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WORLD BOOK DAY®



World Book Day’s mission is to offer every child and young person the opportunity to read and love books by giving you the chance to have a book of your own.


To find out more, and for fun activities including the monthly World Book Day Book Club, video stories and book recommendations, visit worldbookday.com


World Book Day is a charity sponsored by National Book Tokens.









Prologue


Dark.


So dark, you couldn’t see a hand in front of


your face.


So dark, you don’t even know if you’ve got a hand or a face to begin with.


As if floating in a starless space, suspended in a soupy jet-blackness.


That’s how it felt.


And the funny thing was, the ‘it’ in question had no idea WHAT it was. But then it thought to itself, even if it had no idea what it was, that must mean at some point in the recent past, it must have had SOME idea – which meant that it was able to THINK.


It thought for a moment, and asked itself a very important question:


‘What am I doing here?’


It thought some more.


And then . . . it experienced a sensation. Several, in fact. The main one being that of absence. There was something MISSING. Someone . . . had removed a part of it. It was now feeling a burning sensation through its entire being. Anger.


And it thought to itself, with all the energy it could muster:


‘WHO. HAS. DONE. THIS. TO. ME?’


It now knew that one thing was certain. Whoever had stolen a part of its being . . . they were going to pay.
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Today was a special day.


Tunde Wilkinson was very dark-skinned with fluffy black hair and a slightly wonky, very beaky nose. His eyes shone with warmth and intelligence. He was also in possession of the most magnificent wings you’ve ever seen.


And, today, Tunde Wilkinson was turning thirteen!


He was trying to be happy because this was a day of celebration, but he was finding it a bit difficult. Most thirteenth-birthday celebrations happen at some kind of adventure park, the pictures, the aquarium or even in the wonky park equipped with the most dangerous slide in all the land. All parties of this kind involved cake and fizzy pop, sandwiches, chicken wings, popcorn, sweets, chocolate, biscuits, and even more cake. (Although his mother’s idea of cake, if studied by the beardy bloke from Bake Off, would have raised an eyebrow. Tunde’s mum saw cooking as an off-road adventure with no map, destination or steering wheel.)


Luckily for Tunde (and everyone else), Tunde’s mum, Ruth had gone to the local supermarket and stocked up on ‘shop-bought’ food (she muttered this as if she had just stepped in a Volkswagen-sized dog poo). So, there was no danger of squirrel and nettle pie with shortcrust pastry and a dusting of wasps washed down with stinky apple juice today. Thank goodness!


Tunde’s birthday celebration was happening at The Facility, a big science complex on the outskirts of town where his mum and dad worked.


Professor Krauss, The Facility’s never-ageing chief executive, had invited Tunde and his guests to celebrate in a lower laboratory area, because Tunde’s house had recently been smooshed by an alien battleship and was now being rebuilt. It was kind of Professor Krauss, Tunde thought, but partying in The Facility because his family didn’t have a house painfully reminded him that he had failed to defend their home.


Tunde tried to get himself in a party mood. His best friends were here! He needed to cheer up, and fast.


[image: Tunde is standing in the laboratory which is decorated with balloons. He looks upset.Nev, Jiah, Kylie and Dembe are near him holding presents and look excited. Kylie is a wheelchair user.]


Nev Carter was Tunde’s best buddy. They had fought side by side together, played football together – the only thing they couldn’t do together was grow hair at the same rate. Nev’s dreadlocks were almost down to his shoulders.


He grabbed Tunde by the shoulders. ‘Oi, misery guts! We need to get the supermegalicious playlist on the sound system – this party’s as dry as my back foot, cuz!’


Tunde cracked a smile. Nev had an unusual vocabulary and he liked to use it on every occasion.


‘Nev, it’s not really a dancing party. It’s more an “eat cake, drink fizzy pop, slurp jelly and then throw up” kinda party!’


Nev pulled a face. ‘Nobody better throw up on my new kicks, bruv, or it’ll be like battle stations, innit?’


Jiah, Tunde’s bespectacled, maths-loving nerdin-arms, approached now. But she wasn’t only a mathlete. She also read comics to try to work out if you could actually build a flying suit of armour or invent shoes that allowed you to jump several miles at a time.


Jiah took Tunde to one side. ‘Tunde,’ she whispered. ‘There’s a load of rooks outside trying to form themselves into a feathered sign that says HAPPY BIRTHDAY. You should probably tell them to stand down before someone notices.’


‘Nah.’ Tunde loved his shared connection with all kinds of birds. ‘Let ’em do it. I like it when they pass on messages like that.’


‘But there’s thousands of them,’ Jiah insisted. ‘The message is about a mile high. You’d be able to see it from space.’


Tunde closed his eyes and sent a message to the birds with his mind. ‘They’ve gone now. The chief rook who organized it said to tell you you’re a snitch,’ he teased her.


‘There’s no need for that kind of language. At least I don’t eat worms!’ Jiah replied.


‘You don’t know what you’re missing then!’ Tunde laughed. ‘They’re all chewy and gooey and . . .’


