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PROLOGUE

My grandad always had a special gift for finding things that were lost.

When I was little and one of my toys would disappear, I’d tell my grandad and within a day or so he’d turn up with a big smile on his face, the missing item safely tucked in his pocket.

“But how did you find it?” I’d demand every time.

“Can’t tell you that, Danny boy,” he’d say, ruffling my hair. “It’s top secret.”

“PLEASE!” I’d beg, hanging off his arm.

And then he’d bend over and whisper in my ear.

“It’s magic my lad, just a little bit of magic.”

“Can I do it too?” I wanted to know.

“Maybe one day,” he’d say and there was a twinkle in his eye that almost made me believe it was true. 
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CHAPTER 1

“You are in SO much trouble!” My cousin Inaaya informs me with obvious joy when she opens MY front door to let me into MY house.

“Urgh. What are you doing here?” I demand, pushing my way past her, dumping my school bag in a corner and grabbing a bag of Wotsits from the kitchen.

Inaaya follows me. “I wish I knew. Mum made me come with her even though I’ve got SO much homework to do, you’ve no idea!”

I roll my eyes and cram a handful of delicious cheesy Wotsits into my mouth.

Inaaya is always banging on about homework, just so she can remind everyone that she won a scholarship to a private school last year. Like anyone cares. 

“Wow. What a massive tragedy for you,” I mutter, pouring myself a glass of water and swigging it down.

“I know!” She leans back against the wall. Despite it being the end of the day her posh school uniform looks like it’s just been ironed, her long black hair is entirely contained in a neat plait and even her stupid white socks are pulled up.

“Still,” she says with a wicked glint in her eye.

“Watching you getting yelled at might make it worth my while, I suppose.”

“What are you on about?” I ask finally.

Inaaya makes a smug face. She loves holding her knowledge over me like an evil supervillain and dragging out every second.

“Your grandad rang,” she says at last and a heavy stone of dread thunks into my stomach because I’ve just remembered where I should have been this afternoon. “He wanted to know where you were and your mum said she thought you were working with him so then SHE rang the school and found out YOU were in detention instead!”
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I swear under my breath. Getting told off is bad enough without having Inaaya here to witness it. She’s the perfect child and I’m just . . . not. Not perfect, not clever and not well behaved.

I gave up even trying to keep up with her years ago when I was the only other kid at her super lame birthday party and all her presents were textbooks and school equipment. I mean, what sort of life is that?

“Danny? Is that you?” Mum’s voice calls to me from the front room.

I finish my water and put the glass down.

“Better not keep her waiting!” Inaaya sings and I accidentally stamp on her foot as I march past, enjoying the crunch of her toes under my shoe and her yelp of pain.
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“Danny!” My aunt Rekha cries, standing up when she sees me and opening her bangled arms wide. “Come give your auntie a hug!” 

Happy to delay the inevitable telling off from Mum, I let her squeeze me for way longer than I usually would. When I eventually step back, she grabs my face in both hands and shoves my cheeks together till I look like a fish.

“Such a handsome boy!” she says and I can’t help puffing my chest out a teeny bit. “If only you would brush your hair and tuck your shirt in!”

My chest deflates and I wiggle away so I can face Mum and get it over with.

“Your grandad rang,” she says, eyeing me over the top of her mug of tea.

“Yeah, I know.” I gulp. “Look, I’m . . .”

Mum cuts me off. “Best hurry over there now, my dad’s been working much too hard lately and it sounds like he needs your help.”

I’m startled into silence. Why isn’t she shouting at me for lying to her and getting into trouble at school? Why isn’t she moaning about how I don’t work hard enough and wishing I’d “just try a bit harder because look how well your cousin Inaaya has done”?

I glance at Inaaya and her disappointed face almost makes me laugh. 

“Right, yeah, I’ll go over there now then,” I say quickly, before she can change her mind. Maybe Mum will shout at me later but at least Inaaya won’t be there to witness it.

