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The van was flying.

Jeff Conroy stared out the window, nose to the glass, breathless. Seconds earlier, they’d been driving along on solid ground, but now their rusty old van was sailing through the sky.

The road was so far below that it looked like a snake winding its way through the grass. Except those weren’t blades of grass. They were trees. And those weren’t little model houses or toy cars like you’d find on a train set. They were the real thing.

As amazing as it might seem to be in a van that could fly, Jeff was not enjoying the ride. He was scared, and feeling more than a little sick to his stomach as the vehicle swayed back and forth through the air.

The van continued to sail along gracefully, but the view out the windows was partially obscured by the thick black magnetic straps that clung to the van’s metal body. They led up to the large helicopter above, and had been used to lift the vehicle off the road.

Harry Green, sitting at the now totally useless steering wheel, glanced back helplessly at Jeff, who was in the middle of the van, next to his dog Chipper.

“What are we going to do, Chipper?” Jeff shouted over the noise of the rotating chopper blades as he looked at the ground far below.

Chipper did not know. Chipper had only just woken up.

 

Five minutes ago, before their van had been tracked down by The Institute, Chipper had been dreaming.

Even though there were almost no other dogs like Chipper on the entire planet, he still resembled the most common of mutts in at least one respect.

When he slept, he dreamt.

While the scientists at The Institute had spent millions of dollars to create what was in effect a running, barking, sniffing computer, outfitted with some of the most sophisticated software ever invented, the one thing they could not do was keep it awake twenty-four hours a day.

Chipper could read multiple languages, access maps in his head and do complicated calculations but, unlike an ordinary laptop that could run all the time, Chipper sometimes needed to lie down, shut his eyes and catch a few winks. Well, he didn’t have to shut his eyes, considering they weren’t real ones, but he could put them into sleep mode.

And when Chipper did finally drift off, he had dreams. Sometimes they were happy dreams, and sometimes they were nightmares.

Before the van became airborne, Chipper had been having a very happy dream, a dream of happier times.

He was dreaming about when he was a puppy.

Oh, what a glorious time it was, before his body was outfitted with chips and wires and circuitry and memory banks. Back then, Chipper’s thoughts weren’t like the ones he had now. These days, Chipper tended to think in actual words, just like people, but when he was a puppy it wasn’t like that at all. There were impulses, and instincts, and feelings of joy and fear and curiosity.

There was so much to be curious about. He’d been born on a farm, one of a litter of four. Two brothers and one sister. The people who owned the farm had given them all names. He was Chipper, of course, and his sister was Bonnie, and his brothers were Scout and Wonder. Their mother, a beautiful border collie, was called Princess.

If you were a dog, a farm was the best place in the world to be born and raised. So many smells! Hay and grasses and trees and cows and chickens and millions of scents! For a dog, whose nose was sensitive to smells, it was overwhelming, but in a good way. And unlike those poor, sad city dogs, who had to sit around all day in houses or apartments waiting for their owners to come home, and who might only get a few minutes each day to sniff about outside in the real world, all the while leashed to someone trailing along after them carrying a little plastic clean-up bag, farm dogs had it made.

You could run and run and run all day long. You could –

“Chipper! ”

– round up the sheep or chase squirrels or hang out watching the cows get milked or jump into the back of your owner’s pickup truck and be driven all over the property. You could flop down on your side in the dirt, in the sun, and feel the heat through your fur.

These were Chipper’s memories when he had a dream. In many of them, he was with his mom.

In the dreams, Chipper had the power of speech. He could tell his mother how much he loved her. He could tell her how much he liked life on the farm, and how he would never, ever leave.

But then, sometimes, the dreams would turn dark, as dark as the SUV that arrived one day. The SUV with the men in dark suits, the men from The Institute.

Chipper would plead with his mother not to make him go away with the men. He wanted to be a regular dog for ever. He –

“Chipper! ”

He didn’t want anyone opening him up and putting in all sorts of fancy equipment. He didn’t want anyone taking away his real eyes and replacing them with cameras so that the people back at The Institute could see what he saw. He didn’t want anyone giving him the ability to figure out what seven times fifteen times eleven divided by sixteen was.

Who needed to know that when you were a dog?

Sometimes, when he was having a dream like this, Chipper tried to make the men get back into their black SUV, turn around and leave the farm. Sometimes he was able to do it, and sometimes he wasn’t. This was turning into one of those times when –

“Chipper! ”

Chipper activated his eyes.

Where was he? And who was this boy yelling at him?

