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  Its no fun being dead.


  The cold steel of the mortuary table against your naked skin A black, plastic sheet draped over your body from head to foot Your arms and legs immovable as iron
  girders


  Is this it? Is this all there is?


  But then the sound of people moving around the table Metal objects clattering around in a tray Trolley wheels on a tiled floor Someone vigorously washing his
  hands Muffled voices


  You take a breath. A terrible mistake has been made.


  Youre not dead.


  Youre alive!


  You try to call out, but your lips wont form the words. Your tongue feels thick and useless, like a piece of raw meat in your mouth. You desperately try to raise your hand, but your
  limbs just arent answering your brains command.


  Without warning the sheet is whipped to one side, leaving you exposed on the table. A brilliant light is shining in your face but you cant turn away. Cant even blink. Your eyes
  swim with tears, slowly becoming accustomed to the glare. In your peripheral vision you see sterile, white walls and a lamp angled down, a scene reminiscent of every medical drama youve ever
  seen on TV. On a metal trolley to your left, instruments are laid out in a neat row: scalpels, clamps, curved suture needles, a drill


  You try to scream, but cant.


  So, how are you liking it here so far? a mans voice says as two figures approach the table. They are both dressed in surgical scrubs. The taller of the two wears a
  green cap from which grey hairs protrude. The other man is completely bald. Their lower faces are obscured by masks.


  Very stimulating, the bald-headed one replies. Different to Hope General, thats for sure.


  (You want to cry out: Help! Help me! Im alive!)


  The grey-haired surgeon chuckles. In a good way, I hope.


  (Please! Help me!)


  Of course! bald-head replies hurriedly. This is the cutting edge. Its everything Ive ever dreamed of. He turns his attention to
  the instrument trolley. Are you going to use the laser scalpel?


  (Listen to me! Cant you see my eyes are open?)


  No, grey-hair replies. Call me old-fashioned, but give me the electric saw any day.


  You direct all your willpower towards making your lips form a word. And your body finally begins to obey


  Puh


  The effort required to form a single syllable is superhuman, but you cant give up. You mustnt give up.


  Puh Puh-leeez


  Hey, says the bald-headed doctor, looking round in surprise. This kids awake! Should I give him more sedative?


  No need, grey-hair replies. He picks up something that looks like a power tool from the trolley: a handheld instrument with a circular cutting blade on the top. He
  presses a button on the side and the serrated edge begins to spin at high speed.


  You want to leap from the table and run screaming for help This cant be happening


  But theres no escape


  Puh-leeeez lll be g-g-g


  Grey-hair leans in, blocking out the light of the theatre lamp. The buzzing motor of the electric saw fills your ears.


  The surgeon smiles down at you. Yes. Yes, you will.


  The blade of the power tool approaches. There is a squeal as it makes contact.


  And then incredible pain


  And then darkness.
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  The gas station had a sad look to it: rusting pumps, a faded sign and peeling paint around the shopfront. At the grimy shop window, a white-haired attendant with a beard that
  touched his shirt front peered out, as a Toyota Land Cruiser piled high with packing boxes pulled up by the diesel pump.


  Would you look at those prices, said Jennifer Ward, a dark-haired woman in her mid-forties who was sitting at the wheel of the car, checking out the cost per litre chalked up on a
  board by the door. Welcome to the country, kiddo.


  Kiddo. In the passenger seat, Henry Ward sighed. Mom, Im fourteen.


  Jennifer looked at her son and gave him an expression of mock hurt. Well, excuse me!


  Despite himself, Henry laughed. That had been dads line whenever he said something out of turn.


  Do me a favour and fill her up, huh? Jennifer gave him a fifty from her pocket. And get me a Diet Coke?


  Yes, Your Majesty.


  Henry opened the passenger door into the searing September afternoon, a late summer heatwave. The air con in the rented Toyota had made him forget it was thirty-five degrees outside. He looked
  back at his mom through the window and pulled an agonized face. She waved at him to get on with it. Henry moved to the back of the car, flipped open the gas cap and then grabbed the diesel nozzle
  from its cradle. The thick plastic handle was almost too hot to hold, even though it had been in the shade. As Henry slotted it into the gas tank, the bell of the shop door jangled.


  What do you think youre doing? the attendant snapped, hobbling across the forecourt as fast as his legs would carry him.


  Henry froze. There was anger in the old mans voice. What? he thought, looking down at the pump in his hand. He had it inserted properly. When he pressed the trigger he could feel
  the gas beginning to flow. Perhaps the old geezer just didnt like how he looked. For his age, Henry was tall and over the last year had broadened out as a result of being on the swim team at
  school. Recently hed noticed people beginning to look at him differently, especially old people when he was out and about  like they were sizing him up as some kind of a threat. Was
  that it?


  You see a self-service sign anywhere? said the old man, peevishly snatching the pump from his hand.


  Oh, Im sorry, said Henry and took a couple of steps back.


  Well?


  Uhwell, what?


  How much do you want?


  Oh, right. Fill her up. Henry held out the fifty.


  Pay at the counter.


  Henry looked back towards the shop window and the empty seat by the till. The old man stared into space as he began to fill the tank. The numbers on the pump ticked up agonizingly slowly. Henry
  shuffled in the heat as a second vehicle, a sandy-coloured police cruiser, drove onto the forecourt. It pulled up by the shop and a trooper who seemed as tall and wide as a door emerged from the
  front. He wore a light-brown uniform and a wide-brimmed hat that gave him something of the look of a cowboy, albeit one without a horse. The biggest handgun Henry had ever seen rested in a holster
  on his hip.


  Be with you in just a minute, Dan, the old man said in an altogether more pleasant fashion than when hed spoken to Henry.


  Take your time, Clyde, Trooper Dan drawled. Aint no hurry.


