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1. You are handed a box marked TOP SECRET. The box is addressed to you. Do you:

A) Rip it open?

Or

B) Wait for your parents to come home before unwrapping it?

If you have answered A, proceed to the next question.

If you have answered B, start again. The correct answer is A.

2. Inside the box you find a jar of sweets and an information booklet. The sweets are labelled NATURE’S OWN and smell of peppermint. The information booklet is 48 pages long. Do you:

A) Open the jar of sweets?

Or

B) Read page after boring page from the booklet?

If you have answered A, proceed to the final question.

If you have answered B, take a deep breath and read question two again. Then answer A.

3. You discover the sweets unleash a molecular chain reaction. It results in you developing EXTRAORDINARY POWERS. Do you:

A) Run amok, cause havoc at school and join the circus?

Or

B) Master your power, dedicate yourself to a life of public service and become the warrior-hero our world so desperately needs?

If you have answered A, read on.

If you have answered B … seriously? B again? It seems you haven’t yet twigged how this quiz works. The correct answer is A. NO ONE masters a power from the off. But do not worry, my friend! Help is waiting for you within these very pages. So carry on, and pay close attention.

My name is Aidan Sweeney and I am FIRE BOY.





[image: images]



 

It began with a doorbell.

I was not long in from school. Lemon was curled beside me on the sofa, one white paw tucked under her chin, her tail flung lazily over a cushion. The two of us had the room to ourselves. Mum wouldn’t be home for ages and Granny was in her room snoring like a bear.

That was when the doorbell buzzed.

Lemon yawned and rolled over. I sat up.

It buzzed again. This time, a voice from the intercom followed it. ‘I have a special delivery for an A. Sweeney.’

A. Sweeney?

A special delivery FOR ME?

The voice spoke again. ‘I need you to sign for it.’

I bolted off the sofa, hurdled a stool and skidded to a halt at the doorway. ‘I’ll be right down!’ I yelled into the speaker.

Fizzing with excitement, I ran into the hall and pressed the button for the lift.

And yet … it was hard not to be suspicious. Who could have sent me a parcel? No one had mentioned a present to me and my birthday wasn’t until May. As I rode down to the ground floor, I mulled over the possibilities and weighed their odds.

Mum

Unlikely. Mum believed in rewards, not surprises. None of my most recent accomplishments – coming third in a Longest Spit contest or beating Hussein not once, but twice at FIFA on his own Xbox, fell into her ‘Achievement’ category.

Granny

Hardly. Granny didn’t do presents. Granny gave orders. She issued threats and restricted privileges. She handed out punishments like they were fairy cakes at a party. Granny buy me a present? Not a chance.

Mitchell Mulch

The favourite. This fell into the ‘It’s a trick’ category. Could Mitchell Mulch be hiding in the bushes with a Super Soaker Double-Pump AK-47 Attack Gun? Very possibly. This ‘delivery person’ and the surrounding area must be approached with great caution.

It was my lucky day.

The longshot. Fingers crossed.

I burst into the lobby and spotted a thin man in cycling shorts outside the glass partition. He had a Deliver-O box strapped to his back and smallish parcel in one hand. A bicycle leaned against the wall behind him.

My heart went pitter-patter, pitter-patter. This was no trick. This was real.

I rushed to the door and opened it.

‘I’m Aidan Sweeney! We just spoke on the intercom.’

The delivery man frowned. Instead of handing me the parcel, he pulled it away. ‘I was expecting someone older.’

I made myself as tall as I could – which, in fairness, wasn’t that tall. ‘I happen to be much older than I look, my good man,’ I said in a deep voice. ‘If you check the box, you will discover that is my name on the label.’

‘I don’t know,’ he said, scratching his chin uncertainly. ‘Do you have any ID?’

‘Just this,’ I said. Removing one of my trainers, I showed him its heel, where the name A. Sweeney was written in a black marker. He held the trainer gingerly, his nose wrinkling.

‘Guess that’ll do.’ He shrugged. ‘Here.’

I scratched my name across his electronic pad and he handed me the package.

