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DAY ONE

1.17 p.m.

So here I am, balancing on a small stepping-stone in the middle of the river, swaying, wondering how the hell I’m going to get over the next stone which has mostly crumbled away. My three best mates are all lined up on the bank watching, like they bought tickets especially to see me get humiliated, like they’re just waiting for someone to come round with popcorn. I lift my right foot and my left leg starts shaking, and I’m standing here like I’m demonstrating some sort of totally made-up yoga pose. Wobbling Loser. Asha’s laughing at me.

And what am I doing? I’m searching for the egg that I don’t even, if I’m honest, want to find.

Just one hour ago, everything was fine. One hour ago I was in my bedroom writing my blog, and, OK, you could argue I was pretty much a weird, friendless loner, but apart from that I was fine, I was absolutely fine.

 

My clumsy fingers slipped and scrambled over the keyboard, like I had to get this done quickly or someone would stop me.

THE ANNIVERSARY

Some of you people who I speak to on here every day, some of you get it, but most of you don’t, most of you think I’m lying or stupid or mad, but I’m not any of those things because it’s all true. One of these days you’ll find out and I’ll say Told you so.

 

That was a bit rubbish. A bit childish. It was just missing the words: So there! at the end of the paragraph. I didn’t care, I’d edit it afterwards. I kept writing, fingertips chik-chakking over the keyboard.

 

If you’re wondering what I’m talking about then just scroll down and read pretty much any of my posts from the last year. They’ll tell you about the egg that turned up in Gilpin almost exactly a year ago which turned out to be – and I promise you I know how this sounds – alien.

It’s true. I was there.

The government doesn’t want you to believe any of this – and I know how that sounds too – but my friend Asha started glowing like the sun and she got brighter and brighter till she was in danger of exploding.

My friend Grace could only speak in questions, and after a while even those started drying up.

My best mate Max turned into a ghost and basically evaporated.

My second-best mate Josh was, sort of, tattooed by the universe.

A guy we know called Matt – he died when his blood boiled inside his body.

True.

And me? I met my fifty-year-old self. Knocked at my door, came in, said, ‘I’m you.’ And he was basically OK, but he was also a pompous old git and he wasn’t a war correspondent like I want to be, or anything remotely interesting. He worked for a magazine called Card, which is basically all about cardboard.

I mean, cardboard. I actually wish I was making this up.

So I’ve been a bit anxious ever since then, a bit careful. My mum says I’m paralysed by choice. I don’t know about that. I just worry, whatever I do, that it’s going to lead to cardboard.

I mostly stay indoors, in my bedroom, talking to you, my invisible readers who mostly hate me.

And meanwhile the Anniversary is here. One year since the alien egg which most of you don’t even believe in arrived.

And, along with the Anniversary, there’s the nightmares.

I’m asleep, I’m sure I’m asleep, but I’m aware of this thing, this cold, still presence in the darkness. I lie motionless, trying not to breathe, but I feel it turning, looking at me.

I wake up gasping, panting, thrashing around under my duvet.

It’s the same nightmare every night for a month. And it doesn’t really feel like a nightmare. It feels like a thing that’s actually happening.

The cold, still presence. Turning towards me.

So I’ve only got one thing on my mind.

Is the egg coming back? Is it going to poison every teenager in Gilpin again?

 

I finished the blogpost, read it, decided not to post it. The problem with my blog is that it sounds like the diary of a mad person. Even the title – The Secret Diary of H – sounds like something a mad person might come up with. And yet I keep going. Keep writing, keep spilling this crazy stuff on to the screen. Because I’m still trying to be a reporter I guess, a war correspondent, still trying to summarise impossible, horrible events, still trying to convince people that it honestly in real life all happened.

I stood up, drummed my knuckles on my desk a bit, then sank into my beanbag. Couldn’t get comfortable. Then I was sitting at my desk again, staring at the laptop screen, with homework and two empty mugs and a stray pair of pants all shoved to one side, and then all of a sudden – and I didn’t even remember standing up this time – I was pacing in my small room, up and down, and Mum was shouting up the stairs.

‘Hector, are you pacing again?’

Back to my desk.

Sod it. I knew I was never going to get round to editing it, and I did want my voice to be heard, even if that voice sounded like it belonged to someone with serious mental health issues.

I clicked SUBMIT and the blog was posted. That’s pretty much how I do social media these days – reluctantly, abruptly, angrily. I got up quickly, like I was backing away from the computer. My bed’s on a platform with my desk underneath it. I climbed halfway up the ladder to my bed, slid my legs between the rungs and lowered myself carefully so I was hanging upside down like a bat. It was an experiment. I’d read somewhere that when you get more blood in your brain it clarifies things, gives you a clean, sharp image of the world. Probably worth a try. A clean, sharp image of the world sounded good to me.

Upside down.

It was an unusual view of my room. Desk, beanbag, red curtains.

