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Dad would go mad if he saw me now, nose bloodied, and cheek red and swollen. My arm is cut from where I fell, and my knuckles are grazed from where I tried to fight back. I was just glad the teacher was there to break it up.

I cried a lot, sobbed my eyes out like you wouldn’t believe. I’ll get a lot more grief for that when I go back to class. Being a cry-baby just another label they can use to torment me.

I heard them call dad to come and pick me up, so I’ll have to face him when he gets here. He was in a meeting so I'll have to wait a while before he can get me. Mrs Magonigal, the school first aider, said he didn't sound happy. That set me off crying again, at least this time no one from class was here to watch. I don’t know whether my face feels flush from the pain of being beaten up or from the worry about what everyone else now thinks of me.

I guess I should be thankful that I get to sit here in the medical room on my own rather than outside the headmaster's office, which is where I last saw Matt Jones before I got carted off here to have my wounds seen to.

I'm going to get teased even more than usual when I get back to class tomorrow, not just for crying but for getting my arse kicked. The loser always gets a ribbing, even more so if you're already labelled as an easy target.

"Here, wipe your face and take these." Mrs Magonigal, the school medical officer, held two white tablets in one hand and a plastic cup filled with water in the other as she walked back in the room with her usual uncaring expression. I’m sure she sees us kids as a burden and a distraction from whatever else she thinks she should be working on in the school. I gave her a quizzical look. "It's just paracetamol for the pain. Your father said to make sure you take your other tablets. He said you'd know which ones."

I nodded and took what she offered and knocked them back with the water. She turned and walked out of the room as I fumbled about in my school bag for the tin my father ensured I carried with me at all times. I prised it open and stared down at the tablets lined up parallel to each other, one set green and the other red. I took a red one out and downed it with the water. I would have to take another one in an hour; I looked up to the clock and made a mental note of the time.

I was lucky that the small tin had remained intact during the scuffle in the playground. Jones had tried riffling through the bag to get to them as he and the others teased me about being a hypochondriac. I am always ill, always popping pills, always shying away from sports, always too fragile to join in with games, both in PE and in the playground. They don't understand my condition, and why would they? Very few teachers know how to deal with someone with brittle bones, so dealing with me is a whole new learning curve for most.

It had taken me a while since moving to the school last year to adjust to the new environment. I will have to go through it all again next year when we all move up to secondary school, but at least then I won't be struggling to learn a new language as well, as I've pretty much got it mastered now.

The red pill will begin to work soon, I hope. I could feel my energy levels dropping as my body fought hard to repair and protect itself from the trauma my bones had gone through. I usually suffer from fatigue as I drag my weight around, not that I'm fat, far from it, I'm quite skinny, but my thin frame struggles to move about, my bones and muscles prone to tearing and breaking too easily under the pressure.

The green tablets usually combat the strain, adding the extra support and nutrients I need to adjust, adding density and helping build my muscles to carry the weight. I take three a day: morning, noon, and night. They feed my bones and fill me with energy. The red ones are the emergency supply for when my body needs an extra boost. I don't know what's in them or where my dad gets them from, I just know they're not prescription.

My dad doesn't trust the doctors here. He says they don't understand my condition and wouldn't treat me properly if he took me to our local surgery. I trust him. He knows best. He has the same condition and has to take the same pills, so I don't question his judgement on it. As with many things, he always cautions me to be careful what I say about the pills and our condition and what treatment we've had in the past.

Dad is always telling me to stay out of trouble and to keep my head down and not draw attention to myself. That's easier said than done when you are mentally superior but physically inferior to all your peers. I try to rein in my intellect but it's hard when everyone else in the class are so slow to cotton onto the basics. I'm getting used to the bullying. I never suffered it before we moved here. Back home no one saw me as different. We all spoke the same language and had the same cultural background. Nobody teased me for my accent or my gawkish looks and pale skin. I was happy there, but then the explosion in our block meant we all had to move. Some stayed in the district, others moved away from the troubles, and a few, like us, moved abroad altogether.

I've made a few friends here. Jeremy and Sandrine usually hang out with me at playtime. Jeremy is autistic and has been told he will have to go to a special school next year as he wouldn't be able to cope at a normal secondary school. Sandrine moved over from France three years ago and still has a fairly strong accent. We three, due to those things we have in common and the fact that we are treated as social outcasts by the rest of the class, wander the playground as a small pack, banding together for comfort and security. I say security, but all we do is paint a bigger target on our backs.