“Oh . . . wait,” Mum says, as her gaze drifts away to meet Aunt Rekha’s for a moment. “Can you take your cousin with you, please. Give us a bit of peace to catch up properly.”

I groan silently. I might have known Mum would find a way to punish me somehow.

“Er, no, it’s all right, Auntie Leanne,” Inaaya says quickly. “Danny should go and see his grandad on his own. I’ll stay here. I’ve got homework to get on with.”

“Yeah, see, Inaaya has homework,” I add, feeling a teeny smidge of gratitude to Inaaya. There’s no way Mum will be able to argue against homework!

“The fresh air will do you good, beta,” Aunt Rekha says, tucking her bare feet under her on the sofa and dunking a biscuit in her tea. “Go with your cousin. Your aunt and I have a few important things to discuss.”

“Of course, Mum.” Inaaya kisses her mum on the cheek and waits politely for me to move.

I huff down the hallway with my perfect cousin hanging on my heels like an annoyingly well-groomed dog and head out on to the estate.
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Inaaya doesn’t say anything as we walk but her shoulders are hunched up near her ears and she keeps glancing around her all the time like she’s being followed.

“What’s up with you?” I ask. “Sad ’cos you missed out on seeing me get in trouble?”

“Nothing’s up with me,” she says, jumping at the random slam of a car door.

“What? Do you think you’re gonna get mugged or something?”

She shrugs. “It’s not my fault your estate has a bad reputation.”

I grind my teeth. Honestly, just because it’s a council estate doesn’t mean it’s dangerous! It’s more like a big family, somewhere you can belong, somewhere you feel safe.

“That’s fake news, Inaaya. No one’s going to mug you!” 

However, I am considering whether it’s possible to accidentally lose her somewhere . . . I mean, it would be easy enough. My estate is MASSIVE and if you don’t grow up here it’s almost impossible to find your way around. I reckon if I’m clever she might not turn up again till Christmas.

I hurry her through one of the garage blocks that line the far edge of the estate and across the concrete “playground”. I turn left past the block of flats where my best mate Modge lives and then swing right down an overgrown, rubbish-strewn alley to try and lose her.

But no such luck.

Inaaya stays glued to my heels the whole way to my grandad’s block, and follows me up the concrete steps to the first floor.

I really hope my grandad’s not too annoyed about me being late. I hate it when he’s upset with me. I’ve been helping him out a fair bit lately ’cos it’s a lot of work being caretaker on an estate this size and Mum was worried it was getting a bit too much for him.

I’d promised to help with setting up this new batch of smoke alarms today, but then I got this stupid detention from Mr Ossard for something I didn’t even do and I forgot to ring him and now it’s all a big mess.
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“Urgh! What’s that smell?” Inaaya demands, wrinkling up her nose.

“I can’t smell anything,” I insist, which isn’t exactly true. All the stairways pong of wee a bit if I’m honest, but I hardly notice it any more. They’re still fun to mess about in. The whole estate is good for that, actually. There’s so many alleyways and ramps and balconies 

and sheds that me and Modge never get bored.

But Modge isn’t here. Instead I’ve got Little Miss Boring trailing behind me down the balcony to my grandad’s flat, with one hand dramatically clamped to her nostrils.

I knock on the door a few times but there’s no answer, so I peer through the letter box.

“GRANDAD!” I yell because he’s a bit deaf now and doesn’t always hear me.

There’s still no answer.

“What now?” Inaaya asks with a long-suffering sigh.

“He must be at the workshop already,” I tell Inaaya, a squirrel of guilt scurrying around my gut because he’d have had to carry all the smoke alarms over there by himself and there were loads of them. “It’s not far, don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried.”

“You look worried.”

“Well, I’m not.” She hurries back down the hall.

“Good, because it’s perfectly safe here,” I call after her. “Just ’cos we’re poor doesn’t mean we’re all criminals, you know.”

“I never said you ALL were!” she snaps. 

“Good!”

“Just most of you,” she adds, under her breath.