Oh, right. He was in an old Volkswagen camper van. Harry Green, that guy in his late sixties who’d been staying in one of the cabins at the boy’s fishing camp, was up front behind the steering wheel. And the boy in the back, sitting right next to Chipper, waking him up, was Jeff, his twelve-year-old friend, the one he had set out to find when he’d busted out of The Institute.

“Were you dreaming?” Jeff asked. “I couldn’t wake you up!”

Jeff was holding a cell phone in his hand, the kind that could do everything from make phone calls to surf the Internet. But the only thing Jeff used it for now was texting. And not even to write texts, but to receive them.

From Chipper.

As advanced as Chipper was, he could not actually speak. He could think things. And those thoughts could be translated into words that were then transmitted as texts to Jeff’s phone. Jeff’s friend Emily had figured it out. She was one smart cookie.

Jeff didn’t have to text to Chipper. All he had to do was talk to him and Chipper understood every word.

Chipper responded.

Yes. I was dreaming.

Jeff glanced at the phone and read the response. Chipper noticed that the boy looked very anxious. Chipper also quickly became aware the van was driving very quickly. He hopped up on the seat at the tiny dining table. The battered old van also had a bed at the back with storage underneath, a tiny stove and refrigerator, and a narrow closet to hold odds and ends.

They were on a country lane. A quick glance ahead and back revealed that the van was the only vehicle on the road. But Chipper was hearing more than just the van’s rasping engine. There was something above them.

What is happening?

“They’ve found us.”

Chipper did not have to ask who had found them. That would be The Institute. But as far as Chipper could tell, they were not being followed.

Where are they?

Jeff’s index finger pointed straight up.

Chipper stuck his head out an already open window. His black and white fur fluttered in the high wind as he craned his neck to look up.

They were being chased by a helicopter.

“Does he see it?” Harry shouted.

He had helped Jeff and Chipper get away from the fishing camp Jeff’s aunt ran after The Institute had tracked them down there.

“He sees it,” Jeff said.

“He got any bright ideas?”

“You got any ideas, Chipper?” Jeff asked.

Chipper thought. He did not have any, at least not yet.

Working on it.

As he transmitted those words to Jeff’s phone, thick black straps dropped from the sky alongside the van.

They reminded Jeff of the brushes in a car wash. Back when he still lived with his parents, when they were still alive, they used to take their car through the wash, and Jeff had loved to watch the brushes slapping and dragging along the vehicle.

But these were different. They dangled and fluttered in the air like huge strands of dark fettuccine and then, suddenly, latched on to the car, as though they were magnetic. Five straps down the right side of the van, five straps down the left.

“What the heck is that?” Harry shouted.

He turned the wheel hard one way and then the other, swerving down the highway at more than seventy miles per hour. Veering left, then right, trying to shake those bands off the van.

I think we are in trouble.

“What’s he saying?” Harry shouted.

“He thinks we’re in trouble!” Jeff replied.

“Oh, well, thanks for that, Lassie!”

Harry continued to yank back and forth on the wheel, sending the van swerving all over the road.

But suddenly, when Harry turned the wheel, there was no response. The van did not do what it told him to do.

“What the—” Harry said.

The black bands on the side of the vehicle went rigid. Jeff peered out the window, down at the road. Chipper did the same from the other side of the van.

“Oh no,” Jeff said.

Yeah. Oh no.

That was when the van began to lift off the road and fly over the countryside.

Which soon led to Jeff’s big question: “What are we going to do, Chipper?”

Chipper wished he had a good answer to that.



FOUR DAYS EARLIER
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They had been driving for hours. Jeff had no idea where they were. Harry Green said that was the best way to do things. Keep moving.

“We’ll find a different place to stay every night,” he’d told Jeff and Chipper after they had driven away from Flo’s Cabins, the fishing camp on Pickerel Lake where Jeff had been living with his aunt, Florence Beaumont.

They’d had to flee after being tracked down by a team of agents from The Institute. The most dangerous one was a guy named Daggert. He’d captured Jeff and Chipper and had been taking them away in a boat when Jeff’s friend, Emily Winslow, had saved them. Daggert’s boat had blown up, but Jeff hadn’t taken much comfort from that. The Institute would not rest until they had recovered the dog.

Chipper was a technological marvel and The Institute simply could not allow another organisation or government to get their hands on him. They would rather destroy him than allow someone else to acquire him.

So Harry had volunteered to hide Jeff and the dog until they could come up with a plan. After a few hours on the road, Harry, using a screwdriver from the glove compartment, had removed the licence plates from the van and swapped them with a set on a car he found parked behind a restaurant.

