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Keith Mansfield always wanted to be an astronaut. Rejected by the European Space Agency and ineligible for NASA, he instead publishes mathematics books for Oxford University Press. He has scripted light entertainment shows for ITV and also contributed to ‘The Science of Spying’ exhibition at London’s Science Museum.


His first book, Johnny Mackintosh and the Spirit of London, was published in 2008. The Johnny Mackintosh stories are based on childhood daydreams of being captured by aliens and escaping to see the wonders of the Galaxy. In reality, Keith lives in Spitalfields in the East End of London. Every window of his home looks out onto Norman Foster’s beautiful Gherkin, the inspiration for the Spirit of London, Johnny’s spaceship. [image: Images]




Praise for
Johnny Macintosh and the Spirit of London


‘This book offers excitement all the way as Johnny, stuck in a children’s home while his mum’s on a life support machine, finds out he has a sister and ends up hurtling through time and space.’


Daily Express


‘A great read.’


The Sun


‘The story is great … the characterization in this book is fantastic and Mansfield paints some exceptionally believable, lovable and fun characters. The writing is engaging and accomplished. It’s reminiscent of Rowling, yet still maintains an individual style.’


Bookbag


‘Vivid with life and colour … brilliantly original and multidimensional … I recommend wholeheartedly.’


Families Oxford


‘A brilliant book, combining fantasy and real places together in one book. I absolutely loved this book and would recommend it to young people and adults alike … This is Keith’s first book, which he’s written superbly, making it totally believable … I adored the characters of Johnny and his sister … I hope that we shall be seeing more of Keith Mansfield’s work because he writes such a brilliant story.’


BFKbooks





Praise for
Johnny Mackintosh Star Blaze


‘Full of adventure and excitement.’


Anorak


‘If you like stories in space with aliens, other planets and deadly enemies threatening the Earth, this series is going to suit you well … definitely a hit for sci-fi fans.’


Chicklish


‘Awesome! The book cover just makes you want to pick it up straight away because it is so colourful and looks exciting. Flying around in a spaceship disguised as the London Gherkin! WOW!!! This is the first Johnny Mackintosh book and I hope there will be more to come.’


Bridgend County Council Library Services


‘Ever since reading (and being disappointed by) Charlie and the Great Glass Elevator I have often felt a little pessimistic before reading sequels to books I had thoroughly enjoyed – will the author manage to recreate the magic with their second book? … However, with Star Blaze my pessimism was totally unfounded – in the same way that The Empire Strikes Back improved on Star Wars: A New Hope, so too does Star Blaze improve on its predecessor, and that is praise indeed. And the parallels don’t end there – like Empire, Star Blaze is also a much darker book in places than the first in the series.’


The Book Zone




Readers’ Reviews


‘This was an excellent book filled with fun, action, laughter, sadness, and Johnny’s inner struggles. It has something for most young readers. I highly recommend this book for teenagers.’


Courtenay, aged 14


‘Personally, I absolutely love The Spirit of London … On World Book Day, we dressed up as characters from the book, one of my classmates even dressed up as Alf!’


Malaika, aged 11


‘I am happily writing this letter to you because you have inspired me to be an author just like you. I like the Gherkin, the stars and the planets you made up.’


Hayrunnisa, aged 11


‘I am just writing to say how incredibly interesting your book is, I just cannot think of any improvements at all. Lots of children in other schools will enjoy it … even adults!’


Miguel, aged 11


‘I am writing to say I am a colossal fan of your books … Johnny Mackintosh is an inspiration for me as it makes me look at the stars and even makes me want to go into space myself … I cannot wait until the next one.’


Nile


‘I love space and I am hypnotized by the details you wrote about space. Your books have inspired me to look at space and to be an astronaut.’


Samantha, aged 11


‘I can’t believe how good you are at writing books. Your book inspires me to go to space one day.’


Simon


‘When the book is being read to me or when I read it, it really sucks me in, it is like having an adventure without leaving your chair.’


Zakariyy, aged 10


‘I can assure you that I absolutely love your book. The main characters are just like my friends … what I really like about it is the suspense created, like when the asteroid is about to hit the Earth – fantastic!’


Hamsca, aged 10


‘I love adventure books and therefore I find this book thrilling and wish to read more of your series … it is probably the most exciting and intriguing book I’ve ever read.’


Eugenie, aged 10


‘I absolutely love your fantastic adventures. I think they are mad, clever and funny all at the same time … I rate them 110% … do you think you could lend me your spaceship sometime?’


Nathan




Books by Keith Mansfield


Johnny Mackintosh
and the Spirit of London


[image: Images]


Johnny Mackintosh
Star Blaze


[image: Images]


Johnny Mackintosh
Battle for Earth





JOHNNY MACKINTOSH
BATTLE FOR EARTH



KEITH MANSFIELD


[image: Images]




First published in Great Britain in 2011 by


Quercus


21 Bloomsbury Square


London


WCIA 2NS


Copyright © Keith Mansfield, 2011


The moral right of Keith Mansfield to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue reference for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 1 84916 329 3


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
businesses, organizations, places and events are
either the product of the author’s imagination
or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to
actual persons, living or dead, events or
locales is entirely coincidental.


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


Typeset by Nigel Hazle


Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, St Ives plc




A threefold thanks for this third story


to my mum and dad, who raised me to love books to all the great friends I’ve made through this writing adventure and to Jane, who struggled as soon as Johnny entered the space elevator, but has steadfastly supported him on his travels since [image: Images]








1
The Creature from the Deep



A crowd of tourists, most of them Japanese, were looking up at the building they all knew as ‘the London Gherkin’. With their cameras and mobile phones they were busily snapping the impressive curved glass and steel structure, and its bands of diamond-shaped windows, all set against a clear summer sky. Strangely, although the people who owned the skyscraper were very proud of it, they weren’t keen on just anyone coming here to view it, let alone take photographs. A couple of blue-uniformed security guards were doing their best to shoo the sightseers away. They were already worried they’d be in trouble for allowing a pair of blond teenagers and their Old English sheepdog in through the main doors, and weren’t about to make the same mistake again.