I’d had pirate curtains until last year, got rid of them a few months ago. That was one small improvement in my life. My back stretched, my thighs and my stomach tightened, and it started to hurt behind my knees, where I was gripping the ladder.

Couldn’t think of many other improvements. Last year my best mate Max saved my life and then died. My brother Jason’s gone missing. Asha dumped me ages ago, mostly because you can’t go out with someone who won’t leave their room except to go to school. And Josh and Grace have pretty much given up coming to see me. I miss all of them, more than I can say in words. Max, Jason, Asha, Josh, Grace. Sometimes I actually feel sick and I think I need to call a doctor but then I remember.

No, it’s OK, I’m not sick. I’m just sad.

Was there more blood in my brain? I wasn’t sure, but I thought I’d give it a few more minutes.

There was a noise downstairs, the front door banging open. I jumped and nearly fell head-first on to the floor. I could’ve died. The top of my skull could have crumpled like the top of a soft-boiled egg.

People were coming in. Who? The army? Government agents? Scientists? They might have been spying on my computer, they might know exactly what I was writing, as I was writing it, so now they were raiding my home.

I knew this was paranoid and slightly crazy and basically stupid even as I was thinking it, but I still thought it. Couldn’t help myself. For the last year, ever since the alien egg turned up, my brain had been in a paranoid, slightly crazy, basically stupid kind of state.

Funny how you can be aware of it, but at the same time completely unable to do anything about it.

My mum was in the hall saying something which must have involved the words Go on up because now there were feet drumming on the stairs and before I could do anything other than turn my upside-down head in the right direction the door burst open and three people who definitely weren’t the army or government agents or scientists burst through it.

Asha stared at me.
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Josh stared too, let out a short sharp, one-syllable laugh, ‘Ha!’ then bent over, bangles jangling, to look at me from a different angle.

Grace also stared, but she didn’t say anything, she just raised an eloquent, upside-down eyebrow.

I wanted them to go away. Yes, I missed them, but that didn’t mean I actually wanted to see them. I mean I did want to see them, obviously, but I also didn’t because I had an uneasy, vague but very strong feeling that if we all got together again, then bad things would happen.

Also, a part of me was wondering if there was any way at all to be dignified in this situation.

‘Jesus!’ Asha was holding her nose. ‘Your bedroom stinks. Are you drinking your own piss? Are your toenails a foot long? You’ve gone full hermit, haven’t you?’

‘This is an intervention, mate.’ Josh was pulling my window open. ‘We’re here to rescue you.’ He turned to me and grinned. ‘You’re welcome.’

‘We’ve left you to it,’ Grace said, her voice all soft and reassuring, ‘all this time, because everyone has their own way of coping—’

Josh interrupted. ‘Except you’re obviously not coping.’

‘But it’s the Anniversary,’ Grace continued, ‘and you’ve been blogging about these nightmares. So—’

This time Asha interrupted her: ‘So, long story short, we decided it was time we came and gave you a slap,’ she said. ‘Literally, if necessary. I’m volunteering right now.’

I slid my legs out of the ladder, wriggled into a sort of handstand, then fell on to my feet and got up slowly, because I suddenly had a feeling I might faint. No dignity involved at all, and no extra clarity either.

I held up both hands, like I was planning to physically shove them out of my room, back on to the landing, back down the stairs, right out of my house.

‘No,’ I said. ‘No, no, no.’

‘No what exactly?’ said Grace.

‘No to whatever you’ve got in mind!’ I was trying to keep my voice steady, but not entirely succeeding. I was pretty sure I knew exactly what they had in mind.

‘Come on, bud.’ Josh’s tone was coaxing, the sort of voice you might use with a stubborn toddler. ‘We’ve been down to Max’s house without you loads of times in the last year. This time we want you with us.’

I shook my head. ‘Why would you even think about going back there? If you know about the nightmares then you know it could be coming back.’

‘It’s a whole nip-it-in-the-bud situation,’ Asha said, impatiently. ‘Obviously. If we find anything, we call in Colonel Doofus straightaway, he removes it before it does any spooky stuff, no one gets hurt.’

I was still shaking my head. ‘No.’

‘Hector.’ Grace pushed her blue fringe off her forehead, looking at me with her steady, serious gaze. ‘It’s been a year. It’s the Anniversary. It’s time.’


1.53 p.m.

 

#Anniversary So we’re all here, all basically holding our breath. Bracing ourselves. Waiting.

 

We sat outside Love Bites in the square. The same square where there’d been a riot a year earlier when Colonel Douglas, who was basically a fascist and didn’t even try to hide it, had started rounding up all the teenagers in town. Why? Because every single teenager in Gilpin started having weird, scary, sometimes life-threatening mutations. And there was nothing good about it. No one turned into a superhero. Douglas and his sidekick Professor Kirby, aka Colonel Doofus and Professor Patronising, wanted us all stashed in some sort of prison, where they could watch us, study us, and quite possibly dissect us.

