  A privately-owned elite force.  I find this hard to believe.  But if there is truth in it, we've really opened a can of worms.  As such, we are putting all our efforts into finding Babbage and this plastic lady.” 
 
    Petersen shouts for his tea and gets a curt reply from Sergeant Taylor in the kitchen. 
 
    “A quick question, Frank.  Is it true that you can feel no pain?  None whatsoever?” 
 
    I nod, and Petersen stares at the floor for a while, clearly deep in thought.  The big-nosed sergeant returns from the kitchen, a tea towel slung over his shoulder, carrying a thin china cup.  Petersen takes a sip, closing his eyes for a moment to savour the taste. 
 
    "That'll be all, Sergeant Taylor," he shouts.  "Now please do us the favour of leaving us alone." 
 
    Without a glance at either of us, Taylor leaves, and we listen to his clicking footsteps receding down the corridor. 
 
    Petersen leans in closer.  "Something else happened out there in the woods, didn't it?  After our boys left." 
 
    I give him my best blank face.  In fact, my usual blank face. 
 
    "You see, all this about money changing hands and private zombie armies is interesting enough, but I have a suspicion that there’s more to this.  A link, perhaps, to the Occurrence?" 
 
    Blank face still set. 
 
    Petersen’s gruff persona is back.  He leans even closer.  I sit up straight and take a deep breath. 
 
    "Obviously, we're not going to torture you," he laughs.  "We're on the same side, aren't we?  But information is power.  Surely you know that?" 
 
    He pats me on the shoulder, buddy style.  A style that doesn't suit him at all. 
 
    "I don’t see how the documents Stump sent you after—the only documents outside the USA that refer to this test facility—I just don’t see how they could have helped his own personal cause.  Unless, of course, his hand was being forced.   Once more, Frank, what do you know about the link with the occurrence?  With the pod we have down in the lab?  What exactly do you know?" 
 
    He hands me a pen and a large ream of paper. 
 
    “Write it down for us, Frank.  Write what you know about the plastic lady.  We know that she accompanied you during your escape from the hut.  Our forensic team found fibres from her coat all over your clothing.  You must know something about her.  Who she is.  Where she came from.  Write it all down, here on the paper..." 
 
    You know what?  If Petersen didn't have such a crabby attitude, I might be better inclined to write it all down, to spill it all down on paper, like I did at Ruby's house.  But I haven’t figured out who’s good and who’s bad here, so I decide to keep some cards close to my chest.  But I need to give him something, don't I?  Something to keep him off my back. 
 
    All I know is that when I died in that accident, she found me, and she brought me back to life.  And that she makes my magic juice. 
 
    Petersen studies my scribbled efforts and smiles.  He clearly feels that he’s won one.  "She makes your magic juice?  Your medicine?  Is that what you mean?" 
 
    I nod, and write some more: 
 
      She didn't like what Stump was doing and she didn't want to make any more zombies.  I'm the only one she's made. 
 
    There, that's enough.  I don't want to give him any more. 
 
    Petersen raises his eyebrows.  "Let me summarise, Frank.  A strange-looking woman happens upon a dead boy while she’s taking a stroll in the woods.  In a sudden epiphany, she realises that she has all the powers of a fantastical necromancer and decides to bring the boy back to life.  On the very same night at a location less than 10 kilometres away, an alien artefact appears as if from nowhere.  Two of the weirdest and potentially most significant events in human history.  Don't you think it a bit of a coincidence?" 
 
    I haven't said that is wasn't. 
 
    "And if this 'woman' told you that she didn't like what Stump was doing, why didn't she just clear off five years ago?  Why hang around?  For her share of the money?  Something just doesn't hold up, Frank." 
 
    Petersen finishes his tea with a gulp, then stands up.  "Here's where we are, Frank.  I am convinced that you have said all you're going to say on the matter.  I would like to think, though, that you are still prepared to help us.  Am I correct?" 
 
    I nod, as enthusiastically as I can manage. 
 
    "I have arranged for you to fly back to England with me tonight.  An unlisted flight, of course, from this uncharted airfield." 
 
    Now I'm genuinely enthusiastic.  I would love to see Ruby again.  Ruby and her puppy. 
 
    “Once in London, I will arrange transport for you to the Ramsbottom’s’ house, as promised.  You are not to return to school, though, until you receive the all-clear from me.  The English education authorities can be a tough nut to crack.  We will meet from time to time, discreetly.  I have put a plan together in my head, based on what you have told me.  There is something very important that I want you to do in London.  Are you listening?” 
 
    I'm gasping slightly, trying to suppress a stubborn knot of vomit that's trying to work its way from my stomach.  So I probably wasn't giving him the attention he thinks he deserves. 
 
    "I have a strong feeling that either Dr Babbage or this peculiar Miss Vasquez will attempt to contact you during the next few weeks.  If that happens, I want you to tell me straight away.  Do you hear?  Within minutes, I need to know.  I shall supply a cell-phone with a dedicated secure line to my office.  You will carry it with you at all times.  Understood?" 
 
    I reach for my pencil. 
 
    How do you know they will try to contact me? 
 
    "Psychological profiling, Frank.  We may never have met Dr Babbage or Miss Vasquez, but we're getting to know how they think.  From the instructions Babbage sent regarding your medicine, we estimate that you will have just two weeks in London before the jerry can of juice runs out.  Assuming our profiling is accurate and knowing what we do now about the source of your juice, one of them will make contact.  They won't want you to shrivel up and die; they care about you, in a twisted kind of way. " 
 
    Petersen is a clever man, it must be said.  Setting me up as bait to catch two fish at once.  Very clever.  But I'm not sure that I want those two fish caught.  I decide to keep these thoughts to myself.  I'll go along with Petersen's plan, at least for now.  Hopefully I'll get a fun few weeks out of it, whatever happens. 
 
    "Good,” Petersen declares.  “That's settled.  Get your things together—the pilot is ready when you are." 
 
     Before he goes, there’s one more question I need to ask; a matter of urgency. 
 
    Can Benny come with me? To England? 
 
