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Chapter 1
The Birthday Party

Simon Thwaite was sitting with his Daddy in the kitchen one Sunday afternoon when there was a knock at the door.

“Go and see who that is, Simon,” said Daddy.

When Simon opened the door, he saw his best friend Yasmin Campbell, along with her Mummy and Daddy.

“Happy Birthday, Simon,” Yasmin said. She gave him a large blue envelope that she’d been hiding behind her back. 

Simon smiled and thanked her. He was seven today, finally. He was the youngest in his class at school, and was tired of the other children teasing him about being shorter than everyone else.

Inside the envelope was a card with characters from Simon’s favourite cartoon, Planet Patrol, all wishing him an out-of-this-world birthday.

Daddy came out of the kitchen and greeted Yasmin and her parents. “Come in,” he said. 

They followed Daddy into the kitchen. While Simon had been at the door, Daddy had brought out a big birthday cake that he’d hidden in a cupboard. Everyone sang Happy Birthday, then Simon took a deep breath and blew out all the candles on the cake.

“Make a wish,” said Yasmin’s Daddy. 

“Don’t tell anyone what it is,” Simon’s Daddy added. 

What to wish for? Simon wondered. After some thought, he wished that Daddy could spend more time with him.

Yasmin’s Mummy cut the cake, leaving enough for anyone who wanted a second slice to have one. Daddy took care of the drinks—fizzy pop for the children, tea for the grown-ups.

The cake was delicious, with strawberry-flavoured icing on top and plenty of strawberry jam in the middle. Simon ate his slice as slowly as he could, but it still seemed to be finished too soon. Daddy cut some more slices for Simon, Yasmin and himself. Yasmin’s parents didn’t want another, even after Daddy asked them twice.

After Simon and Yasmin had eaten their second slices, Daddy told them to go and wash their hands. They did, and when they came back from the bathroom, the cups, plates and leftover cake had been cleared away. In their place were two more birthday cards and two wrapped-up presents.

One of the cards was from Daddy, and the other was from Joan, Simon’s big sister, who was away at university. That one had a book token for ten pounds in it.

“Now you can open your presents,” said Daddy. 

Simon made a show of deciding which one to open first. One was small and oblong, wrapped in paper with trains on. The other was larger and odd-shaped, in left-over Christmas wrapping paper. He picked the small one, which was from Yasmin and her parents. It was a Captain Jones action figure from Planet Patrol. According to the box, it came with the Captain’s Rocket Pack and a Proton Pistol, which was the weapon he used for zapping enemies.

“This is really cool,” said Simon. “Thank you.” He held up the figure and pointed it at Yasmin. Doing his best to imitate the Captain’s voice, he said, “Activating scanners. Hostile alien life form detected. Open fire!”

The grown-ups laughed. Yasmin gave him a scowl that told him she’d get him back later.

Simon picked up the present from Daddy and tried to guess what it was. He pressed it, finding it soft. He shook it. It didn’t rattle. He looked for gaps in the wrapping, but couldn’t see any. What could it be? He didn’t think any of the action figures from Planet Patrol were this shape. He tore off the wrapping paper.
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Inside was a brown teddy bear with one eye missing and some fur gone from the top of his head.

“Oh,” said Simon. 

“Do you like it?” Daddy asked. 

Simon knew you were supposed to answer a question like that with, “Yes,” so he did. But really—a teddy bear? Not even a new one? What was Daddy thinking?

Daddy’s phone rang. Daddy answered it and spoke quietly. Simon heard him say, “But it’s my son’s birthday,” before he went quiet again. He ended the call and told everyone, “I need to go into work for a couple of hours.”

“I thought you didn’t work on Sundays,” Yasmin’s Daddy said. 

“Normally I don’t,” said Daddy, “but a few people have called in sick, and a big delivery’s just come in.” Daddy worked in a nearby supermarket, moving things from the warehouse at the back onto the shelves for customers to buy. Simon had wondered whether it would be simpler to let the customers go around the warehouse, but then Daddy wouldn’t have a job. 