They were both there when Jones thought he'd make himself look big in front of everyone else by pushing me around when I kicked the football back to those playing. I thought I was being helpful, but apparently a dweeb like me isn't allowed to touch the ball even if it rolls out of play and lands at my feet. If I had left it alone, no doubt I would have got a kicking for not returning it. It was a lose-lose situation. There was nothing Jeremy and Sandrine could have done. If they had stepped in they would have been targets too, and not one of us has the stature nor the mental persuasion to be aggressively convincing.

I'm getting that aftertaste now. Usually, a few minutes after taking a tablet, I get a bitter bubbling in the back of my throat. It doesn’t last long. It's just one of the many bitter things I have to swallow. Cod liver oil, calcium, phosphoric acid, and sodium sulphate supplements are just some of the extra things my dad makes me take periodically. I can't pronounce most of them and not all the extra stuff I need is bad. Every so often dad lets me binge on sugary stuff: sweets and chocolates and donuts. He says my body needs the extra energy, and that I burn off stuff quicker than most and so need to eat more. Certainly, from what I can tell, I eat far more than any other ten-year-old, I just wish it showed in my appearance.

I don't remember eating as much before we moved here. Food was sparse. I think it's fair to say we struggled. The embargo on the trade routes meant supplies were hard to get hold of and any attempts to get aid to us were thwarted by the terrorists who blockaded the main transport routes. I think this was why dad decided to leave. He was a chemist back home. He knew medicine and had been trying to find a cure for a disease that affected some of our people. Although I overheard someone say on the journey here that my dad was trying to weaponize it against the rebels. I don't really understand what that means as my dad tries not to talk about the politics of where we come from. I think he's sad and angry that we had to leave and would go back if he could. I think he misses mum too, but he never talks about her anymore. I think it's too painful.

I can barely remember my mother; she died at the beginning of the war when the rebels first started using violence against the government. She was one of the first casualties.

"Your dad's here, Charlie." Mrs Magonigal sounded too chirpy, glad I'm sure to be rid of her charge. I wonder whether Jones is still sat outside the head's office or whether he's been properly chastised by now. I really hope he gets expelled this time. At least then I wouldn’t have to face him tomorrow.

I grab my bag and stand. My bones strain as I fight the heavy gravity, my muscles pulling taut at the effort to lift my weight, and the bag weighing a ton in my arms as I lift its strap to my shoulder. It never used to be this hard, everything, including my body, used to be much lighter.

As I step out of the medical room into the reception lobby of the small primary school, I can see my dad signing the book to say he was taking me home. I can see the stern sideways glance he gives me. He is annoyed at having to leave his meeting. I am sure his colleagues would all understand; they were all from back home and knew our situation. But still, it was attention and distraction none of them would care for.

"Are you okay?" he asked in English. His accent is thicker than mine and harder to disguise. I nod. He puts his arm around my shoulder and ushers me to the door, standing aside to let another set of parents enter who look equally as unhappy about their visit to the school as my dad. I can see the resemblance to Matt Jones and am glad I’m not in his shoes. I just hope he doesn't take their anger at him out on me if he is in school tomorrow.

As they walk by us and we step out into the heavily polluted air outside, dad grips my shoulder again and says quietly, "Did you take the red pill?" I nod. "Charlie, you must be more careful around these humans."

"Yes dad," I say, knowing that we would be stopping off on the way home for a bag of sugary treats.

​

*****
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This was written in 2018. A view of life from the point of view of an alien child. There are obvious intonations to the immigration problem in the UK and the causes of it, the things many innocent children would fail to understand as they are moved from pillar to post.

Much of the story is an echo of the primary school playground dredged up from my own memory. Not that I got into fights at that age. That would come later, along with the racial bullying I was subjected to in secondary school. A mix of dealing with my son’s school nurse on occasion and that bitter taste of cod liver oil forced down my throat by my father when I was a child, was all thrown into the mix.

The strains of adapting to a foreign place would weigh heavily on any child, I’m sure, let alone one from another planet living in secret.

CPC
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CLOUD COVER

“We’re at 20%. Gaining swirl over the ocean. We’ve got a westerly wind gaining momentum ready to push it inland,” informed Diego plainly.

Marc Coho nodded his acknowledgment and then looked across the room, assessing the other controllers before turning his gaze to the vacuous screen sucking up the wall at the head of the room.

“Have the WMO picked it up yet?” he asked, turning to a different controller at the far corner of the room.

“Monitoring their systems. The UK Met Office are looking at it, so are NCAR and the Norwegian Meteorological Institute. Everyone else is turning a blind eye at the moment, including the Canadians.”