It was an odd-shaped lump wrapped in brown paper. Postmarks blotted one corner and rows of blue airmail stickers crowded another. One stamp showed a llama in profile. The second, two ponies on a grassy mountain top. The handwriting I didn’t recognise – a scrawl of loops in purple biro – but the address was mine: Alexandria Apartments, London, N1.

‘Do you know who sent this?’ I asked the Deliver-O man, but when I looked up, he had already cycled away. In his place was a girl in a maroon blazer and straw boater.

Sadie was home.
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‘You never told me you had family in South America, Aidan.’

‘I don’t.’

‘Then who sent you this?’

Sadie and I were sitting on the sofa back in my flat. Lemon, the traitor, was stretched across Sadie’s lap, one eye on the parcel wedged between us.

Four phrases (in no particular order) that best describe Sadie Laurel-Hewitt, aged twelve:

– Tall, long-haired, quick to smile, skilled at football, piano, dance and kick-boxing

– Youngest daughter of the film and television actor, Alice Laurel

– Speaks four languages, unrivalled in board games involving planning, word skills or precision

– Day student at Lady Pandora’s School for Girls and fellow resident of Alexandria Apartments

Sadie pointed to the llama stamp. ‘This was posted in Peru. How curious. Are you going to open it or wait until your mum comes home?’

Waiting had never crossed my mind. My only worry was Granny. At any minute, the She-Bear might stumble out of her bed-cave. If she did, I could kiss this parcel goodbye. Granny would snatch it away and what would I be left with? A stiff wallop over the head for daring to answer the door.

I picked up the parcel. ‘Trust me. Mum would want me to open it.’ Carefully, I tore around the stamps and postmarks – those I wanted to keep. The rest I ripped apart.

Underneath the brown paper was a cocoon of tape. There was no way I could unravel that.

‘Do you have any scissors?’

‘No,’ Sadie said. ‘Though this might be useful.’ She undid her satchel and pulled out a small bundle of cloth, unknotting it to reveal an arrowhead with a tip as sharp as an eagle’s talon. ‘Mummy got it for me in America. What do you think?’

‘Think?’ I stared into her satchel. ‘I think you Lady Pandora’s girls know how to pack a school bag. What else do you keep in there? Pistols? Grenades?’

‘I meant, is it too sharp? I don’t want to damage what’s inside.’

‘It’s perfect,’ I said, handing her the package. ‘You do it.’ There was only one person in the room who could be trusted with an object that sharp and it wasn’t me. ‘I like my fingers as they are – attached to my palms.’

Sadie shifted over. Nudged awake, Lemon took one look at the arrowhead poised over her head and sprang off the sofa, retreating to the armchair where she could watch us in safety.

Gripping the parcel tight, Sadie cut through the tape in one go. She peeled the clumps away. Underneath was a layer of bubble wrap, which she tore off, leaving a small square box with two words stamped in scarlet letters across its top: ultra-secreto.

Sadie gasped.

‘Ultra-secreto means “top-secret”!’ Sadie turned to me, her brown eyes burning with curiosity. ‘Aidan, who sent you this?’

That was a very good question. I didn’t know anyone who lived in South America. I turned the box over. On its back was another stamp: Propiedad del Laboratorio Cambio.

My heart sank. ‘This must be a mistake. No one would ever send me anything important.’ Groaning, I threw myself face-first on to the sofa and began to sob.

By my standards, I was masking my disappointment well.

‘Who says it’s not for you?’ Sadie asked.

I removed my face from the sofa cushion and rolled over. ‘What do you mean?’

She shot me a smile and arched her eyebrow. ‘It has your name on it, doesn’t it? So it’s for you. Why worry over who sent it? Let’s see what’s inside.’

Tips on how to get along with others #1:

It is often helpful to tell your friends exactly what they want to hear.

Who was I to argue? Sitting up, I gripped the box by its lid. ‘Ready?’ I asked.

‘Ready.’ Sadie snapped her fingers flamenco-style and clicked her heels. ‘¡Abre la caja!’ she cried.

‘Tacos! Nachos! Tapas!’ I replied in my best Spanish.

And then the doorbell rang. Again.
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It was Hussein.

