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Chapter 1. The McAllister-Frankie Door
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“Owch!” The boy said, sucking his thumb. He had just managed to, once again, re-route an electrical circuit through his own hand, causing a jolt to shoot through his body. Luckily the power left in the machine was only residual, as he had been sure to turn the magnetic transistors and the neutron-wave oscillators waaaay down.

“Well, at least it’s not like the last time, hey Frankie?” The boy asked his only laboratory assistant – a short haired Dachshund currently trying to scuff his way out of an ill-fitting white laboratory hat that his owner had stuck on his small head. The last time that Rupert McAllister had given himself a shock, he had been thrown clear across the basement, thankfully landing in the heap of empty cardboard boxes that the electronic parts had come in.

Frankie looked mournfully at his owner, sure that, in fact, it was going to be a lot worse this time.

“Yep, nothing to worry about!” The boy chirruped happily, “You don’t get anywhere without a little pain, that’s what all of the great inventors say!” Rupert whistled a few notes as he turned back to his wallchart to scrub out a few numbers and put in some new ones. “I say, hand me that voltage detector, would you, old chap?” He called over his shoulder at the Dachshund.

Frankie, always ready to obey, turned to look in the direction that Rupert had waved, but only saw a pile of junk.

The whole basement of the suburban McAllister home had been turned into a scientific playground by the russet-haired teenager. Although, nominally, there was still a metal rack at the back by the stairs that held old gummed-up tins of paint and dusty rolls of wallpaper, all of the rest of the space had been converted into a cross between an evil lair and an electronic scrapyard.

Wallace McAllister, Rupert’s father, had once said that the place looked like ‘where good computers go to die’ – a term which Frankie didn’t understand, but he knew it was a place that made his boy, Rupert, happy. And that was enough for him.

There were strange metal and plastic units that lay on the large tables all around the walls, their housings unlatched, unscrewed, or broken open to reveal wires, batteries, circuit boards and strange, gleaming metal parts that seemed to have no function at all. Cables and wires snaked out of these dismembered bits of technology to attach to others, some whirring, some with blinking lights, others just dark and silent. 

Frankie wasn’t sure what any of it did, but he liked the large floor fans that Rupert had set up in two corners of the room, to ‘cool all the processors down’ or so the human boy had said.

The electrical components and nests of wires spilled over the tables to find new homes under them, but everything was dominated by what stood in the centre of the room. To Frankie’s diminutive eyes it looked like a door, but then again – what did he know?

The object in the centre of the room was almost six feet high, and about two feet wide, with a thick ‘frame’ of metal components and wires. It’s ‘insides’ (the place where the door would stand) was actually a patchwork collection of screens that were held together by wire and the metal shelving struts. At the moment they were black, but over the last month Frankie had seen them flicker with static and the beginnings of life. The dachshund sniffed at them warily, to his sensitive nose they smelt like the first rain on hot stone, or the smell that you get just before a summer thunderstorm strikes.

Frankie whined. He didn’t like that smell, it made him think of storms and hiding under Rupert’s bed.

“Aww buddy, it’s okay. I was only joking with you!” Rupert turned back from the chalkboard to take off his scientists white cap and give him a reassuring pat on the head. “Here, this is what I’m after!” He snatched up the voltmeter and proceeded to wave it at various parts of the wires that snaked up to the door, whistling as he did so. 

Frankie, reassured a little, walked to the edge of the stairs where he had his old blue felt bed, and curled up, nose to tail. He listened to his master Rupert work as he drifted off to a light doze.

“Hmmm... Now this is odd.” Rupert muttered to himself as he tinkered, trying to find the right source of the electricity that was still coursing through the McAllister-Frankie Door. The boy chuckled to himself at its ridiculous name. When he was successful, and Time magazine and MIT University came knocking on his door, he won’t tell them that he named his invention in partnership with his dog. 

After all... Rupert thought. It’s only fair, Frankie has been down here helping me out right from day 1!

Rupert was a russet and chestnut-haired boy, coming up to almost his sixteenth year. Next year he would be sitting his extended exams, but his father, Wallace McAllister, had already put him forward for the early entrance exams for University. It had been clear to his Wallace and his mother June McAllister that Rupert was special. He had been learning a second language by the time that many other had only just mastered their first, and had raced through pre- and junior- school as if roller skates had been permanently attached to the bottom of his mind.

Rupert McAllister, even according to the experts, was a genius. He scored somewhere over 180 already, and the specialist doctors that came to test him every year said that his intellect showed no signs of stopping.

‘There is something strange with Rupert, though.’ The specialist doctors had confided in Wallace and June a couple of years ago. Aghast, his parents had feared that they would suggest that Rupert had some sort of terrible brain-disease, or was ‘too smart for his own good’. Instead however, the specialist doctors had told them some good news:

‘Young Rupert is so well-adjusted, for one so bright. Usually, children of his age and his intelligence are having difficulties with their peers at school!’ 

Both Wallace and June had laughed and told the specialist doctors not to worry. They knew what Rupert was so good-natured. It was because of his constant companion, Frankie the Dachshund McAllister. 

Frankie was barely a foot tall off the round, but was longer than that to his rump and the wiggly whip of his tail. He was coloured a deep chocolate and tan colour, with a long nose and large, dark eyes. Rupert’s parents had brought him for their super-intelligent son as a way to give him something to care for and look after, and to take him out of his dry theories and blue-sky thinking.

The ploy seemed to have worked, and now, the pair were inseparable, spending every moment when Rupert wasn’t at school or with his specialist tutors together. Frankie had seen his master first discover the idea of the Door, and he had seen Rupert build the temple of electronics into what it was today.

The McAllister-Frankie Door had only been turned on once, and all that had happened was that it had emitted a large squeal of static, and had blown the house’s main fuse box before it had even cycled to full power. Of course, Rupert had been annoyed, but he had been more worried for Frankie, who had hid under the stairs and howled.

