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CHAPTER 1
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After Gran went mental and checked herself into the loony bin, there was no one left to take care of me. So they sent me to America to stay with my dad.

Trouble was, it wasn’t a dad who met me at the airport. Instead, I found a soldier waiting for me at the top of the jetway, holding a cardboard sign with my name. He wore Air Force camouflage and combat boots. I almost flinched when he reached out his hand.

“I guess you must be Kai,” he said. “You looked different in the pictures.” 

He checked the name-tag that hung around my neck, to make sure he hadn’t got the wrong kid. He looked me up and down like a sergeant (which he was) inspecting a new recruit. He didn’t seem very pleased with what he saw.

The flight attendant tried to smooth things over with a little laugh. She pressed her hand between my shoulder blades and pushed me toward the sergeant. I reckon she expected us to hug, but that wasn’t going to happen. Instead, the sergeant said, “First thing we’re gonna do is get you a haircut.”

“What?”

The sergeant had already picked up my bag and was striding toward the exit. I followed him through the crowds of passengers, out into the blazing sunlight. “What do you mean, ‘haircut’?” I said, running to catch up. 
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The sergeant had his sunglasses on, and he hardly spoke at all as he drove. I felt a hollow place growing inside me as the truck rattled and roared down a bumpy road, past motels and fast-food restaurants. I was expecting we’d at least go home first, wherever that was. But instead, we pulled into a parking space by the side of a busy street. I saw the red-white-blue stripes of the barber’s pole, and my heart did a somersault. The truck’s engine coughed and sputtered before it died.

“But I like my hair the way it is,” I said.

The sergeant opened the driver’s door and got out. I stayed where I was and rolled down the window. “Thanks all the same, but I don’t want a haircut,” I said. 

He’d already opened the glass door of the barber shop, but now he closed it again and took two giant steps across the pavement.

“I’m not sending you to school looking like that.”

“Like what?”

“Get out of the truck, Kai. You’re getting a doggone haircut.”

“It’s against my human rights,” I said. 

I was pretty sure there was something about it in the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child. But I didn’t have a phone, so I couldn’t look it up. Anyway, I didn’t like being in trouble, and the sergeant was looking daggers at me. 

I opened the door and climbed down. “Yeah, okay.”

“Try putting a ‘sir’ on the end of that,” he said.

“Yeah, okay, sir.”

It felt weird calling him that. Sir is what you call teachers. But not half as weird as calling him ‘Dad’ would have felt.

Inside the barber shop, a radio was playing Mexican mariachi music. Clumps of different colored hair littered the floor, and a row of barbers was giving haircuts to blokes who had little enough hair as it was.

Only one chair was free. The barber smiled at the sergeant like they were old friends. “What’ll it be?” he said as I climbed into the chair. “Regulation military?”

But it wasn’t me he was really asking. I saw him wink at the sergeant in the mirror.

“Whatever it takes,” said the sergeant. “Somewhere under that mop of hair is a boy.”

“Roger that,” said the barber. He picked up a pair of scissors and started whacking away at my hair. Big clumps of it fell away from my head like pieces of brain. You could tell they were having a good laugh between the two of them. The barber’s eyes sparkled as he reached for the electric clippers.

But the kid in the mirror didn’t look like me at all. His ears didn’t quite match. His teeth were too big for his face. His eyes were glinting with tears.

Afterwards, the sergeant paid at the till with his credit card. The barber gave me a piece of Juicy Fruit chewing gum. 
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The house looked like it was made out of mud. In the garden there was no grass, only a few tough looking weeds and prickly things. A roadrunner chased a lizard across the hard packed earth.

I reckoned the house was alright, just a bit crumbly in places. Inside, it was clean and cool. The sergeant carried my bag into my room, which was barely big enough to hold a bed and a desk. On top of the desk was a laptop computer and some school supplies.

“It’s great,” I said. “Thanks.”

“And one other thing,” said the sergeant. 

He disappeared for a minute. I sat on the bed and waited, running my fingers through my short hair and trying not to cry.  Then I heard it, even before I saw it—the tick-tick-tick of bicycle wheels in the hall. 

The bike was shiny and new. It had twenty-one gears and sturdy tires, and it was just my size. A new helmet and a kryptonite lock hung from the handlebars. 

I took the bike in my hands and imagined myself flying. “Can I take her out for a spin?”

The sergeant looked at his watch. “Dinner’s at eighteen-hundred,” he said. “You might want to rest up until then.”

“Yeah, okay, erm... sir.”

