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To all the readers everywhere: thank you.
Keep on reading.









Prologue


Tunde Wilkinson was soaked to the skin and, for a BRIEF second, he had no idea why.


Then he sank. And sank again. Each time, he would desperately flap and kick and flail until his head broke the surface once more. He sucked in air and tried not to panic. Thoughts skittered across his mind. What is this? Where am I? He floated momentarily, looking around. He was in a room filled with rapidly rising water. This was a nightmare.


The water had almost reached the ceiling. There was just enough space in which he could snatch a breath. And then there was frenzied movement as he flapped his wings uselessly and a mini wave crashed over his head, submerging him completely. For that brief moment, as he struggled and kicked, attempting to make his way back to that life-giving quarter of an inch of air, he saw others just like him flailing, splashing, trying to surface, but most of them were succumbing to the weight of water and sinking fast. Tunde had been submerged for so long (Seconds? Minutes? Hours? Days?) the pressure was beginning to tell on his body. He was panicking.


In a brave attempt at survival, he flapped his wings slowly underwater and kicked his legs and arms and wings and managed to scrabble his way to the top. He inhaled air from the narrow gap and then one final slosh of unforgiving water washed over him and formed a seal and there was no more air to be had. The ceiling was gone. They were all completely submerged now and unless he grew gills, there was no hope of survival.


Tunde held his breath for as long as he could. His heart beat out of his chest. His lungs were bursting and he felt his wings growing HEAVIER and HEAVIER and HEAVIER. His brain began to fizz and get tired from the lack of oxygen and a stray thought filled his mind: Why am I being tested like this? And then there was a slow realization: This isn’t a test – this is an ordeal. If he’d been on dry land, he would have felt endless tears pouring down his cheeks. But he was underwater, and so, he felt nothing. He closed his eyes. Everything went BLACK . . .


There was an abrupt shaft of light!


And then Tunde felt himself being shaken vigorously. He sat up and sucked in long lungfuls of air! HE WAS ALIVE!!!


Tunde’s mum, Ruth, was staring at him, a worried look in her eyes, the overhead lights in his room suddenly on.


‘You all right? I heard you scream. Were you having a bad dream?’


Tunde looked at his mum, embarrassed that she’d seen his nightmare panic. ‘I’m fine. Stupid dream, that’s all.’


On her way out, she pointed to the alien nightlight on his bedside table. ‘Do you want me to put this on?’


Tunde snorted with derision. ‘I’m not a baby, you know.’


Ruth laughed, turned off the lights and left the room, shutting the door gently behind her.


Tunde tossed and turned a little bit, thumping pillows and rearranging his blankets. Finally, he gave up, turned on the alien nightlight and just sat there muttering to himself.


[image: Tunde sits on his bed. Posters of superheroes are pinned on the walls around his bed.]


‘Stupid dark – why would I be scared of the dark? It’s only dark. It’s nothing. Darkness is rubbish! Humph!’


And he punched the pillow several times and thumped his head down into them. And as he lay there, he thought to himself that, actually, he did sound like a big baby . . . and eventually drifted off into a dreamless sleep.
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The summer holidays in Ruthvale were usually a mixture of rain, sleet, snow and hail – and that was day one. After that, the weather in the south Midlands behaved as though it were playing peek-a-boo with a tiny baby. Today, however, was a glorious day in Ruthvale, where the rain held off for at least five minutes every so often to let the watery sun peek through the inky clouds that hovered above like black-clad bodyguards outside the local disco.


Usually, mud-spattered, rain-drenched kids would play in the puddles on the high street, reading the signs in the windows: ‘Staff unwanted’ or ‘Half-day opening, most days’ or ‘Teeth whitening on credit (happy to work tooth by tooth, see Vera for details)’.


People would normally crowd onto buses and into their cars at this time of year, off on their holidays, whether it was Cyprus or Skegness, Brazil or Bradford. There were only two words that mattered right now to every single young person in Ruthvale: No School.


But there was much more than that on the mind of thirteen-year-old Tunde Wilkinson. For today, Tunde felt anything but glorious.


See, Tunde had a secret that was more mahooooooooosive than a blue whale balancing on top of a woolly mammoth holding up a Titanosaur who was carrying the Friday night big shop with one claw and a large anvil with the other. Tunde had recently discovered that he wasn’t just a Black kid from the Midlands with a beaky nose; he was the Boy with Wings! Yes, real wings!


Tunde was actually the chosen leader of an entire war-like alien race, the Aviaans, but had been raised on Earth by his adoptive parents, Ron and Ruth Wilkinson. Despite his birth father being a warrior leader, Tunde had been brought up to be kind, considerate and thoughtful, which meant he didn’t fly around at superhigh speeds b-doinging off people left and right just to get in the front of the queue at the pictures.