“I just know that this time it’s going to be better. That we’re going to get it!” Rupert muttered in part to the dozing Frankie. He worked feverishly over the wires and bits of computers, checking and rechecking the power that was about to feed into the Door.

“Rupert!” A muffled voice called from upstairs. “Come and have some supper before bedtime!” 

It was his mom, and Rupert frowned as he looked at the wall clock that was mounted over the stairs – one of the few things that wasn’t connected to the Door down here.

“Coming Mom!” Rupert called out, before turning back to fiddle with the last of the wires. “Drat!” He said, setting down his screwdriver and miniature soldering iron. “Well, the world will have to wait a few more days, I guess.” He said desultorily.

Frankie poked his head up out of the bed. Someone had said supper, and that always meant that there would be a few treats for him too. His tiny tail thumped lightly against the side of the bed as he looked at the gangly, freckled youth that was his boy.

“Yeah okay, come on then Frankie,” Rupert cast one last look at the door of screens, before sighing heavily to himself and trudging up the wooden stairs of the basement to the trapdoor above, that opened up into the small pantry next to the kitchen.

Frankie barked excitedly, pulling himself up on his little, stubby legs, and hopped up the stairs, one stair at a time. 

Behind them both, the McAllister-Frankie Door hummed to itself, its nervous system and arteries of wires and cables still flickering with residual life.
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Night-time had already fallen by the time that Rupert had been given his supper and Frankie his dog treats. In the small suburb of Jeffersonville, Maryland, all of the tree-lined avenues were flushed with a gentle neon light from the streetlights, and a light wind picked itself up in the trees. 

Jeffersonville was an affluent place, many of the individual houses has three stories, two or even three cars in the driveway. Some of the houses even had swimming pools in the backyard. The families and individuals who lived there worked in the cities along the coast, mostly as teachers, doctors, or lawyers and a few councillors. It was a nice, quiet place to raise a child, and the McAllisters were glad that they had inherited the money to buy the house where they had.

The town was set back into the mainland, away from the coast, but every now and again a distant sea storm would combine with some winds blowing down from the hills further inland, and they would combine to make a mess of everyone’s gardens for a night, before blowing each other out. 

That seemed to be the case tonight, as the wind started to rise and rattle the wooden windows of the McAllister house. Somewhere in the street there was a sudden yowl and the sound of crashing as a neighbourhood cat was scared off a bin by the rising wind. 

Up in the top bedroom, right under the eaves of the house, Rupert lay in his bed, fast asleep and completely unaware of the rising storm outside He snored lightly, and only mumbled something incomprehensible when Frankie, at the foot of the boy’s bed, suddenly woke up.

The Dachshund had heard something he was sure, a bang from downstairs, and he knew that it was his job to investigate. Wearily, the sausage dog eased himself out of his warm patch, sniffed the sleeping boy’s hand, and hopped onto the floor comforter, and then onto the floor. He was still just too small to leap all of the way onto the bed, but he had developed a cunning system of steps and platforms all around the house. He held his long nose up to the air and sniffed.

There was something in the air, that metallic smell again – and that meant that a storm was coming.

Frankie waddled to the door, pawed at it until it opened and made his way across the deeply carpeted landing to make his way downstairs. He could take the stairs at a run, but the rising wind and the distant thumps made the dog wary as he took his time, crossing the second floor landing, and then down to the first floor.

When Frankie eventually made it to the ground floor, the banging was much louder, and coming from the kitchen. Poking his head around the door, he saw that the window above the sink was open just ajar, and it was rattling in its frame. There wasn’t much that he could do, apart from going all of the way back upstairs to wake Rupert up – and the human never seemed to respond well when he was tired.

That smell of ozone and wet metal once again filled his nostrils, but it wasn’t coming from the window. Frankie’s ever-sensitive nose led him, unerringly to the trapdoor to the basement, which had been left propped open. 

Acting on instinct, the dog started to thump his casual way down the wooden stairs, just the first few steps, poking his head down into the dark room. 

The dog saw that it wasn’t dark. Not completely. 

A faint bluish glow filled the room, reflecting off of the metal surfaces, throwing shards of light against wooden ceiling. It was coming from the Door, and, as Frankie watched, lines of static flared and diminished, playing across the screens in a continual wave. 

The smell of ozone was stronger down here, and behind the hound the sound of the storm was picking up. Despite the eerie light, the room felt more secure down here than the rest of the house did. There was something deep in Frankie’s dog-soul about going to ground and hiding under cover when bad weather was abroad. He hobbled down the last remaining stairs into the basement, and decided to sniff the Door warily. It crackled and hummed to itself, and Frankie stumbled back a few paces. The Dachshund looked back at the stairs leading up to the wind-blown house, and then back to the Door in front of him –

Just as the lightning struck.
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Rupert had first had the idea for the McAllister-Frankie Door when he saw the movie Thor. Rupert was a big SciFi fan, and he eagerly gobbled up every and any new film, cartoon, or comic that came out – and he had a stack of both of the old and the new Star Trek series on DVD that he would re-watch on marathon re-runs whenever he felt ill. Always during those few days, Frankie would sit either on the boys lap or next to him on the sofa, both huddled in their duvet as they watched Kirk, Picard, Spock, or Janeway  battling the beasties from a far time and place.

It was perhaps one of these addled, flu-ridden afternoons that Rupert had first had the idea of the Door, during a time that his head will filled with pictures of wormholes and transporters.

“It should be possible. It should, theoretically, be possible!” Rupert had said to himself, and had proceeded to spend the rest of the week scribbling notes onto any bit of paper that the boy could get his hands on. Within two weeks, even his father Wallace started to complain of the ling lines of numbers, equations, brackets, commas, letters and stranger symbols covering his newspaper.