    Petersen rubs his shiny bald head and purses his lips.  “I’m afraid not, Frank.  His place is here, on U.S.  soil.  The FBI will attempt to trace his parents, and—if that fails—he will be relocated, probably to another state.  You can stay in touch, though.  Maybe even visit one day.” 
 
    That’s not exactly the answer I wanted to hear.  Petersen gives me permission to go and see Benny, in the canteen, before I leave.  No more than five minutes, he says.  I decide to bring the empty fruit bowl and a few teaspoons with me.  I did promise to play.  As I lumber down the corridor, I practise breaking the news to Benny as gently as possible. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 - Requiem, of sorts 
 
      
 
    It’s my first day back at Cheasley High.  It’s Monday morning, and exactly a week since I arrived back in London.  Ruby’s dad (who is happy for me to call him by his first name—Clive—rather than Lieutenant Ramsbottom) received a call last night from Petersen at MI6.  Everything is in place, Petersen said; the school and the local press have been successfully ‘neutralised’.  The ‘official’ version of events records that my blood test went off to the lab and came back normal.  Panic over. 
 
    Whatever Petersen did, it certainly seems to have changed the Head’s attitude; I found him waiting at reception for me this morning, and the first thing he did was shake my hand and apologise profusely for the insensitivity of some of his staff.  He even shook my hand firmly and wished me luck with my studies. 
 
    Ruby seems to have adapted well to me living in her house and told me the other night that she’s grateful for the company.  Her father, it must be said, is a somewhat intense and serious man, so my being there has lightened things up a little.  Ruby has decided that she wants to be a doctor when she leaves school, and so has taken a real interest in my health and medication.  She’s happy to take responsibility for administering my magic juice; she makes up my semolina each morning and mixes the dose in with great care and attention.  I haven't told her that my supply is going to run out within a week, and that I will die if Petersen's hunch about Dr Babbage and the Mannequin turns out to be wrong. 
 
     Talking of Petersen, he contacted me late last night on my secret phone to inform me that he and his team are trying to locate my next of kin, for the purpose of official records.  I don't know why, but the thought of finding a real living relative scares me.  I quite like it here in Cheasley with Ruby.  I don't want to be adopted by a stranger. 
 
    The bell rings for the end of form time.  “Frank? Are you all right?” asks Mr Willets.  I nod, and moan.  Just thinking about stuff, I write on my all-new electronic notebook that the school has provided. 
 
     “Will you be able to get around today, with Ruby not being here?  I could get another pupil to help you, if you like.” 
 
    Quite which other pupil is uncertain, for they’ve all stampeded out of the room.  I scribble that I should be able to find my way around. 
 
    My first lesson is geography.  The teacher, a young man with an exceptionally hairy face, bounds around the room talking about pebbles, beaches, erosion, and the pounding sea (the pounding sea, the pounding sea, you see?)  He draws something called an arch on the board and gets us to copy it.  Then he asks us to draw a stack, and my first thought is a stack of what?  I lean across and copy the drawing of a boy with spiky hair called James, who's sitting next to me.  His drawing consists of a wiggly line with a rectangle on top, and he seems pleased with it.  The next two lessons (maths and history) proceed in the same happy-weird sort of way. 
 
    At lunch, James with the spiky hair comes and sits next to me.  As I wallop back my semolina and soda, he tells me with great enthusiasm about going to the football this weekend with his dad and his uncle.  He asks me which team I support.  I shrug my shoulders and give him a slightly insane grin.  He laughs and tells me I’m one crazy mother. 
 
    The strangest lesson of the day is P.E.  We play a game called rugby, which is a bit like football but without all the pads and helmets.  I spend most of the game on the ground, literally eating mud, as people pile on top of me.  The teacher tells me what I lack in pace I more than make up for in ugliness and intimidation.  I think he meant it as a complement.  The whole experience reminds me of some of my training sessions with Stump, although this time I come out with all my bones in their normal positions and both my eyes safely in their sockets.  During the game I lumber into Wayne Smith, knocking his chin with my shoulder, sending him spinning to the ground.  I brace myself for retaliation, but none comes my way.  He just swears then goes back to chasing the ball.  I think he’s scared of me.  I don’t think he’ll be causing trouble any more. 
 
    I arrive back at Ruby’s house that evening feeling satisfied that my first day back at school wasn’t a complete disaster.  Ruby is still in her pyjamas when she opens the door, but she seems breathless and excitable. 
 
    “Bernie! You’re not going to believe what I’ve found.  Come on upstairs, I can’t wait to show you.” 
 
    Trevor the puppy seems even more excited to see me, yapping and snapping at my heels, his tail vibrating like a twanged ruler.   
 
    Ruby’s room is a mess.  Pieces of paper are spread out all over her bed and her floor, and I watch as she rummages under a rubble of printouts to locate her laptop.  “Who needs MI6?” she says, tapping the keys and scanning the screen.  “I’ve been doing some research of my own.  Trying to find out about your parents and your accident and stuff.  Look at all this.” She gestures to the chaos that is her bed and her floor.  “Hours of work, Bernie.  Hours.” 
 
    Not bad for someone who’s been off school with a headache and stomach cramps. 
 
    “Now, I know you said that Frank Wasdale probably isn’t your real name, but I thought it wouldn’t hurt to try.  I tried all the search engines, even Dad’s classified ones, but none of the Frank Wasdales I found were born the same year as you.  Then I got thinking about your surname, and that’s when I had my flash of inspiration.  I found you! Look...” 
 
    She pushes a printout into my hand.  It’s from a newspaper called the Winksfield Herald: 
 
    Three die in tragic Holiday Smash 
 
    The Herald is sad to announce the death of three local residents, Mr Peter Franklin, Mrs Susie Franklin, and their five-year-old son Dale, who died when their car hit a fallen tree during their tour of Lake Clark National Park, Alaska.  The funeral will take place next Tuesday at 3.00 pm at St Michael’s Church, where Peter and Susie were active members of the congregation... 
 
    I could go on reading, but something’s forming in the thick soup of my mind; not a recollection as such, but perhaps the beginning of one; a hint of something that might have been.  Dale Franklin.  Winksfield. 
 
    I can’t be that little boy again, but I can imagine him now, stepping out of his house on a cool autumn afternoon, clasping the hand of his mother. 
 
    Dale Franklin. 
 