‘I want a rematch,’ he said, flashing his FIFA Gold Edition disc. ‘You got lucky. It won’t happen again.’

‘Twice. I got lucky twice,’ I said, following him into the sitting room.

Four phrases (in no particular order) that best describe Hussein Aziz, aged twelve:

– Fan of the films, comics, action masks, collectible toys and other paraphernalia associated with the Star Wars series

– Long-limbed, dark-eyed gaming enthusiast and electric guitarist (novice grade)

– Fellow classmate at Caversham School, 2nd Form, and resident of Alexandria Apartments, 4th floor

– Poor loser on FIFA Gold Edition for Xbox

Sadie waved him forward. ‘Hussein! Come in! You’re just in time for the unveiling.’ She told him about the parcel as I, its proud owner, stood by smugly.

Hussein did not share our enthusiasm.

‘You can’t open that,’ he said. ‘It’s against the law to open someone else’s post.’

‘It’s addressed to me, Hussein.’

‘That’s clearly a mistake. Why would anyone send you top-secret information? You don’t know anyone in South America, do you?’

‘So?’

Hussein dabbed his brow. ‘You can’t take a chance, Aidan. Lives are at stake.’

‘Lives?’ Sadie rattled the box at him and laughed. ‘How? Is there a nest of vipers in here?’

‘No,’ Hussein said. ‘Vipers would never survive the packaging. They’d suffocate.’

‘Good,’ I said. ‘I never liked snakes. Let’s open it.’

‘But it might contain a deadly virus so contagious it wipes out life as we know it!’

I was beginning to regret opening the door for him.

Sadie stared at him. ‘A virus that ends life as we know it? Inside the box I’m holding? Are you serious?’

‘If it gets me out of my maths exam next Tuesday,’ I shrugged, ‘I’m all for it.’

‘This is no joke,’ Hussein warned. ‘You have no idea what type of top-secret weapon there might be in here. It could be a weapon of mass destruction.’ Brow dark with gloom, he scowled. ‘Or worse.’

‘Worse?’

‘You heard me.’

‘What’s worse than mass destruction?’

Hussein shook his head grimly. ‘You don’t want to know.’

‘Hussein, this isn’t the Return of the Jedi,’ Sadie sighed. ‘We’re not going to find the plans to the Death Star inside Aidan’s box.’

‘As a matter of fact,’ Hussein crowed, ‘the plans to the Death Star could be in this box. They were lost and stolen many times, often turning up in the most remote planets in distant galaxies. But would our technology be able to decipher them – that’s the question! Do you remember when—’

Sadie stood. ‘Aidan, open it now or I’m leaving.’

I hopped over the sofa, landing on the cushion with a thump. I placed the box on my lap and tapped the seat beside me.

Sadie sat down.

‘My name is on the package, Hussein. If you or Princess Leia have a problem with that, I’m sorry. But I am opening it anyway.’

Hussein tapped his FIFA Gold Edition case nervously against his leg.

‘Come on,’ Sadie said. ‘You don’t fool me, Hussein. You want to see what’s in here as much as we do.’

This time, Hussein didn’t argue. I shifted over and he plopped down next to me.
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I opened the box.

A round glass jar and a small green booklet were inside.

I removed the jar.

Through the glass I could see ten jellied sweets dusted with frosting. Each sweet was as plump as a strawberry and had liquorice laces looped around its sides. A white label with green lettering in Spanish and English was stuck to the jar. The half in English said:

NATURE’S OWN

HAND-MADE SWEETS FROM

THE CLOUD FORESTS OF PERU

I turned the jar round.

On the back there was a drawing of a bare-chested warrior in a tall, feathery cap. Underneath him was more writing.

‘Nature’s Own is a non-profit organisation,’ I read aloud. ‘Located on the grounds of Cambio Laboratories, Nature’s Own chooses only the very best ingredients from its world-famous gardens and greenhouse for our products. Earnings are then channelled into environmental research on behalf of our planet, which is why we say: SAVE THE WORLD – BUY A SWEET!’

‘I like the sound of that,’ Sadie said.

‘Me too.’

Hussein shifted uneasily in his seat. ‘Is there a card inside the box telling you who sent it?’ he asked.