“Good,” Coho mumbled to himself with a nod to Graham, the controller monitoring the World Meteorological Organisations.

“We’ve got clear skies over Delaware. There’s a warm front pushing up from Virginia and a natural cold front dropping down and round from Connecticut. We should have optimum justification by the time the storm rolls in,” said Diego.

“Good, let’s make this look normal. By the numbers people. Once we’re at forty percent from the ocean swell raise her out of the water into the cloud cover and get that teacup stirring.”

“Yes boss,” affirmed Diego, who was accompanied by mumbles and grunts of agreement from the dozen other specialists sat attentive at their stations around the room. Each was assigned a specific duty, a duty they never spoke of outside of this isolated space. They were sworn to secrecy and paid handsomely for their silence. To their families and friends, they simply worked for a government weather research facility. Only a handful of other need to know people outside the room knew what they really got up to and what this project was really about.

Marc Coho was the boss. He ran the facility and reported to someone he had never laid eyes on. His instructions came over the phone. A familiar voice patched in directly to his earpiece from an unknown location. Those higher up were government, or an offshoot of the government, or a conglomerate made up of world governmental figures. He didn’t know exactly; it was need-to-know, and he didn’t need to know. More importantly, he didn’t want to know.

There were things happening around the world on a regular basis that the general population were oblivious to and would be horrified by and terrified of should they be made aware of it. Part of Marc Coho’s job was to ensure part of that blanket of deceit was kept in place.

“We’re at thirty percent,” informed Diego.

“Prepping thrusters on the underwater platform,” spoke up Corin, a waif of a girl in her late thirties but looking fifteen years younger with a boyish innocence thanks to her shaved head, marble skin and thin lips. “Still submerged, awaiting radar confirmation.”

“Clear on radar. You have clear skies and nothing in the shipping lane,” confirmed Agré, a blue eyed African with a soul patch beneath his bottom lip. No one knew whether his eyes were natural or contacts; no one had ever asked. Idle chit chat wasn’t encouraged in the workplace, and they were instructed to leave their personal lives at the door when they entered. As a result, all they knew of each other were their names and their roles within the facility.

“Swirl intensifying. We’re at thirty-five percent cover,” reported Diego.

“At fifty fathoms and rising. Platform should clear the surface in sixty seconds.”

Coho nodded to Corin.

“Sir, I have satellite confirmation.”

Coho turned his attention to Cyrus, a southern state hillbilly with a handlebar moustache and a mullet, but someone who had an understanding of the stars like no one else in the room. “It’s early,” Coho commented.

“It’s holding a distance, sir.”

“Very well.”

“We have breach at surface level. Permission to engage lift?” enquired Corin.

“Diego?”

“Thirty-eight. Thirty-nine.” He paused as he watched his monitor. “We are at forty percent coverage.”

“Engage thrusters,” Coho instructed Corin before motioning to someone else to punch up the visual on the main screen.

An array of live images broadcast from a variety of remote mobile positions: a high-altitude drone, a satellite, a recommissioned naval vessel, and from the machine itself, all showing the ascent as the ocean waves parted, washing over and away from the leviathan rising from the sea.

The machine weighed heavily as gravity tried to pull it back down to the water, but its spinning gears and funnels flung the water wide in a spray of cloud that disguised its breach as it battled to attain altitude. And then the thrusters fired and the demon from the sea was unleashed, powering into the sky with its giant cogs turning and churning up the atmosphere around it.

“Fifteen,” bellowed Corin.  “Ten,” she said again after a short pause. “Five, four, three, two. Disengaging upward thrusters.”

“I can confirm, she is in the cloud,” relayed Diego.

“Fire her up, Corin. Let’s get this storm brewing.”

“Yes, sir.”

They watched over the next few minutes as the machine within the cloud did its magic, intensifying the atmospherics so that a thick and violent swirl began to form in what had once been a small and insignificant cloud formation. Wind speeds were picking up and the contrived westerly was being monitored and primed to push the storm inland where it needed to be.

After thirty minutes of intense scrutiny Coho decided the machine had achieved its goal. A hurricane had been created.

“Ok, Corin, drop the bird. Let’s get her back underwater and out of sight.”

“Powering down rotors and prepping thrusters.”

“Prepping subbase to receive and retrieve,” spoke Daniel from the back of the room. It was his job to secure the machine away from prying eyes underwater.

“Most weather stations are now registering the onset of the storm and are putting out warnings.” It was Graham monitoring the meteorological
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