  Henry became aware of the cop casting his professional gaze over the Toyota and bringing it to rest on him. The trooper stared right at him, like he could read thoughts. Henry looked back at the
  expressionless mouth and mirrored shades. The cop kept staring at him.


  The moment stretched on


  I havent done anything wrong here, Henry thought indignantly, but found himself looking away all the same. The trooper made a little noise, something like a snigger. From the
  corner of his eye, Henry saw him lean against the hood of his cruiser and pop a stick of gum in his mouth. Jesus, Henry thought. Could that guy be any more of a clich? The
  trooper started staring at him again.


  Do you have a bathroom? Henry asked the old man for an excuse to get away from the cops X-ray gaze.


  Yep.


  It became clear the old man wasnt going to say anything else.


  Can I use it?


  Yep. Round the back.


  Its not locked?


  The old man looked at him as if he was crazy. Now why would I want to lock the toilet? You think theres somethin in there worth stealin?


  Henry shrugged. I guess not.


  You guessed right.


  The old man turned his attention back to the pump. Henry walked round the side of the shop, ignoring the cops eyes following him all the way. Out back, a small building made of corrugated
  iron stood on the far side of a dirt yard. Someone had written RESTROOM on the side in big white letters.


  Nice, Henry thought as he walked across the yard, scuffing up little clouds of dust as he went. This dump has got real character.


  Six months before, when his mom had lost her job, shed warned him that they might have to move from the city in order for her to find work. It was the recession  apparently people
  had to relocate. At the time Henry had imagined another city, or at least a large town. She was the manager of an IVF lab, helping couples who couldnt have kids get pregnant. Then the job
  with Malcorp came up  a job that involved moving to live at its facility in the isolated north of the state. The nearest big town was thirty kilometres away from the place theyd be
  living for the next year at least


  Newton County. Aka Hicksville.


  Henry had spent the weeks since his mom got the job praying that something else would come up. He didnt mind moving, even though it would mean starting all over again at a new
  schoolnew friendsnew teachers No, there was actually something exciting about that. He could keep in touch with his old friends online and visit from time to time. But the
  thought of being an hours drive from a sports stadium or a games store was pretty hard to bear. And although Mom wasnt letting on, Henry knew she was thinking the same thing (no doubt
  wondering when shed ever get another of those skinny lattes that shed once bought every morning from the coffee shop directly under their city apartment).


  But a different job hadnt come up. So here they were, driving through the sweltering heat to one of the most deserted parts of the state Getting eyeballed by bored local cops and
  about to sample the delights of rural plumbing


  Henry pushed open the toilet door with some effort. The hinges had come loose, making the bottom scrape on the floor. Inside it was dark and hot. Flies buzzed and there was an acrid smell of
  urine in the air. Wrinkling his nose, Henry reached out and flipped the light switch on the wall. A fluorescent tube in the ceiling flickered into life, revealing a single cubicle and a
  disgusting-looking urinal against the wall.


  Man, this is nasty, said Henry as he pushed the door shut behind him. But the decision of whether to use the urinal or risk the stall was cut short as something moved in the
  corner. Henry spun round, expecting to face anything from a trapped bird to a rat


  It was a girl. About his age.


  She had long, blonde hair that looked as if it hadnt been brushed in a week. Her face was smeared with dirt, as were her clothes  a plain white smock and a pair of boots that were
  two sizes too big for her. She stood, pressed into the corner by the sink, unmoving and wide-eyed. Henrys gaze flicked to a plastic bracelet on her left wrist, the type they give you in
  hospital.


  Oh, he said a little stupidly as he backed towards the door. Im sorry


  The girls mouth fell open. No! she cried, rushing towards him. Before he could grab the handle, she placed herself against the door so he couldnt exit.
  Dont leave me.


  Okay, Henry said, holding up his hands. This girl was strung out. Are you alright?


  Her eyes filled with tears.


  Its okay, he said. She was clearly in some kind of trouble. A runaway, maybe? She certainly didnt look as if she belonged at the gas station. Beyond the mess of hair
  and the dirt on her face, Henry could see she was pretty. Beautiful, even.


  Really? she said with an edge of pure desperation to her voice. Can I trust you?


  He nodded. Whats your name?


  The girl looked at him blankly, as if confused by the question. He read the tag on her wrist.


  Gabrielle Henson, he read. Thats you, huh?


  Yeah, she replied, holding his gaze intently.


  My names Henry Ward


  Do you have a car?


  Uh Yeah.


  I need to get out of here.


  Youre hitch-hiking?


  The girl rubbed her temple violently with the heel of her palm, revealing a series of needle marks along her inner arm. I just need to get away. Will you help me? Take me with
  you?


  Sure, Henry said, wondering at the same time what his mom was going to say when he turned up with a strange girl out of the blue. But of course she would see that the girl needed
  help and would know what to do. He wondered how long she had been hiding in the heat and stench of the gas station toilet. There were scratch marks on her exposed knees and lower legs, as if
  shed been running through brambles.


  Thank you, said the girl. She placed a slender hand on his shoulder and leaned against him as if exhausted. I dont know what I would have done if you hadnt
  shown up.


  Were going to Newton, Henry said, perhaps you can get a lift with us and then


  No! she said, pushing away from him so forcefully he almost fell back. Not Newton!


  Its okay


  She shook her head emphatically, backing into the darkened corner once more. Not Newton


  Henry was about to argue that if she wanted a lift, that was where they were headed, when a fist banged twice on the other side of the door.


  Whats going on in there? It was Trooper Dans deep voice.


  The girl stifled a gasp. She shook her head violently at Henry and held her hands together, as if praying for him to stay quiet. Suddenly everything began to make sense to him: the hospital
  gown, the bracelet, the track marks on her wrist Hed known students like her at his last school. Usually rich kids in trouble with drugs who got shipped off to secluded and very
  expensive rehab clinics for months at a time. Was she an escapee from some private hospital hidden away in the woods? And if so, shouldnt he tell the cop so she could be taken back?