    Me. 
 
     “What do you think?” says Ruby breathlessly.  “I mean, it has to be you, doesn’t it?  The date, the place of the accident.  It all ties together.” 
 
    She’s right, and she’s a genius.  But at the moment, I can’t match her enthusiasm.  Reading that article has made me feel sad.  Dale was a real living person, who probably had rosy skin and bright eyes.  And now Dale is dead.  It feels as if the accident has happened all over again. 
 
     “And look here,” continues Ruby, sliding bits of paper around until she finds what she’s after, a slightly smudged black-and-white map.  “Winksfield is a little village in Surrey, and it’s only about twenty miles away.  Look - there’s St Michael’s church.”  She prods an ink-stained finger onto the fold of the map, then glares at me, seemingly frustrated by my lack of enthusiasm. 
 
    “Don’t you see what this means, Bernie?  Winksfield is where your funeral took place.  You might have a grave! Or at least a memorial.  We can visit it at the weekend.”  
 
    Forgive me if I'm not waving my arms around with glee but visiting a stone that marks my death is not my idea of a good time.  I smile, though, because I want Ruby to feel pleased with the work that she's put in. 
 
    I'm spared any more revelations by the appearance of Lieutenant Ramsbottom (sorry, I mean Clive) who pops his head around the door and informs us that dinner is ready.  Ruby winks at me slyly, and we follow him down to the dining room. 
 
    * 
 
    It's Saturday.  Ruby has noticed that my supply of magic juice is getting a bit low.  I reckon I've only got two days left, but I haven't mentioned this to her.  Instead, I've reassured her that Petersen is going to supply some more soon.  I just wish I could reassure myself.  Neither Dr Babbage or the Mannequin have made any attempt to contact me, at school or at home.  For all I know, they’re still in Alaska. 
 
    I keep checking my secret cell-phone, but Petersen has gone quiet too.  My feeling of impending doom is not helped at all by Ruby's insistence on visiting the place of my funeral.   
 
    Upon arrival, Winksfield looks every inch the English picture-postcard village.  As soon as we step out of the bus and begin to walk up a hill towards the church, I get a strong feeling that I’ve been here before, in my dreams and beyond.  The steeple, reaching up to puncture the sky, seems as familiar to me as my own ghastly reflection. 
 
    My dragging feet make a hell of a racket on the rough gravel drive that leads up to St.  Michael's church.  I'm literally disturbing the peace—anybody could hear me coming from a mile off. 
 
    Trying not to look too suspicious, I follow Ruby round the back of the church, keeping to the long grass where no mower can mow.  The graveyard is a big one, stretching downhill for a couple of hundred metres, ending near the fence of a tiny thatched cottage.  Ruby tells me that the graves we're looking for will be down there, by the cottage, amongst the newer ones.  She has been thorough in her research. 
 
     I feel even more clammy than usual when we reach the bottom of the slope.  Slowly we begin to scan the rows of stones and humps, weaving our way in and out, stopping now and then to read the inscriptions: 
 
    Fanny Finchley, passed away 1999, aged 71; 
 
    Bruce Wetherall,58, gone to meet his father; 
 
    Heather Binton, b1973 d 1994, rest in peace. 
 
    There are so many! This might take longer than expected.  We could be here for hours trying to find my place of rest.  All I can do is lumber up and down the rows, stopping and staring at each stone.  If anybody out there needs convincing that I’m a zombie, now would be a good time to look. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Ruby begins to wave frantically from the end of one of the rows.  She doesn't shout out because she is of the opinion that graveyards should be quiet places.  But it looks like she's found my grave.  It’s only a small one, and in danger of being hidden from view by a particularly aggressive bramble.  The inscription is short and to the point: 
 
      Dale Franklin, died Aug 2001, age 5. 
 
    None of this ‘God rest his soul’ or ‘Forever in Peace’ stuff for little Dale.  Next to Dale’s grave are his father Peter’s (age 34), and his mother Susan’s (age 32).  A dead flower lies on Susan’s grave, looking as if it's blown there from somewhere else. 
 
    Seeing that flower gives me sudden flash of inspiration.  I drag myself the front gate of the little thatched cottage and pull at a big rose bush from the garden.  I get dozens of thorns in my hands for my efforts, but after a bit of huffing and puffing I come out with a good crop of roses.  Ruby looks at me like I've gone mad as I begin to rip off the flower heads and sprinkle them liberally over the three cheerless headstones. 
 
    After that's done, I pull up the messy bramble, gather it together with the remains of the rose plant, and chuck the whole lot into the long grass at the boundary of the yard.  Much better. 
 
    I give Ruby a big mad grin.  And to her credit she smiles back.  "You must have been a gardener in a previous life," she whispers.  I don't quite get what she means by that, but I'm happy to fool around for a few minutes pretending to mow and scythe the grass.  This makes Ruby laugh, and then makes her look guilty that she's laughing.  I suddenly remember that a graveyard should be a place of respect, so I return to the three little memorial stones and sit down for a while, staring at them.  I'm not quite sure what Ruby wants us to do next. 
 
    Suddenly, I get the strange sensation that we're being watched. 
 
    Kneeling at my grave, I take a furtive look around, scanning the rows of headstones all the way up to the church tower. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Maybe it's my imagination—I suppose graveyards can have this effect on overactive minds.   
 
    "What's the matter?" says Ruby, quietly.  "You're looking a bit spooked." 
 
    Something moves, up near the back of the church.  Probably just another visitor.  After all, this isn't private ground.  It's a church.  All are welcome. 
 
    I hear the front door of the church bang shut. 
 
    A visitor, looking around a lovely old church.  But I have a funny feeling about this.  I think it's time we left. 
 
    I stand up and signal to Ruby that I want to leave.  At first, she thinks I'm larking around, but then she gets the message.  "I suppose we've seen what we came here to see," she says. 
 
     We take one last look at the graves of my parents-that-were and begin to make our way back up towards the church. 
 
    As we reach the corner near the porch, I become strangely paranoid.  Am I being followed?  Is it MI6 keeping an eye on me?  Or the CIA?  Or someone even more sinister?  An abrupt and irrational desire comes over me. 
 