I was sitting opposite Grace, who had short blonde hair and a fringe that changed colour from month to month. Asha was leaning back in her seat like she was in charge. Josh had whipped cream on his nose from his hot chocolate.

‘You’ve got to come with us,’ he said. ‘Obviously.’

I sipped my coffee, and stared at my phone. Sent my melodramatic tweet. ‘Back to Max’s house to search for an egg that will turn the whole entire town insane?’ I said, glancing up at him. ‘Yeah, you’re right I’ve got to come with you for that. Except, oh, hang on, you’re not. I haven’t got to do anything.’ Back to my phone.

‘You’re all kinds of stupid, aren’t you?’ said Asha.

I didn’t feel like that needed an answer.

Connor and his twin sister Ruby went by. I sort of envied them. They were twelve when the alien egg showed up last year, too young to be affected, and they seemed fairly relaxed now, even though they were thirteen and therefore vulnerable. I wasn’t mates with them, obviously, what with being a really mature, basically adult sixteen-year-old, but my parents were friends with their parents. Connor caught my eye, waved and bounced over like it was brilliant to see us. He was wearing his yellow and black striped Gilpin Hornets football shirt. He has this puppyish thing going on which is quite sweet except for when it’s really irritating. Ruby followed reluctantly. Nothing puppyish about her.

‘Hey,’ Connor said, with a grin that showed most of his teeth. ‘Whatcha doing?’

Ruby answered. ‘What’s it look like they’re doing? Can I have some coffee?’

She was going for my cup. I put my palm over it and her fingers brushed the back of my hand.

‘There’s hardly any left,’ I said.

She sneered at me, which was not surprising, because a sneer was pretty much her default expression. She was wearing a black T-shirt and jeans, and a lot of black eyeliner. Long, straight hair that tended to swing in front of her face. It was a bit of a mystery how you could get twins so different from each other.

Asha’s voice was clipped and impatient. ‘Bye, then.’

Ruby sneered at her too, but Connor’s grin hardly faltered. ‘See ya round,’ he said, like Asha had said something nice to him, and then they were heading off, him still with a bounce in his step, her slouching like Josh on a bad day.

Asha ignored them. She reached over, snatched my phone out of my hands, and spoke as if we hadn’t been interrupted.

‘You’re coming with us this time, you twink.’

I reached over and grabbed my phone back again. ‘Right,’ I said. ‘How about everyone just calms down? The egg’s been in Gilpin twice. Once four hundred years ago, and once last year. So we shouldn’t expect it for another four hundred years. That’s solid logic. You can’t argue with it.’

Grace had her hands clasped in front of her and was looking at me steadily, like she was interviewing me.

‘Except,’ she said, ‘the first time it turned up it got destroyed, whereas last year it hatched. Which is why maybe it’ll think Gilpin’s a good nest. And you’ve been having those nightmares, which must mean something, and it’s the Anniversary and, Hector, we really want to do this together. Because, maybe you’ve forgotten this, but we haven’t: you’re our friend. So please, come with us?’

 

It wasn’t just the word Please, although that helped. And it wasn’t just Grace’s argument, and the nightmares, and the Anniversary, although obviously all of that was important. It was the combined force of my friends all banding together, the history involved. Maybe it was a psychic bond, I don’t know. Or it was just easier in the end to let them drag me along with them. I promised myself I’d retreat back to my room afterwards, my computer screen, my mugs of tea and my uncomfortable beanbag, and whatever happened I’d basically stay there till school started.

And even while I was doing that, solemnly promising myself that I was going to stay out of trouble, I sort of somehow sensed that it wasn’t going to happen. Because I had a feeling, like inside me everything was tensing and clenching, I had a feeling that it was all starting again.

Which was rubbish, obviously. Just nerves.

Unless it wasn’t.

 

I hadn’t been to Max’s house for a year, but I could probably have done the walk blindfolded. Along Horngate, down Crook Lane. We’d been back and forth to each other’s houses so often, all the years we were growing up. I walked stiffly, not saying much. Tense and clenched. Blue sky, clear, cool light, a sense of summer fading. Grace and Asha in front, talking about something irrelevant, Josh next to me, going on pointlessly about some film I hadn’t seen. All three of them chatting away like there was something they were trying not to think about, which there totally was.

And then I suddenly stopped.

And they stopped too, even though they’d been here loads of times in the last year. The irrelevant stuff and the pointless stuff stuttered and faded like someone was gradually turning the volume down and we all just stopped and stood there and stared. Because there it was.

The house where the creepy, flickering alien creature had emerged from its egg.

The house where Max died.

His family had never moved back in, they’d put it on the market and moved away, and it had been empty for a year. The grass on the lawn was long and thick like an untidy head of hair. Weeds wriggled out of the crazy-paving path, dangling dandelions and pink buds that smelt sweet and looked poisonous. The door and the window frames were still a cheerful red, but most of the windows were cracked or broken.