One hundred and eighty metres above, Bentley (that very sheepdog) lay curled on a comfortable padded chair, snoring rather loudly. The teenage boy and girl were watching the scenes below from what the tourists might have thought was the very top floor of the building. The boy’s name was Johnny Mackintosh and, contrary to appearances, he wasn’t standing in the Gherkin at all. Through his dark green eyes, speckled with silver flecks, he was gazing out from the bridge of his very own spaceship.


Called the Spirit of London, she was a lookalike for the real Gherkin and had, at this particular moment, replaced it, standing proudly at the address 30 St Mary Axe in the heart of the City, London’s financial district. Johnny’s sister, Clara, had a rare and very special ability to manipulate the structure of space itself. She was so good at doing this that she was able to take the entire skyscraper and ‘fold’ it out of the way – into its very own pocket of hyperspace – allowing the spacecraft to take its place unnoticed. Her ability was shared by an unusual alien creature called a Plican, also on the bridge. Looking rather like a squashed octopus, this was currently scrunched up inside a cramped compartment at the top of a clear cylindrical tank beside Bentley.


There were three other living beings on the bridge. One of these, Sol, was the mind of the spaceship herself and was so clever that she was able to project the view of whatever was happening outside onto the windows of the original London Gherkin, now standing in hyperspace, with only a two nanosecond delay. This meant that any workers unknowingly passing in and out of the hyperspatial gateway to the actual building would be very hard-pushed to spot the difference.


A couple of police vans had drawn up in the little square below. Their rear doors were open and the tourists were being ushered inside. One or two looked to be making a fuss, but were forcibly bundled in before the doors slammed shut. At ground level, the security guards were becoming used to this sight and barely shrugged, knowing it made their lives simpler. Up above, Johnny couldn’t help feeling a little uneasy. It struck him as odd that the vehicles had no identifying markings on their roofs.


‘Finished,’ came a voice from behind a copy of The Times newspaper which was lowered to reveal a figure in a dark pinstriped suit, topped by a bowler hat. Alf, an artificial life form, had a broad smile etched across his slightly metallic face and was keen to show off his completed crossword. Although extremely knowledgeable and fiendishly intelligent, the android sometimes struggled to complete the puzzle – especially when the clues veered away from the pure logic he loved best.


Johnny and Clara had been planning their first ever visit to Mars, with Johnny telling his sister about all the probes scientists had sent to the red planet, but which had mysteriously failed to arrive. Alf had been itching to join in the conversation, but was struggling with the final clue: ‘Her King is a pickled vegetable (7)’. His crossword now finished, the android hurried over but, just then, it was the final member of the crew who spoke.


Kovac was a computer, but so unlike any other computer on Earth it would be akin to comparing a pocket calculator with the entire Internet (or so Kovac, at least, would have you believe). ‘I have intercepted communications between the security services about supposed extraterrestrial activity in central London,’ said the machine, his transparent casing lighting up in time to the words. ‘Apparently a street entertainer – I believe the description was “juggler” – witnessed a green, bug-eyed alien coming out of the River Thames. Quite why you have me monitor all these ridiculous goings-on is beyond me. My time would be far better spent searching for structure within the number pi. I believe that, in base 11 at several trillion decimal places—’


‘Kovac,’ said Clara, ‘exactly where in central London?’


‘Does anyone listen to a word I say?’ asked the computer. ‘If you must know, it was Trafalgar Square. Why you even bothered having this annoying spaceship fit me with a quantum processor …’


The computer’s grumblings were lost as Johnny, Clara and Alf stepped through an archway that had appeared out of thin air in front of them, wide enough for three people at its base but curving outwards so that twice that number might have fitted higher up. In the same way that Clara could relocate the real London Gherkin, she could take a corner of space in one place (for example, the Spirit of London’s bridge) and fold it so it was touching a portion of space in another (say, near Trafalgar Square), making it possible to step instantaneously from one to the other.


They found themselves in a little alleyway they’d hoped would be deserted. As it happened, a tramp was sitting on a sleeping bag drinking from a bottle and Alf, whose complex circuitry was unable to cope with the manipulation of space, collapsed right in front of him. Johnny, himself feeling a little sick after unfolding, bent down, pulled out the android’s left ear and turned it all the way round, before letting it snap back into position. Successfully rebooted, Alf sat upright and said an enthusiastic hello to the tramp who, having seen three people apparently just walk through the wall in front of him, looked approvingly at the bottle in his hand and took several hearty glugs. Johnny, his sister and the android ran past, out into the late afternoon sunshine and up a busy side street towards the square.


The view looked reassuringly normal, with no aliens or spaceships to be seen. People were gathered around the lions at the base of Nelson’s Column while, closer to hand along the southern edge of the square, red double-decker buses and black London taxis wound their way slowly between traffic lights. From the far side, a car-free zone, sunlight reflected off the sparkling windows of imposing stone buildings. Beneath, people streamed one way or the other, heading home after work.


‘Over there,’ said Clara, pointing in front of the fountains in the centre of the square. A small crowd had formed a semicircle around a suntanned, bare-chested man wearing scruffy trousers and a silly, striped jester’s hat. He was juggling three large red skittles.


As Johnny and the others waited to cross the road, two men in dark suits approached the juggler who caught his skittles and took off his hat, bowing to his little audience in one sweeping movement. It looked as though he was about to pass the hat round for a collection, but the men flashed some identification, causing the street performer to drop his skittles and throw his arms up in frustration. Hat firmly planted back on his head, he was led away towards a waiting police van.


‘We’re too late,’ said Johnny.


‘I am not so sure, Master Johnny,’ said Alf, who was staring into the sky. ‘My eyesight covers a broader spectrum than humans’ and, if I am not mistaken, something has joined Admiral Lord Nelson atop his column.’