The only people that knew Tunde’s secret were his mum and dad and his best friends: Nev, Kylie, Jiah, Dembe and Artie.


Nev was a promising footballer, with slightly bow legs, dreadlocks and a comprehensive knowledge of banging choooons and almost incomprehensible street slang.
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Kylie was smart, kind and very in touch with her (and everyone else’s) emotions. Her mother was a therapist and had written books like ‘Your Behaviour Stinks’ and ‘Tell your Inner Child to Shut Up!’ She loved archery and could shoot the jockey shorts off a fly at a hundred paces.


Jiah was a tip-top mathlete, bound for a high-ranking university somewhere soon in her future (so her parents had told her repeatedly since birth). But, recently, ever since she’d flown into space with Tunde to battle the crazy cat people (remember that?), she’d been more interested in the possibility of spooky alien alternate dimensions than advanced algebra.


There was Dembe too (a talented footballer and future fashionista). A while ago, she’d been adopted by Tunde’s mum and dad, and, while that had caused a bit of a COMMOTION in the Wilkinson household, her life nowadays was much more stable. Though one thing that remained unpredictable and was always changing was the colour of her hair! Tunde couldn’t keep up. Yellow and red or orange with stripes and now, for a moment at least, black with pink polka dots!


Another new addition to the Wilkinson family was Artie Fisher, a ridiculously clever AI robot. Tunde’s parents had built him at their workplace, The Facility; a top-secret science complex on the edge of town. Artie had been created to protect Tunde while he was at school and record his vital signs (blood pressure, excitement levels, hydration, as well as his emotions). This had got just a bit out of hand and led to a giant robot freezing everybody in the school and challenging Tunde to a fight (see Attack of the Rampaging Robots). Artie had been based at home ever since.


The only other person in the whole of Ruthvale (and the rest of the world) who knew about Tunde’s powers was Professor Krauss from The Facility. He might look in his early fifties, but from his references to times when TV was on just three channels and a man called Churchill ran things, Tunde and his mates secretly thought he was waaaaaaaay older than that, so either he was using an excellent moisturiser or he was drinking a ‘make me look like Harry Styles’ anti-ageing smoothie on the down-low each morning. He was also probably the smartest person in a five-hundred-mile radius of Ruthvale (sorry, Jiah!) and he led the team who found the alternate dimension that Tunde’s parents came from.


But right now, Tunde felt separated from everybody he knew. His parents had just told him that he would not be going to Land of Adventures – aka the best holiday park on Earth (just up the M1, near Nottingham) with all of his friends as planned. Land of Adventures was an enormous play park, featuring laser games, rollercoaster rides, ginormous swimming pools, super-long twisty, turny water slides, virtual reality games, music, and an endless supply of sugary food and foot-long vegan hotdogs. It was the super-mega-dope place to be this summer. All his friends had booked tickets ages ago, packed their bags and, now, they had gone.


‘This is just not fair!’ Tunde complained to his parents. ‘Why do we have to go to this stupid thing in London?’


His mother glared at him beadily. ‘Because Professor Krauss said, “Tunde’s involvement in this programme could be the best thing that’s ever happened to global security.” Do I have to say more?’


‘But it’s the summer holidays. I want to be with my friends!’ Tunde begged.


‘It’s going to be a very exciting couple of weeks,’ Dad said. ‘And you’re gonna make us all proud.’


‘We’re sorry, Tunde,’ his mum added, ‘but, trust me, it’s even more worthwhile and exciting than Land of Adventures.’ Tunde wasn’t sure that was possible.


Professor Krauss had told a colleague from an American research institute about Tunde’s abilities and also about that time when he saved the world (see The Boy with Wings Book 1). So instead of letting him visit the Land of Adventures with all his mates, his parents had made the decision that Tunde should instead go and meet this mysterious scientist.


Grumpily, Tunde agreed and left that morning with Mum and Dad to head to the big city.


As soon as they all arrived at Birmingham New Street station to catch their London-bound train, they found Professor Krauss waiting for them. He led them to a secret platform, behind a door that said ‘VERY PRIVATE – DON’T EVEN THINK ABOUT COMING IN HERE. YES, I MEAN YOU’.


Professor Krauss told Tunde everything he could remember about Professor Abigail Shapiro. Apparently, she was known as the ‘BIGGEST BRAIN IN BOSTON’. She had degrees in Biology, Physics, Astrology, Astronomy, Psychiatry, Advanced Mathematics and Super-Advanced Mathematics and O.M.G. This is Difficult Next Level Mathematics . . . phew. When she was a teenager, the world’s so-called smartest people would leave messages on her answerphone for advice: ‘Yes, but why DOES G equal squiggly line times a banana divided by infinity symbol?’