“Just what on earth are you working on now?” His father laughed over his egg soldiers. “And why does it have to ruin the sports section?”

“A doorway.” Rupert had said, without looking up from the mathematical textbook that he had his nose buried deep within.

Wallace McAllister looked at the numbers scrawled over his newspaper, and then at the stack of textbooks that the boy carried with him everywhere. “It must be a big door,” he said absentmindedly, not knowing how right he actually was.

In fact, the Door that Rupert McAllister was not a door at all – more of a sort of window (but watching and reading many SciFi epics told Rupert that a Door was a much better word to use, and sounded much more adventurous). What Rupert McAllister intended to discover, was whether it was possible – not to travel across time and space – but to see across time and space.

“All of time is still out there, if we look deep enough, right?” Rupert had excitedly lectured at Frankie, down in the basement. The Dachshund barked agreeably, although he really didn’t understand. “Both forward and back! Time is Space, and Space is Time, as Einstein said!” The boy hopped from one foot to the other.

“Not only that – all of the physicists and mathematics agree that wormholes are possible, you just need to stabilise a sub-particle connection...” His explanation wandered off into the realm of high physics, before coming back once more. “If two regions of space were connected on a subatomic level, then, if you could keep the wormhole open, then you could travel to another part of the galaxy! Another part of the Milky Way – or maybe even another universe!”

Rupert scribbled more numbers across the board. “But I don’t want to do that, I haven’t got a spacesuit, and Mom and Dad would kill me if I disappeared to the other end of space without telling them!” He laughed. “But you could get a picture of what is going on out there. I think, with the right forces, you could simulate an almost wormhole, and look through it to other parts of the galaxy. Maybe even other times... Just imagine, Frankie! We could see if there is life out there on the exoplanets, or what really lies at the centre of the galaxy, or of the universe!”

Rupert McAllister had turned back to his chalkboard. “But I need power. Lots, and lots of power...”

And so the making of the McAllister-Frankie Door (or window) had begun.
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Seven months after Rupert had started his project, it blew the fuses of the house for the second time – but it wasn’t actually his inventions fault. It happened as a bolt of lightning struck the nearest electricity pylon, sending a surge of power through the wires and knocking out power to the whole street.

That would have been bad enough for the McAllister family, but it wasn’t all that went wrong that night. For a split microsecond, all of the power of the lightning bolt travelled through the house and down into the basement, where the residual power was still coursing through the circuits of the Door. Power super-charged the transistors and cycled up the processors – forcing them to operate at speeds and intensities that they had never been designed to do.

For the briefest, fragile of moments, the McAllister-Frankie Door operated as it should do. The usually flickering, static screens went dark, and then exploded with colour and code.

Light and static filled the room, and as Frankie opened his mouth to bark at it, he saw suggestions of stars, of swirling shapes and patterns like mountains, and then-

There was an explosion of light and sound, and Frankie was surrounded by white. He tried to howl and bark, but the roar of static drowned him out. Frankie felt a wave of force crash against his small body as he was thrown, tumbling over and over....

*
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At first, the darkness that fell over Jeffersonville was quiet, as if the world was holding its breath. Slowly, very slowly, noise returned to the world in the form of dogs barking, cats howling, and even a few shouts. All of the power was out, up and down the street, but the bang that every house had heard, and the shudder in the ground had been loud enough to wake even the deepest sleeper.

That deepest sleeper in Jeffersonville was none other than fifteen-almost-sixteen year old Rupert McAllister. The boy genius rolled and fell out of the bed, landing with a painful thump on the floor below.

“Ow! What was that...?” He said blearily, looking around. Car alarms had started up outside, and Rupert pulled back the curtain to see what on earth was going on.

Lying across the middle of the road, almost a third of the length of the street, was the blown-out electricity pole, its bedraggled nest of wires pulled from the houses and wrapped around its body. It’s entire top connections box was blackened and bent as if it had exploded.

“Rupert? Rupert! Are you okay?” His father and mother were calling, and a few seconds later his door was pushed open to reveal his dad holding a torch full of watery-yellow light.

“Yeah, I’m fine, I’m fine. Just fell out of bed, that’s all.” Rupert laughed. “What happened? Where’s Frankie? He’s usually under the bed whenever there’s a storm.”

Rupert got down and looked under the bed, but there was no sign of the Dachshund.

“Frankie? Frankie!” Rupert called, pacing out into the landing to quickly jog down the stairs, calling into all of the rooms as he passed them.

When the boy got to the ground floor, he knew that something was different, and it wasn’t just the smashed cups on the floor or the pictures that had fallen from the walls.]

“Rupert! Can you smell burning? Stay back!” His father pushed past him, seizing the small red fire extinguisher that the family kept by the door, and looking around for the source of the burning smell. There was nothing that they could see up here, and as both Rupert and Dad looked at each other in confusion, their faces paled as they realized at the same time.

“The basement!” they both shouted, rushing to the pantry.

Wallace McAllister was quicker that Rupert by a hair, and ran down the wooden steps to see that the room was almost entirely destroyed, and the tables of computer equipment were smouldering and dripping gobbets of plastic from their components.

PHSSSHH! His father acted quickly, spraying the tables with his foam fire extinguisher.

“Dad! No!” Rupert was just behind him, but saw the white foam engulf all of his hard work. In just a second, he realized that all of his dreams of looking out into the furthest corners of the galaxy were ruined. The McAllister-Frankie Door lay in ruins on the floor, all of its screens broken, cracked and seemingly flung across the room. Almost all of its electrical connections were blackened as the surge had coursed through its metal body.

Rupert fell to the floor. Looking underneath the tables, the stairs, lifting the now-junked components.