Johnny and his sister followed where the android was pointing. At first all Johnny could see was the statue of the great man with a hand inside his jacket and a sword by his side, wearing a bicorn hat to ward off the pigeons. The sight reminded him of a particularly vivid dream he’d once had of being aboard Nelson’s flagship, HMS Victory, at the Battle of Trafalgar. A blur of movement brought him back to reality. It was as though someone or something had indeed been standing right beside the admiral. Johnny stared as hard as he could, screwing his eyes right up, but whatever he’d spotted, Nelson now appeared alone.


Clara gasped and put her hand to her mouth. ‘There is someone up there … I think,’ she said, weakly. ‘Right at the top.’


Johnny had never understood his sister’s absolute terror of heights. If anything, Clara’s vertigo had worsened over the past few months and she’d completely stopped using the antigravity lifts on board the Spirit of London, instead folding herself between decks. Now she’d turned even whiter than normal as she peered upward towards the granite admiral.


Johnny squinted, trying to focus on the very top of the fifty-metre-high pillar. He still couldn’t make anything out. He looked down and, to his horror, saw Alf holding what could only be a little gun.


‘Alf!’ he hissed as the android squeezed the trigger. There was no sound at all.


‘Direct hit,’ said Alf, tucking the weapon inside his suit pocket. None of the passers-by looked to have noticed.


‘What on Earth are you doing?’ asked Clara.


‘Do not be alarmed,’ said the android. ‘It was merely a tracking device. Now we shall be able to follow the creature.’


Able to breathe again, Johnny looked up – this time he was certain he saw something and it wasn’t good. For a split second the air behind Nelson shimmered and a black sphere, about ten metres across, appeared from nowhere. Adjusting its cloak, it vanished just as quickly. There was a spaceship in Trafalgar Square after all and there was no mistaking it belonged to the evil Krun. Whatever creature was standing on top of the column, it appeared to hate the insect-like aliens every bit as much as Johnny did. It scarpered, scrambling down the vertical pillar at breakneck speed, somehow able to hold on.


‘Oh my,’ said Clara, grabbing Johnny’s arm as though she might faint at the very thought of the descent.


Now it was on the move, the creature was much easier to spot and other people started pointing towards the column. As it reached the base it sprang over the lions and into the Trafalgar Square fountains. A crowd on the far side began taking photographs, barring the thing’s escape. It doubled back and fled from them, crossed the road oblivious to the oncoming traffic and ran straight towards, then past, Johnny, Clara and Alf. Up close, hidden behind green slimy skin, strange flaps on its neck and very large webbed hands and feet, it looked oddly like a boy. It set off down a busy street leading away from the square. From behind there was a shallow fin protruding out of its back.


Alf, who could run very fast, took off in pursuit, a blur of arms and legs, leaving Johnny and his sister behind as the odd figures streaked away down the pavement.


‘Come on,’ said Clara as a new archway opened in front of them. She pulled him through and Johnny found himself standing beside the entrance to Downing Street, staring up Whitehall all the way back to Trafalgar Square. There was no sign. For a second he thought they’d lost the alien, until he turned as Clara shouted, ‘There!’ pointing to a truck heading further along the road. Using its webbed hands and feet the creature had fixed itself onto the back, hitching a ride, while Alf was jogging effortlessly just a little behind it. Again Clara took charge, pushing Johnny through another archway and following behind. They were at one end of Westminster Bridge beneath Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament. Sirens wailed from north and south of the river as police converged from opposite directions.


Clara was off again, this time sprinting across the bridge at full pelt towards the halfway point where Alf, not even out of breath, had the little alien cornered. Johnny followed, overtaking his sister, then slowing down so as not to startle the thing. Clara soon caught up. The green creature stared wide-eyed at them both, its head tilted to one side. It reached out a webbed hand, but when Johnny moved forward the scaly arm was swiftly withdrawn. Johnny again saw the air shimmer overhead. He couldn’t be certain, but suspected the same partially cloaked black Krun sphere. At street level, two police vans arrived from either end of the bridge. Their doors opened and more than a dozen armed officers fanned out in a semicircle, pointing their rifles at the unlikely foursome.


A black car with tinted windows drew alongside. Out of the rear door stepped a dark-haired woman in a smart suit, wearing very high heels. ‘Well, this is a surprise,’ she said in a drawling American accent. ‘Long time no see, Johnny.’


The alien was shaking, clearly terrified as it looked from rifle to rifle. It backed away until it reached the railings lining the bridge – there was nowhere left to go and only a huge drop to the murky waters of the River Thames beneath. Cornered, it turned to Johnny’s sister, arms out pleading and, in perfect English and quite a posh accent, said, ‘Help me, Clara.’


Before anyone could react, something peculiar began happening to the pavement beneath them, as if it were made of rubber and warping. The next moment, Johnny, his sister and Alf fell through the very ground under their feet. The last thing Johnny saw was the police open fire as the strange creature leapt over the side and into the river far below. Next thing he knew, he was lying beside Clara and an immobile android on deck 18, the garden area of the Spirit of London.


‘Welcome back,’ came the ship’s reassuring voice.


‘Hi, Sol,’ said Johnny, before turning to his sister and asking, ‘What happened?’


Clara was busy rebooting the prone android. ‘It was weird, wasn’t it?’ she said, adding, ‘What was that thing? How do you think it knew my name? And who was that awful woman who knew yours?’


Alf sat up looking thoroughly confused.


‘Colonel Bobbi Hartman,’ Johnny replied. ‘Sorry I didn’t get to introduce you.’


The last time Johnny had seen the colonel, she’d been testifying against him during his trial for High Treason on Melania, the planet most of the spacefaring population of the Milky Way galaxy knew as its capital. Bobbi Hartman worked for the mysterious Corporation, a secret organization prepared to go to any lengths to acquire alien technology.


‘I do not think either Colonel Hartman or the amphibious creature is the issue here,’ said Alf, fixing Clara with a hard stare.


‘What are you talking about?’ she asked.


‘I suspect you know very well what I am talking about, Miss Clara,’ said the android. ‘Time and again I have warned you of the dangers of too much folding. You lost control.’


‘How dare you?’ Clara replied, her face turning pink. ‘I’ve never folded accidentally. It was that thing – the amphibian. It did something to the pavement.’