There was a lump of sadness in my stomach. I was thinking about my best mate, Max, about how he’d turned into a ghost, and had probably saved my life, and had slowly vanished as if his molecules had simply drifted apart and dispersed into the air.

We all stood there a moment, silent, staring at the house, probably thinking similar thoughts.

And then Asha clapped her hands.

‘River,’ she said. ‘Last one there’s a pussy.’

We ran, and although it felt a bit like we were running away from Max’s house, it felt good to run. We slid down from the path on to the pebbly little beach and argued about who came last, loitering there, wasting time. It was almost like we didn’t actually want to go on, across the river and into the woods.

Josh picked up a stone.

‘So you reckon it’s there?’ Words coughed out of him suddenly, as if he couldn’t contain them any longer. ‘You reckon there’s another egg in the woods? I reckon there is. Probably won’t be, but there could be, right? Because of your nightmares. Because it’s the Anniversary.’

He picked up a flat pebble, crouched, and his bent arm swung backwards. His body was still for a moment but there was a fierce, wound-up quality to it. He was like an archer taking aim. Two seconds, and then arm, elbow and wrist all snapped forwards in a blur, and the stone skimmed over the water also in a blur, bouncing too many times to count.

He did a little fist pump. ‘I’m like a black belt at skimming stones. I should go professional.’

‘So what exactly happens in your scary nightmares?’ Asha said. ‘I read about them in your lame blog, but have you got any detail? Am I in them?’

Great. Didn’t want to talk about them or think about them at all. Not even a little bit. But Asha, Grace and Josh were all staring at me. ‘It’s just what you’ve read,’ I said. ‘Nothing actually happens. It’s a presence.’

Asha shrugged. ‘So what? Say I have a dream about Taylor Swift, doesn’t mean I’m going to bump into her the next day.’

Josh stared at her. ‘You have dreams about Taylor Swift?’

Asha was going to respond to that, but Grace got in first. ‘Maybe they’re actually communicating with you,’ she said.

I looked at her. This was exactly what I’d been thinking but not saying, not even properly articulating to myself. The alien we saw last year had Matt’s face, and Max’s face, and then my face. There was a connection there. So was it sort of waving at me in my subconscious? Saying ‘Hi, we’re on our way, see you soon’?

‘So what d’you think?’ I said to her. ‘D’you think … we’re going to find another egg?’

Asha shrugged. ‘Maybe this year there’ll be like fifty of them.’

That hadn’t even occurred to me. It had always seemed logical to me that if the creature was going to lay another egg it might choose the same time of year as the last two times, and the same place. But the idea that it might lay a whole litter of eggs, or bring along some friends – that was new.

Grace did a small, nervous smile. ‘Let’s find out.’

She glanced at Josh and he joined her, back up to the path and along the riverbank, towards the stepping-stones. Asha and I followed them.

Josh hadn’t changed his style in the last year. Still the dark hoodies and the bangles, still the mood skidding between a jangly sort of enthusiasm and a gloom that was hard to penetrate. He had issues with his mum but I didn’t know much about it because he didn’t like to talk about it. And maybe because I’m a rubbish friend who prefers staying in his room to actually interacting with people. Grace had had a bit of a makeover around last Christmas – that was when she’d had her brown bob cut short and dyed blonde, and started dying her fringe a different colour on a regular basis. She was still self-contained, still that sense that you didn’t know what she was really thinking, but she seemed OK.

I wasn’t sure if she was Josh’s ex-girlfriend. They might have been going out for a bit, but I didn’t know. I asked Josh around Christmas, I said, ‘Are you and Grace a thing?’ He said something or grunted something I didn’t quite catch, I didn’t get if it meant Yes or No, so I left it at that. Never found out. I can tell you in detail about how he skims stones, but his love life is a mystery.

We all walked along the riverbank. A year ago, Max had found a strange stone in the woods near his house, and he’d brought it home. It was shiny, it was a really black black, and it had a silver swirl rippling over its surface. Turned out it wasn’t a stone, it was an egg. Turned out the egg did strange, mutant, disturbing things to the DNA of every teenager in Gilpin. And when it finally hatched, something alien came out, which was snatched away by its alien mum. Everyone who’d changed went back to normal when it left. But Matt was dead, and Max was dead, and the whole entire town was traumatised.

But now, instead of running away, instead of putting as much distance between us and Gilpin as possible, we were off to see if there was another egg in the woods.

The stepping-stones were boulders with jagged edges and wet, sloping surfaces. One of them had cracked a while ago and most of it had crumbled away. And the river was high, we’d had a whole lot of late summer rain, so it was bulging like it was muscly, and it was tumbling and rushing between its banks as if it had to be somewhere and it was late.

‘OK,’ said Josh. ‘I’ll go first, yeah? And if anyone falls in, I’m a great swimmer, so I’ll rescue you.’