“But where’s Frankie?” Rupert said to himself, his face even paler than at the loss of his invention. “He’s vanished!”
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Chapter 2. Stranger In A Strange Land
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When Frankie opened his eyes, the Dachshund realized almost immediately that he certainly wasn’t in the basement of Rupert’s house anymore. In fact, he wasn’t even sure that he was in Jeffersonville, Maryland anymore. 

For one thing, he was cold, wet, and was lying in a drift of leaves.

Where am I? Frankie thought, opening his eyes as a headache throbbed across his brain. The light all around him was grey and overcast, gloomy as on a winter’s day. He could see tall pillar-like shapes, that the dog realized must be trees; something large like an evergreen or a redwood.

Maybe I was blown clear out of the basement, and into the garden? Frankie eased himself onto his front legs, feeling stiff and painful. But... There’s no trees this big in the garden. He suddenly realized.

His paws crunched on the leaf matter all around him, and, underneath, squelched on the slightly damp earth. Frankie shook his head from side to side, trying to remember what had happened.

There was a light coming from Rupert’s machine... A light and a noise like the whole house was being turned upside down...

He remembered his eyes being blinded by the light, and waves of force like a strong gale buffeting his body, just before everything went black. Had there been an explosion? Where was the house? 

For a brief moment, Frankie wondered whether he had died, and this was some sort of canine purgatory, but then he dismissed the idea immediately. Rupert had told him once that all dogs go to heaven anyway, and he was sure that heaven for Dachshund’s would look anything like this.

“For a start, I’m freezing!” His short brown and black fur quivered along his elongated back as he fought his way out of the leaf pile.

And then he noticed it. The leaves.

They were big. Very big.

Frankie jumped to one side, skidding onto the damp moss and earth away from the pile of forest detritus that he had so recently been lying in. He gave a small growl at it, as if it were something that could hurt him. 

The leaves that he had been thrown into were larger than he was, and as thick as old paper. Coloured like ink-stained leather, the top one was curled and dried, cracking with age, whilst the ones further down were wet and disintegrating, and all of them the size of about two Dachshunds put together! Roughly oval in shape, with strange whorls and serrated lumps in their shape, Frankie had never seen anything like it before. He lowered his long snout, took a step forward and snuffed at it.

His nose, more sensitive than a humans by almost a factor of a hundred, was suddenly filled with the smell of warm, moist soil, of organic decay, the smell of fresh, metallic rain, and something that was similar to oak, or maple – but also something new and different.

Frankie barked at the smell, just to make sure. He was a naturally inquisitive dog, but strange, new things made him feel uneasy and nervous. He remembered the first time, as a puppy that the mailman had come to the door of the house and he had wet the carpet. Wallace McAllister had been annoyed, but Rupert had seized him up and held his small, shivering body in just one hand as he showed him that the heavy footsteps on the path and the banging on the door was just the arrival of another human, every morning or so, who gave him a dog biscuit.

Rupert! Frankie suddenly felt. Where is he? 

Frankie had never been apart from his master for an extended period of time. Occasionally over night, when Rupert went to stay at a friend’s, and of course there was during the school day – but Rupert would always bend down on one knee and pat him on the head, and rub under his snout the way that he liked before he would go.

“Don’t worry little fella,” Frankie remembered Rupert’s kind voice. “I’ll be back soon.” 

Frankie hadn’t had the chance to see his master and best friend this time. With an ache in his little chest, Frankie realized that he didn’t even know where Rupert was, or whether he was even alive.

What if... What if... Frankie found himself thinking, before he could stop himself. What if the house blew up with that explosion? What if, somehow, Rupert’s invention worked – and transported me to some world far, far away, and I’ll never be able to get back to my home?

Frankie the Dachshund threw back his head and howled; a long, mournful sound that echoes through the giant forest.

*

[image: image]



What the Dachshund didn’t know, was that he wasn’t alone in all of the dark forest. As a matter of fact, the dog was far from alone.

Frankie howled himself to a whimper, and for a long time, his sensitive, floppy ears could hear the echoes of his calls as they reverberated between the dark trunks, growing fainter and fainter. Sound didn’t carry so well in the forest, and instead of hearing the echoes come back towards him, crystal clear, all the dog could hear was the muffling blanket of silence.

But the sound travelled, as sound always did. Even in  this strange land, which seemed to defy all of the hounds normal senses, sound still travelled. It slipped between the trunks of trees that were far too massive to be real, and flowed over boulders that jutted out of the ground between gnarled roots like the jagged teeth of some buried giant. The sound travelled out to where the trunks of the trees grew close, and the sunlight was but a thin memory of brightness, far above the forest floor.

Even the ground seemed to hold its breath, and dared not grow any grass of plants as it once might; instead, there was a covering of thick green and blue moss over everything, spongy, and damp. 

The trees competed with each other for the scant light, and their roots entwined and twirled one over another until it was impossible to know where one tree ended and another began.

The sound was now but a weak whimper of what it had been. The howl nothing more than a whisper as it tumbled over leaves that were long dead, and smashing against the bark like corrugated iron. It reached a place where it was almost drowned out by the sound of water running in rills over a stony stream.

Plants like thick bulrushes appeared, bursting out from the edge of the forest stream, straining for the light of the distant, yellowing sun. The sound was nothing compared to the drumming and the hissing of the water, but to those denizens of the forest that might call this strange place their home; it was different.

High above the stream, and high above the strange water rushes, something opened its great yellow eyes. Something had heard Frankie.

*
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Frankie snuffed the air. Wherever he was, it was starting to smell like night time was near. It wasn’t that the night had its own particular fragrance to the dog – it was that the changes to the air were obvious. More scents of damp earth started to filter up from the ground below, and newer, more exotic smells added in to the mix as strange night-blooming plants made their tentative first steps to opening.

The light was getting darker as well, a washed out grey that looked as though it would soon give over to the night completely. 