‘And conveniently brought us back to the ship?’ said Alf.


‘I don’t have to listen to this,’ said Clara. The silver flecks in her normally pale blue eyes sparkled with power and she disappeared in a point of light, having folded herself elsewhere.
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Tossing and turning in the bed that pulled down from a wall in his quarters, Johnny chewed over the strange events of the day. How could the alien creature possibly know Clara? How did Colonel Hartman know about the amphibian? As if running into the colonel hadn’t been bad enough, Johnny was far more worried at seeing a Krun shuttlecraft right here, on Earth, bold as brass above the streets of London. These were the parasites who’d killed his dad. He supposed it was too much to hope that the horrible insect-like scavengers from the rim of the galaxy were gone for good, but so much had happened in the last year that anything had seemed possible.


Six months ago, at the time the Krun had gone into hiding, Johnny had destroyed the entire fleet of the aliens’ one-time allies, the invaders from the neighbouring Andromeda Galaxy, but there had been a terrible price to pay. General Nymac, the fearsome Andromedan leader, had proved to be none other than Johnny and Clara’s much older brother, Nicky Mackintosh, thought dead for ten years. To stop the Andromedans, Johnny had been forced to destroy Nicky’s own ship and, almost certainly, Nicky with it.


With ‘Nymac’ gone, the Emperor of the Milky Way (and Johnny’s friend) Bram Khari had returned from self-imposed exile. Bram had been able to restore order, throwing out the corrupt officials who’d been running the galaxy in his absence. A whole century of neglect was being swept aside, but it didn’t alter the fact that Nicky had probably been blown up with his ship and Johnny didn’t have answers to all Clara’s questions about him. She’d changed after that, often picking fights. And Alf accusing her of accidentally folding them away didn’t help. Johnny hated the pair arguing – there’d been a bad atmosphere on the ship all evening.
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‘Wakey wakey, rise and shine. Some of us have been awake for hours, you know – I calculate precisely nine thousand, five hundred and fifteen, as someone didn’t bother to programme me so that I could sleep in the first place. I can’t think who that might have been.’


‘Kovac,’ said Johnny sleepily. It was very rare for the quantum computer and not Sol to wake him up. ‘What’s going on? What time is it?’


‘Good morning, Johnny,’ said the ship. ‘It is 5.38 a.m.’


‘What?’ said Johnny. ‘It’s Saturday.’


‘I told you he wouldn’t like it,’ said Sol, presumably to Kovac.


‘It’s hardly a matter of likes or dislikes,’ said the computer. ‘I have information I deem important enough to pass on at the earliest opportunity – whatever time it is.’


‘What is it then?’ said Johnny, his eyes still shut and his quilt held over his head to block out the slowly brightening room that was doing its best to rouse him gradually.


‘I have discovered I am not alone in monitoring the security forces for indications of alien activity.’ Johnny lowered the quilt. This could be interesting. ‘I have detected another tracer program at work – with a rather unexpected origin.’ The computer sounded even more self-satisfied than normal.


‘Where?’ asked Johnny, suddenly awake and alert.


‘Halader House itself.’


‘Kovac,’ said Johnny, frustrated. Halader House was the children’s home where he had been brought up and still lived much of the time. It was also where Johnny had first programmed Kovac, and to where the computer’s four-dimensional casing was cleverly and continuously linked. ‘You woke me up for that? That’s the residual echo from your box, durr-brain. Go back to sleep – or at least let me.’ With that he pulled the quilt cover over his head and said, ‘Lights out.’ The room immediately obliged.


As he lay in the dark, drifting back to sleep, Johnny resolved to return to Halader House later that day. If Clara and Alf were still arguing it would be good to be somewhere else, and at least he might be able to get a night’s peace. There was another reason to spend time at the children’s home. In Johnny’s attic bedroom was a Wormhole that linked directly to the Imperial Palace on Melania. Kovac was tasked with monitoring any communications through it, but it made sense for Johnny to have a proper catch-up with Bram. It was only one sphere, but it might be wise to tell the Emperor that the Krun had returned.
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When Johnny finally surfaced it was late morning. Straightaway he asked for news reports from the previous night. An alien climbing Nelson’s Column before ending up right outside Parliament was surely headline material – the Prime Minister had probably already made a statement. Yet it turned out there had been no mention of the incident anywhere.


At least the arguments from yesterday had stopped. Alf was so engrossed in his efforts to trace the amphibian that he seemed to have forgotten to be cross with Clara. Having gathered together the results, the android had called a meeting in the strategy room on deck 14.


Everyone was standing on the mezzanine level, overlooking the space into which Sol had projected a gigantic map of southern England, a collage of satellite images with other features and labels superimposed. As Bentley dozed against Johnny’s feet, Alf traced out the route the creature had taken since yesterday evening, occasional thin streaks of red highlighting its journey west out of London.


‘Why can’t we follow him all the time?’ Johnny asked. Currently no signal was visible and it looked as if the trail had gone cold.


‘The tracker only works above ground,’ said the android. ‘If you observe closely, you will see the absence of a trace occurs when the amphibian is in his natural element, namely water.


Kovac took up the story. ‘Within the river systems, the creature’s speed is impressive – up to a hundred knots. Several boats were despatched to trawl the Thames yesterday evening, but it would have been long gone.’


‘Can we tell where he’s going?’ Johnny asked.


‘Although an extrapolation of the amphibian’s movements cannot be a hundred percent accurate,’ the computer replied, ‘I am certain it is attempting to reach the Severn Estuary and, from there, the open sea.’


‘You’re wrong,’ said Clara.


‘Excuse me,’ said Kovac. ‘I have performed more than forty-seven quintillion calculations on the subject over the last few hours. How many have you done?’


‘If he’d wanted to reach the ocean, why didn’t he just swim down the Thames?’


‘Unhappily, I am shackled within this tedious box and not able to ask him directly. I hypothesize he was afraid the Thames would be blocked in an attempt to capture him. If you’re so much cleverer than I’ve previously been led to conclude, what’s your theory?’