  Please, the girl mouthed and there was something so desperate about her that he couldnt betray her trust. Hed get the trooper away from the toilet, and then talk to his mom
  about it Shed know what to do


  Okay, Henry mouthed back at her and a pathetic look of relief passed over the girls face.


  The trooper banged on the door again. Open up right now!


  Alright! Henry called through. Just washing my hands!


  He gave the girl a final look. The sheer terror in her eyes was something he wouldnt forget for a long time. What was she afraid of? The cop? Getting dragged back to rehab? From what
  hed heard, those places were glorified holiday parks  everyone sitting around the pool drinking juice. Henry pulled the door open, flicking off the light to hide her from view as he
  did so. The trooper towered in the opening, hands on his gun belt.


  Is there something wrong, officer?


  The trooper looked him up and down like he was a bug. Whats going on in there?


  Henry raised an eyebrow and said, Its a toilet? Hed been questioned by cops before  city cops, not some hick deputy either  and he wasnt about to
  fold like a little kid. Obviously this guy had come looking for him, hoping to find him up to no good in the outhouse. Well, hed be out of luck there.


  Dont be smart, son.


  Sorry, sir, Henry replied, bringing it down a little. Have to play him just right. He moved forward, pulling the door shut behind him.


  Been smoking in there?


  No, sir.


  Takin drugs?


  No!


  Someone else in there?


  Uh, no.


  You dont want to lie to me. Henry could almost feel the cops eyes boring into his skull from behind those mirror shades.


  No one, Henry said and immediately regretted it


  The corners of the cops mouth twitched and he moved forward swiftly, kicking the door open with his boot. Before Henry could protest, the trooper grabbed a little torch from his belt and
  started shining it around the darkened toilet.


  Well now, whats this? the trooper said as the beam fell on the girl cowering in the corner. There was a grim satisfaction in his tone now hed proved hed been
  lied to.


  Hey, shes sick, protested Henry, stepping forward.


  The cop pointed a finger in his face without even looking round. Two paces back right now or I will put you on your ass.


  There was something so hard in the troopers voice that Henry found himself stepping back immediately. The man might be a small-town cop, but Henry didnt doubt he could knock him
  down with a flick of his little finger.


  Get yourself out here, the trooper commanded, aiming the torch beam right in the girls face. When she didnt move, he added, Dont make me come for
  you.


  Ever so slowly, the girl walked towards the door, her head bowed. When she got within a metre, the trooper reached out and grabbed her arm, as if worried shed try to bolt past him.
  Without another word, he began marching his prisoner across the yard towards the gas station.


  Where are you taking her? Henry demanded, following after them. Whats she done wrong?


  Stay out of this, the trooper snarled without looking back. Or Ill have to take you in too.


  They rounded the side of the building and the cop headed straight for his cruiser, pulling open the rear door with his free hand. By this time, Jennifer Ward was out of the Toyota and walking
  towards them. Henry ran over to her.


  Shes in trouble, he said, indicating the girl as she meekly got into the back of the patrol car. Since the cop had banged on the toilet door, all the fight seemed to have
  drained from her. We have to help!


  Henrys mother gave him a hand motion that said cool down, before turning her attention to the trooper. Excuse me, officer. Is there a problem here?


  Trooper Dan slammed the back door of the cruiser shut and replied, No problem, maam. Nothing for you to concern yourself over.


  That girl asked for our help, Henry persisted. Shes scared.


  Please, Jennifer Ward said to the cop, whats going on here?


  Shes a runaway, said Trooper Dan, the bored tone in his voice making it clear he didnt have to tell them anything at all. Danger to herself and others.
  Ive been chasing her all over these woods for the last two days. Now I can take her back to her family. No thanks to some people He directed his gaze towards Henry.


  Henry glanced at the girl in the back, wishing that she would try to get out of the cruiser or something, but she merely stared at her lap. He turned towards his mother. She was hiding
  out back. Then added in a whisper, Shes terrified of this guy.


  Unexpectedly, the trooper reached up and whipped off his sunglasses, revealing a pair of piercing, blue eyes. He was an incredibly handsome man, like some kind of model or old-time film star,
  but Henry thought hed seemed more human before he removed the shades. His blue eyes were now locked on Jennifer Ward. They had all the warmth of an iceberg.


  I asked your son a question pertaining to this troubled young lady, he said, and he lied to me. Thats a no-no in my book. Interferin in a police investigation,
  we call it. He said the word police with heavy emphasis on the first syllable: poh-leece.


  Henry began to protest, but Jennifer Ward placed her hand on his shoulder. Henry, its okay. Shes going back to her family.


  Mom


  Henry. Her tone left Henry in no doubt that the discussion was at an end.


  Are we finished here? asked the trooper.


  Jennifer Ward looked at him, annoyance flashing in her eyes for the first time. Im sorry, officer. Is answering a few questions too much trouble for you?


  Trooper Dans blank expression didnt waver. Youve got a full load there, maam, he said, staring at the boxes piled in the back of the Toyota. Are
  you moving to Newton County?


  Yes, Jennifer said, obviously a little taken aback by his change of tack.


  Well, youll find that around here, people follow the rules. And they teach their kids respect for authority. Oh-thor-rit-taay.


  Now, what is that supposed to mean?


  But Trooper Dan was already climbing into the front of the cruiser. The door slammed and the engine roared into life. The cruiser peeled away, sending up a cloud of dust from the forecourt
  floor. The last thing Henry saw of the girl was her face looking at him through the back window of the car. She mouthed something, but he couldnt make out what it was.