I’ve got to find somewhere warm and dry. Frankie thought to himself, once again picking himself up out of the forest floor. For a while, as he howled, he had thought that maybe Rupert would suddenly find him, would be able to hear him from far away.

But now, Frankie knew that was not going to happen. 

“Wherever Rupert is, I need to stay safe until I can find a way to get back to him!” Frankie muttered to himself as he took a good look and a snuff around. 

All around him, the trunks of the trees sat like the pillars that might support an entire building. They were so wide around, that Frankie could have trotted completely around the base of the nearest without ever seeing his own tail. Some of their roots were as thick as he was, and threatened to trip the small hound up, and their bark was scored with deep cracks and crevices, wide enough for the dog to fit his whole snout into.

Frankie did just that to the nearest tree, scenting a small patch of slightly brackish water that had collected between the runnels of the trees’ bark.  He didn’t realize how thirst he was until he started lapping it up, and although it was cold and tasted a little wrong – he drank the whole lot.

His stomach grumbled painfully. I’m going to need something to eat, too. The dog suddenly thought as he searched around.

The sun was setting in the west it seemed, and so that meant that behind him, the dark would grow and eventually overtake him (or so it made sense to Frankie’s mind). He decided to trot that way, heading towards the setting sun rather than into the rising night. It felt righter, somehow.

The little dog was used to always being the littlest in the room, but even so, the size of the obstacles that confronted him made him quail. The Dachshund used his snout to push under leaves the size of his body, coming out the other side to pull himself over a root almost up to his head.  There were ways however, that the Dachshund could navigate his gigantic surroundings to his advantage. Instead of trying to climb the boulders and broken rocks that burst from the ground, he winnowed around each of them, his long body bending and turning as he found the smaller paths trod only by insects and snails.

Still... He thought as he panted. I wish I were bigger, as big as Bonnie the Golden Retriever over the road, or Rex the Boxer at the top of the street... Frankie remembered his old playmates from Jeffersonville, how they had legs taller than he was, and he was able to skip and trundle underneath them when they met at the park.

What I would give to be as big as them! He thought mournfully, and then; What I would give to have them here with me!

Frankie, for the first time in his life, was lonely.

The forest seemed to have no end in sight, and soon the hound saw the grey, watery light starting to flare orange as whatever type of sun it was approached the far off horizon. 

“It’s going to be dark soon!” Frankie felt a shiver of fear. “And then, who knows what will happen out here?”

As if to confirm his fears, there was the sudden sound of something in the deep forest behind him. A crack, or a thump of wood on leaves.

What was that? Frankie spun around and snuffed the air behind him. Was it alive? Was it friendly? All the dog could smell was more forest, more damp wood and rotting leaves. 

“It’s probably nothing.” Frankie thought to himself. “Probably just a branch from a tree, rotting and falling down.”

That is what he told himself, but as it grew darker and darker, and Frankie had to rely more on his nose and his ears to guide him onwards. The sounds of the giant forest around him took on a malignant impression. The little dog wandered what that sound of whispering was – just wind in the far off branches? Or the whispering of night-beasts, as they came searching for whatever had disturbed their rest?

Crack. The sound came again, only this time it was on the other side of him, to the left. Frankie whimpered, wondering what to do. He wondered if he should bark at it, try to scare it off....

“But it might be bigger than me. In fact, it’s bound to be bigger than me.” Frankie reasoned. To a Dachshund, just about everything was bigger than it was.

It was almost fully dark now, and Frankie’s tail quivered nervously. He had never been this cold, just as he had never been on his own at night before. His breath came in quick little gasps, and his heart thumped like a drum.

He started to trot faster, trying to tell himself that it was just the forest all around, just the wind. 

Swshh-ckkk! This time, the sound was on the other side of him again, and a lot closer. It sounded to Frankie a lot like something large landing lightly in the leaf litter... Something that must surely have big paws, and even bigger claws...

Frankie started to trot even faster, his breath panting in his chest as he searched for anything, anywhere that a little dog might be safe.

There! A hole under a tree root that led under the trunk of one of the trees, half shadowed on one side by one of the jutting granite teeth. Frankie dove at it in desperation, scraping his belly on the wet moss as he wiggled through the gap, and into the small, dark hollow behind.

It was dark, and smelled faintly musty as if some other creature might have used it a long time ago – but it smelled clean, and safe. Frankie wedged himself as far as he could into the furthest corner, the hole made by the tree root just an outline of ash-grey against the black of night outside.

Frankie watched, unable to close his eyes.
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Crunch.

Something moved in the darkness of the forest, something whose’ steps were almost as light as a feather. Almost. This misstep settled into a pad of dried and crackling leaves, each leaf carcass the size of a small table.

The paw that had caused the noise was furred, with this pads of toughened hide underneath and the edges of wickedly sharp talons. It froze as it made the noise, as if its owner could not afford to make any sound at all. 

The paw was about half the size of the leaf, which, against the stature of the small hound that had passed this way, meant that one paw was almost the size of Frankie’s entire body. It was dark, and the fur itself threw back no colour into the night.

The paw waited, and waited, until the sounds of the forest that it knew so well returned almost to normal, and then it moved – ever so slowly, through the wilds. The rustle that it made this time, as it lifted off of the dry leaves was negligible against the sounds of the howling wind in the distant trees, far above.

The creature had sensed something. A movement on the wind that it was not used to, a scent in the air that was foreign to its territory. The gargantuan creature slipped deeper into the forest, scenting the air delicately as it moved, being ever so careful not to give its position away.

Soon, the creature came to a place where jagged granite rocks thrust their way out of the damp earth, and the paws, massive though they were, leapt lightly on top of them and gripped onto their hard surface. The creature was very used to living in the forest. It was very used to hunting in this forest. In snuffed the air again, and breathed out – the alien scent was stronger, and the creature could almost taste its fear.