    I need to go in the church and see who's there.  If only to persuade myself that it's just a harmless tourist. 
 
    I gesture to Ruby. 
 
    "What?  You want to go in?" 
 
    I push the door open and step into the church.  I stand perfectly still for a while, feeling clammy and breathless, listening for any interruptions to the all-pervading silence.  As far as I can tell, there's only one other door, at the opposite end of the church, and it looks like it's padlocked shut. 
 
    Then I see her. 
 
    The Mannequin. 
 
    Sitting near the front, half-hidden from view by a pillar.  She doesn't turn to look at me.  She doesn't need to. 
 
    Don't sit near me, Frank.  Sit somewhere else.  Pretend you want to pray. 
 
    I do as she says, and direct Ruby to a spot near the aisle in the middle of the church.  I sit down and bow my head, and Ruby sits next to be, close enough that our jeans touch.  "You continuously surprise me, Bernie.  I didn't have you down as the religious type."  
 
    Who is the girl?  I can sense that you have feelings for her.  You see her as a potential breeding partner. 
 
    Erm, I wouldn't quite put it that way.  She's called Ruby, I communicate, trying to keep my signal strength to a level acceptable for a church. 
 
    Would you like me to open a communication channel with her? 
 
    No I wouldn't.  Ruby's been through enough changes recently. 
 
    The Mannequin looks different.  She's changed the colour of her hair, and from what I can see of her from this distance, she looks plumper, more rounded.  In fact, she looks a lot less like a mannequin. 
 
    I have re-profiled my modelled exterior.  To avoid being recognised. 
 
    Wow.  I wonder how she did that? 
 
    Now is not the time to get into the details of synthetic tissue propagation, Frank.  We have an important matter to discuss.  I needed to get to you before Dr Babbage does. 
 
    Dr Babbage is here, in London? 
 
    He is staying in Acton, at a Bed and Breakfast called Two Pines. 
 
    Something about her tone suggests that this is not the ‘important matter’ she referred to. 
 
    Tomorrow I must leave your Earth and return to mine.  I want you to come with me.  You have my promise that you will come to no harm. 
 
    What?  Tomorrow? And how can she even go back if the Americans took her transfer pod? 
 
    Tomorrow, exactly five years from the date that I arrived on your Earth, my colleagues will send a rescue pod.  It is standard practise on these types of exploratory mission.  They will not like the fact that the transfer pod has been taken by humans.  They will judge it to be my fault.  The only thing that could possibly save my career is the fact that I have with me a rejuvenated human.  If you return with me, Frank, then I will have at least accomplished the main aim of my mission. 
 
    What happens if I say no? 
 
    If I leave you behind, you will stop benefiting from my glandular excretions. 
 
    Of course.  My magic juice.  Without it, I'm a goner.  Is she threatening me? 
 
    It is not a threat, Frank.  I can only secrete a certain amount of your juice each day. 
 
    “What’s up, Bernie?  You’ve gone into a trance.  It’s freaking me out.” 
 
    I almost forget that Ruby is sitting beside me on the pew.  I reach into my pocket to pull out a pen and pad. 
 
    Meet me outside, I write.  I just need five minutes.  Quiet time. 
 
    Ruby fires me a queer look, then gets up and leaves the church.  The Mannequin waits until the big front door has closed behind her. 
 
    Petersen’s cell-phone buzzes in my pocket. 
 
    Are you going to answer that? 
 
    I don’t know what to do.  I’ve gone all hot and clammy again.  I’m worried that I might faint or vomit. 
 
    It’s Decision time, Frank.  I’d guessed that the intelligence services might use you to track me down.  Should you answer that call, or not?  For both of us, it is a life or death decision.  I will let you make that decision, Frank. 
 
    The phone keeps ringing.  I bring it out of my pocket and carefully place it down on the pew beside me.  I’m afraid my big stubby fingers might accidentally answer Petersen’s call before I’ve even made my mind up. 
 
    They showed you my transfer pod, didn’t they? 
 
     Damn.  It seems that I can’t keep anything from her. 
 
    What kind of state was it in? 
 
    There is an anger in her voice that I haven't detected before.  I try to describe to her everything I saw down in the O.I.L basement.  The fact that the stolen pod is still in one piece seems to calm her. 
 
    Thank you, Frank. 
 
    The phone stops ringing, and we both let out massive sighs of relief. 
 
    I cannot force you to accompany me.  That too would be against my peoples' moral code.  Is there anything you need to know, to help you make your mind up? 
 
    If I’m going to leave behind London and Ruby and Cheasley High, leave behind the only happiness and stability I’ve ever experienced, there is one thing that I really need to know:  Why did she just stand and watch as Stump put me through all those years of horrible trials?  Why didn’t she reach out to me earlier, to comfort or reassure me? 
 
    My mind goes silent for a while, and I can tell that she’s thinking, choosing her words before broadcasting them to me. 
 
    I needed you to hate me, Frank.  I needed you to be afraid.  Sympathy is visible and might have ruined everything. 
 
    I’m not quite sure what she means, but the sentiment seems genuine, filling my head with the taint of her remorse. 
 
    It won’t be permanent, Frank.  With a self-labelling pod, we can transfer you back and forth.  You’ll be able to see your friend Ruby again, and even go to school.  There is a crossing point in the South of England. 
 
    Isn’t that risky? I ask into the nothingness. 
 
    Everything in life carries a risk. 
 
    Another few quiet moments.  She’s giving me time to think, but I’ve made up my mind.  All right, I will come. 
 
    A wonderful thing happens.  My mind fills with her euphoria, with her relief and happiness.  I have never felt so alive, and that’s saying something for a dead boy. 
 
    We need to get back to the Alaskan crossing point, Frank.  By the end of tomorrow.  That is where the rescue pod will appear.  But there is a complication. 
 
    What sort of complication? 
 
    You need to find your own way back.  We cannot travel together.  It would be too dangerous, considering your cosiness with British intelligence. 
 
    I wouldn't call it cosiness, but I see her point. 
 
    I am booked on a flight in two hours, to Fairbanks airport.  I will hire a car to take us from the airport to the crossing point.  Make sure that your flight arrives no later than 6 A.M.  tomorrow, local time.  I will find you when you arrive. 
 