  Barely controlling her rage, Jennifer Ward said, Well I never! That was one rude son of a


  The shop bell rang as the white-haired attendant stuck his head out. Thatll be forty-seven dollars.


  Jennifer took a deep, calming breath. Pay him and lets get out of here, Henry.


  As she returned to the car, Henry passed the fifty to the attendant, telling him to keep the change. It was only then he realized what the girl had mouthed to him as the cruiser sped away.


  A single word.


  Run.
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  What were you thinking, lying to a cop? Jennifer was saying five minutes later as the Toyota sped north once more. I mean, havent we
  discussed this enough?


  Henry sighed and leaned back against the headrest. Since leaving the gas station hed been getting the third degree, most of it centred on the fact hed tried to conceal the presence
  of the girl from Trooper Dan. Yes, Mom. We have been through this enough.


  Youre very lucky not to be in the back of that patrol car as well, Jennifer continued as the Toyota negotiated another tight turn through the forest. The road had become
  narrower since theyd left the gas station.


  She needed help!


  And that is what that cop was giving her.


  Henry gave her an incredulous look. Did he look helpful?


  Jennifer sighed, but didnt argue. There was something weird about that guy.


  Ah-ha! I knew you felt it too!


  But thats just county policing Theyre obviously a little bitrough and ready.


  A little bit?


  Okay, a lot, Jennifer admitted. All the more reason not to rile him up. I thought that getting out of the city would put an end to all this. I cant be worrying about
  you getting into trouble with the police all the time


  Henry groaned. Not this again. Mom! I got picked up once.


  And you got a reputation


  Oh, please


  A name for yourself at your school! Everyone knew!


  Henry shook his head and looked out of the window at the trees passing by. Six months before hed been caught spray-painting a fence down by the railway and his mom just wouldnt let
  it drop


  Hed always been artistic and it had actually been Mom who had encouraged him to join the arts club at school. But thats where hed met Skiv and Nas, two kids from his year
  whose idea of art wasnt exactly watercolours on canvas. Henry was soon accompanying them on their nocturnal trips to the deserted building sites and train yards of their neighbourhood, where
  they released their artistic impulses with spray cans and markers on any available piece of wall.


  The funny thing was, Henry found that he was a natural  much better with a can than his friends, who could only manage the most basic designs. Their work was little more than tagging,
  crude symbols depicting their names  something that held no interest for Henry. He was too busy bringing to life characters from his imagination  monsters, robots, dragons, ninjas. In
  his spare time he was reading about the graffiti art scene and how some artists used stencils and had their work exhibited in galleries


  Then the red and blue lights of a cop car had come out of nowhere one night. Skiv and Nas melted into the darkness, leaving Henry to take the blame. When they sat him down in the interrogation
  room hed navely tried to explain that what he was doing was art That he only inked on bare walls no one was looking at anyway But the cops didnt share his
  viewpoint. The others had been tagging all over the area, including bus stops, shopfronts and doorways, and the officer who interviewed him seemed convinced that Henry was the culprit. When he
  protested that he wasnt a tagger, the cop in charge had leaned into his face and demanded names. Who had been scrawling their symbols all over his beat?


  Henry took the blame.


  It was his first offence, so he was let off with a warning: if he was caught inking again, however, or even in possession of spray cans, it would mean prosecution. That wasnt the worst
  thing, however. The worst thing was the hurt in his moms eyes as she collected him from the station. And then the ongoing lack of trust. He wasnt allowed out in the evenings after
  that. If he was going anywhere shed double-check on him. Of course, if Henry had wanted to carry on his nocturnal activities, there was nothing she could have done to stop him  he was
  almost fifteen, not a kid any more, after all. But Henry wasnt like that. He didnt want to hurt or embarrass her, although he wished she could understand that. She seemed to regard
  what had happened as some kind of massive failing on her part


  I hoped that coming out here would get us away from trouble, I really did, Jennifer continued as the Toyota took another turn way too fast. Whenever she drove angry she was heavy
  on the gas. But trouble seems to follow us around.


  Henry sighed. Sometimes she could be hyper melodramatic. Do you remember when you asked me to tell you if you were being a crazy ubermom? Well, this is one of those times.


  Jennifer Ward looked as if she was going to carry on arguing, but then without warning let out one of her short, barking laughs and the tension broke.


  Okay, okay, she said grudgingly. I guess weve got better things to think about today.


  Henry looked at her and smiled with more than a little relief. Who do you think she was? he asked after a moment. The girl, I mean.


  Jennifer shrugged. Maybe an escapee from a lunatic asylum. A psychotic ex-cheerleader looking for young men to ensnare


  Henry groaned.


  You were lucky that trooper came along when he did, kiddo. I might never have seen you again. She was pretty good-looking, huh?


  Mom!


  Im just saying that a nice-looking young man like you should have a girlfriend. Perhaps in Newton


  Henry pretended to bang his head against the dash. Can we go back to giving me a hard time about the cop, please?


  They reached the outskirts of Newton less than ten minutes later. The tall fir trees thinned out and they crossed a bridge over a fast-flowing river, before coming to a pristine sign that read
  Newton  where its nice to be nice!


  Well, this is it, Jennifer said as they passed.


  Yeah, Henry said unenthusiastically.


  His mother reached across and put a hand on his shoulder. Chin up, Henry. Its going to be okay. Wait till you see where well be living. Youre going to go
  crazy.


  Uh-huh. Shed been telling him that for the last few weeks, but he was yet to be convinced. Hed seen the Malcorp induction brochure for new employees and the pictures
  of the workers complex. It looked like toy town.


  Newton itself was small  with a population of only a couple of thousand people. Practically every Malcorp employee lived within the facility, while the residents of the town worked mainly
  in the service industries, the shops and restaurants that catered to their needs.