He was sort of joking, but he was mostly showing off for Grace. He stepped out on to the first stone tentatively, stepped over to the next one, obviously found his confidence building and skipped over the rest, including the broken one, without any trouble. He stood on the far bank and raised both arms above his head. Bangles slid down his thin wrists.

‘Winner!’ he yelled.

Asha looked at Grace. ‘He’s so sexy right now.’

Grace laughed, and set off across the stones. Asha followed. They both paused at the broken one, sort of stutterjumped over it, and leapt from the last stone to the bank.

‘What’choo waiting for?’ Asha shouted, pointing an index finger over the river at me.

She hadn’t changed at all. She was still the biggest personality in any room she walked into. Her shiny black hair was loose around her face, and she was flushed with the pleasure of getting over the river and leaving me behind.

She’d dumped me because, she said, I needed ‘to get something resembling a life’. Last autumn, when we first got together, she’d keep telling me there’s a party, there’s a film, we’re hanging at Grace’s house. Sometimes I’d turn up, but I’d be bent over my phone or staring out the window and basically not really there. And more and more I didn’t turn up at all. I was like, ‘Yeah, no, sorry, bit busy.’ I knew I was pushing her away, and I didn’t want to push her away, it was like I was deliberately trying to ruin my own life, but I couldn’t help myself.

So she dumped me by text on January 1st, after I hadn’t shown up at Freddie Butcher’s party the night before. I was angry with her and upset with her and I totally couldn’t blame her.

‘What’s the matter?’ she shouted again. ‘You scared?’

And right now I found her really annoying, and I really wished she was still my girlfriend.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ I muttered. ‘Coming.’

I took a step on to the first stone. Looked down at the water flowing swiftly beneath me. This isn’t a problem. Took another step. Josh in his dark hoodie, Asha in a red sweater, Grace in a pale green denim jacket, all lined up watching me. We were here because if there was going to be another Event this year, another crisis, then we wanted to stop it before it properly started. We were also here because Gilpin was a laughing stock. The papers said there’d been some pranks, practical jokes which people took seriously, things had escalated, they’d got out of control, and the town had basically had a collective nervous breakdown. There’d been papers written about it, articles about ‘the mass psychogenic illness in Gilpin’.

Most of the world seemed to accept that. Most of the world, apparently, wanted to be reassured, wanted to be told that reality was continuing in a normal, realistic way. Which is why the comments on my blog were vicious, bullying and relentless. I was an idiot, a liar, I was suffering from mental health problems. I got threatened with violence on a regular basis. I kept going in spite of all the abuse, because I wanted to write about important stuff, I didn’t want to write about cardboard. But it was hard. I got why people didn’t believe me. The idea that there was an elaborate government cover-up was ridiculous. And the idea that what they were covering up was some sort of alien intrusion, that was beyond ridiculous, that was the kind of thing that belonged on the far fringes of the internet, with the weirdoes and the wicky-wacky people with hats made of tin foil.

So apart from the whole nip-it-in-the-bud aspect of what we were doing, we also all wanted to prove that Gilpin hadn’t lost its mind. And even though I was there reluctantly, dragged along by my friends, I wanted to prove that I personally was right and all the nasty, spiteful, bullying trolls were wrong.

I wanted to be able to say, Told you so.

So that’s why I was balancing on a small stone in the middle of the river, with my friends lined up watching, laughing at me. It all made sense.

Josh was impatient. ‘You coming or what?’

Asha was amused. ‘Scared of getting wet?’

I’d reached the broken stone.

How exactly had they got over it? Was it best to jump right over it or put all my weight briefly on this narrow and probably unstable rock? The river sounded like a badly tuned radio and a breeze had suddenly appeared from nowhere, smelling of Himalayan Balsam and humiliation.

Every kid in Gilpin crosses these stones around the age of six. It’s what passes for a coming-of-age ritual in my town. I’d crossed them myself more than once. But the stone was broken, and the river was high, and my state of mind wasn’t exactly ideal.

So that’s how it happened. That’s how come I was balancing on a small stepping-stone in the middle of the river, swaying, wondering how the hell I was going to get over the next stone which had mostly crumbled away.

I got ready to hop over it.

Lifted my foot.

A sudden, loud hum buzzed in my ears.

I wobbled. Regained control.

Then a Boom! echoed down the river, making the air seem to vibrate.
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I more than wobbled, I shook and swayed. Tried to regain control. My arms were out like a tightrope walker’s, but they were windmilling and flapping both at once and I couldn’t stay upright, I couldn’t stay upright, I slipped and toppled and fell and the water waited beneath me, so fat and glossy that I thought I might bounce off its surface.

I didn’t.

2.27 p.m.

 

#Anniversary What hums, and then goes Boom?

 

It was a full-on, star-jump style belly-flop, a face-first crash into the water. Which was icy cold, and seriously wet. The wetness of the water shouldn’t have been surprising but it was – to go from dry to so utterly totally drenched in half a second just felt wrong.