    She’s just going to leave me to figure out a way of getting back to Alaska on my own? 
 
    You are resourceful, Frank.  I trust you to complete this mission. 
 
    I feel both honoured and surprised that she is placing such trust in me.  But a plan is already forming in my head.  A devious plan, and a clever one.  For it to work, I will have to outwit both British Intelligence and the CIA.  And I'll have to do something that, a month ago, I would never have thought I had the courage to do.   
 
    It's a long shot.  But what choice do I have? 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 - Crossing Point 
 
      
 
    I'm sitting in a soft leather chair in Petersen's office, which is on the fourth floor of a tall glassy building.  His window has a nice view over the river Thames.  I'm fiddling with my pen and watching the boats go by, waiting for Petersen to finish a phone call. 
 
    Petersen's secretary, a young woman with long hair and thin legs, brings in yet another pot of tea.  I shake my head at her, and she shakes her head back at me.  She pours Petersen yet another cup as he puts his phone back in his pocket. 
 
    "OK Frank,” he says in an official-sounding voice.  “It's all set up.  Are you sure you want to go ahead with this?" 
 
    I grunt that I am. 
 
    "There's a flight that leaves at half past midnight.  You’ll need to be at the airport by ten thirty.  Have you still got your phone on you?" 
 
    I get it out from my pocket and waggle it around for him to see.  I hope that I proved my loyalty by calling him on it as soon as I got home after my encounter with the Mannequin. 
 
    "Keep it safe.  Emergencies only.  And whatever you do, don't let Babbage see it." 
 
    I think I'm all set.  The secretary shows me out of the office then escorts me down the elevator and out of the lobby.  Once she's gone, I stand there alone on the pavement, looking around.  I spew up a little vomit onto the polished marble steps.  I still haven't convinced myself that what I'm doing is right, that by deceiving pretty much everyone I know, the world will be a slightly better place.  And I feel nervous when I think of all the things that could go wrong. 
 
    First things first.  Bus back to Cheasley. 
 
    * 
 
    Ruby is waiting in the hallway at the bottom of the stairs when I knock on the door.  I can tell she's been crying because the black make-up that she puts on her eyes is heading in rivulets for her chin. 
 
    She surprises me by giving me a bear-hug.  "Dad told me what's happening.  That you're going back to Alaska with that weird old doctor who cared for you.  That you're going to help us get him..." 
 
    Clive strides into the kitchen and gives me a firm handshake.  “Good luck,” he says.  “There could be a medal in it for you, if you pull this off.  Our country will be proud of you.” 
 
    I nod and let out a wavering moan, firing Ruby a sideward glance.  She frowns at me—I think she can sense that I'm not being completely up-front with her. 
 
    Clive announces that it's getting late and asks us to excuse him because his toast is ready. 
 
    "What's really happening, Bernie?" whispers Ruby, close to my ear.  Covertly, I slip her a note I wrote earlier, sealed in a little envelope with her name on it.  I've been in two minds as to whether to hand it over.  It tells her more than she needs to know, more than Petersen or the Mannequin or anybody else would want her to know.  But I can't find it within me to deceive her.  At the bottom of the note I instructed her to burn it or eat it after reading and not to tell anyone about it, even her father. 
 
    Ruby pushes the note into her back pocket, gives me a wink.  "Thanks for coming to say goodbye," she says.  She leans forward and gives me a kiss on my clammy forehead.  I groan at her and give her a thumbs up.  For some reason, I decide to reach a hand out and give her hair a little ruffle.  I don't know why, and I feel immediately embarrassed about it, but it makes her smile. 
 
    "You'd better get going," she says, putting me out of my misery.  "Bon chance, mon ami—as Miss Grunnell would say." 
 
    She holds the front door open for me, and I almost stumble down the steps. 
 
    * 
 
    It takes about ten minutes to stagger from the bus stop to Twin Pines.  It's 8.50 PM and time is getting a bit tight.  I press the buzzer on the reception desk at the Bed and Breakfast, and an elderly lady with thin hair and wide spectacles appears from an adjacent room. 
 
    I show her a scrap of paper on which I’ve written that I have come to see a Dr Charles Babbage.  She rings through, and there follows an agonising wait.  My entire plan hinges on Dr Babbage being in. 
 
    Then I hear his voice crackling on the other side of the line. 
 
    "A visitor for you, Dr Babbage.  Shall I send him up?" 
 
    I can’t believe my luck as the lady writes down his room number for me and shows me to the stairs.  I give her a groan of thanks and she frowns at me.  I lumber up two flights of stairs and knock loudly on Dr Babbage’s door. 
 
    I hear someone grappling with the door chain, then a chubby red-cheeked face appears in a narrow gap of the door.  He's trimmed and dyed his beard, and his glasses are different, but it's definitely him. 
 
    "Frank?" 
 
    If he’s pleased to see me, he doesn't show it. 
 
    "Are you alone?" he asks, looking around shiftily.   
 
    I nod, and he lets me in, closing the door quickly behind and closing up the safety chain. 
 
    "Forgive me for my curtness, Frank, but I'm very surprised you're here.  I was going to come and meet you.  Monday after school.  I have something for you..." 
 
    He shuffles across his tiny sitting room and pulls out a black bin bag from under a table.  Inside the bag are two large thermos flasks. 
 
    "I kept some of your magic juice, Frank.  Enough to keep you comfortable for a little while longer." 
 
    He passes me a cup and pours it half-full of the rich blue gloop.  I down it in one. 
 
    "Some good news, Frank.  There's more where this came from!" 
 
    I try my best to feign a smile. 
 
    "She's here, Frank.  In London.  The Mannequin.  The two of us together, we can look after you.  Permanently.  I can make up your oils and balms, and she can provide your juice.  What do you think of that?" 
 
    He hands me a pen and paper, but I have already prepared a note for him.  I take it from my pocket and hand it over.  I've read the note so many times that I can remember it almost word for word. 
 
    Dear Dr Babbage. 
 
    Yesterday, the Mannequin found me.  She told me where you live.  She has probably already left for Alaska.  She is worried that very soon it will become impossible for us to fly, even with our new false passports.  She suggests that you and I return to Alaska tonight.  She wants to meet us both when we arrive. 
 