  Would you look at this place? Jennifer said as the Toyota pulled along a main street lined with tiny shops that had names like Olde Curiosity Shoppe, Full of Beans and
  Newton Style. Everything looked newly painted, like it had been created just yesterday, although the style was that of small-town America from fifty years ago. A Disneyland version of real
  life.


  Quaint, Henry said. He didnt mean it as a compliment. People walked along the row of shopfronts, taking their time browsing in the sun.


  This place is so clean! Jennifer exclaimed. Not a bit of graf I mean, I literally have not seen a speck of litter since we drove in here.


  Thats amazing, Mom.


  Oh, stop being such a grouch. Look, theres a cinema!


  They passed a single screen theatre. The letters above the door read BACK BY POPULAR DEMAND: HIGH SCHOOL MUSICAL 3.


  It just gets better and better, Henry said.


  They reached the end of the high street and, after passing a few more houses with immaculately kept front gardens, took a new road leading out of town. After about a kilometre they came to a
  high brick wall that stretched into the woods in either direction. Double iron gates next to a sign that read Malcorp Research and Development Complex blocked the way ahead. As they pulled
  up, a uniformed guard appeared from a hut by the gates.


  Lets hope this guy is as friendly as everyone else weve met so far, Henry muttered.


  Shut up, Jennifer hissed as she lowered her window.


  Good afternoon, the guard said, leaning in. He was a chubby guy, spilling out of his uniform. A name badge on his chest read Hank.


  Hi, Jennifer said. Oh, Ive got a letter They told me Id need it to get past the gates She reached across and started rummaging in the
  glove compartment.


  Its okay, Mrs. Ward, Hank said pleasantly. Were expecting you. Just drive on through and park in the visitors area. Mr. Mallory will be right along to
  give you the tour.


  Great Hold on. The owner of the company is going to meet us?


  Hank grinned. Mr. Mallory likes to welcome all new employees in person. With that, he stepped back and touched a remote on his belt. The iron gates swung inwards and Jennifer drove
  through.


  Mr. Mallory, jeez! she said, checking out her hair in the mirror as she swung the Toyota into one of the parking bays marked VISITOR. If Id known the big boss
  was going to meet us


  Calm down, Mom, Henry said. Youll be fine.


  They emerged from the car into the sunlight. The temperature had dropped, perhaps because the facility was located on one of the highest points in the area. Now the afternoon was pleasant, a
  different world from the intense heat and dust of the gas station. They were standing in a small parking area located on the edge of the Malcorp grounds. Manicured lawns and lines of trees
  stretched away to the north, while a high wall behind them appeared to encircle the whole compound. Single storey buildings stood here and there among the trees, linked by little roads and
  pathways.


  Hmmm, Jennifer said appreciatively. Good to be out of that car.


  Look, Henry said as a vehicle approached along the nearest road. It was a four-seater electric car just a little bigger than a golf buggy, with large, spherical wheels. A
  grey-haired man with a neatly trimmed moustache sat in the drivers seat.


  Hello there! he called as he pulled the buggy up beside them.


  He leaped out with the energy of a much younger man, revealing himself to be tall and broad shouldered beneath his tailored suit. There was something boyish in his manner. Henry imagined that
  hed look right at home in a scoutmasters uniform.


  Nice to see you again, Jennifer, he said, extending a hand for her to shake. And you must be Henry. My names John Mallory and Ive heard a lot about
  you.


  Great, Henry said uncertainly as he shook Mallorys hand. For a brief second the fingers closed around his in a vice-like grip. The old guy must work out, he
  thought.


  Well, let me give you the five-dollar tour, Mallory said, indicating the buggy. Just leave the keys in your car. Ill have someone drive it round to your unit.
  Jennifer looked unsure about this and Mallory laughed. Dont worry, nothing will go missing. This isnt the city. Is that all your stuff?


  The rest is being shipped in the week.


  Of course. Mallory turned his attention to Henry. Well you look almost old enough to drive. Would you mind?


  Sure.


  Henry climbed behind the wheel while his mom and Mallory got in the back. The buggy was a simple automatic with stop and go levers on the side of the wheel.


  U-turn, driver, Mallory said, leaning back and smiling at Jennifer. Dont spare the horses. Well take a look at where youll be living first.


  Henry sent the buggy in a wide turn and Mallory directed him back up the road towards the nearest set of buildings. Despite himself, he was pleased that Mallory had asked him to drive the
  vehicle. Perhaps the tour wouldnt be so bad after all.


  This facility was built less than a decade ago, as Im sure you know, Mallory said. They passed a similar buggy going in the other direction. Two guys in pristine lab coats
  waved and smiled. In those days Newton was a town of less than five hundred residents, and slowly dying like so many small towns this far north. Over the years the jobs moved abroad and the
  people moved to the cities. Since we came the population has increased fourfold, new businesses have opened and weve invested over a million dollars in building works. He rattled this
  off like it was a speech that hed given many times before. We like to give back to the local community.


  This is a rather remote place to locate the headquarters of your business, Mr. Mallory, Jennifer said. Do you mind if I ask why you chose Newton?


  Precisely because it is remote, he replied. We could have set up in one of the big cities, or even a medium-sized town, but that was never the idea. Quality of life
  is what we offer our employees.


  Thats very noble.


  Not noble, Mallory said, sensible. Its good business to have happy employees. Happy families. Successful kids. He leaned forward to speak to Henry.
  Someone told me you were quite the star in the pool at your last school.


  Henry shrugged. I was in the swim team. I dont know about star


  Oh, dont be so modest! Weve got an Olympic-sized pool that youre going to love. Ill arrange an introduction with Coach Tyler. Mallory pointed to a large
  building in the distance. Thats the education complex. Kindergarten right through to high school. Three hundred students, small classes. Everyone gets their own laptop  staff
  and students.


  Laptop! Jennifer said in the back. Sounds cool, huh, Henry?