“So is the party over?” Simon asked. It had barely started. 

Before Daddy could answer, Yasmin’s Mummy said, “We’ll mind him until you come back.”

“Thank you,” said Daddy, looking happier than Simon had seen him for a while. To Simon, he said, “You be good, now.”

“Yes Daddy,” said Simon. 

Yasmin lived in the same block of flats as Simon, three doors down. Yasmin’s Mummy gave them some orange juice and biscuits, then Yasmin and Simon went to play in Yasmin’s room. It was the same size as Simon’s, but looked smaller, because of all the furniture and toys.

“We can play Planet Patrol now,” Yasmin said. 

“With only one character?” said Simon. 

She picked up a doll with a big head and long blonde hair. “Trudy can be what’s-her-name—Captain Jones’ girlfriend.”

Simon scowled. “Doctor Alex is not Captain Jones’ girlfriend.”

Yasmin raised her eyebrows. “You must be watching a different Planet Patrol from me, then.”

They sat on Yasmin’s bed and started making up a story. Five minutes into it, Yasmin asked, “What about Teddy?”

“There aren’t any teddy bears in Planet Patrol,” said Simon. 

“How do you know?” Yasmin asked. “Just because you’ve never seen one, doesn’t mean there aren’t. It’s a big ol’ universe out there.” That was something Captain Jones said whenever he met a particularly weird kind of alien for the first time. 

Simon sighed. “I suppose he can be some new alien they’ve never seen before. Or a giant robot.”

“Is he a good guy or a bad guy?” said Yasmin. 

“Could one of yours be a bad guy?” Simon asked. 

Yasmin shook her head. Simon knew she didn’t like any of her toys being the enemy, as they were more likely to get bashed about.

Simon picked up the teddy and studied him. He noticed now that some of the stitches around his shoulder were loose. “I’m sorry Teddy, but it looks like you’re the villain. I hope you’re good at doing evil laughter.”

“You can’t call him ‘Teddy,’” said Yasmin. 

“Why not?”

“It’s what he is, not his name. It’d be like calling Trudy ‘Doll.’ Or you ‘Boy.’”

Simon wasn’t keen on giving a name to a toy he hadn’t wanted, so he said the first thing that came into his head. “Zac.”

Yasmin sniggered. “The sheriff’s horse in Cowboy Tales?”

Simon had completely forgotten about that uncool old show since he started watching Planet Patrol. On the other hand, this was an uncool old teddy bear, so maybe the name fit…

“Zac,” he said firmly. 

“Whatever,” said Yasmin, not wanting to argue. 

They carried on the story, bringing Zac into it as a giant bear-shaped alien with lasers for eyes who’d invaded a space station and was eating all its food. The good guys defeated him when Doctor Alex noticed he hadn’t eaten some left-over birthday cake and worked out he must be allergic to it. Captain Jones used his rocket pack to fly up to the alien and lob the birthday cake into his mouth. He screamed and thrashed about for a bit, then melted.

“Melted?” said Yasmin. 

“Why not?” said Simon. “He’s an alien. Who says he can’t have a weird way of dying?”

Simon’s Daddy knocked on the bedroom door. “Time to go home, son.” 

Simon had lost track of what time it was—he’d been there for hours. He thanked Yasmin and her parents for the present. Daddy thanked them for looking after Simon at such short notice, then Simon and Daddy went home.

Inside the front door, Daddy yawned and said, “I’m going to have a bath, then I think I’ll go to bed. Do you want to watch a DVD?”

“OK,” Simon replied. 

“Finish the pop if you like—it’ll only be flat tomorrow.”

After Daddy had gone into the bathroom, Simon went to the kitchen. He filled a glass with what was left of the pop and took it to the living room. As he watched the DVD, he drank the pop a sip at a time, not wanting any of it to come out of his nose if he laughed.

Halfway through the DVD, he paused it. He hadn’t laughed once.

What was wrong? It was his birthday. Birthdays were supposed to be happy. There was even a song about it. Why wasn’t he happy?