    The Mannequin says we can find somewhere secret to live in America.  But we must leave now.  Tonight. 
 
    Thank you for reading this. 
 
    Frank. 
 
    I think Dr Babbage has taken the bait.  After reading my note, he gets straight on his phone to check the availability of flights.  Places are available on a 12.30 flight tonight.  We can't sit next to each other, but Dr Babbage thinks that's probably for the best.  He asks if I'm happy for him to book that one. 
 
    Of course I am. 
 
    "Will you need to get your belongings?" he says after making the bookings.  He's pacing up and down his apartment in his characteristically flustered way.  I notice that his lips are trembling.  I show him the small cloth bag I'm carrying and shake my head.  This is all I've got. 
 
    He goes into his bedroom and shoves a few items of clothing and some papers into his tartan travel case. 
 
    "You got your passport?" he asks when finished, and then he stops dead, as if something important has suddenly come into his mind. 
 
    "Where did you get it from?" he asks.  "Your passport, I mean.  It can't be your original one—I kept that one in a secure safe at the base.  But you managed to fly here, to London.  How come you got hold of a new passport?" 
 
    Think, Frank.  Think fast. 
 
    The Mannequin, I write.  She gave it to me. 
 
    "You met up with her in Alaska?" 
 
    She met me on the road to camp Tiger, after I escaped from Stump.  Said that it would be safer if I went to London, and gave me some false papers. 
 
    Dr Babbage glares at me suspiciously.  If he's going to see through my plan, he's going to see through it now. 
 
    Thankfully, he just shakes his head and picks up his case.  "Let's go," he says.  "We can eat at the airport." 
 
    * 
 
    The flight passes without incident, apart from a nervous few moments when I almost choke on a cheese roll supplied by the flight staff.  The elderly man sitting beside me looks alarmed as I hack and cough and barf the bread back up onto the plastic fold-away table.  Two flight attendants begin to hasten up the aisle towards me.  I wave them away, hoping that Dr Babbage hasn't noticed all the commotion. 
 
    I manage to get some sleep on the connecting flight and wake up just as the plane touches down.  I feel a bit annoyed with myself; because I've slept so much, I haven't given myself a proper chance to think through what will happen after we leave the airport.  Dr Babbage muttered something earlier about checking into a motel and laying low for a few days, but then he doesn't know what I know, does he? 
 
    Not for the first time, I get a huge pang of guilt when I think about the fact that he's going to be arrested as soon as we step onto U.S.  soil.  Whether they'll do it before or after we go through immigration, I don't know.  But they'll do it, and that leaves me with the question of what I'm going to do.  Petersen and his American counterparts will want to get me back to the U.K. as soon as possible.  Somehow, I must figure out a way of giving them the slip. 
 
    I follow the signs through the airport, keeping a safe distance ahead of Dr Babbage, as we agreed.  My phone buzzes.  A message from Petersen. 
 
    My contact will meet you in the arrivals hall.  Look for a sign saying F-Wasdale-156. 
 
    The clock on the phone has automatically adjusted itself to local time.  It's 1 A.M.  The Mannequin said no later than 6 A.M.  I have time to spare. 
 
    I pass through the immigration booths with ridiculous ease.  The guy hardly glances at my passport.  I keep walking ahead until the moment I've dreaded finally comes. 
 
    There's a kerfuffle behind me.  Dr Babbage yells out and calls my name.  Raised voices.  Passengers screaming and shouting. 
 
    Don't look back.  Don't look back.  Just keep on walking. 
 
    I hear a dull thud and a piercing, anguished scream. 
 
    I turn around and look. 
 
    Dr Babbage’s glasses are on the floor, and he’s thrashing around like a man half his age.  A kindly man, who somehow got himself involved in something he shouldn't have.  Three uniformed men are on top of him, restraining him.  He looks like he might be in some pain.  People around him are shaking their heads and covering their mouths.  One lady is crying.   
 
    And he's still calling my name. 
 
    All I can do is to keep lumbering ahead, towards the brightly lit shops and kiosks in the arrivals hall.  There is no other way out of the airport. I don't know where to find the Mannequin.  She hasn't made any attempt to make contact. 
 
    I stand in the middle of the hall, still as a statue, and just as grey.  I get the usual weird looks from the people streaming past.  My thoughts are frozen.  The urgency of the situation seems to be preventing rational thought. 
 
    I take a deep, wheezing breath and do what I often do in this sort of situation.  I go to the toilet. 
 
    I sit there, on the pan, trying to calm down and control my breathing.  A man in the cubicle next to me is straining and farting.  If only my problems were that simple. 
 
    My phone buzzes again.  Petersen. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    I tell him I'm having a dump.  I'll only be five minutes.  I try to think: if I was a plastic-coated alien with hidden teats, where would I wait for the zombie-boy that I need to take home with me?  The arrivals hall would be the obvious place.  Maybe she's out there, standing next to Petersen's man.  I don't know. 
 
    Frank.  Are you receiving? 
 
    I let out a huge sigh of relief.  Yes, I am receiving. 
 
    I'm waiting in a car, by the taxi rank outside the main hall.  Go through the glass doors to the left of the information desk.  I'm in a red Mustang GT.  The engine is running.  Be quick. 
 
    I reach for my phone, and type in a message to Petersen, leaving it on the screen without sending: 
 
    I need some fresh air—I’ll be back in a few minutes. 
 
    I flush the toilet, and head out into the arrivals hall. 
 
    I find my man straight away.  A short man with a ginger goatee and a checked shirt.  Not your classic CIA look, but he's holding the sign:  F-Wasdale-156.  I lumber up to him and push my phone to his face, so he can see the message. 
 
    "OK," he grunts.  "Two minutes, but I come with you." 
 
    I quickly tap another message. 
 
    I'd like to be alone. 
 
    "I'm coming with you." 
 
    OK.  Another plan bites the dust.  I look around, scanning up and down.  I can see the information desk that the Mannequin mentioned, on the far side of the hall.  I begin to walk towards it. 
 