  Yeah, Henry replied uncertainly. In his experience, school laptop meant a machine the weight of a sink loaded with software from the turn of the centurythough
  something told him it might be a different story here.


  Lecture hall, computer suites, orchestra room, Mallory continued, like he was checking items off a list. Art studio.


  Henry looked round and saw Mallorys eyes glinting with a kind of mischief.


  Do you like art, Henry?


  Yeah, he replied cautiously. Something told him that Mallory knew everything about his previous run-in with the cops. When I get the chance.


  Well, youll find plenty of chances here. Within the studio.


  Jennifer hurriedly changed the subject. When does school start again, Mr. Mallory?


  On Monday, he said, all the intensity gone from his voice as he sat back. That gives Henry a couple of days to get settled in. Make new friends. And, please, call me
  John.


  She gave an uncharacteristic giggle. OkayJohn.


  Henry looked round at her and the wheels of the buggy scraped a low wall bordering the roadway.


  Woah, eyes on the road, chief! Mallory said with a laugh as Henry turned his attention back to the steering wheel.


  Sorry.


  And here we are, Mallory said, indicating a group of a dozen two-storey houses built on a slight incline. They were made of blue-painted wood and glass and their roofs sloped all
  the way down to the ground on either side. They looked as if theyd been plucked straight from the side of some Swedish lake. We call these the blue lodges, for obvious reasons.
  Youre number six. He pulled a key card from his pocket and passed it to Henry. Ill let you explore by yourself, while I show your mom where shell be working. How
  does that sound?


  Henry looked round at Jennifer, who nodded to him. A dark-haired kid dressed in black jeans and a band T-shirt emerged from behind one of the lodges. He started walking across the grass,
  squinting at the sun as if it hurt his eyes. Mallory stood up in the back and waved him over.


  Christian!


  The kids dark expression immediately brightened and he ran over to the buggy.


  Henry, this is Christian, Mallory said by way of introduction. His family arrived here just a couple of months ago, so hes a newcomer too. Isnt that
  right?


  Thats right, sir, Christian replied.


  Perhaps youd like to show Henry around. Take him to the cool places to hang out in the complex. How does that sound to you?


  Christians perky expression didnt waver. Swell!


  Mallory smiled approvingly. Off you go then.


  Henry climbed out of the buggy. Mallory took over the drivers seat and Jennifer joined him in the front.


  You boys behave yourselves now, Mallory said, sending the buggy speeding off across the grass away from the residential area. Dont do anything us olds wouldnt
  do!


  Sure thing, Mr. Mallory! Christian called after him. The buggy disappeared over an incline and the boy looked at Henry for the first time. The fixed grin on his face had melted
  away. Got any smokes?


  Uh, no.


  Christian shrugged and reached into his pocket to produce a crumpled pack of cigarettes. Lets go to your place. My dads on to me.
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  The first thing youve got to learn about Malcorp, Christian said, is that its easier to go with the flow than against it. He was
  sitting on the marble kitchen counter in Henrys new home. Periodically he would take a drag on the cigarette and then blow the smoke at the extractor fan in the ceiling, which hed
  turned on full. Know what I mean?


  I guess so, Henry said. Do you want to smoke that outside? He knew that if his mom came back and smelled smoke in the kitchen hed be explaining himself all
  evening.


  Christian shook his head. Security cameras catch you every time. Whole place is full of them. Sure you dont want one?


  No. Those thingsll kill you.


  Christian blew more smoke at the fan and began a coughing fit. Youre probably right, he said with effort. But I find its important to hang on to some
  vices.


  He jumped off the counter and tossed the cigarette butt into the drain before hitting a button on the wall. A garbage crusher whirred furiously for a few seconds. Christian slapped his hands
  together and grinned at Henry. And the evidence is gone.


  Right, Henry said looking around the kitchen. Every appliance, every surface appeared brand new, never used.


  Youre from the city? Christian asked.


  Yeah.


  Well, you can forget that life. You have to make your own entertainment here.


  What about Newton? Henry asked.


  Christian pulled a strangulated face. Youve seen Newton, right? Oh, its a party town, as long as your idea of a party is shopping for socks followed by a trip to the garden
  centre.


  Henry laughed and walked through to the lounge. It was about as big as their entire apartment had been back in the city and was decked out with a huge TV, Blu-ray surround sound and even a games
  machine. Large windows set high in the wall caught the afternoon sunlight, bathing the room in a golden glow that matched the wooden walls and warm colours of the furniture. It looked like
  something from a better homes feature in a magazine.


  Yeah, there are some perks, Christian admitted, coming to his side. But believe me, after a couple of weeks here, youll be going crazy.


  Yeah? My mom has been saying Id go crazy when I saw this place, Henry said with a smile.


  Christian flopped into an armchair. You know what my dads been saying to me? He put on a gruff, enraged voice. Show some appreciation for what youve been
  given, you little punk. Have a little respect for your elders.


  Henry raised an eyebrow at him. You obviously get on well.


  Oh, yeah. Hes one of those follow the rules, respect for authority guys. Weve got a lot in common.


  Henry frowned. Thats the second time today Ive heard that.


  What?


  Follow the rules, respect for authority.


  From who? Mr. Big-shot Mallory?


  No. Some small-town cop who gave me a hard time on the way here.


  He wouldnt happen to be about three metres tall and have aviator shades for eyes, would he?


  That sounds like him.


  Trooper Dan.


  Youve run into him?


  Not up close, thank god, Christian replied. He swaggers around Newton, enforcin the laaaw. He said these last words in an exaggerated drawl that was a
  pretty good impersonation of the cops accent. Got something going on with Mallory.


  Whats Mallory got to do with the cops?