I actually didn’t mind having a lie-down. I was completely knackered after ten hours on a plane, and it was past midnight London time. I collapsed sideways onto the mattress with my shoes still on. 

Next thing I knew, it was dark. I didn’t remember getting into bed, but my shoes were off, and a blanket was pulled up to my chin. Someone was pounding on the door.

“Let’s go!” said the sergeant. He flicked on the lights. “Rise and shine.”

“Not hungry,” I croaked. I closed my eyes and curled up under the covers. I just wanted to sleep.

“You already slept through dinner,” said the sergeant. “It’s time for school.”

“What?” I lifted my groggy head and peered at the sergeant. My eyelids felt like sandpaper. “But it’s the middle of the night,” I said.

“It’s oh-seven-hundred. You got ten minutes to shower and change.” 

“But what about my uniform?” I said. “I don’t even have a school uniform yet.”

The sergeant looked at me blankly. “You got a shirt without any cuss words on it?”

“Yeah.”

“That’ll do.”

*
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Turns out, they don’t wear school uniforms in America. Everybody just wears whatever they like. Brilliant, I thought. But then, after I showered, I couldn’t decide what to put on. I didn’t know what was cool, and I didn’t want to start my first day looking like a dork.

The sergeant was already blasting the truck’s horn from the driveway. I had to pick something quick. I threw on my jeans and a clean T-shirt and my black hoodie. Shoes were easy, since I only had my trainers. Then I stuffed my laptop and school supplies into my backpack and raced for the door.
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“How’s it going, Dr. Frankenstein?” quipped the sergeant. He’d changed out of his Air Force uniform into jeans and a T-shirt. He stepped barefoot through the bits and pieces of robot spread out on the living room floor.

“It doesn’t work,” I said through my teeth.

I’d spent all of science class putting my robot together. It had wheels and a little grabber attached in front, and it looked like the Mars rover I’d seen on TV—a kind of robot car that could drive itself around and explore. But whatever I tried, I couldn’t get the robot to move. It just sat there on the floor like a lump of plastic. I wanted to pick it up and smash it against the wall.

“The other kids already know how to code,” I said. “I’m too far behind. I’ll never catch up.”

I stared at the app on my laptop screen and tried to understand. I tried clicking on this and that with the touchpad, but nothing happened. 

In the kitchen, the fridge door opened and closed. The sergeant came back and squatted next to me, sipping from a can of beer. He peered closely at the laptop screen. Then he said one word: “Scratch.”

“What?”

The sergeant took my laptop over to the sofa and sat down. “It’s coded in Scratch. That’s a computer programming language for kids.”

I sat next to him on the sofa, and we looked at the laptop screen together.

“See these colored tiles?” he said.

“Yeah. Like jigsaw pieces.”

“Each tile contains a line of code. You create the program by fitting the pieces together.”

He clicked a button on the screen. Suddenly the robot made a whirring sound and turned around in a circle.

I leaped to my feet. “It moved!”

The sergeant looked at me with a curious grin. “It only did what you told it to do,” he said. “See here?”

I dumped myself back on the sofa next to him. The sergeant pointed to each bit of code on the screen and showed me what it did. It was starting to make sense now.

“How come you know so much about robots?” I asked.

He shrugged. “It’s my job.”

“You build robots for the Air Force?”

“Something like that.” He looked down at his beer, like he didn’t want to talk about it.

But I was curious. “What kind of robots?”

“Autonomous systems,” he said. “Weapons that can act on their own, without a human controlling them.”

“Act on their own?” I imagined killer robots roaming the city, blowing things up and blasting people to bits with laser beams. “Cool,” I said. “But—”

“I’m not really allowed to talk about it, Kai.”

“Why, cos it’s Top Secret?”

He nodded. “It’s classified, yes.”

“Wow,” I said, gobsmacked at how cool his job was. Or how bonkers it was. And how amazing and brilliant it would be if I could program my robot to act on its own. To think for itself, even. 

The sergeant handed me back the laptop and stood up. “I have to get dinner.” 

He went into the kitchen, and I went back to work. It was easy, now that I understood Scratch. I changed some bits of code and made the robot go backwards and forwards. I made it go in a wide circle around the room. I made it go faster, then slower. I taught it how to turn.

I was so busy, I hardly noticed the pizza delivery guy show up at the door. Next thing, the sergeant was calling me to dinner.

I left my robot stuff on the floor and went to the table. When I saw what was on my plate, I didn’t make barfing noises or pretend to die of food poisoning. I didn’t accuse anyone of murder or animal cruelty. I didn’t mean to cause any great fuss at all. I just said, “Sorry, I can’t eat that.” Very polite and everything. “It’s got meat on it.”