‘He’s not thinking – he’s acting on instinct,’ Clara replied. ‘He’s from the Proteus Institute. That’s why he recognized me – he wants to go home.’


It was like a lightbulb being switched on inside Johnny’s head. The Proteus Institute for the Gifted was the ‘school’ from where he’d rescued Clara, over a year before. Run by the Krun, and once linked directly to Earth orbit by a secret space elevator, it was an institution where the foul aliens experimented on human children. ‘Of course – those things in the tanks,’ he said.


‘What things? What tanks?’ asked Kovac. ‘How can I be expected to reach a sensible conclusion if I am not party to all the relevant information? Sometimes I wish I hadn’t been cursed with my quantum upgrade – I could have existed quite happily as a humble, extremely crude, operating system.’


Johnny often wished that, though he hardly would have described Kovac’s original programming as crude. The letters stood for Keyboard- Or Voice-Activated Computer, which was, in Johnny’s opinion, a very impressive piece of coding. It was when Sol designed the quantum processor to enhance Johnny’s original design that the personality problems had started.


‘Beneath the Proteus Institute we found tanks filled with water,’ said Clara. ‘There were pupils inside, floating upside down, their bodies turning green. I thought they must be dead. Then one opened his eyes.’ Johnny remembered how Clara had fled the horrible room and he’d had to go after her, leaving another girl, Louise, behind. Clara went on, ‘The Krun were creating monsters, human–alien hybrids. I might have been next.’


‘That’s why they were there yesterday,’ Johnny added. ‘Seeing what had happened to their experiment.’


‘The Krun were there, Master Johnny?’ Alf sounded apoplectic.


‘I saw a Krun sphere in Trafalgar Square,’ Johnny replied. ‘It followed us down to the river.’


‘Why did you not say?’


‘You were too busy arguing with Clara,’ said Johnny.


‘I was making a very important point,’ said the android. ‘Miss Clara does far too much folding.’


‘Can we just drop it?’ said Clara. ‘We know where he’s heading. Let’s go to the Proteus Institute and pick him up before anyone else does.’


Just then something started to beep on the map below. Everybody turned and looked for the source of the noise. A thin red line was tracing out a path across the countryside from the end of the River Parrett down towards Yarnton Hill, the town where the Proteus Institute was located. Clara had an ‘I told you so’ smirk across her face. ‘Everybody ready?’ she asked as one of her trademark arches began to form beside her.


‘Miss Clara – I must insist,’ said Alf, ‘this time, we are flying.’
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Johnny, Alf and Bentley joined a clearly unhappy Clara at the foot of the Spirit of London. As Johnny stepped out of the antigrav shaft, he slapped the three-metre-tall statue of the silver alien for luck. The group passed through the revolving doors leading out of the ship and into a little square, where they smiled at the security guards in their blue uniforms, climbed a few steps and entered a London taxi conveniently parked nearby. This was no ordinary black cab.


The Bakerloo was one of the Spirit of London’s shuttlecraft, small ships capable of short-range and sub-orbital journeys. Located on deck 2 of the main spacecraft was another, larger shuttle called the Piccadilly, cleverly disguised as a red double-decker bus and, parked alongside it, glistened an Imperial Starfighter – a special gift from the Emperor. That was Johnny’s favourite, partly because it looked so streamlined and perfect, but also because it was lightning quick and highly manoeuvrable, though he was pleased he’d never had to fight a real battle in it. Of course he also loved flying the Bakerloo, but it was Alf who reached the pilot’s seat first.


The shuttlecraft used advanced mind-control technology – you simply had to think of your intended destination and the ship would respond. Packed full of all manner of sensory apparatus, if you merged your mind fully with the craft, you could see, hear and smell for miles. When he flew it himself, Johnny felt as if he was almost becoming the Bakerloo, though he couldn’t help thinking the journey was a lot more clunky when Alf was at the helm.


Being a weekend, the City was nearly deserted, but it was still so full of CCTV cameras it took a few minutes before the Bakerloo confirmed they were not being observed and Alf could think, Shields on. Instantly the sides of the shuttle shimmered and disappeared around them and, just a fraction of a second later, the android, Clara, Bentley and Johnny himself also vanished. Next, Johnny felt his stomach lurch as the now invisible craft shot skyward at tremendous speed and the Old English sheepdog, who loved nothing better than flying, slathered a long, wet invisible tongue all across Johnny’s similarly invisible face.


‘Let’s tell Louise we’re coming,’ said Clara’s disembodied voice from the front. ‘We’ve not seen her for ages.’


‘Great idea,’ Johnny replied. Louise was the pretty older girl who lived in Yarnton Hill and who’d broken into the Proteus Institute with him. Just as he’d hoped to find Clara, Louise had been looking for her neighbour, Peter Dalrymple. Taken prisoner by the Krun and held on an alien base near Neptune, the poor girl had got more than she’d bargained for. Johnny and Clara had eventually rescued her. Of course he’d invited her to stay on board the Spirit of London, but Louise seemed keen to keep her feet on the ground and had returned home.


Clara messaged Louise, hoping to see her (very) soon. Far faster than any supersonic jet, the shuttle was already descending and it wasn’t long before they saw the surface of the road coming ever closer, whizzing by directly beneath Johnny’s invisible feet. At the very last second, the shuttle reappeared around him (and himself and the other passengers with it), becoming like an ordinary, if slightly out of place, London taxi. It touched down with a slight skid as they passed a road sign indicating that Yarnton Hill village was three miles down a road to the left. When they rounded the next bend a familiar valley came into view.


Perched on one side was the long-since abandoned Proteus Institute for the Gifted, a red-brick, four-storey building dominated by a square central tower. ‘Oh dear,’ said Alf as they reached the beginning of the tall wire fence that ran along the side of the road, barring entry to the institute’s grounds. ‘Kovac has asked me to inform Miss Clara that her hypothesis was mistaken.’


‘What are you talking about now?’ snapped Clara.


‘Please do not shoot the messenger,’ said the android. ‘I have been informed that the amphibian has reached, but then passed, the Proteus Institute and is continuing on his journey.’