  Christian looked at him as if he was being dense. Malcorp owns Newton. So what Mr. Mallory says goes and Trooper Dan makes sure that it happens. Drop a piece of litter on the high
  street and old Dan will make you pick it up with your butt cheeks, boy.


  Henry laughed. So thats what all the yes, Mr. Malloryno, Mr. Mallory was about out there, huh? You worried Trooper Dan is going to make you pick up one of your
  cigarette butts while its still alight?


  Being a teen rebel comes with certain risks, Christian replied, spreading his hands. Just dont underestimate Trooper Dan. From time to time reporters show up in
  Newton uninvited. You know, trying to get the inside scoop on what goes on in Malcorps toy town? Ive heard they tend to wake up the next day on the county line with seven bells of
  crap beaten out of them.


  Right.


  Christian shrugged. Dont believe me if you dont want to, just dont say I didnt warn you. He pushed himself out of the chair with a grunt of effort.
  Come on, I said Id introduce you to the robotsI mean, the locals.


  Henry checked his cell phone as they walked across the grass towards the leisure centre. Hed had no reception since about half an hour before theyd got to
  Newton.


  Forget it, Christian said. You can barely get a bar, even in town.


  Henry held up the cell and waved it around. Is there a law against cell towers round here?


  Funny, huh? This place has every modern convenience except phone reception. They say its the trees, but I think they dont want us communicating with the outside
  world.


  Henry gave him a look as he pocketed the phone. That sounds kinda paranoid.


  Christian shrugged. And we havent even started talking about how they read your emails.


  Right, Henry said with a laugh. Then he noticed that the other kid wasnt smiling. Wait a minute. Youre not kidding?


  About the emails? No. And thats not to mention the censorship of certain websites from the facility internet connection. If Malcorp doesnt like a site, you dont get
  access.


  I dont believe it.


  Dont take my word for it. Ask Mallory or one of his suits. Theyll give you ten good reasons why the web should be censored. Number one is how its for the safety of
  our children, as I remember.


  What is this, North Korea?


  Christian snorted. Yeah. With jocks. He indicated a tall, blond kid approaching from the leisure centre.


  Hey there, the newcomer said pleasantly. You must be Henry Ward. Coach Tyler told me to head over and show you the pool.


  Thats where we were headed, Blake, Christian said with a real edge to his voice.


  The big kid looked at him without any sign of malice. Its just you were late, so


  Late? Christian snapped. This isnt a town meeting. Were not on a schedule.


  Its okay, Henry said, trying to work out what the problem was. Perhaps Christian didnt like jocks  and Blake was just about the most stereotypical jock
  hed ever seen. We were going there right now.


  Christian shrugged. Well, Winklevoss is here, so Ill skip the rest of the tour. Ive got better things to do. With that, he stuffed his bony hands in his pockets and
  trudged away in the other direction.


  Hey, come on, dude! Blake called after him. Dont be like that!


  Christian flipped a finger in their direction without looking round.


  Blake shook his head. Sheesh, that kids got a real attitude problem. Anyone would think hes got something against us sporty guys.


  Blake spoke with such innocence that Henry wondered for a moment if the boy was joking, but his face was deadpan. Despite Blakes size, there was a childish quality to his manner.


  Well, his loss if he doesnt want to join the swim team, Blake said as they carried on towards the leisure centre. Or any team for that matter. Goodness knows, me and
  the other fellas have tried hard enough to make him feel welcome, but I guess theres just no helping some people.


  I guess not, said Henry, trying to decide what he found stranger, Christians affected rebel act or Blakes way of talking like a kid from a 1950s sitcom.


  Blake led Henry through into the sports centre, pointing out the track and field areas, the football and baseball pitches, and finally the gym and pool. Mallory hadnt been lying 
  the pool was Olympic-sized, housed in a spectacular glass building. Most of the twelve lanes were occupied with swimmers powering through the water. Over to one side was a dive pool. As Henry and
  Blake walked towards the middle of the room, a teenage boy leaped from the high board, executed a perfect triple and hit the water like an arrow.


  Woah! Blake said, pumping his fist in the air as the kid broke the surface. Way to go, Steve! Nice dive!


  The kid in the water grinned and waved.


  Weve got a pretty solid programme, Blake said to Henry as they walked on. Im not on the swim team myself  Im all about football  but
  Ive heard Coach Tyler is the best.


  Henry nodded. The facilities were impressive. So what competitions has the team entered?


  Well, we have a sports day at the end of every school year. And the coach is always throwing races into the mix


  No, Henry interrupted. I mean, what trophies has the team won?


  Blake looked at him blankly.


  You compete against other schools, right?


  Why would we want to go to other schools to swim? We have the best facilities in the state right here!


  You mean you dont take part in any competitions outside Newton?


  Theres more to being part of a team than just winning trophies, Henry, Blake said.


  The patronizing tone in the other kids voice annoyed Henry suddenly. I know that, Blake. But healthy competition increases motivation.


  Well, I think youll find we have all the motivation we need right here at Malcorp.


  Henry frowned. Hed never heard of a school team that didnt get involved in local competitions. What about the football team then? Who do they play?


  Blake laughed as if the answer was obvious. Simple. We have two teams and they play one another every Friday night. I tell you, theres been some pretty exciting games this
  year


  You must be Ward! I can spot a swimmers physique a mile off.


  Henry turned to see a stocky, middle-aged guy walking towards them. He wore a faded pair of track pants and a T-shirt that read Malcorp Swim.


  This is Coach Tyler, Blake introduced them.


  The coach reached out and gave Henry a predictably bone-crushing handshake. Im looking forward to getting you in the pool. How about a trial sometime this week?


  Sounds good, Henry said, and the coach gave him a wide grin, revealing a row of crooked teeth. It seemed to Henry that this man was the most normal person hed met all day.
  He liked him immediately.


  Friday afternoon then, the coach confirmed. Blake grinned at him too.