“There’s cameras all over,” he said to Jeff, who was sitting up front next to him. “Don’t want them spotting our plate. And just to be sure, we stay off the interstate highways and toll roads. And we won’t follow any predictable route. We’ll head east one day, south the next, west the next. That way, if someone’s trying to track us, if they pick up the scent, they won’t say, ‘Oh, hey, they’re heading that way. We’ll be waiting for them.’ Nope, not gonna happen.”

“What do you think?” Jeff asked Chipper, whose head was between them. The dog had his front paws on the centre console, his hind legs on the floor of the back seat. Perched that way, he could see out the front windshield.

A single word came up on Jeff’s phone.

Maybe.

All other functions on Jeff’s phone had been deactivated so that it could not be traced. It could not make calls or connect to the Internet. All it did now was act as a device to communicate with Chipper, and he could thank Emily for figuring out how to set that up.

“What do you mean?” Jeff said.

We cannot keep doing this for ever.

“What’s he say?” Harry asked.

Jeff told him.

“I’m not saying for ever,” said Harry. “Just until we figure things out.”

“Why are you doing this?” Jeff asked. “Why are you helping us?”

Harry glanced over. He looked surprised by the question. “Are you kidding? Why wouldn’t I?”

“You hardly know me,” Jeff said. “You’re just some guy who was renting a cabin from my aunt. You were having a nice summer, going fishing every day. Why put all that aside and run the risk of getting yourself killed to help some kid and his dog?”

Harry shrugged. “Well, first of all, that is not some ordinary dog you got there. Second, I’m retired and don’t exactly have any other commitments. And third,” and he looked at Jeff, “maybe I just cared. I saw a boy in trouble and I didn’t see how I could turn my back on him.”

Jeff said, “I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t be sorry.”

“No, I feel bad. You’re helping me and I’m not acting very grateful. My mom used to say I didn’t always appreciate the things other people did for me.”

“I’m sure she wasn’t mad at you,” Harry said. “It’s just, sometimes, when you’re a kid, you’re not aware how much your mom and dad do for you. That’s all. I bet, after she got mad, she did something nice for you.”

Jeff felt his eyes moisten. “She would take me out for an ice cream,” he said, remembering.

“There, you see.”

Chipper leaned Jeff’s way and licked his cheek. Jeff put his arm around the dog’s head and gave him a gentle squeeze.

“I think my mom and dad would have liked you,” Jeff told Harry.

“And I bet I would have liked them,” he said. “You know what I’m gonna have to do? I’m gonna have to get us some cash. We’re not going to put a lot of stuff on charge cards and have them figure out where we might be. We’re coming up on a little town, oughta be able to get some here.”

Jeff said, “Where from?”

“A cash machine, where else? There might be a bank, or maybe a convenience store. A lot of them have cash machines.”

That might not be a good idea.

Jeff said cautiously, “Harry, I don’t know a lot about these things, but if you use a machine, can’t they track you just like they would if you used your credit card?”

“Huh?”

“If you use your bank card, and take out money, they’ll know. The Institute is probably watching for something like that. And I think a lot of those machines, they have cameras that take pictures of everybody who uses them.”

Harry said, “Oh, yeah, well, don’t worry about that. I got that covered.”

Chipper and Jeff exchanged looks. What was Harry talking about?

The van slowed as they entered the small town.

“Bunch of stores and things up ahead,” Harry said. “Keep your eyes peeled for a bank.”

“Uh, there’s one,” Jeff said, pointing. “At that first corner.”

“Right you are.” Harry steered the van over to the kerb and found a parking spot. “Chipper, look behind the rear seat, you’ll see a green backpack. Can you grab that for me?”

Chipper leapt through to the back of the van, found the backpack, grabbed the strap between his teeth and worked his way back to the front of the van.

“Great, thanks,” Harry said, taking the bag from the dog. He unzipped the bag, dug in, and pulled out what looked like small clumps of hair.

Jeff said, “Harry, what—”

“Hang on,” Harry replied, adjusting the rear-view mirror so he could see his face in it. He began carefully applying the hair to his face. A moustache first, then a beard.

He looked at Jeff and grinned. “What do you think?”

“Harry, why do you keep a disguise in your backpack?” Jeff asked. And then it hit him. “Harry, you’re not going to rob the bank, are you?”

“What?” Harry said, smoothing down the beard, then going back into the bag and pulling out a wig.

“Is that what you are? A retired bank robber?”