The sergeant frowned. “That’s sausage and pepperoni,” he said. “What kind of kid doesn’t like sausage and pepperoni?”

“Yeah, erm... the thing is, I don’t eat meat. I’m vegetarian.”

For a second, the sergeant stopped chewing and stared. Then he took a sip of his beer and said, “Not in this house, you’re not.”

“But I’ve always been vegetarian.”

“In this house we eat meat,” he said. “Get over it.”

“But I can’t. It’s too disgusting.”

I started picking a piece of dead pig off my pizza slice.

“Kai!” The sergeant’s chair made a loud scraping sound as it scooted back. He looked daggers at me. “Don’t be so doggone rude. Eat what’s put in front of you.”

I stared at the bit of pig meat hanging off the end of my pizza slice. I closed my eyes and tried not to breathe as I put it in my mouth. I bit off a piece and chewed. It was slimy and greasy. Even worse, I was eating a murdered animal, like a cannibal. 

I tried really hard to swallow it down, but I couldn’t. The slimy mess in the back of my throat made me gag, and suddenly I was spewing. It all came out at once. Not just the pizza, but today’s school lunch as well. Bits of puke went flying everywhere, splattering across the table and onto the floor. There were big chunks and little chunks, wet and slimy and steamy, spatters and splotches of all different colors. The sergeant leaped out of his chair. His eyes went mental, and the veins in his neck stuck out. “Doggone it, Kai!” he said. 

“I told you I couldn’t!”

“I’m not raising some tree-hugger brat!”

“You didn’t raise me at all,” I said, spitting more of the nasty bits out. “Gran raised me.”

“Well, you’re stuck with me now, kid.”

“No, I’m not! I’m going back to England to live with Gran. As soon as she’s better.”

“She’s not going to get better, Kai. She doesn’t want you there.”

“You’re a bloody liar!” 

“Go to your room!” he shouted.

“Fine!” I shouted right back. “I was going there anyway!” And that’s where I went.
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When I woke, it was still dark outside, but my glow-in-the-dark watch said it was 1:30 in the afternoon, London time. I crawled out of bed and stumbled barefoot into the kitchen to hunt for food.

I opened the fridge, but there was nothing in there except dead-pig pizza and a few cans of beer. Most of the cupboards were bare, too, except for a half-empty box of cereal. I ate the cornflakes dry, scooping them out of the box with my fingers, washing them down with water from the tap.

Back in my room, I packed a change of clothes into my backpack. The sergeant had taken my U.S. passport, but he’d forgotten about the British one, so I packed that too. I had a few pound coins left, but hardly any American money, which meant I would have to get a job somewhere. Or maybe I would go live with the Indians. There were loads of Indians in New Mexico. 

Looking back on it now, I was completely bonkers. But at the time it seemed a perfectly natural thing to do, to run away and live with the Indians. Like it was a club you could join. Even though I’d only been in America a couple of days, and I’d never actually met a native American person, except on TV. But I reckoned they wouldn’t mind me hanging out with them on the rez until Gran got herself sorted and sent for me.

The sky was just starting to lighten as I wheeled my new bike out the front door. A few birds were already up, singing and flying around. A roadrunner in the driveway fluffed its feathers at me and frowned.

“What are you looking at?” I said. 

The roadrunner cocked its head as if to challenge me, then darted into the street. I jumped on my bike, pedaling fast, and we raced to the end of the block. The roadrunner scurried into a cactus patch, and I turned east toward the mountains. I reckoned nobody would be able to find me there.

Trouble was, the mountains didn’t seem to be getting any closer. I rode past crumbly houses with barren gardens, and then into a posher neighborhood with real grass. Still the mountains seemed just as far away as when I started. By now I was out of breath and thirsty from riding uphill, and I’d forgotten to bring any water. I got off my bike to rest. 

“Hey, kid,” a voice said.

In the alley, a man was sitting on the ground outside a shabby tent. I’d never seen anyone with that many tattoos. He had them on his arms and neck, and even on his face. His clothes were grimy, and his shoes were falling apart.

“Got any spare change?” he said.

“No. Sorry.”

The man looked me up and down. Then he looked at my bike. “Nice ride you got there. Must be on your way to school. Sure you ain’t got some lunch money?”

Before I could answer, another voice came from inside the tent: “Leave the kid alone, Jimbo.”

Jimbo scowled at the tent. “They’d feed him at school anyways. We need that lunch money more than he does.”

“I don’t have any money,” I said. “Anyway, I’m not going to school. I’m running away.”