It was only about three feet deep and although the current was strong, it wasn’t sweeping me towards a precipice or a waterfall or anything, but I did get a lungful of water and I was dazed and shocked by the suddenness of it. I was face down, floating fast, fingers scrabbling for the river bed, trying to get my feet down, trying to find some purchase, trying to lift my eyes out of the water, worried that the river was hurtling me towards a rock or a spiky branch.

I managed a blurry, swift glimpse and I angled myself, angled my whole body, and was swept in the shallow water, feeling like the river was gripping me, like it had me in its fist and was yanking me, I was swept, thrashing, towards the bank, towards the bank, towards the bank.

I grabbed at a bush, missed, grabbed at another, flailed at its twigs and leaves, clutched it, jerked my arm and shoulder as I half stopped, feeling its roots straining at the earth, managed to dig my feet toes first into the river bed, then bent my legs and launched myself right into the air, up and out of the water, and finally flopped down on to the earth like a big floppy seal, half on the bank, half in the water, panting.

‘Whoa! That was brilliant. Nine out of ten for style.’ Josh had run up, he was standing over me.

Asha’s face was split by a huge grin. ‘You just made my day,’ she said. ‘Look at you – half man, half fish. Can you do it again? I only caught the last bit.’ She was waving her phone. ‘We’re going to put it on your blog, right?’

‘Are you OK?’ Grace sounded more curious than worried, but at least she was showing some concern.

I lifted myself on to my elbows, coughed and spat, shook my head like a dog.

‘What was that noise?’ I said.

Part of me wanted to go straight home, strip off, get in a hot bath, and not leave the house till school started. But the water had woken me up, shocked me and sort of slapped me in the face just like Asha had wanted to earlier. A bigger part of me wanted to find the egg.

I got on to my hands and knees, coughed and spat some more. Stood up, unsteady.

There was no way I was going home now. The highpitched whine was still there. The tension like a stretched rubber band, about to snap right in front of my face. It was as if that unsettling, cold presence I felt in my nightmares had actually leaked out of my nightmares and was right here with me in the ordinary, wide-awake world. It was an uneasy, nagging sensation, like the air wasn’t quite right. Either I was being paranoid, which was entirely possible, or I was sensing something wrong.

Something that didn’t belong.

I thought there was another egg in Gilpin.

Josh pulled off his hoodie and handed it to me. I used it to dry my face and hair. I peeled off my T-shirt, wrung it out and tried to dry myself from the waist up.

Grace looked at Asha. She only murmured but I could hear her. ‘He’s so sexy right now.’

Asha laughed.

‘Right,’ said Josh. ‘I’m just gonna say it, because we’re all thinking it. Was that noise a UFO? Was it an alien spaceship? It hums, as it comes down to earth, then something comes out and slams the door shut behind it. Hum, boom – spaceship. Yeah?’

‘Get your T-shirt on, Fish Boy, the aliens don’t want to see your perky little nipples,’ said Asha. ‘Let’s go.’

There was some thin, cool sun by the river, but the temperature dropped as soon as we were under the trees. I had to hold my nose to prevent a sneeze, but I still spluttered a muffled, gasping sort of cough. They all glared at me, and I glared right back at them. We started following a track of sorts, but it was soon lost in long grass and bracken. A leaning yew trunk covered with furry moss blocked our way.

‘Where did the sounds come from?’ I whispered.

‘This way,’ hissed Josh, pointing left, as Asha simultaneously said, ‘Over there,’ pointing straight ahead.

‘Let’s stand still a minute,’ said Grace. ‘And listen.’

We stood still under the yew, listening. Wet, leathery smells. A snot-green ear of lichen was growing out of a moulding stump next to me. I edged away from it. Nothing to hear, except the breeze stirring the leaves, something rustling in a bush nearby, the sudden squeaky call of a bird. Dappled leaf-light.

I’d edged closer to Asha, and was tempted to hold her hand. Which would be a dumb move, obviously.

And then the humming again, suddenly. It didn’t slowly get louder, it snapped on at full volume. It was harsh, suggesting machinery or an engine, and it was nearby.

‘Not gonna lie,’ Josh breathed. ‘That’s freaking me out a bit.’

But we still approached the noise. I was pretty sure at this point that round the next clump of trees was a great big massive humming spaceship, and if that didn’t convince the world that I’d been right all along and Gilpin was being visited by aliens, then what would?

Told you so.

We crept closer. Grass, drooping ferns and the fat trunk of an oak tree stood between us and whatever was making that noise. My skin felt too tight. I was shivering and I could barely breathe, but I was still creeping closer.

And then I saw movement. Off to the left. What was that? A dark shape.

‘Wait.’

I whispered that one syllable, holding up a shaking finger. We all stood still. And I heard a rustle. I jerked my head to the right. There was a shape over there as well. Whoever, or whatever, they were, they were moving around us, surrounding us.