It was so close, but where?

The creature hopped down the other side, and carefully walked around a gnarl of roots where two of the massive trees were growing too close. The smell of the new, noisy thing was very nearby, and the creature snuffed the ground and the roots.

In his hole, underneath the half-rotten tree, Frankie shivered with a fear so primal that he had no name for it. He had listened to the creature grow closer, its light touch still not light enough to hide its presence from the dog’s sensitive ears. Frankie felt wide awake, adrenaline and terror coursing through his veins as he heard whatever it was sniff the tree and the roots over his head. The Dachshund knew instinctively that to go outside would mean death, and whatever sort of beast this was – it would be no friend to him.

Frankie watched as a dark shape moved against the mouth of his hiding place. He smelled warm, musty fur, and then it was moving again. A flash of moon or starlight or whatever was in the sky found its way through the canopy, and Frankie saw a paw almost the size that he was, covered with a fine fur, and ending in a sharp nub of a claw.

I can’t do this. I can’t do this. I can’t... Frankie knew that he was going to whimper, he knew that he was going to howl in fear and terror, even though he didn’t want to. He could feel the cry of despair rising in his throat-

But then the foot was gone. It had vanished just as easily as it had arrived, and Frankie heard the beast moving off into the forest. He strained with both of his ears at the sound, listening as it grew fainter and further away, before allowing himself to breathe out.

The size of that thing! Frankie thought. Just where am I?


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



Chapter 3. Through the Door
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“No, I don’t think he ran away!” Rupert shouted, and then stopped. Rupert McAllister had never shouted at his parents before, and it was only the rising sense of dread that the boy felt all of the time now, that made him do it.

Rupert McAllister hadn’t been able to get back to sleep the night of the storm. He had insisted on helping his Mom and Dad clean up the house, and especially the basement – although there was little that he could so except tip the sodden wet electrical equipment into cardboard boxes, ready to be taken to the skip.

His mother and father exchanged worried glances with each other. It was morning, and everyone was tired. Rupert had done another search of the house for Frankie and, once again, he had found no sign of his whereabouts. When he had said as much to his dad, who was hovering in the kitchen with dark circles under his eyes, his father had sighed heavily.

“Rupert, you said yourself – the window was open. It was a terrible storm – the Henderson’s across the road have said that the entire neighbourhood was blown out. Old Mr. Farzi was watching T.V. when the set blew apart!” His father poured another two cups of steaming coffee for him and his mother, but only milk for Rupert. When he handed his son the cup, Rupert could see the look of terrible pity that was in his eyes.

“Son, you have to understand that dogs are very sensitive creatures. I heard of a case once, that before an earthquake, all of the dogs, birds, cats, and rats were seen evacuating a city – hours before the earthquake hit! They can tell when something bad is about to happen, and it’s in their nature to go to ground. It doesn’t mean that Frankie doesn’t love us any less, it means that he’s just acting on millennia-old instinct...” 

“No! I don’t believe it!” Rupert said stubbornly. “Frankie wouldn’t just run off at the first sign of trouble, he would come up to my bed, to warn me.”

“Rupert dear,” this time it was his Mom, walking in with a box full of broken picture frames. “I’m sorry, but you should listen to your father. We’ll go out for a proper search in a bit, after I’ve put the house in order. He won’t have gone far. Probably just out in the Henderson’s garage.”

“Dad said he asked them.” Rupert said, his voice heavy.

“Well, maybe someone’s taken him in for the night then, seeing as it was so horrible out there!” June McAllister said exasperatedly. “We’ll go out and ask all of the neighbours, put some signs up. I bet you that we’ll have Frankie back before night fall – that is if he doesn’t come back all by himself!” His mom patted him tenderly on the shoulder.

“I don’t think he’s out there, or he would let anyone else look after him.” Rupert said. “And anyway, how would he get up onto the kitchen top to get out of the window? He’s a Dachshund!”

“Rupert, enough!” His father said sternly. “Don’t speak to your mother like that. I think that it has been a long night for all of us, and we’re all lucky that no one was hurt or nothing worse happened. I’d suggest you go and get some rest young man, while I and your mother see to the last of it.”

Rupert knew when to give up, and hung his head. “Sorry Mom.” He muttered, before trudging back upstairs, the smell of foam and burnt-out circuits still in his nostrils.

His parents were right in one respect, he had to admit. He was bone-weary, and being awake half the night wouldn’t help him work out just what had happened to Frankie. 

I need to be clear-headed, and focussed! Rupert said as he peeled off his clothes and got into bed. A loud yawn tore its way from his lips. Maybe a little sleep will do me some good, and then I’ll be refreshed enough to work all of this out.

As the sun was just coming up on Jeffersonville, Maryland, it found an entire neighbourhood in uproar, with electricity lines blown out and fuse boxes singed everywhere. In his upstairs bedroom under the eaves of the house, Rupert McAllister drifted off into a fitful sleep, his confused thoughts whirling around each other, like dogs chasing their own tail...

If Frankie couldn’t reach the window, he couldn’t get out of the house... But he’s not in the house anywhere.... So how did he leave...?

With a grumble and a moan, Rupert slept, dreaming about his pet dog.
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The morning in Jeffersonville, Maryland, brought with it the attention of the press and the emergency services. Soon, Rupert McAllister had the choice of either seeing his street from his window or, strangely, through the television set. His father had to leave late for work (his office manager understood completely, of course) whilst his mother June stayed behind to help organize the rebuilding of Jeffersonville.

Thankfully, most of the houses themselves were unscathed from the storm and the lightning strike, there had been no fires, and only a few smaller trees had come down across the neighbourhood. The localized storm had been bad enough to bring in the local news van however, and for the electricity board to work on all of the lines stretching in and out of the town for miles around.