    "Hey, there’s a door this way," says my man, following behind.  I ignore him and keep on walking ahead in my slow, ponderous way.  It takes a few minutes, but then I see the Mustang.  Even under the dim airport lights I can see that it looks brand new.  There's a lady in the front, revving the engine like a rally driver.  The doors from the hall slide open and I step out into the cool night, the goon still beside me.  I make as if I’m about to faint, and lean on the Mustang’s hood.  I take a few gasping breaths to make it look like I'm savouring the air. 
 
    Then I get in the car.  Simple as that.  I pull the handle and roll into the passenger seat, and the Mannequin locks the doors. 
 
    "What the hell?" I hear the man shriek.  He bangs on the door, then the hood, so hard he's probably dented it.  Then he pulls out a revolver from under his shirt, and aims it squarely at the windscreen, threatening us. 
 
    Brace yourself, Frank. 
 
    The roar of the engine, the screeching of tyres and we're off.  The man just manages to get out of the way.  In the mirror, I see him on his phone, gesticulating wildly. 
 
    I’m going to have to tank this thing.  They'll try to follow us. 
 
    As if to illustrate, she pushes harder on the throttle and accelerates to a speed that most people would regard inappropriate for the outskirts of a small town in the middle of the night.  Within minutes, we're on a main road leading out of the town.   
 
    I estimate a four-hour drive to the transfer site.  Try to get some rest. 
 
    There's little chance of that.  I've already had my night's sleep on the plane.  And how can you rest when you're in a car whose speedo is hovering around the 180 kph mark? 
 
    The Rescue transfer will be scheduled for dawn on the first morning of the sixth year of the mission.  That's about 5.30 A.M.  We should just get there in time.  The transfer itself will take only a few seconds.  You won't feel as if you've journeyed anywhere.  But you might feel out of sorts, a little unbalanced.  When we reach the other side, my people will want to take you somewhere safe.  I will accompany you, but at some point I will have to leave you, to be reunited with my own kin. 
 
    You know what?  I hadn't thought about the fact that the Mannequin might have a family over there.  Parents.  Children.  Grandchildren perhaps, considering her age. 
 
    The Mannequin is silent for a while.  She's looking nervously in the rear-view mirror.  There's a car behind us, its headlights dazzling.  It must be going at some rate because it's gaining on us, second by second.  Eventually it goes past.  Wow.  Someone else in a rush. 
 
    I don't have a family in your sense of the word, she resumes.  Like all others of my species, I am a link in a chain of givers and receivers.  I received my second life from my prime giver.  She is the one who rejuvenated me, many years ago.  I took juice from her glands at first, because mine had not yet matured.  She is, I suppose, like a mother to me.  And I have a daughter.  Or what my species call a prime receiver.  I rejuvenated her a hundred years ago after she drowned in a flood.  I found her just in time, as I did with you. 
 
    A lot of what she's saying, as usual, doesn't make sense.  But if I've got it right, does that mean I'm now her son? 
 
    You are a receiver of mine, so I suppose I could call you a son.  But you do not have the genetic capacity to become a giver.  In terms of my family tree, you would be a dead end. 
 
    She's not one for feel-good compliments. 
 
    The Mannequin checks her rear-view again, then does something I wasn't expecting.  She slows the car down to a normal speed for these sorts of roads, then takes the next turning.  We left Fairbanks only twenty minutes ago, so what's she up to?  Where is she taking us? 
 
    Our destination remains the same, Frank.  But we wouldn't get very far on main roads.  They would find us within the hour.  We're going cross country. 
 
    In a Mustang? 
 
    The Mannequin dips the headlights as the road begins to climb.  After about five minutes, she pulls off the road and starts to drive straight into a thicket of trees.  I wince as stiff low branches scrape against the sides of the brand-new sports car.  Deeper and deeper we push into the woods, until the car can move no further, dropping into a rut, its wheels beginning to spin. 
 
    This will do, she says, and gets out.  These trees should provide enough cover from eyes in the sky. 
 
     I follow her as we begin to trudge through the chill night. 
 
    I have hidden a more appropriate vehicle near here, she explains.  Something that will cope with the gravel and dirt tracks. 
 
    Sure enough, we soon emerge from the trees onto a narrow stony road, where a range rover is parked in a dirt lay-by.  A jangling of keys and we're in.  Cost me a lot of money, hiring two cars, she says as the engine roars into life.  I was down to my last dollar of Stump's allowance. 
 
    The ride is bumpy, but interesting.  Let's just say that I don't think the hire firm will be too happy when they get the car back. 
 
    The Mannequin's caution in coming off the main road is justified.  Within fifteen minutes, she tells me that she's picking up sentient signals from the sky.  From a helicopter.  She kills the lights completely and switches off the engine.  She listens carefully, twitching her head like a bird.  I hear the throbbing of rotors in the distance. 
 
    They're following the highway, she says.  We're safe for now. 
 
    We drive for hours on gravel and dirt tracks that are barely wide enough for the range rover.  Occasionally, the Mannequin takes us off the road completely, and we cross fields, copses, even small streams.  I have no idea how she can figure out which direction we’re going.  The car doesn't have satellite navigation, and I have yet to see her consult a map. 
 
    Finding my way comes so naturally I don't even have to think about it, she explains.  You might call it a homing instinct, guiding me to the crossing point.  The ability to navigate like this was gene-sequenced into my species many thousands of years ago, from migrating creatures similar to your birds. 
 
    OK, well that's reassuring.  At least we're not going to get lost.  I wonder if she's got any other special abilities, apart from being able to read minds and navigate like a bird?  If she has, she doesn't seem ready to tell me. 
 
    * 
 
    As a dim red sun peeps above the eastern horizon, the Mannequin tells me that we're very near to the crossing point and reminds me that we should remain cautious when we get out of the car.  Several times on the journey, we've had to pull over and find cover as helicopters fly overhead.  They’re looking for us. 
 
    We can walk from here, she announces, stopping the car alongside a narrow brook.  As usual, I make pretty slow progress slogging through the woods.  As we come over the brow of a hill, the Mannequin points towards the crossing point, but then stops suddenly. 
 
    We have company, she says, pointing down into the little clearing.  Two military jeeps.  Five soldiers, milling around and making breakfast. They look quite relaxed. 
 