Grace was biting her lip, Josh was restlessly moving his weight from foot to foot, I was trembling all over. Asha’s hand moved into mine. Squeezed it. Grace nodded, indicated that we should move forwards. It was the only way left for us to go.

There was a clearing ahead, and there was something in the clearing, something bulky and metallic. I couldn’t believe it. This was it, this was really it. A spaceship.

I took a step forwards, moved a leafy branch out of my way. It was a machine of some sort. Not a spaceship, not a UFO, just a big shiny machine with a golf-ball attachment on top and camouflage netting drooping in swags off the side.

‘One of you kids want to run away, so I can shoot you? Cos I’m really bored right now.’

We whirled round and a guy in a black uniform, carrying a gun, appeared from behind a tree. We stared at him. He smiled lazily, sounding like we’d woken him from a nap.

It wasn’t an ordinary gun. There were holes along the muzzle and a dark green light was bleeding from them.

‘Got pretty clear rules of engagement,’ the soldier continued. ‘I see an alien, I zap it. Any of you kids aliens?’

His eyes, and his gun, pointed towards me. I was shivering and dripping and my hair was plastered to my face.

‘Not too sure about you,’ he said.

I sneezed.

2.44 p.m.

 

#Anniversary Soldiers in black uniforms, weird guns, creepy machines, Colonel Doofus throwing his weight around. An ordinary day in Gilpin!

 

I’d been given a green T-shirt that was a couple of sizes too big. I felt like a soldier. A thin, cold, damp soldier. We were ushered into a roomy tent where the air was still and stale, and a neat woman with a short ponytail was studying a largescale map of the area. She didn’t bother to turn round. We all looked at her back.

‘What are you even doing here?’ said Josh, after a moment.

No answer.

‘You remind me of my geography teacher,’ Asha told her. ‘Are you her sister?’

Still no answer. There was a trestle table on the other side of the tent with two cups of coffee, a laptop and a ring binder on it. The binder had the words GREEN FINGERS stamped on its cover in big, black letters. I was tempted to open it and have a look but before I could move, Colonel Douglas came in behind us, striding in like he was in a hurry, frowning as if we were an unpleasant distraction.

‘Hector Coleman,’ he snapped. ‘If you were in my army you’d be out of my army. Court-martialled.’

Sandy hair, deep wrinkles on his face as if that frown was his only expression, pale, cold eyes. I’d last met him a year ago when he’d basically told me that everything that happened in Gilpin was my fault. I was defiant online, I called him Colonel Doofus. I wasn’t quite so brave whenever I actually met him. There was something about his voice, his manner, the way he completely expected people to listen and obey, that made my insides feel like they were squeezing into a tight ball.

I nodded, tried to keep my voice steady. ‘Hello. You remember me, then?’

‘Oh, yes,’ he grated. ‘You’re a red flag. All of you are.’

Asha had no problem with authority. She’d been giving teachers a hard time her entire school career. ‘What’s wrong with Map Girl?’ she said. ‘Doesn’t she talk?’

Douglas looked at Asha, his eyes resting on her as if he was sizing her up.

Josh grinned. ‘Give her detention,’ he said. ‘That works. Except it doesn’t.’

Douglas finally sighed. ‘What do you kids think you’re doing?’

‘We’re not kids.’ Grace didn’t sound cocky like Asha, or nervous like me. She was simply stating facts. ‘And we’re doing the same as you are. Looking for an egg. Why are you here? D’you know something?’

Douglas hesitated a moment, as if searching for the right response. ‘Come,’ he snapped, and walked out.

We looked at each other. ‘Think we should salute?’ said Josh. We followed him.

There were two lorries parked in the clearing, beside a sagging awning that covered the machine we’d seen. It was a shiny, cream-coloured box with a chrome cylinder attachment on one side, the big golf ball on top, and a sloping side with a large panel on it. The panel intermittently glowed the same swampy green as the soldier’s gun. Aerials stuck out around the golf ball like strands of hair.

Presumably it hummed intermittently, and occasionally went Boom!

‘So what’s that?’ I said.

Asha was getting out her phone.

‘Take a picture of it,’ said Douglas, ‘and I’ll have your phone. You never saw this device. It doesn’t exist.’

‘But what does it do?’ said Josh.

‘Nothing,’ said Douglas emphatically, as if he was explaining something to a stupid person. ‘Because it doesn’t exist.’

‘Yeah, but it does, though, cos look,’ said Josh, pointing at it.

Douglas ignored him. Four soldiers came out of the trees, looking at a tablet and talking animatedly. They were all in black uniforms, and all had the guns that glowed green.

‘I want one of those!’ said Josh. ‘Can I have one? What’s that green light, is it lasers? It’s lasers, right? Can I just hold one?’

‘OK,’ I said, as Douglas’s face went all pinched and angry, ‘what’s going on? Like Grace said, why are you even here?’