‘To where?’ asked Clara, before the shuttle and its occupants vanished again and Johnny felt himself rise upward, like a bird soaring on the wind.


‘That, I suppose,’ Alf replied, ‘is something we shall have to wait to find out.’
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They didn’t have to wait long. The tracer signal soon stopped, this time in Yarnton Hill itself, and Alf parked the Bakerloo close to the train station at one end of the small town. Trying to home in on the exact location of the trace was difficult, so they split up with Johnny and Bentley going in one direction and Alf and Clara in the other. Using their own wrist-based communicators (or wristcoms), they would soon be able to triangulate a proper fix on the amphibian boy, wherever he was.


Trying to appear inconspicuous – never easy with an Old English sheepdog by your side – Johnny was walking along a parade of shops when he heard another dog bark behind.


‘Guess who?’ said a girl’s voice as a pair of soft hands were placed over his eyes. Johnny spun round and was immediately smothered by the long curly brown hair of a tall girl with lots of matching brown freckles. She kissed him on the cheek before pulling away and saying, ‘What are you doing here?’ He felt his face going red as Louise dropped to her knees and said, ‘And Bentley too.’ She started fussing the sheepdog, who was more interested in sniffing Rusty, her red setter.


‘Clara sent you a message,’ said Johnny, kneeling down beside her and whispering as he stroked Rusty. ‘You remember those things we saw at the institute – the ones in the tanks?’


Louise nodded seriously.


‘Well, one of them’s here,’ Johnny went on. ‘We’ve split up to get a fix on its location.’


‘Clara’s here too?’ asked Louise.


Johnny’s wristcom beeped. ‘That’s her now,’ he said as his sister’s face appeared at the centre of the dial. Quickly Johnny established the details. ‘They’ve got him cornered on Station Street,’ he told Louise. ‘What’s the quickest way?’


‘Follow me,’ she said, already on her feet and running. ‘That’s where I live.’


Johnny chased after her and soon drew level, with both dogs bounding along beside them. They turned a corner and saw Clara and Alf up ahead. Sprinting, they joined the others outside a pair of large semidetached houses that shared a drive, ending in a circular section of tarmac before two adjacent front doors. Louise bent forward, panting, her hands on her knees and her cheeks turning very red. ‘This is … my … freakin’ … house,’ she said between gulps of air.


‘The creature is standing at the end of the driveway,’ said Alf.


‘Wow. He can really blend in, like in Trafalgar Square,’ said Clara.


Johnny stared very hard, but saw nothing until there was clear movement towards them. A little nervously, the strange amphibian was edging up the drive. Rusty began barking furiously.


‘Oh my god, it’s Peter,’ said Louise. She opened the gate to move towards him when a green bolt of energy zapped from the sky and struck the boy, sending him sprawling to the tarmac unconscious. Louise screamed as a black sphere landed in the very centre of the driveway, firing in her direction.


Johnny dragged her to the ground just in time and looked up to see the energy beams pass overhead and slice a nearby tree in two. He shouted, ‘Clara, get us out of here.’


An archway opened right behind Peter’s slimy green body. Johnny could see the Spirit of London’s bridge on the other side. He got to his feet, pulling Louise up with him and with Alf and Clara not far behind, but the fold closed before any of them could reach it. The garden wall and tarmac drive began to distort, bending impossibly, sending him and Louise crashing to the ground. Four figures, men dressed in the dark suits typical of the Krun in human form, emerged from the sphere. Two of them collected the amphibian’s limp body and started back to their shuttle while Johnny lay helpless. The other two pointed powerful blasters at him and Louise. Instantly Bentley and Rusty leapt through the air, knocking both Krun to the ground and clamping their jaws around the aliens’ arms. The other Krun disappeared inside their ship, taking Peter with them.


‘Master Johnny,’ Alf shouted, ‘Miss Clara has fainted. We must return to the Bakerloo.’ The android picked Clara up as though she weighed less than a feather and ran down the street towards the parked shuttle.


The black sphere lifted into the air without its remaining two crew, who looked up horrified while still trying to ward off the dogs. More bolts of energy shot from the Krun ship, silhouetting the aliens in an aura of glowing energy. Bentley and Rusty jumped away as, for a fleeting second, the abandoned Kruns’ true form was revealed – long fly-like snouts topped by huge insects’ eyes, and each with four elongated arms, flailing wildly as though trying to stop the firing. Then their bodies vanished. The Krun never left traces behind, even if it meant killing their own.


Johnny knew he and Louise would be next – there was no cover to hide behind – but then the Bakerloo materialized, hovering between him and the alien sphere, its doors open. He practically threw Louise inside, and Bentley and Rusty jumped in after her. As an energy bolt sailed just past him, Johnny dived through the open door and the black London taxi wheeled away into the air, fading from sight and taking them out of danger.





2
No Entry



Having witnessed what had happened to her former next-door neighbour, Louise was anything but her normal breezy self. The signal from Peter’s tracker had vanished, which didn’t help. Meanwhile Clara lay unconscious in sickbay, running a frighteningly high temperature. With Alf and Louise taking it in turns to look after her Johnny felt surplus to requirements, but he couldn’t bear being elsewhere in the ship, not knowing what was going on. He sat out of the way, watching his sister tossing from side to side and listening to her delirious ramblings about the Twyfords, the couple who’d raised her. He wondered what it must have been like to grow up not knowing a thing about your proper family.


It was several hours before her fever began to ease and she opened her eyes. Louise was mopping her forehead, but Clara called her brother over to the bedside. Her eyes appeared darker than normal and a fleeting look of desperation flickered across her face.


‘What went wrong?’ she asked.


‘It was when you tried folding,’ said Johnny. ‘You passed out.’


‘You’re saying I can’t control my folds?’ Clara snorted, lifting her head and trying to force a laugh.


He didn’t know how to respond. ‘Look – maybe Alf’s right,’ was the best he could do. ‘Take a break from it. Have a rest.’