    They have been a continuous presence here, ever since the night I arrived. 
 
    I wonder how long it will be before her rescue pod arrives? 
 
    Could be a few minutes.  Could be half an hour. 
 
    The Mannequin's signal goes silent again.  Her head twitches like a bird’s, listening. 
 
    The soldiers aren’t expecting anything.  They've done this duty many times.  But we'll still have to get past them, when the pod appears.  I will be able to move more effectively if I remove my modelled exterior.  Turn away, Frank.  You might find this unpleasant. 
 
    I do as she says and listen to a variety of sucking and squelching noises as she peels off her human skin. 
 
    There.  You can look now. 
 
    I turn to see a sight that is surprisingly reassuring.  Stripped of her human exterior, I was half expecting to see a wart-covered green body with tentacles and twitching antennae.  But she looks almost human.  Almost, I say, because she's definitely alien—she wouldn't have got far without her modelled exterior.  But she has a head, two arms and two legs.  Her face has two eyes, but below them nothing that we would call a nose or a mouth.  Instead there are holes, several of them.  The holes are constantly opening and closing, gasping, and spouting with sticky mucus.  Her chest rises and falls to a similar rhythm.  Breathing.  She has a strange bulge beneath her teats that seems to be pulsing to the beat of her breaths. 
 
    She's ugly, it must be said. 
 
    But no uglier than I am. 
 
    Frank, get down.  Right down, into the undergrowth. 
 
    Eh? 
 
    New signals coming in.  Lots of them.  Getting stronger. 
 
    Now I can hear something.  Engine noises.  Wheels on gravel tracks.  The Mannequin picks up the sloppy mess that was her human skin, spreads it flat on the floor then buries it under loose earth.  She crouches, low to the ground. 
 
    Follow me. 
 
    Together we crouch behind a moss-covered tree lies fallen amongst the pines.  Several large vehicles have arrived in the clearing.  I hear doors open, people getting out. 
 
    Somebody must have known that we're coming, says the Mannequin. 
 
    Or followed us. 
 
    This is a big problem, Frank.  There are at least fifty soldiers.  I don't think I can hold off that many. 
 
    Cautiously, I peep my head above the fallen trunk.  The Mannequin is right.  At least fifty.  Orders are being shouted, and one of the soldiers is barking something into a radio.  Some heavy-duty weaponry is being shifted from the trucks and set down amongst the ferns and branches. 
 
    What's worse, the Mannequin has stopped communicating.  I try to ask her if she's OK, but I can tell she's not receiving.  I give her a physical nudge and she doesn't respond to that, either.  Surely she hasn't gone to sleep? 
 
    Something in the air is changing.  I feel it at first as a light prickling on my skin, like I'm bathing in static electricity.  The breeze picks up, making the branches on the trees flap around, as if a storm is on its way.  The commotion down in the clearing is getting louder, as the light changes from dawn-pink to a sickly brown. 
 
    The Mannequin still isn't responding.  It looks as if she has passed out.  Her strange body is lying face down on the ground.  Using both arms, I try to roll her over, but she's surprisingly heavy.  She doesn't budge.  It's like she's thrown roots into the ground. 
 
    A flash of crimson light and bewildered screaming from below.  I feel a sudden rush of excitement.  A pod has arrived in the clearing.  The same shape as the one I saw at O.I.L, but perhaps a few metres longer and fatter.  Shots ring out, bouncing off the pod's hull like peanut shells, and soon the woods are alive to the sounds of warfare.  Several explosions ring out near to the pod, causing me to crouch down like a baby, holding my ears.   
 
    A large crater has formed in the clearing.  Piles of earth and dead wood lie around its rim. The pod sits at the bottom of the crater, half-covered with soil. 
 
    The explosions haven’t even dented it. 
 
    The Mannequin stirs. 
 
    Are you ready? she asks. 
 
    Is she crazy?  How are we going to get down there without being noticed? 
 
    Climb onto my back, Frank.  I will try to direct my interference away from you, but I can't promise great accuracy.  I suggest you cover your ears. 
 
    She moves as fast as a gazelle, running straight down towards the soldiers, in full view of everyone.  Within seconds, my world fills with the most awful sound.  I've heard it once before, back at the hut, when I escaped from Stump.  It's like sick thunder, tearing and retching.  Several soldiers fall to their knees covering their ears.  Some sit down, rock side to side or stare blankly into space.  Bullets continue to fly.  I feel a dull thud in my shoulder, and another near my bottom.  The Mannequin wavers slightly in her course, so I'm guessing she's been hit too. 
 
    We're almost there.  The pod is below us, at the bottom of the crater.  I'm expecting a door or hatch to slide open somewhere on its shiny surface, but that doesn't happen.  Instead, the Mannequin simply places a hand on the shiny surface, and we're in.  Somehow, we slid straight though the hull, as if it were made of liquid air. 
 
    Another creature, like the Mannequin but a little smaller and browner, crouches at one end of the pod.  It glares at the Mannequin, but there's no obvious sign of a greeting.  The creature waves a hand over a cross-shaped piece of metal. 
 
    The Mannequin announces that we've arrived. 
 
    Holy Smoke, that was quick. 
 
    But there's a problem.  We cannot get out. 
 
    Remember I told you that the crossing points are very special, in terms of matching topography? 
 
    I think I do.  The crossing points are the only places where the elevation of the land surfaces of our two Earths coincide, where they're at the same level. 
 
    Exactly.  That was true of this crossing point, before their explosives blew a hole in the ground. 
 
    Now I get it.  We’ve ended up below the surface.  Underground. 
 
    Fortunately, we've emerged into loose clay, and not rock.  But it may take a while for them to dig us out.  In the meantime, let me introduce you to our pilot. 
 
    Another voice worms its way into my head, seeking permission to talk.  It welcomes me and apologises for any disorientation I might be suffering.  I tell it not to worry. 
 
    After a few minutes there's a knocking on the hull.  The pilot and the Mannequin fall into silence, presumably communicating with their colleagues above. 
 
    I start to feel a bit clammy, and fidgety.  I could really do with some magic juice. 
 
    Are you ready? 
 
    The Mannequin takes my hand and we step out into an alien world. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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