“That is SO not true! Most people here are really nice!” And definitely WAY more fun than the miserable, snotty neighbours who live in her fancy cul-de-sac.

“Oy!” Keylon “Bully” Molloy pipes up out of nowhere, as if he was hanging around, just waiting to prove me wrong. “Where do you think you’re going, Danny Dourado?”

He’s planted himself right between us and the landing, arms crossed, trouble written all over his face. His brother Sags is behind him, trying to look menacing. They’re not exactly criminals but the Molloy family are definitely in training.

“What do you want?” I demand.

Keylon holds out his hand. “Gotta pay a toll if you want to get past.”

“A toll? Get stuffed!”

“What?” he says, leering at Inaaya. “Your posh little girlfriend looks like she’s got a few quid.”

“She’s NOT my girlfriend!” I tell him. “And we’re not giving you any money. Just move.” 

I stand my ground and try not to let my knees wobble. Keylon is two years older and three inches taller than me. In a fight he’d flatten me. I know that. And he knows that. But if I give in just once he’ll never stop bullying me, will he? And besides, I can’t let Inaaya see me get pushed about on my own estate.

“I’m not going anywhere and neither are you two!” Keylon snarls.

“Yeah!” Sags agrees, always super brave when he’s hiding behind one of his older brothers.

My brain starts frantically working out a plan, but I don’t think magically learning to fly is going to happen somehow.

“This is a free country! I demand you let me pass,” Inaaya says, glaring at Keylon and making everything about fifty times worse.

Keylon and Sags snort with laughter.

“Ooh! Get her!” Keylon says, while Sags does a high-pitched impression of her voice that makes them laugh even harder.

“SHUT UP, YOU IGNORANT NEANDERTHALS!” Inaaya yells, her fists clenched in rage. I can just tell this is NOT going to end well.

“All right!” I shout over the noise they’re making. “I’ll give you a quid, Keylon, just let us pass.”

“Danny!” Inaaya hisses. “You can’t reward this sort of behaviour!”

I ignore her and show Keylon my last pound coin.

Keylon shoots Inaaya a smug look and holds his hand out. I press the coin into his palm and he moves aside.

I grab Inaaya’s arm and pull her quickly down the stairs behind me while she mutters about me being a coward.

“Oy!” Sags shouts over the balcony. “This isn’t a pound! It’s a poxy swimming locker token!”

“You’re welcome!” I yell back. Serves them right for not noticing when I switched the coins.

“You just wait, Danny Dourado! We’ll get you and your stupid little girlfriend!” Keylon promises.

“SHE’S NOT MY GIRLFRIEND!” I yell back but they’re not on the balcony any more. They’re coming after us! 




CHAPTER 2

I take off running, whipping past two blocks of flats and through the garages as quick as I can. I hide behind the stinky bin sheds for a second to see if the Molloys are coming and when the coast is clear I run down an alleyway, past the broken sheds, round to the estate shop and . . .

“Stop!” Inaaya gasps. “I can’t breathe!”

She bends over, panting and holding her side.

I fold my arms and sniff. “I thought all that jolly hockey-sticks stuff you play at your fancy school would keep you fit.”

“Oh, shut up,” she snaps, slowly straightening up.

“You’re the one trying to get us beaten up!”

I remind her, our close escape just sinking in. “How come you’re picking fights with the Molloys when you’re so terrified of getting mugged?”

“Those idiots aren’t dangerous, they’re just stupid bullies and you can’t give in to bullies,” she insists, flicking her plait back over her shoulder.

I don’t know what sort of bullies she’s met before but the Molloys are dangerous enough, if you ask me. They’re always prowling the estate, spoiling other kids’ fun and causing trouble.

“You should be more careful who you mess with round here,” I tell her.

“I thought you said it was perfectly safe on your precious estate!”

“Well, it is! Mostly. Apart from the Molloys.”

Inaaya stands up straight again and rolls her eyes at me. “Well, I’m glad you didn’t give those imbeciles any money.”