‘It’s Sunday night,’ said Clara, sounding exasperated. ‘I’ve got to get you to Halader House.’ At the end of every weekend Johnny’s sister would open a gateway direct to his attic bedroom in the children’s home so he could prepare for school the next day.


‘It’s all right,’ said Johnny. ‘I think it’s best if I stay here and keep an eye on my little sister. I’m sure Alf will write me a note.’


‘Don’t you dare,’ said Clara. ‘It’s football practice on Mondays – you’ve got that big tournament coming up. If you miss training you’ll be moaning all week.’


Johnny was relieved his sister was beginning to sound a little more like her normal self. ‘OK,’ he said, smiling. She knew his timetable better than he did. ‘I’ll go, but I’ll take the Bakerloo. No more folding space for the next few days … promise?’


‘We’ll see,’ she said, turning away. The conversation seemed to have sapped her strength. Clara put her head back down and fell instantly asleep.


‘Don’t worry, she’ll be fine,’ said Louise, whose own mind looked to be on other things.


‘You mustn’t worry either,’ Johnny replied. ‘We’re going to find Peter.’ He knew neither of them could be certain they were telling the truth.
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Johnny hadn’t the heart to separate Bentley and Rusty when they were so pleased to see each other again. He left the two dogs on the garden deck, stepped into the lift shaft, said, ‘Deck zero,’ and floated on air all the way to the foot of the Spirit of London. It was dark outside, but the ship looked magnificent lit up as a pretend skyscraper. Nearby, another van was about to take more apparently over-eager tourists away. Johnny saw a policeman slam the rear door and then look up surprised to see him standing alone in the little square. Not wanting to be arrested, he turned away and walked quickly up the steps into the waiting Bakerloo.


Halader House stood at 33 Barnard Way in Castle Dudbury, a grim new town to the northeast of London that remained permanently grey, whether from the constant rain or ubiquitous concrete. The children’s home itself was across the carpark from the local train station, so Johnny left the shuttlecraft in the taxi rank beside a telephone box and marched across the tarmac towards the back gate.


Away from the big city at least the stars were brighter, and he smiled to see the wonky ‘W’ of Cassiopeia twinkling above – it had always been Johnny’s special constellation. Although his skin was unusually pale and blemish free, along the inside of his left forearm were five large freckles that mirrored the pattern in the sky above. The Emperor had told Johnny that this was his Starmark, an imprint from the Milky Way itself. The constellation indicated where he was born – the number of stars it contained revealed how many others like him there were in the galaxy, with special gifts.


Johnny had never felt very special. Growing up, the only things that distinguished him from other people were not living with his parents and the weird effect he had on most things electrical. No one wanted to talk to him about his mum and dad, which was fine as far as Johnny was concerned, but occasionally he was with someone else when a streetlight went out as he walked underneath and, however often the music system in his bedroom was repaired or replaced, it never worked for more than a few days. Things like that used to be a pain, but in the last year he’d gained some control and begun to understand how he was making them happen. It wasn’t as cool as Clara’s ability to fold space – something he’d managed to do only once, to save his life when in a blind panic – but being able to direct electric currents at will did sometimes come in handy.


Halader House had recently fitted keyless locks, opened by electronic RFID (Radio Frequency Identification) tags. As Johnny entered the backyard he passed the wooden kennel where Bentley was occasionally forced to sleep and reached a wood-framed glass door. Hardly even having to think about it, he waved his hand to send the electrons inside the lock whizzing to their new locations before turning the handle and letting himself in.


Of course Johnny had been given his own key fob, but the system was programmed not to allow fourteen-year-old residents to come and go as they pleased at this time on a Sunday night. If following procedures, he’d have had to walk round to the main entrance, ring the doorbell and explain his late arrival to Mrs Irvine. From past experience, he knew the Scottish Manager of the home would be distinctly unimpressed to be woken up in the middle of the night. He could still picture her in her tartan dressing gown giving him a severe tongue-lashing the only time he’d done it. This way worked better and Kovac could hack the Halader House records to show Johnny had been safely inside all day.


The lights were out, but having lived in the children’s home since he was two Johnny could have walked its corridors blindfold. Silently, he made his way past the computer room, Kovac’s original home, and the kitchen–diner. Happily there was no sign of the huge cook, Mr Wilkins, whose favourite pastime seemed to revolve around making Johnny’s life as miserable as possible. He climbed the main staircase to the first floor, tiptoed along the entire length of the corridor, turned a corner and came to the small spiral staircase that led only to Johnny’s attic bedroom. At the top he pulled down the trapdoor onto which he’d screwed a ‘No Entry’ sign a year or so earlier and carried on up inside.


Johnny hated being away from the Spirit of London, but there was something here in this pokey room in deepest Essex that made it all worthwhile. He sat down on his bed and stared at two twinkling patches of light in front of him. It looked as though dust was glinting in moonlight, but tonight there was no Moon – only stars were visible through the big box window. Johnny leaned forward and placed his head into one of these hazy splodges; when he opened his eyes he found himself staring at a bustling scene at the heart of the Imperial Palace on Melania.


It was the middle of the day on this world at the centre of the galaxy, and the two red giant suns, Arros and Deynar, were both high in the sky. Self-propelled containers, brimful of exotic-looking contents and overseen by four-winged, near-transparent, slender aliens known as Hapchicks, were flying this way and that. Johnny had never seen the central courtyard so busy.


An elegant woman, golden robes flowing behind her, appeared to glide towards Johnny. As she came closer, he saw her eyes, beneath close-cropped dark hair, were huge and she was smiling warmly in his direction – she must have spotted his floating head in the midst of all the activity.


‘Johnny Mackintosh, I presume,’ she said in perfect English.


Taken aback not to hear Universal (the standard language for interspecies communication within the Imperial Court and across most of the spacefaring galaxy), Johnny was momentarily flummoxed. ‘You speak English? How? Sorry – I don’t know who you are.’ He could feel his face turning redder and redder.


The woman smiled and let out a beautiful, gentle laugh. ‘My name is Ophia,’ she said, ‘and I believe we have something in common – I speak all languages.’