“A massive electrical surge was seen today...” Rupert heard on the news reports. “One capable of blowing out an entire neighbourhood...” The boy got to thinking.

Rupert’s mind had always operated at super-fast speed. When he wasn’t thinking about the Door or whatever the latest project was, then he would be devising a new one. At the moment, almost all of his attention was given over to the disappearance of Frankie, but a part of him started to question the storm itself. Perhaps it was a way for the young mind to cope, so as not to face the horrible possibility that his beloved dog had vanished forever.

How much electricity would that be? He thought as he searched the house one more time, opening laundry closets and food cupboard to find stacks of dried linens or tins of beans. No Frankie, however. 

How would you know? Rupert knew that the household voltmeter was set for 240 volts, which meant anything over that would blow the main fuse. But the power coming from the storm had blown out an entire neighbourhood – tripping so many fuses that it must have been in the region of hundreds and thousands of volts...

Rupert did a quick tally of the houses affected by the blackout. Nearly a hundred houses. Then there was the transference factor, as the voltage would have to be more powerful by almost a factor of ten just to transfer from one burst house to another.

It could be thousands of thousands of volts! Rupert was staggered. The number stuck in his mind, but he couldn’t quite shake it. The boy knew that it was important, but it he didn’t know why. It was often like this when he was working on something; a part of his brain would go stubbornly quiet as it worked on the solution. He would know that certain facts meant something, but, like jigsaw pieces, he couldn’t fit them all together. 

In a day or so he knew that Bing! his mind would furnish him with the answer, probably unexpectedly, and out of the blue. He just wish he knew what it all meant.

And Frankie has to be in the house somewhere. The boy moved onto the second problem. There is no way that he could have climbed onto the kitchen table – he’s just over a foot off the ground!

“I’m sorry, love.” His Mom said as the front door banged and she came back in, this time with a cardboard box full of fresh food groceries. She had managed to get a selection of salads, cold meats, bread and dips for the family to eat a non-cooked meal until the electricity came back on – and there was no guarantee that would happen any time soon – all of the household fuse boxes needed re-wiring!

“Mom?” Rupert clattered down the stairs, his face asking the only question that his heart was interested in.

“No, the Henderson’s haven’t seen him, and I asked up and down the street but no one has any news. Yet.” She added the last word with a brittle smile at the end. Rupert that his mother was starting to realize that this was very unlike Frankie to be gone for so long. He had never run away before, and the dog had never shown any interest in running away either!

“People have looked in their houses, garages, and garden sheds all along our street, but he’s nowhere to be seen. I’ll put a call into the Dog Pound, and see if anyone has handed in a chocolate Dachshund.” June said wearily, as Rupert took the heavy box off her and put it on the newly cleaned kitchen table.

“They won’t have him.” Rupert said certainly, but his mother didn’t seem to take any notice as to the boys real meaning.

“We’ll find him. He’s a clever little guy. I’m sure that we’ll find him.” She said distractedly, before starting to unpack. “So, everywhere in the house is cleared up now. Did you want to go watch the television people at work? There’s quite a crowd out there – and they might want an interview?” His mother tried to take his mind off of his loss.

“Nah,” Rupert said immediately. “I’ve got loads of work to do downstairs, with the old computer equipment.”

“Okay dear, just be careful!” June called, but Rupert was already descending into the darkness of the basement below. 

I wish Dad would have let me isolate the burning wires first! Rupert sighed heavily, using his battery-powered torch to shine through the sodden trash that had been his McAllister-Frankie Door. Most of the foam had dried off the equipment now, although Rupert had managed to lean and suspend the rest on the hobby tables over newspaper and kitchen pads.

Most of it the circuitry was ruined, either by the power surge, the melted wires that resulted, or the flame-retardant foam that his Dad had used on everything. The components themselves were still sound however – it would just take a complete rewiring and re-programming to get the machine up and running again. 

And I have to rebuild the actual Door itself. Rupert looked glumly at where the Door’s ‘frame’ lay in pieces in the centre of the basement floor, each of its monitor and LCD screens smashed and cracked. Ugly bits of melted cable scored their sides, where the power had surged through them.

Rupert’s mind was tingling again; a thought that was clamouring for attention. I wonder how much power it took, before the Door blew? He thought, moving the junk around.

“But what’s the point anyway?” He muttered to himself. “It was called a McAllister-Frankie Door because of Frankie!” He felt a sob about to rise in his chest, but he pushed it down quickly. He wouldn’t miss Frankie yet, the boy told himself. It had only been a few hours. He wasn’t gone yet.

It still seemed a little sacrilegious to be working on the Door without his constant little buddy at his side, however. Rupert had used Frankie’s presence as a sounding board to talk about his theories, problems, and plans. Even though he knew that the little guy couldn’t understand the advanced astrophysics or the theoretical mathematics that he was using, it helped to always have his friendly little face peering up at him from his bed, supporting him.

“How can I work on it now, without Frankie?” He said bleakly. “What’s the point of seeing things far away, if they cannot even see where my friends are?”

But where did he go? A part of Rupert’s mind asked. It was the stubborn part that was always coming up with more questions for him to investigate.

How did he get out of the house? The boy couldn’t shake off the connection somehow, that the dog hadn’t left the house. 

How much power came down through these wires when the lightning struck?

Rupert’s eyes suddenly went wide. He was struck by an idea. “No...” He said to himself, shaking his head. “No – it couldn’t be! How could...?”

The boy was looking around the equipment that lay shattered around him. He had been trying to simulate an active wormhole, just a brief window through which he could see into the depths of the universe. “But I didn’t want to create a stable wormhole,” he muttered, looking at his own broken reflection in one of the dark screen pieces on the floor. “Only enough to see through. I didn’t have the power to create an actual, stable, portal...”