“And I’m glad they didn’t catch us. Mum would only blame me if you got thumped.”

Inaaya sniffs and looks around. “How much further is it?”

“It’s just over there.”

I point out the large building set at the far edge of the estate where my grandad has his office and workshop. It’s his job to do maintenance on the estate and fix things that break, which keeps him pretty busy because with council houses things are ALWAYS breaking. Luckily, he’s got me to help him out. When I’m not in detention, obviously.

I pull open the door to Grandad’s office, which is basically an old Portakabin, and go inside. His desk is super tidy as always. The heavy old-fashioned typewriter takes up about half of it. The massive black telephone, with the message light flashing, takes up the other half.

“Wow. It’s like a time warp in here,” Inaaya says.

“Yeah. My grandad doesn’t trust technology.” I’ve told him to get a computer and a smartphone to make his life easier, but he won’t.

“I thought you said he’d be here?”

I shrug. “He’ll be in his workshop.”

I step through the back door into the cavernous room behind.

“GRANDAD!” I yell and it echoes around the space for ages.

No answer. 
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I walk past heaving shelves of old parts and his workbench full of half-finished jobs. The smell of glue and oil fills my nose and takes me right back to being five again and playing at my grandad’s feet while he fixed something or other. 

“Grandad! It’s me, Danny! Sorry I’m late!” I shout again, wondering where he’s got to. He’s not out on a job because his worn leather tool belt is still hanging up on the hook and he never goes to work without that.

I’m nearly at the back when I see a light: a strange blue light that hurts my eyes.

“GRANDAD! WHERE ARE YOU?”

I start to hurry towards the light. I don’t know why exactly, but my heart is thumping and I can feel the hairs on my arms standing up.

Then I see him. Bathed in a prism of blue light and lurching out of one of the old, battered lockers behind him.

“Grandad?”

He staggers out, into the workshop, and the blue light from the locker vanishes. He makes it a few steps, lets out a cry of pain, clutches his right arm and then falls backwards on to the ground, not moving.

My brain stutters for a long moment, trying to make sense of what’s happened. Then a spike of panic takes over and I run to his side, kneel down and pat his face.

“Grandad? Can you hear me? It’s Danny. Are you all right?”

His eyes are closed but I can see his chest rise and fall so I know he’s still alive, at least. Whatever’s wrong with him must be bad, though. Really bad. Because he looks awful. All sweaty and pale.

“What’s wrong with him?” Inaaya asks, skidding to a halt a few feet away, her voice high with fear.

“I don’t know.” My eyes are stinging with tears but I swipe them away before Inaaya can see. “Call an ambulance! Quick!”

She digs in her blazer pocket for her phone and taps away at it. “It’s not working! I don’t understand.”

“The signal in here is rubbish. Use the landline in the office!” I shout.

“Okay. I’ll be back in a minute!” She turns and runs off.

“Grandad? Please say something?” I’m trying desperately to remember what it said on that first aid video they made us watch at school but I can’t. I can’t think of anything except how scared I am.

He twitches, moans, tries to sit up then collapses back on the ground. One eye opens and he peers at me.

“Grandad! You’re all right!” The hard ache under my ribs eases a little.

“Danny?”

“I’m here.” I yank my jumper off, pad it up and gently ease it under his head.

“. . . thought you weren’t coming . . .” His voice is really weak and I’m so scared because I’ve never seen him sick or hurt before and for the first time ever he actually seems old. My gut twists with guilt because I should have been here. I should have been helping him like I promised.

“It’s all right, I’m here now,” I tell him, hating myself for getting a stupid detention when he needed me. “We’re getting help, an ambulance is coming.”

Grandad opens his eyes and grips my hand hard.

“Listen to me now, Danny . . . it’s very important.” “What is?”

“I need you to do something . . . you have to help me.”

“Anything,” I insist.

“I need you to be caretaker now . . .”

“What?” I frown. “But I can’t do plumbing and stuff on my own, Grandad. I’m just a kid!”

“Not here . . . there.”