  At least the locals are friendly, Henry thought, but then he remembered the girl from the gas station. What had she said?


  No, not Newton.


  Hey, do you know a girl called Gabrielle Henson? Henry asked impulsively.


  The coach shook his head. Dont know the name. She a friend of yours?


  Not really, Henry said, suddenly feeling a bit stupid for asking. What was she to him? Just someone I met. She gave me the impression she might be from
  Newton.


  Well, she isnt a swimmer. Might be in one of the compulsory classes, but I mostly only remember the kids with an interest. He looked over at Blake. Is there a girl
  called Gabrielle Henson at the high school?


  Blake turned and Henry saw that the blood had drained from his face.


  Yoo-hoo, Blake! the coach said, waving his hand at him. Anybody home?


  Huh?


  The kid called Steve had been listening to their conversation from the side of the pool. Now he pulled himself out, dripping water. No, coach, he said, wiping his eyes as he stood.
  Theres no girl with that name here. Something in the kids tone made Henry certain that he was lying.


  Blake looked at Steve and then said unconvincingly, Thats right, coach. Never heard of her.


  The coach shrugged at Henry. Well, there you go. Perhaps she was talking about one of the other towns around here.


  Perhaps, but


  He was interrupted as a kid across the dive pool shouted to the coach that he had a telephone call. The man excused himself, reminding Henry to be at the pool on Friday afternoon after school.
  As he hurried away, Henry turned back to Blake, who was suddenly unable to meet his eyes.


  Tell me about Gabrielle Henson, he said.


  Blake kept looking at his feet, so it was Steve who answered. Didnt we make it clear? She doesnt go to school here. His manner was sharp and unfriendly.


  Thats funny, Henry said, not backing down, because I met her this afternoon in a gas station toilet. She was on the run and looked like shed been living rough
  for about a week.


  And you think shes from Malcorp? Steve said, as if the very idea was distasteful. A girl who hangs around gas station toilets?


  She seemed familiar with Newton, Henry replied.


  Steve sniggered loudly. Youre new, so Ill make this nice and simple for you. The hick kids from Newton get scholarships to the school here in the facility, but mostly they
  just sit at the back of class and look stupid. It makes everyone feel better, I guess. Maybe she was one of those. I wouldnt remember.


  Take it easy, Steve, Blake said meekly.


  Ill take it easy when I feel like it, he snapped, before turning his attention back to Henry. Any other stray skanks you ran into that youd like to ask
  about?


  Henry gave him a smile and took a step forward, noting with satisfaction that Steve tensed. Despite all his nastiness, he was nervous. But why?


  Word of advice, Steve continued, pulling himself up a little taller. If you want to fit in around here, dont go asking questions that you know are going to make
  people uncomfortable.


  Henry frowned at him. What are you talking about?


  I think you know.


  I dont have a clue but perhaps youd like to explain?


  Henry stopped dead as something caught his attention in the dive pool behind them. A younger kid had just gone off the board, but there was something all wrong. Something in the way he was
  falling  tumbling rather than diving. A cry split the air as the kid spun gracelessly and smashed into the water


  Everyone around the pool watched in shock as the kid sank into the water, arms and legs outstretched. Unmoving. The kid touched the bottom of the dive pool.


  Wheres the lifeguard? Henry said, looking around wildly and not seeing one. Beside him Steve and Blake were watching the kid in the pool with dumbfounded expressions. All
  around, other kids had stopped to look but no one was doing anything.


  Someones got to help him! Henry said to Blake, who looked at him with a confused expression, as if at a loss what to do. Steve was staring at the water with eyes wide, his
  earlier aggression gone.


  Shaking his head, Henry looked round at the other end of the pool and yelled, Coach! Then, kicking off his shoes, he took a breath and dived into the pool.


  He entered the water perfectly and kicked away powerfully with his legs, angling down towards the bottom of the pool where the kid was resting. It took just a few seconds to reach the boy, who
  was several years younger and slightly built, which would make getting him to the surface easier. However, Henry knew from a life-saving class hed taken the year before that the actual act
  of getting a person in trouble out of the water could be extremely dangerous for the rescuer. In a panic a flailing limb might knock you unconscious, or they might struggle and drag you down
  too.


  Henry swam round so he was behind the kid and placed his hands under his shoulders. His lungs were starting to burn and this only got worse as he began to pull the stunned kid up from the bottom
  of the pool.


  Come on! Henry thought, gritting his teeth and looking up. The dive pool was necessarily deep and the surface looked a million miles away.


  They rose, metre by metre. The kid was like a lead weight trying to drag him back down again, but Henry wouldnt give up. Using all his strength, he kicked his legs even harder


  And with a gasp of relief, broke the surface. For a moment he merely floated there, getting much needed oxygen into his lungs. Then, checking the kids head was above water, he began to
  swim on his back towards the edge of the pool.


  What happened? Coach Tyler said, reaching down to pull the kid from Henrys arms as he made the side.


  Bad dive, Henry said breathlessly. A sudden wave of exhaustion swept over him. The coach quickly grabbed his arm to stop him going under the water.


  Thats it, the coach said as Henry pulled himself out of the pool with his help. The other kid was lying on the floor, breathing but barely conscious. Call the school
  nurse! the coach yelled at a stunned-looking girl. She went running to the office and the man turned his attention back to the half-drowned boy. Its a good job you were here,
  Henry. I sure as hell didnt see any of these other champs jumping in to help.


  Maybe you should do some life-saving lessons, Henry said, looking around and noticing that Blake and Steve were no longer by the side of the pool. In fact, it seemed they were no
  longer in the building. While hed been saving the kids life, theyd just walked away.


  Whats the matter? the coach asked from the kids side. You okay?


  Yeah, Im okay, said Henry, shaking his head in disgust at the other two boys. Im just fine.
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