Harry slipped the wig over his head. He’d been nearly bald to begin with, but now he had straggly grey hair.

That looks pretty good.

“I am not a bank robber,” he said. “I used to be part of an amateur theatre group and we had to wear all kinds of different costumes and things.”

“But why do you have all this stuff in your van?” Jeff wanted to know.

Harry found a Blue Jays baseball cap in the bag and put it on. “Well, almost everything I have is in the van. When I took that cabin for the summer at your aunt’s place, I thought, hey, what if there’s a local theatre troupe? Right? I’d be all ready to go.”

Jeff gave Harry a disbelieving look.

“That’s the story, whether you like it or not,” Harry said. “Be back in a jiff.”

He got out of the van. Jeff and Chipper watched him walk down the sidewalk and turn into the bank.

“Does that seem a bit fishy to you?” Jeff asked Chipper.

What is amateur theatre?

Clearly, there were some gaps in Chipper’s knowledge, Jeff thought. “Acting. Putting on a play. You know what I mean by that?”

Yes.

“Do you think there’s anything funny about Harry?”

Chipper thought before transmitting a reply.

Funny ha ha?

“No, funny, like, is there something he’s not telling us about himself?”

Before Chipper could offer an opinion, Harry was coming out of the bank and heading straight for the van.

When he got back in, he waved a thin wad of cash before Jeff and Chipper.

“Five hundred bucks,” he said. “That should keep us going for a while. Who feels like some lunch? I’m buyin’.”
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Madam Director had deliberately kept Daggert, The Institute’s head of security, waiting. She was eager to know what progress he was making, but she also wanted to torture him a little, so she made him wait in her outer office for nearly thirty minutes. Finally, she tapped a button on her desk and said, “Send him in.”

The door slid open and Daggert entered. He was wearing his usual black suit, white shirt and black tie. He had tucked a pair of sunglasses into the breast pocket of his jacket.

Madam Director did not rise from behind her desk, nor did she invite Daggert to take a seat. He stood at attention, hands locked behind his back.

“Daggert,” she said, taking off her own oversized glasses to view him. She brushed a lock of her long red hair from in front of her eyes.

“Yes, Madam Director.”

“Must be nice to be in some dry clothes. I understand you had something of a boating mishap yesterday.”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat.

“So tell me, how old is this Emily Winslow girl, the one that outsmarted you, the one who got the boy and the dog away from you?”

“Thirteen,” Daggert said. “She clearly knew that lake better than we did. She led us on to a rock ledge just below the surface—”

“Excuses, Daggert? Excuses from a man who’s been here eight years, who once worked for the CIA and Special Forces?”

“I was only explaining—”

“How you were made a fool of by a child?”

Daggert said nothing.

“What are we doing about her?”

“Nothing, at least not now. Her father is a former police officer. We’re treading carefully. But we’re monitoring their calls. Emails, everything. They don’t know where the boy and the dog are. We’re watching places where we think the boy might turn up.”

“Tell me more about him,” Madam Director said. “It was no coincidence, was it? The dog was looking for that specific young man.”

“Yes. The boy is Jeff Conroy. His parents were Edwin and Patricia Conroy.”

“Who worked for us.”

“Yes.”

“Before perishing in that dreadful plane accident.”

“Yes.”

“Which was not an accident.”

Daggert’s chest puffed out ever so slightly. “Correct. They didn’t like the direction The Institute’s work was headed. There was reason to believe they might disclose information, go to the press.”

“Yes, yes,” Madam Director said. “That much I know. What about the Conroys and subject H-1094?”

Chipper’s file number.

“They worked with that particular animal extensively,” Daggert said.

Madam Director nodded. The Conroys had been very valuable members of the team. From the beginning, they’d been working on the hybrid dogs – part canine, part computer – that could be sent into hostile environments to record and gather information. A human spy going around asking questions attracted unwanted attention. But who paid attention to a dog? A dog could insinuate itself into places no person could.

The trouble with Chipper was that his natural instincts ran contrary to the goals of the mission. The dog could be in the middle of tailing a potential terrorist, see a squirrel, and go running off in the opposite direction to catch it. Which was why The Institute had decided Chipper had to be deactivated, put down. But Madam Director’s staff had been outwitted and the dog had escaped.

So, the Conroys had worked with this dog, and when it got free of The Institute, it immediately went looking for their son.

Why?

Madam Director posed the question to Daggert.

“I have a theory,” he said.

“I would love to hear it,” she responded.