“Oh yeah?” Jimbo looked at me with a crooked grin. “Where you plan on going?”

I shrugged. “Don’t know yet. Maybe the mountains. Maybe I’ll live with the Indians.”

Jimbo laughed until he wheezed, slapping a cloud of dust from his knees. “Hey, Jason, you hear that?” He grabbed the tent flap and shook it. “The kid’s going to live with the Indians!”

There was more laughter from inside the tent.

“What’s so funny?” I said.

“Jason’s an Indian. Maybe you can live with him.”

A man with a black ponytail poked his head out through the tent flap. “Why you running away, kid?” said Jason. 

“Lots of reasons,” I said. 

I told them everything. About Gran getting forgetful and going into the hospital, and me getting sent to America. I told them about the haircut, and the dead pig pizza, and everything else the sergeant had done to me.

When I’d finished, Jimbo spat on the ground. “That rotten dirtbag!” he said. “Better get out while you can, kid.”

Jason crawled the rest of the way out the tent and opened a bottle of water. “I don’t know. I’ve heard worse.” He took a sip and offered me the bottle. I took a long drink and passed it back. “Maybe you should give your dad another chance. Sounds like he’s kind of new at this.”

“Now, hold on,” said Jimbo. “Maybe the kid wants to be free. Like us.”

Jason snorted.

“You could sell that bike, for instance,” Jimbo said, rubbing his fingers together. “I know a guy. I could introduce you.”

Just then, I heard a familiar rumbling in the street. An old pickup truck lurched to a stop next to the alley. The engine coughed and sputtered before it died. Out of a cloud of dust climbed a warrior in camouflage and combat boots. He took two heavy steps into the alley and stopped. 

“Oh, no,” I said.

“Is that your old man?” said Jimbo. “He looks mad.”

“Erm... see ya,” I said.

I picked up my bike and wheeled it over to meet the sergeant. Without saying a word, he took my bike and lifted it into the flatbed of the truck. Then he got back in the driver’s seat and slammed the door.

“Sorry,” I said as I climbed into the cabin. I waved to the guys in the alley and put my seatbelt on. I knew I was about to get told off. But the funny thing was, I felt relieved. 

“What did you think you were doing?” said the sergeant.

“Nothing. I just went for a ride.” 

I don’t normally tell lies, but I didn’t want to admit to running away. The whole idea seemed crackers to me now.

“You can’t just wander off like that,” said the sergeant. His voice was trembling like it was about to explode. “I looked in your room this morning and you were gone. What was I supposed to think?”

“Sorry. I got lost. Then I met some blokes and stopped for a chat.”

“Some blokes,” he repeated. “You mean those homeless guys?” He shook his head at me like I must be mental.

“They’re alright,” I said. 

The sergeant put the truck in gear and pulled out into the morning traffic. “You’re not in England anymore, Kai. Things are different here. I need you to let me know where you’re going.”

That sounded fair. “Yeah, okay,” I said.

I was hoping we were done with the ticking off, but the sergeant wasn’t finished yet. “Your bike is off limits for the rest of the month,” he said.

“What?!”

“And if you ever pull a stunt like this again, I’ll tan your hide.”

My face burned, and I looked out the window. It was bonkers that he had said that to me. Even more bonkers that he meant it.

*
[image: ]


Instead of driving me to school, my so-called dad left me at a rusty pole by the side of the road. You wouldn’t even know it was a bus stop, if nobody told you. The truck sputtered away, and I tried to calm myself down by listening to the birds. They sang from rooftops and trees, from fences and power lines. They sang as a big yellow school bus lumbered around the corner, and I braced myself for the worst. 

Most of the kids hardly noticed me, they were too busy looking at their phones. I found an empty seat next to Spencer Lockhart, but he put his backpack in the way to block me from sitting there. “That seat’s taken,” he said.

“Oh, right,” I said.

I didn’t want to sit next to Spencer anyway, cos he was a hooligan. When I tried to pass, he stuck his leg out across the aisle to form a barricade.

“You talk funny,” said Spencer. “Are you an alien?” 

“Yeah, I’m from Mars,” I said. “Can you get your leg out of the way, please?”

“Why don’t you make me?”

“Why don’t you stop being an idiot?”

Spencer’s eyes flashed, and I braced myself for violence.

Then a voice from the back said: “You can sit here, if you want.” 

Spencer still wouldn’t move his leg, so I hoisted myself over like a pole vaulter. The kid in the back scooted over, and I slid in next to him. Or her. I wasn’t sure, because she wore clothes like a boy. Even when she said her name
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