‘No, just this.’ I picked up the green booklet and read the first page from Cambio Laboratories: A Handbook.

Cambio Laboratories

Our world needs to change. Environmental neglect, a lack of sustainability and the rapid depletion of natural resources are threatening our existence.

At Cambio Laboratories, we are working to reverse this trend. Our labs are based within the cloud forests of Peru, a unique ecosystem which provides researchers with havens of rare trees and plants to study. Here, in the shadows of the Ancient Inca temples at Machu Picchu, scientists combine 21st century technology with the long-lost folklore of our ancestors. For humanity to move forward, we must reconnect with the ways of our distant past.

I flicked through the rest of it. There were another forty-eight pages of this stuff. Chapter after chapter on Peruvian vegetation and the future of botany, all of it in small print. It could take me days – weeks – to get to the end of this.

I tossed the booklet on to the sofa.

‘Well?’ Hussein asked. ‘What does it say?’

I held the jar and shook it. ‘These sweets come from cloud forests in Peru. I guess that’s what makes them special.’

Hussein wasn’t convinced.

‘There’s nothing “top-secret” about that.’ He picked up the box and turned it over suspiciously. ‘Why would anyone need to sign for a jar of sweets?’

‘Maybe it’s a publicity stunt, a way to get people talking about a new line of sweeties and lucky me just happened to get one. So,’ I said, pausing to unscrew the lid, ‘who wants one?’

‘I do,’ Sadie said, holding out her hand.

‘Are you sure they’re safe to eat?’ Hussein asked.

I turned the jar over and showed him the sticker on its bottom. It said:

THESE SWEETS ARE SAFE TO EAT.

That stopped his grumbling. ‘Okay,’ Hussein nodded. ‘Give me one.’

When I lifted the lid off the jar, the three of us got a whiff of a cool green forest. Lemon reappeared, sliding along the edge of the sofa, her whiskers twitching. She rubbed against my leg, keen on getting her nose inside the jar.

I fished out three sweets and shared them round. Lemon watched.

‘You first, Aidan,’ Sadie said. ‘They are yours, after all.’

‘If you insist.’ I held a jellied mint high over my mouth and then let it drop in, catching the sugary-sweet frosted icing on my tongue. I chewed. It tasted of liquorice and peppermint pine, like a sliver of icy mint sliding deliciously down my throat. Seeing me smile, Sadie and Hussein popped their sweets into their mouths.

Cheek bulging, Sadie lisped, ‘Thith ith thuper.’

But there was a surprise waiting for us. A hard, round nut was hidden inside the mint. When I bit into it, a fruity juice squirted out, bitter and sweet.

Hussein, who was chomping away for all he was worth, was the next to reach it. ‘Oh,’ he said.

Sadie wasn’t long behind him. Puckering her lips, she said, ‘I wasn’t expecting that.’

None of us were.

Or what happened next.
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I got the hiccups.

Yes, that’s right. Hiccups.

I know what you’re thinking. Hiccups? What’s strange about that? Everybody gets the hiccups.

True. But they don’t often breathe out smoke when they hiccup, do they? Because that’s what I did.

The first hiccup was tiny. As I opened my mouth, a small ribbon of smoke spewed from my nose.

‘Hic,’ I chirped again. This time two thin clouds of smoke streamed out of my ears, hovering over the sofa.

‘Hic!’ Now three puffs appeared from my mouth one after another, like balls of smoke shot out of a cannon. For the second time that afternoon, Lemon leapt off the sofa and headed for the door.

Hussein buried his head in his hands. ‘I knew it,’ he whimpered. ‘I knew it. I knew something like this would happen.’

Smoke continued to chimney out of my ears and mouth. ‘I think it’s that tikka masala I had for lunch,’ I said.

Sadie waved the clouds away with both hands. ‘Drink some water, Aidan. It might stop the smoke and the hiccups.’

‘Good idea!’ I cried, bolting towards the kitchen.

‘And be quick about it!’ Hussein said. ‘Before you set off every smoke alarm in the building!’