“They must have spoken of the boy when they were modifying H-1094. When the animal escaped, it remembered. It may have thought the Conroy boy would look after it, that he would provide a safe home for it. It may also have felt a need to protect the boy, knowing that his parents were dead.”

“Maybe,” Madam Director said. “And what do we know about this Harry Green person?” she asked.

“A retired fisherman, staying at Flo’s Cabins,” Daggert said.

“What’s his background? Who is he?”

Daggert hesitated. “Well, the thing is, Harry Green is a very common name. There are thousands of them.”

“Go on.”

“And we’re checking up on the ones that fit his profile, but …”

“But what?”

“We can’t seem to find anything on this specific Harry Green,” Daggert said. “It’s like he never existed.”

Madam Director gave Daggert a stern look. “How long had he been renting that cabin?”

“All this summer,” Daggert said.

“What about other summers?”

“So far as we know, this was his first year. And there’s some info coming in that he may have been living in the nearby town, alone, before renting the cabin.”

“So his arrival coincides, roughly, with the boy’s.”

Daggert nodded slowly.

“Like he was waiting, in case the dog ever escaped, for it to show up. Because he knew it would seek out the boy.” She paused. “How many foreign governments and rival agencies do you think would like to get hold of one of our animals?” she asked him.

“The list would be long,” Daggert said.

“Yes. Yes, it would. I wonder which one this Harry Green might be working for.”

“And there’s no chance he’s actually working for us?” Daggert asked. “It’s not unheard of for some agencies to pit their own people against each other to achieve their goals.”

Madam Director smiled. “I’m flattered you think I could be that devious.” She tapped her fingernails on the desk. “I have an idea.”

“Yes?”

“Suppose local law enforcement were informed that a boy and his dog have been abducted by a man who looks like this Harry Green? And, if spotted, they should be reported to one of our cover agencies?”

Daggert nodded slowly. “More eyes on the lookout. It’s a good idea.”

“Of course it is,” Madam Director said. “It was mine.”
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“How long will you be gone?” Jeff asked his mother.

He was standing in the doorway to his parents’ bedroom, watching his mom pack a small carry-on suitcase.

“Just two nights,” Patricia said, folding a blouse and tucking it into the side of the case. “You’ll have fun, staying with your friend.”

“And what about Pepper?”

As Jeff said her name, his dog Pepper padded into the bedroom. She rested her head on the bed and watched Patricia.

“She’s going with you. The Thomases are happy to take you and Pepper. They love dogs. Kevin likes Pepper, doesn’t he?”

Jeff nodded sullenly. He didn’t like it when his parents went away.

“Why are you going?” he asked.

“It’s a meeting,” she told him. “The drug companies have lots of meetings to talk about all the new medicines they’re coming up with.”

“So people can have longer lives?” he asked.

“Not just longer, but better ones.”

“If no one ever got sick, and no one ever died, the Earth would overflow with people,” Jeff said.

Patricia stopped packing, looked at her son and smiled. “I guess, eventually, everyone will die of something. But while we are alive, we want to be as healthy as possible, to make the most of the time we have.”

“I guess,” Jeff said, not entirely convinced. “But what if—”

“Patsy!”

Jeff’s father came into the room, looking harried. He ruffled the top of his son’s head.

“The taxi’s here,” he said. “Aren’t you packed yet?”

“I’m ready, Edwin. I was just tossing in some last things.”

“Well, zip up that bag, or we’re going to miss our flight.”

Moments later, Jeff took Pepper across the street to his friend Kevin’s house. Before going in, he stood and watched his parents’ taxi drive down the street until it reached the corner, and turned out of sight.

 

Sitting in the back of the taxi, Patricia reached over and clutched her husband’s hand.

“I’m scared,” she whispered.

“I know,” he replied. “Me too.”

“What if something happens to us? What if they—”

“Nothing will happen to us,” Edwin said. “Once we tell the newspapers everything, there will be no point in them doing anything to us. The world will know.”

“But if something did, what about Jeff? Who would look after Jeff?”

“You know my sister would take him.”

“I can’t stand your sister,” Patricia said.

“She has her faults,” Edwin conceded. “But she’d do right by him, I’m sure of that. And not only that, there’s—”

“Which terminal?” the taxi driver asked.

“Uh, Terminal One,” Edwin said, raising his voice. He returned to whispering and said to his wife, “It’s going to be okay. And we’re doing the right thing. The Institute, Madam Director, they can’t be allowed to do this. Dogs, well, dogs are one thing. But the way things were going …”

The taxi pulled up in front of the Arrivals level of the airport. The driver got out and helped them get their bags out of the trunk.
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