“What do you mean? Where?”

“Take this key.” He taps at his top pocket. I reach in but the only thing in there is his old watch on a chain.

I pull it out anyway. “Go through to the office . . .” He pauses, swallows. 

“The office?” I glance towards the Portakabin.

“Not that one,” he says. “There . . .”

His hand lifts and points at the locker.

“But . . . that’s just a locker, Grandad!”

“No . . . it’s not. Listen, I’m sorry, not to tell you before, but . . . there are many worlds out there, Danny . . . many worlds . . .”

I frown and shake my head. What’s he on about? Many worlds? In a locker?! He must be confused. Maybe he hurt his head when he fell?

“It’s all right, Grandad, calm down.”

“PROMISE ME!” He jerks upright, staring right into my eyes. “Promise you’ll go to the office and look after them for me, keep them safe. Promise you won’t let me down! I know you can do it. You’re the only one I can trust.”

I’m scared he’s going to die if he keeps on like this.

“All right, Grandad!” I tell him. “I promise.” The watch tingles in my hand and I stuff it in my pocket quickly.

“DANNY!” he shouts again, his voice hoarse and desperate.

“What is it, Grandad?” I bend down closer. 

“BEWARE THE CHEESE!” he yells in my face before coughing and collapsing back on the floor.

“Grandad?” I give his hand a hard squeeze, but his eyes stay closed and I don’t think he can hear me any more.

“Danny!” Inaaya calls. “The ambulance is coming! I’ll go outside and wait for them!”

I sit in the gloom and watch my grandad’s chest rise and fall till the sound of the ambulance siren fills the air like a warning that everything has changed forever. 




CHAPTER 3

Ever since I got home from school I’ve been mooching around the house like a bear in a cage. Mum and Dad are at the hospital with Grandad and I can’t settle at anything. Even YouTube’s enormous selection of cats’ greatest jumping fails can’t distract me from all the guilt and worry curdling in my belly like sour milk.

When the doorbell goes, I consider not answering it and just lying here on the sofa forever. But eventually I decide any distraction is better than none.

“All right, Danny?” Modge says, turning up just when I need him like a best mate should.

“Modge!” I grab his arm and drag him into the house. “I thought you weren’t coming back from your mum’s till next week?” Modge’s mum works on the cruise ships as a singer, so he lives with his dad most of the time. He goes to stay with his mum a couple of times a year, whenever she’s back home in England.

“Yeah . . . something came up, so I came home early,” Modge says, chewing at his bottom lip and looking even more confused than usual.

I do my best to wait for more info, but with Modge that can take forever and I need to talk to someone NOW.

“Did you hear about my grandad?” I blurt.

“Yeah, Dad told me. I’m sorry, mate. How is he?”

I lead Modge into the kitchen and grab the biscuit tin. Modge snags two Jaffa cakes and a hobnob and stuffs them in his mouth one after the other. He eats non-stop but you’d never tell, seeing as he’s skinny as a pole. He’s also got funny yellow hair that sticks up in odd places, one wonky tooth (from an epic skateboarding fail that I’m not allowed to mention EVER) and a birthmark on his arm shaped exactly like a dalek.

“The doctors think he’ll be all right, but it was a pretty bad heart attack,” I say. “They said it was lucky 

I was there. If we hadn’t got him to hospital straight away, he could have died.”

“Wow! You saved his life, Danny!” Modge slaps me on the shoulder. Mum had hugged me hard enough to hurt when she found out and the doctor at the hospital shook my hand. They all think I did something special.

“Yeah, but this stupid detention made me late, Modge,” I confess. “I promised I’d be there to help him and I wasn’t. I let him down, Modge, I should have been there.”

“You were there when he needed you, mate.”

“Yeah . . . I suppose.” But maybe if I’d been there on time he wouldn’t have had a heart attack in the first place! What if this is ALL my fault?”

“He’ll be all right, Danny. Your grandad’s well tough,” Modge says. “Remember that time he climbed up the drainpipe to rescue
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