Sticking my head under the tap, I slurped away for all I was worth. Eventually, the hiccupping stopped. But I had only managed to divert the smoke. Instead of coming out of my nose and ears, now the smoke was billowing out of my bottom and widening into rings that hung over the kitchen table like doughnut-shaped rain clouds. This I found greatly entertaining, especially when my aim improved and I discovered that I could, with a little effort, direct these smoke rings at targets. Clearly, this was a trick in need of an audience, so I rushed out to show Sadie and Hussein.

A proper shock was waiting for me.

Sadie was sitting legs crossed guru-style on our sofa, palms up, eyes closed. Her long hair rippled backwards like it was being blown by a gentle breeze and it sounded like she was chanting. A crown of light surrounded her head like a halo.

‘Sadie?’ I tapped her knee. ‘Sadie? Are you all right?’

Before she could answer, a bang sounded behind me.

It was Hussein.

Gripping the arms of his chair, he sat bolt upright, eyelids fluttering, teeth chattering, feet drumming the floorboards. His straight black hair stood on end, while blue sparks shot off the tips of his fingers as if a thousand megavolts were shooting through him.

Seeing my best friends like this – one shining like an angel in a spotlight and the other shaking like he’d got his toe stuck in a socket – a flood of emotions overwhelmed me.

A brief analysis of the emotional turmoil I was experiencing at this difficult time:

– Sharp pangs of GUILT. Because of me, my friends were in danger

– A worrying CONCERN for my own safety. Hussein I could handle, but if I upset Sadie, I could be in for a hiding

– Severe DISAPPOINTMENT. Neither of them could see my lovely smoke rings and my bottom was running out of puff

– And, most of all, the crippling ache of REGRET. Where was my phone when I needed it? I should be videoing this!

By the time I found my mobile wedged under the chair cushion, the light surrounding Sadie had faded. Her long hair fell back into place and her legs dropped to the floor. Her eyelids flickered open.

Hussein returned to near-normal too. Legs slack, his glasses clinging to his nose and his arms still shaking, he slumped backwards in a daze.

‘Sadie!’ I cried. ‘You will not believe what happened!’

Sadie blinked. ‘Aidan … is that you?’

‘Of course, it’s me! Are you all right?’

Sadie took a deep breath and exhaled. ‘I feel … at peace. Like a great wave swept me away and left me at one with the sea and the sky.’

‘I can top that,’ I beamed. ‘A minute ago, I was blowing smoke rings out of my bum. Sorry you missed that, aren’t you?’

‘Devastated.’ Smoothing out the wrinkles in her maroon skirt, Sadie glanced over my shoulder at Hussein. He sat slouched in the armchair, his eyes spinning and his mouth open. His hair was a tangle of clumps and tufts, like he’d been hit by a few bolts of lightning and then walloped over the head with a hammer.

‘Oh. My. God,’ Sadie said. ‘What happened to him?’

I explained what I’d seen in great detail, exaggerating here and there for effect. Sadie gaped at Hussein with alarm. ‘Has he said anything yet?’ Sadie asked.

‘No.’

‘Do you think he’s all right?’

‘Hussein? He’s fine. I think he just wants a minute to himself,’ I said, lowering my voice. ‘You know, a little time to collect his thoughts.’

‘Aidan, his tongue is blue and there’s dribble coming out of his mouth. He does not want a moment alone.’ Sadie bit her lip. Her brow puckered. ‘We should call a doctor.’

‘A doctor? Don’t be ridiculous!’ I said, opening the jar of Nature’s Own. ‘Come on. I want to try another.’

That roused Hussein from his stupor. Leaping out of the chair, he threw himself at me hollering, ‘ARE YOU CRAZY? Put those away!’

Hussein laying his hands on my neck didn’t bother me. We wrestled all the time.

There was no need to shout though.

‘AIDAN!’ came the roar from the back bedroom.

Granny had woken.
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Hussein let go of my shirt. ‘Sorry, Aidan,’ he said.

‘It’s not your fault,’ I sighed. ‘She had to wake sooner or later.’

‘I KNOW YOU’RE OUT THERE!’

From the back bedroom came the snap, crackle and pop of old bones stirring.

‘You had better go.’