Jiah made an ‘I’m about to do a technicolour yawn in a minute if you don’t shut your gob’ face and turned her back on him.


Kylie was listening to the whole thing just behind them. She was also coming over to tell Tunde to buck up and get with the party vibes.


‘You know,’ she said, ‘anyone’d think you hated birthdays.’


Tunde thought for a second. ‘I don’t hate birthdays. It’s just that this time last year everything kicked off and didn’t stop kicking off until we were all in space fighting angry cat aliens.’


‘Gosh, yes! That was fun,’ said Kylie. ‘I know we nearly got blasted to smithereens, but that was an adventure. I miss us playing the game to learn more about S.H.I.P.P.E. (the Sentient Hyper-Intelligent Pan-Planetary Entity – aka the spaceship). Are we going to start doing that again soon?’


‘I dunno, Kylie,’ Tunde replied. ‘We probably shouldn’t be wishing for adventures and space travel and stuff. Those cat things attacked our house and destroyed the den. Mum was nearly—’


‘But she wasn’t!’ Dembe, the newest member of the gang, interrupted. Tunde’s parents had recently offered to act as her new step-parents. ‘You saw off the alien attackers. We’re safe because we’ve all got each other’s backs.’


‘We all watch out for each other,’ Kylie agreed.


Tunde wasn’t sure. ‘What if you guys get hurt because of me, though? I don’t think I’d be able to stand it if I got you into more trouble.’


Dembe ran her hands through Tunde’s hair. ‘Only thing that’s gonna get you in trouble is your manky hair – you need to get some dreads like Nev!’


Kylie laughed. Nev overheard Dembe and flicked his head so his locks wriggled like snakes.


Tunde smiled. His friends were all right, and he was happy they were there.


Professor Krauss chinked on his glass with a teaspoon – a signal to all concerned that he was about to make a speech to the small group of guests.


‘Tunde, I’m so pleased to be here today, celebrating your birthday with your parents, who are amongst my best scientists. Ruth, you’re one of my top bio-engineers here, and Ron, you’re of course a leader in your field.’


Ron grinned. ‘I work with vegetables – I’m always in a field, me.’ Tunde groaned at his dad’s joke.


Professor Krauss continued: ‘Tunde, you and your friends: Nev, Jiah, Kylie and Dembe, went all the way into space, took on an attacking alien force, and won!’ Tunde saw his friends beaming with pride.


Nev did a little dance and started chanting like he was Beyoncé.


‘Who saved the world? US! Who saved the world? US!’


Professor Krauss raised a glass of fizzy water. ‘You actually DID save the world! And no one in Ruthvale has the foggiest idea what you did. You and your friends are heroes, Tunde!’


THERE WAS A MASSIVE CHEER.


The professor wrapped up: ‘Now, enjoy yourselves – this is a party! Eat, drink, celebrate! I believe Nev has something called a “dope-a-licious playlist” that he wants us to shake our hips to. Mine are plastic, so I might not join you.’


Everyone laughed at that. Krauss continued: ‘But don’t go anywhere you shouldn’t. I can’t vouch for your safety.’


Everyone half laughed at that, knowing it was probably true. (The Facility housed some weird, wonderful and SUPER-dangerous stuff; all manner of laboratory-raised animals, minerals and vegetables . . . WEIRDSVILLE.)


Ron came over and ruffled his son’s hair. ‘I’m so proud of you, son. Have I told you that yet today? You’re like one o’ them super-dudes, but from just outside Birmingham!’


Tunde looked at the floor ‘It wasn’t just me. Everybody helped.’ It was true; his friends’ quick learning of the alien technology that The Facility’s team had transported to Earth had made them a group of ‘intergalactic-tastic alien bum-kickers’, as Nev had named them all.


Tunde shuffled his feet and continued. ‘Dad, I can do more. To help, I mean. I want to! When those monsters attacked the house and hurt Mum’s arm, I should have been able to protect you.’


‘You saved my life,’ Mum said. ‘And look, this arm was hurt badly, but Professor Krauss helped me to rebuild and redesign it. I can do things with this arm now that I could never do before.’ Mum pulled up her sleeve to reveal a newly rebuilt, HIGH-TECH ROBO-ARM.


Tunde gingerly touched his mum’s arm, marvelling at its lifelike quality. ‘That’s amazing. What else are you working on here? Can I have a look?’


[image: Tunde’s mum pulls up her sleeve to show him her prosthetic arm. The prosthetic starts at her elbow and looks robotic.]


Ron flashed Ruth a worried glance, and she brushed Tunde off with: ‘Everything’s boring as usual here. Booooring! Nothing you need to worry about, darling. Nothing to see here at all.’


Ron nodded his agreement. ‘Yep. Nothing to see here at all. Absolutely nothing of interest. You run along now and do some kerplunking to this loud music!’


Ruth looked confused. ‘It’s a kind of dance,’ Ron explained. ‘I saw it on television. Young people do it in Los Angeles. Kerplunking.’
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