His big sister Joan could probably answer that. She was the clever one of the family. But she wasn’t due back from university for another week or two. Simon thought about phoning her, but Daddy was always grumbling about how expensive that was.

Simon decided to go to bed instead of staying up and feeling sorry for himself. He brushed his teeth and changed into his pyjamas. Maybe he’d have a nice dream, he thought as he lay down and turned off his bedside light.




Chapter 2
The Night-Time Visitor

Simon woke up slowly. It was still dark. Someone was whispering his name, right next to his ear. He rolled over, reaching for the bedside light. He froze as his arm brushed against something that hadn’t been there when he fell asleep.

“Turn it on,” the voice said. “We may as well get the surprise over with.” The voice sounded muffled, like the bad guys in Cowboy Tales who had neckerchiefs over their mouths. 

Simon’s hand found the light switch and flicked it on.

On the pillow lay the tatty old teddy bear that Daddy had bought for Simon’s birthday. Simon heaved a sigh of relief, wanting to kick himself for being so scared. He didn’t remember putting the teddy next to him, though maybe Daddy had—

“Good evening, Simon,” the bear said, and raised his arm. 

Simon screamed and tried to push through the wall behind him.

“Oh dear,” said the bear. He put his paws over his ears, and Simon’s scream stopped. Simon’s mouth still moved, but no sound came out. 

“That’s better,” said the bear, lowering his arms. “I won’t hurt you. In fact, I’m obliged to help you.”

Simon stopped scrabbling and stared at the bear. The bear stared back with his one unblinking eye.

“Yes, that’s right,” the bear said. “You brought me to life, so I’m in your debt.” His mouth didn’t open when he spoke, but the line of thread across it wriggled up and down. Apart from his voice being muffled through cloth, he sounded like a butler in one of the dramas that Joan liked to watch. 
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Simon shook his head. How could he have brought a teddy bear to life without even realising it? He must be dreaming.

“You’re not dreaming,” the bear said. 

How could the bear know he’d just thought that?

“It’s the first thing every child thinks when they meet me,” the bear said. “You could pinch yourself. That convinces most people that I’m real. I’d do it for you, but…” He raised his stubby paws. “No fingers.”

Not taking his eyes off the bear, Simon pinched the inside of his forearm. It hurt. So this was real.

“Good,” said the bear. “Now, I’ll give you your voice back, as long as you promise not to scream. Will you promise me that?”

Again, Simon nodded.

The bear waved his arm, and Simon’s voice returned. A dozen questions tried to ask themselves at the same time. A stream of half-formed words came from his mouth.

“Oh dear,” said the bear. “Let me answer the questions that children usually have at this stage.” He dipped his head and seemed to think for a moment. “I am a magical teddy bear. You brought me to life because my power derives from the imagination of children. You played a game with me, improvising a story and giving me a role in it, thus bringing me to life. You have an unusually vivid imagination, I must say. Not many children can bring me to life on the first day they own me. And because you gave me life and power, I consider myself in your debt. I will use my power to help you until the debt is paid.”

“Magical power?” said Simon. “Like… like… you can grant wishes?”

“Wishes are more genie territory,” the bear said. “You have to be very careful with them. A genie will always look for a way to give you what you asked for without giving you what you wanted. I’m more…” He shrugged. “Flexible.”

Simon was beginning to feel foolish hunched against the wall, so he stood up and walked to the chair at the other side of the room. The bear turned on his stubby legs to keep his eye on Simon.

“What’s your name?” Simon asked. 

“Zac,” said the bear. 

“That’s just what I called you. What’s your real name?”

“You called me Zac,” said the bear, “so while I’m in your debt, that is my name. A wise choice, if I may say so. The name of a loyal, honest and reliable friend.”

Simon frowned. “I named you after a horse in a cartoon series.”

“I am not certain as to what a ‘cartoon series’ is,” said Zac, “but I could tell you were thinking of the animal’s nature when you chose the name.”

“You can read
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