He looked surprised to be asked this question. ‘Because of the timing. And because of you, of course,’ he said. ‘Because of your nightmares.’

I stared at him. I’d sort of known they’d be reading my blog, but I hadn’t realised they’d actually care what I had to say.

‘Four hundred years ago an egg was found in these woods, at this time of year, and it was destroyed. One year ago an egg was found, and it hatched,’ Douglas continued, echoing what Grace had said in the square. ‘We’ve been monitoring this location, and we decided the time was right to put boots on the ground.’ You could almost feel the contempt radiating off him as his eyes swept over us. His voice was tight, as if he was only keeping his temper with difficulty. ‘And this year,’ he said, ‘we’re prepared. We’re tracking fluctuations across the entire electromagnetic spectrum. The Coordinating Committee stands ready to shut down this town at the first sign of alien activity. We will immediately evacuate twelve- to twenty-year-olds to a safe location. Would you like to see that location now? Would you like to get to know it extremely well?’

We stared at him.

‘Is it Ibiza?’ Josh said. ‘Cos if so, I’m up for it.’

Douglas didn’t even look at him. ‘This is your only warning,’ he said. ‘Get out of my sight.’

He stood there glaring at us, tall and straight and quivering like a stick of bamboo in his smart uniform.

We got out of his sight.

 

‘All right,’ I said, ‘there’s a good side to this.’

‘Oh, excellent,’ said Asha. ‘Hector’s going to hectorsplain it to us.’

We were on our way back, over the stepping-stones, past Max’s house, along Crook Lane and down Horngate.

‘I know,’ said Josh. ‘If we get chucked in teenage prison, then we miss school.’

I sneezed, rubbed my hands up and down my arms. I was thinking about a deep warm bath. I was also thinking about the nightmare not starting again, everything being fine.

‘If they’re all looking for the egg,’ I said, ‘if there’s a full-on government agency searching for it with special secret machines and stuff, and they haven’t found it, then …’

I hesitated, and Grace finished the sentence. ‘Then maybe it’s not there,’ she said.

I nodded. ‘It’s not going to show up this year, is it?’

No one answered. I looked at them and saw in their faces that they were hoping, like I was hoping, that everything was going to be fine. The Anniversary would come and go and there’d be nothing extraordinary visiting Gilpin this year.

No one would have to die.


DAY TWO

3.16 a.m.

    #Anniversary What if your dreams aren’t dreams?

 

I had a dream, but it wasn’t a dream. Or it was more than a dream. It had the texture and depth of real life.

 

Ruby came into Connor’s room. He was sitting up in bed, awake, holding his stomach. The green numbers on the radio alarm said it was three in the morning. Ruby came into his bedroom and turned on his bedside light. He didn’t ask her what she was doing there, he just whispered, ‘I feel sick.’

She sat on his bed, thin and angular. She made very little impression on the mattress. Her eyes were red, like she’d been crying.

‘Mum hates me,’ she said.

Connor looked shocked. ‘No, she doesn’t.’

‘I used to be her perfect little girl,’ Ruby said. ‘And now look at me.’

She was wearing a torn grey T-shirt with a smirking evil clown on it. Her long, straggly hair half covered her face and brushed her shoulders. She looked round Connor’s room. There were a couple of weights in the corner. She sat up straight suddenly, like she’d been jolted by a small electric shock. She flexed her shoulders, looking a bit puzzled, then stood up and picked up the dumbbells.

‘They’re too heavy,’ Connor said. ‘I never use them.’

Ruby tossed them both into the air and caught them, one in each hand.

She grinned at Connor. I could see his surprise. He wasn’t used to that. Ruby grinning. That never happened. He was staring at her, properly awake now, and properly confused.

Ruby stared back at him. ‘I know,’ she said, looking a bit confused too, but still grinning, like she’d just opened the best present ever. ‘Get me.’

She dropped one of the weights on to the floor. ‘You know what this is?’ she said.

Connor nodded slowly.

‘We missed out last year,’ she continued. ‘Last year we were invisible. Not this time.’

He stared at her. She seemed to be unable to stop grinning.

‘It’s happening again, Connor, but this year it’s all about us.’

 

I opened my eyes and gasped, not even sure where I was. Stared at the ceiling for a few seconds, moved my hands over the duvet. I half expected to be in Connor’s bedroom with him and Ruby, but I wasn’t, I was where I should be. I was in bed at home.

So what had just happened?

1.04 p.m.

 

#Anniversary Nothing to report. Everything’s OK. I’m completely relaxed, not tense at all.

 

Sunday. It was about twelve hours since I’d fallen in the river. I’d dug out an old phone to replace the one that got wet, and it was working fine. I didn’t have a cold, which was good, or Weil’s disease, which I’m not even going to describe because it’s revolting. And there was still no sign of anything egg-related going on in Gilpin. So on the whole I was feeling OK.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
””””‘

”””





OEBPS/images/p7.jpg





OEBPS/images/p21.jpg