‘Good idea,’ Hussein said. Picking up his FIFA Gold Edition case, he straightened his glasses and, as best he could, his hair. ‘See you tomorrow.’

‘See you,’ I said as he scooted out the door.

Sadie stood too. She picked up her satchel. ‘Aidan?’

‘Yes?’

‘Promise me you won’t eat another one of those sweets.’

‘Why?’

‘Just don’t, not until we’re sure they’re safe.’ Sadie slung her school bag over her shoulder. ‘Something’s not right about them.’

‘If you say so.’ I knew better than to argue with Sadie. If she said trouble was coming, look out. That girl could smell Danger before it snuck up and bit you on the backside. I’ve lost count of the times she’s stopped me from being flattened by a bus, falling down an elevator shaft or stampeded by an angry donkey on a trip to the City Farm. When she has a hunch, I listen.

‘BOY! WHO’S OUT THERE?’

Sadie picked up her straw boater. ‘Aidan, do you feel … different?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Tingly. Like you’ve had a good scrub, but on the inside.’

I nodded. I did feel different, though it was no gentle tingle. It was more like a volcano had erupted in my stomach, spilling lava left and right. The strange thing was, instead of it making me want to sling ice down my gullet, this fire felt good.

From the back bedroom, there came the heave and sigh of a mattress. Bed-boards groaned. Granny was rising.

‘BRACE YOURSELF! I’M COMING!’

‘Good luck,’ Sadie whispered. She walked briskly to the front door and slipped out with a quick wave, easing it shut behind her.

Thump, creak. Thump, creak. Thump, creak, the floorboards warned.

Granny was close.

I slid the delivery box under the table and covered the jar of Nature’s Own with its wrapping. I sat back on the sofa and mentally prepared myself for the challenges ahead.

First her walking stick appeared, followed by a brawny fist and then her monstrous head.

‘YOU!’ she roared when she spotted me.

‘Granny!’ I said cheerfully. ‘This is a surprise.’

‘Oh, ho! A surprise, is it?’ she said, slamming her walking stick down. ‘Well, we will see about that.’

Four phrases (in no particular order) that best describe Granny, aka Hilda Sweeney, aged sixty-four:

– Wide-necked, broad-backed, large-armed, thick-thighed

– Irritable, prone to fits and rages, hoarder of phones, books, games and comics

– Former women’s prison officer, avid supporter of rules and discipline, and keen administer of punishment in all its forms

– Resident of Alexandria Apartments, 3rd floor, and current occupier of my former bedroom

Leaning against the armchair, Granny twirled her walking stick with menace.

I backed away. Yes, she was old, but there was more hard muscle on her than Hercules in his prime. In her hands, that cane was like Thor’s hammer, a lethal weapon she used to prod, poke, trip and bash. As for the bad knee Granny claimed to suffer from, only a fool would believe that; that stick was a ruse, her way of arming herself for battle. Put Granny in a wrestling ring with a grizzly bear and I know who I would bet on.

‘I heard voices,’ she snarled. ‘Who was it?’

‘No one, Granny. Just friends.’

‘Friends?’ Granny sneered. ‘It was those two toe-rags, the girl with the hair and the small boy in glasses, wasn’t it?’

I bristled. I wasn’t sure what a toe-rag was, but it didn’t sound pleasant and, as soon as she put that stick down, I was determined to defend my friends’ honour. For now though, I brooded in silence.

‘You know the rules: no one is allowed in this flat without asking …’ Granny stopped. Her nostrils flared and one eye began to twitch. She slammed her walking stick down on the ground and shook her meaty fist. ‘I smell smoke! What have you been doing?’

‘Me? Nothing!’

‘Don’t lie to me.’ Granny hobbled closer, sniffing me like a crazed bloodhound. ‘There’s a stink of smoke coming off you.’

‘That must be Lemon you’re smelling,’ I said, scrambling away from her.

‘It’s not the cat, stupid boy! It’s you!’ Narrowing her eyes, Granny glared at me. ‘You and your friends were smoking my cigars, weren’t you?’

‘No, Granny. Never!’