Dotted throughout the Milky Way were ancient creatures called Hundra who worked as intergalactic interpreters, ingesting the words of one speaker and excreting the language of the listener. The very first time Johnny had encountered one it had splintered off a tiny fragment of its own soul and placed it within him. Effectively it meant he could speak or translate anything, but he’d believed this was a secret known only to himself and the Emperor. The woman standing before Johnny couldn’t be a Hundra – they looked like floating, slightly flat, footballs. Warily he said, ‘I’m not sure I know what you mean.’


The woman laughed again – it was impossible not to warm to her. ‘I apologize if what I said made you uncomfortable, Johnny Mackintosh. Sometimes I forget myself. Why don’t I fetch Bram to speak with you?’


‘That’d be great,’ Johnny replied. ‘If you don’t mind … thanks.’


‘Please remember that the Emperor is especially busy, today of all days,’ said Ophia. ‘Try not to detain him long.’


It was good to hear someone else on Melania refer to the Emperor as ‘Bram’. Normally they’d use some ridiculous title like ‘His Divine Imperial Majesty’. As the tall woman turned and glided away, Johnny couldn’t help thinking there was something more than a little odd about her – it might have been that he didn’t remember seeing her blink once.


‘Johnny – it’s good to see you face to face. That is, if a Cornicula Wormhole really counts.’ Close up, the Emperor’s face looked worn and lined, as though a spider had woven its web directly onto it, but his blue eyes were as piercing and alert as ever, and his silver hair still sparkled with a life of its own. ‘Is this a purely social call, or is something troubling you?’


‘Well,’ said Johnny, not sure where to begin. He didn’t want to make Bram think he was frightened by diving straight into a story about one Krun sphere. After all, he’d been in far worse situations and survived. Deciding to build up to that slowly, he said, ‘Social, I suppose. Clara’s not very well, but I’m sure she’ll be fine.’


‘Perhaps it is good, then, that I am coming to see you,’ said the Emperor. ‘I had thought of making it a surprise visit, but I’d hate you to be out gallivanting and have us end up missing each other.’


‘Great,’ said Johnny, buoyed by this unexpected news. ‘When are you coming?’


‘I was wondering about Tuesday.’ Bram laughed at the evident shock written across Johnny’s face. ‘I hope you can fit me into your busy schedule.’


‘Of course … yeah … that’ll be great.’


‘Then it is decided,’ said the Emperor. ‘If you will excuse me, you’ll be aware I have preparations to make.’ Bram stepped back and bowed, allowing Johnny to glimpse the activity going on around him.


‘Bye,’ shouted Johnny. ‘See you soon.’ With a faint plop he pulled his head out of the Wormhole and caught sight of his reflection in the window, blond hair sticking up all over the place – he’d have to wash it before Bram arrived. He could tell the Emperor about the Krun then. He fell asleep under twinkling starlight – the streetlamp beneath Johnny’s window had long ago stopped working.
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Breakfast at Halader House was to be endured rather than enjoyed. It made Johnny long for the kippers or bacon and eggs that Alf would rustle up in the Spirit of London’s galley. Mr Wilkins’s porridge was watery and full of salt, and included the odd crunchy black bit he didn’t dare think about. The huge bearded man ladled an especially large portion into Johnny’s bowl, as though relishing extra suffering he could inflict. It was too much to expect the cook’s beady black eyes to look anywhere else before Johnny had scraped every last spoonful of the grey sludge into his mouth.


To make matters worse, Miss Harutunian, Johnny’s red-haired social worker, came over to sit beside him. He liked the American, who always seemed genuinely interested in him, but found it impossible to speak to anyone so early in the morning.


‘Everything OK, Johnny?’ she asked, beaming at him and showing off two rows of dazzling white teeth.


‘Fine,’ he grunted.


‘I’ve been having a think about your care plan,’ she said, clearly not about to be put off. ‘Remember when we last went to see your mum at St Catharine’s?’ Johnny froze, his spoon halfway between bowl and mouth. This didn’t sound good. ‘There was that nice doctor at the hospital … tall guy … Carrington, wasn’t it?’ Johnny nodded. ‘Well, he phoned yesterday asking to come and talk to you. But I’ve been thinking – it’s so long since you last went to see your mum, why don’t we go there instead?’


Johnny shook his head, probably a little too violently. He had no desire whatsoever to see the mysterious Dr Carrington, the man who’d performed Colonel Hartman’s DNA tests on him and Clara. They’d surprised everyone, not least Johnny, when the results showed he and his sister were only half human. At least Johnny didn’t think for a moment that the doctor realized his mum had been the Diaquant of Atlantis, perhaps the most powerful alien in the whole galaxy. It was true that Carrington had helped them escape the Corporation’s clutches, but Johnny was keen to keep him at a very safe distance.


Miss Harutunian, on the other hand, still thought Johnny’s mum was in a coma at St Catharine’s Hospital for the Criminally Insane, and there were so many things wrong with that belief he hardly knew where to begin.


For one, it turned out that there wasn’t even any such place. The supposed mental hospital had been a secret Krun base, accessed through a portal into hyperspace. Now that portal was sealed, creating a self-contained ‘Klein fold’. The Krun trapped inside were cut off from their queen and stranded forever. Before the gateway had closed, Johnny and Clara’s dad had died there, as had their mum, at least in her human form. However, given that she was some kind of trans-dimensional alien superbeing, she had shortly reappeared from another place and time, revealing her true identity to Johnny and Clara and reviving their dead father, transforming him, like her, into a creature of pure energy. But they left together to ‘go on’, with seemingly no prospect of ever being able to return.


At this time of morning it made Johnny’s brain hurt just thinking about it, but one thing was clear – taking his social worker to this fictitious place to visit his kind-of dead alien mother would be an especially bad idea. ‘I think it’s better if Dr Carrington came here,’ he said, forcing down the last mouthful of porridge.


‘Well, if you’re sure, said the American, ‘but we’ll have to visit your mum soon. Your care plan says at least twice a year.’
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