Professor Krauss had first met her at a conference in Washington DC called ‘The Bermuda Triangle, Extraterrestrials & Superhumans – Can’t we all just get along?’ Professor Krauss had spoken about all the work they were doing at The Facility (although he didn’t mention the talking silverback gorillas who had teamed up, tunnelled their way out of The Facility, stolen a trio of trucks, driven to Heathrow Airport and then hijacked a jumbo jet to Rwanda). And then Professor Shapiro made an even more brilliant speech about her work with superhuman kids who could be trained to protect the world.


Professor Krauss was so impressed by her speech, he’d stopped her afterwards and told her about his work with Tunde. She was intrigued and they made an arrangement to meet at the beginning of the summer at a super-secret laboratory in London called The Complex, which was why Tunde was now sulking opposite his parents in the First-Class compartment of a private train carriage (attached to the 8:43 from Birmingham New Street) whizzing its way to London rather than shooting down a super-slide with all his best mates.


‘You could look a bit more excited about meeting the smartest person in the world, Tunde,’ his mum said.


‘Er, excuse me,’ said Professor Krauss, looking a bit offended.


Tunde’s dad interrupted hastily, coming to everyone’s rescue, ‘What we need here, my amigos, is jokes. A fella walked into a pet shop and said, “Can I buy a wasp?” The shopkeeper said, “We don’t sell wasps.” The bloke said, “You’ve got one in the window . . .”’


Tunde laughed.


Encouraged, his dad continued, ‘What do you call a woman who sets fire to all her bills? . . . Bernadette!’ He raised both hands in triumph and did a little dance.


Ruth shook her head in mock disbelief and suddenly there was a PING!


Ron glanced at his phone and then HOWLED like a wolf. ‘Yes! We got the tickets!’


‘Tickets for what?’ Tunde said.


‘Les Misérables.’


Tunde didn’t understand why they’d want to go and watch a show that sounded like it was invented to make him feel even grumpier. He listened as his mum and dad rabbited on about all the things they were going to do in London: the sales were on and Mum wanted to go to a very posh department store (Dad had bought her a £10 voucher for Christmas). Meanwhile, Dad was excited to attend a show at Kew Gardens about mutated vegetables. ‘There’s a potato the size of a pineapple, and a pineapple the size of a pumpkin, and get this, a pumpkin the size . . . of a potato!’ Only Tunde’s dad could sound THIS excited about manky fruit and veg. His parents wouldn’t stop going on and on and on and on about ‘reconnecting’ to London, the place where they fell for each other all those years ago ❤ (yuck). Thankfully, this lurve-fest was interrupted by Tunde’s phone ringing loudly.


It was a video call from the gang!


Nev, Kylie, Jiah and Dembe appeared on his phone screen, all wearing Laser Blaster Probe T-shirts and wielding unfeasibly sized super-soaker water pistols. Nev was completely drenched and looked the happiest Tunde had ever seen him.


‘Ah Tunde, this place is lit! You should be here, bruv. There was this banging music festival last night called BADABLAPS! MC Erfkwake was on and he did “Louder dan a Hurricane”. My head nearly exploded! I love that choon!’


Jiah jostled into the frame. ‘Tunde! There’s a graphic novel library here. There’s everything from The Adventures of Peculiar Pete to Earwig Boy! They even have early issues of Super Intelligent Goddess Girl! I am in heaven.’


Dembe was performing complicated flick flacks in the background and yelling at the top of her voice over and over, ‘See that? See THAT? SEE THAT?’


[image: Tunde holds a smartphone in his hands. The screen of the phone displays Nev, Kylie, Jiah and Dembe wielding super-soaker water pistols and spraying water at each other.]


Meanwhile, Kylie totes caused havoc with her nine-gallon super-soaker. She was a crack shot and almost everything Tunde could see looked as though it had been dunked in the nearest canal – Nev’s phone included!


Before Tunde could respond and talk about his rubbish holiday destination, Nev interrupted, ‘Listen, bruv, we know you’re busy on the train going to wherever it is man’s goin’, so we’re gonna let you get on, yeah? We got sixteen different types of vegan sticky chicken wings at lunch to get through, yeah? So we gonna bounce, cuz – laters.’


Then everything went blank and they all disappeared. Tunde looked at his disappointed reflection in the screen. This was going to be the Worst. Summer. Ever. He screamed inwardly. Then he groaned outwardly and said, ‘Ugh, this is going to be terrible.’


He had absolutely no idea how right he was about that.
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