‘You better not have,’ Granny said, poking my chest with the end of her stick and sneering. ‘Because if I find one of my cigars missing, it’s lockdown. You’ll be an old man before you’re allowed to leave this flat.’ She scowled at me once more and stomped off to the kitchen.

Relieved to see the back of her, I closed my eyes, grateful for a few moments’ peace.

It didn’t last.

Hearing a strange hissing sound, I opened my eyes. Steam, I discovered, was trickling out of my hands.

My palms glowed red. Cracks of light emerged from my fingertips.

A fierce burst of heat came next, almost knocking me off my feet.

I trembled, unable to believe my eyes.

My hands were on fire.
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No science class, no television documentary, no comic book could have prepared me for this.

Each of my hands, from my wrist to my fingers, glowed ember-red. Yellow and orange flames ripped out through my skin, licking the edges of my palms. When I made a fist, my hands became pure balls of fire, one blazing at the end of each arm.

And it didn’t hurt!

But how?

The flames were real. I was certain of that. The heat coming off my hands was intense. Already the cuffs of my sleeves were black and fraying. I tried putting out the fire by rubbing my palms together, but that only made the flames flare higher.

What was I to do?

Questions stormed around my head, loud and urgent, demanding answers and receiving no reply, the most important of which was: what was Granny going to say when she saw me like this?

The She-Bear once grounded me for leaving a dirty sock on the sitting-room floor. That meant no TV for two weeks, early bed, and drills at dawn – me struggling to do a single push-up while Granny barked for a hundred more. I was in no hurry to find out what hands of fire might get me. I needed to put those flames out now.

The kitchen door burst open. ‘BOY!’ Granny bellowed.

I raced down the hallway away from her with my flaming hands out in front of me – not the easiest way to run, I’ll have you know – so she couldn’t see them.

‘Oh, ho! Want to play, do you?’ Granny called to me. ‘There’s nothing I like more than a game of “Hunt the Runaway”.’

The door to the bathroom was closed, which left me stumped. How do you open a door with flaming hands and NOT set fire to it?

‘Hide, boy. Hide yourself well,’ the She-Bear cackled from the sitting room. ‘Make me work. There’s nothing like a little exercise to stir the blood.’

I poked at the handle with my elbows, but couldn’t lever the door open.

Granny thumped her walking stick down. ‘One!’ she bellowed.

The more desperate I became, the fiercer my hands burned.

‘Two!’

Somehow, I had to force that door open before …

‘Three! Here I come!’

An Immoveable Object (the door to the bathroom) barred my way ahead while an Unstoppable Force (Granny and her walking stick) blocked me from behind. It was at this moment of crisis that Wrestling World came to my rescue. Only two days ago I had watched Hector ‘the Assassin’ Morales dispatch Davy ‘the Body’ Franklin – and the referee to boot – with his trademark move, the ‘Scorpion’, a flying headbutt swiftly followed by a karate kick to the groin.

If that couldn’t open the bathroom door, nothing would.

I took a running start and launched myself into the air Hector Morales-style: arms wide, head back like an angry stag with a point to prove, one leg high and poised to strike.

WHAM!

The door opened, though not as I intended.

My karate chop was lethal, but off-target; I hit the door-frame rather than the door, painfully stubbing my toe. That threw me off-balance, which turned my mighty headbutt into a quite painful face-splat. As I slid down the door, semi-conscious and seeing stars, my shoulder somehow undid the door handle. The weight of my body pushed the door open.

Job done.

Except in all the confusion, I’d forgotten my hands held two small bonfires. Reaching out to stop myself from falling, I knocked over the houseplant Mum kept in the bathroom. That plant, a fern with leaves that hung over its vase in leafy spirals, caught fire, along with a Scooby Doo towel, a bath-mat and Mum’s shower cap.

From the hallway came another thump of a walking stick. ‘There’s no escape, runaway!’ Granny shouted. ‘I’ve got you cornered!’

Oh boy.
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The bathroom door burst open. Granny stomped in and glared at me.

‘Boy, what are you doing?’

The air was thick with steam. Sprays of water drummed off my head and back from the overhead nozzle. ‘I’m taking a shower,’ I snorted. ‘What does it look like I’m doing?’
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