Rupert shivered with a thrill of fear and discovery. He suddenly knew exactly how Frankie had left the house – without leaving the house. 

“If, just for a minute, Frankie was able to go through a stable wormhole – then there is a possibility that I can recreate it, and find out where Frankie went!” He was muttering to himself as he stood up, looking around feverishly at the equipment that lay sodden or melted around the dark room. “I could get him back! Maybe there is a bit of memory left in the hard disks, some pattern or signal that could show me where in the universe he went...!”

Upstairs, his mother frowned as she suddenly heard a muffled shout from down below. She rushed to the top of the basement, immediately worried that her genius son had done something stupid.

“Rupert? Are you alright down there?” She called warily.

“Yes mother!” His soot-smeared face, illuminated by the light of his torch appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Strangely, he was smiling. “I think I’ve found a way to fix my invention, and find Frankie!”

June frowned again, glad that he was okay, but worried that perhaps he was taking his pet dogs disappearance quite hard. “Okay dear. Just don’t spend too long down there in the dark. I want you up in time for lunch!”
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Chapter 4. Allies
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It was dawn in the strange land when Frankie felt brave enough to push his long nose out of the hole in the roots. There was an odd, musky scent of a large animal, but it was old and long gone. Still, the Dachshund found himself growling at it.

“Wherever I am, I think there is definitely something very unfriendly living in these woods!” The dog thought as he wriggled his way out from under the tree, and clambered, with some difficulty, up to the edge of a boulder to look around. 

It did little good, as past the rock that he sat on, there was another gigantic tree, with a width almost as big as the metal box-on-wheels that Rupert had called their ‘car’. 

Trees aren’t supposed to be this big. The trees in the park aren’t this big! Frankie shook his snout. Nothing about this strange, gigantic forest made sense to him. The smells were all wrong, and the wind and the plants were all wrong, and then there was that clawed foot that he had seen last night...

A whimper escaped the Dachshund as he remembered it, before he decided that the only way to go was the opposite one that the beast had taken. He turned to hop down from the rock when he suddenly froze. There on the tree that he had been sheltering under, where three gigantic claw marks, scored down the side of the bark, each wide enough to come from a paw the size of his ribcage. Frankie didn’t remember hearing the beast do that – he wondered if it had always been there, and he just hadn’t noticed it in the dark last night? 

Or had the monster come back and marked where it’s prey was hiding? 

Frankie set off in the opposite direction as a fast trot, his legs pumping as fast as they could against the moss and the spongy soil.

The forest seemed to stretch for almost miles – or what seemed like miles to the little dog. The most disconcerting thing was, that it was eerily quiet. There were no sounds of cars, planes, or people; all of the usual things that Frankie would listen to around the house and garden of his home with the McAllister’s. There was also, however, no sound of birds in the trees, no scratching or buzz of bees or insects – only the distant wind in the trees was constant, a high, screeching sigh that never truly went away. 

It was as if the forest was curiously dead of all life. As if whatever form of life should live here has already fled. Frankie thought, and then, a second later, his brain thought without him wanting it to... Or been eaten.

The little dog didn’t know how long he had been running, but he was starting to get tired, and the trees were getting just a little thinner, and the moss broken with grass that was very much like the stuff that would grow back in Jeffersonville, Maryland, Earth. Frankie’s stomach grumbled hungrily as he gave the weak-looking, yellowing stuff a sniff.

“No. I’m not that hungry yet!” Frankie turned away from the foul-looking vegetation. He knew that most of the time he couldn’t control his appetite when in the human home, but out here, he knew that almost anything might be poisonous. Nothing sweet, or meaty, or delicious to be had.

Frankie groaned to himself, and in that moment he heard a rustle, and then was hit by something small and painful. 

A pebble, the size of just one of his toes bounced off of his snout and hit the floor.

“Owch!” Frankie barked.

Phzzz! Another streaked towards him from the undergrowth, bouncing off of his shoulder. 

“Hey!” The dog shouted, jumping to one side. Something was certainly throwing something at him, and he hadn’t even smelled it. His quick eyes searched the grass and saw a small shadow behind the fronds, a rustling movement-

“Aiiiii!” There was a high squeak, and something small, dark, and furry broke cover, and raced across the gap in the trees.

Chase! A part of Frankie’s brain immediately thought – the doggy part that always got him into trouble.

“Hey!” Frankie barked after the little creature, it’s legs moving in a blur as it tore off into the undergrowth. “Stop! Why are you attacking me?”

It was no good, the thing was already vanishing behind a tree trunk, and seemed to be making no sign of slowing down. If Frankie wanted answers of where he was, or why everything was so unfriendly, then he would have to follow the thing. The fact that the beast – whatever it was – was much smaller than him, about half of his size, helped him feel a little more confident as he bounded after it.

Chase! The doggy part of Frankie’s mind exulted. Within a flash, all of his earlier tiredness was forgotten as he was running between trees, ducking under gigantic leaves and avoiding boulders. Ahead of him the small dark-coloured creature with the whirling legs was a blur in the undergrowth, a crackle of leaves and disturbed earth.

“Hey! Stop!” Frankie shouted after it, his bark almost sounding happy as he ran.

The creature made a sudden turn, spinning around and throwing with a tiny fleshy-coloured paw, it’s payload of a small pebble back at Frankie. It hit him painfully on the nose.

“Go. A. Way!” The thing shrieked in a high-pitch squeak, it’s voice was heavily accented, and it seemed to Frankie that the words that came to it were unusual in its small, pinkish snout.

“Will you stop throwing stuff at me!?” Frankie barked back, rubbing his own paw across his snout, panting as he did so. The dog had to admit, that chase had been fun.

“No!” The black and brown rat squeaked at him, throwing another pebble in the dog’s direction, but this time Frankie saw it coming, and jumped to one side. “Go! Away! Now!” It said, its voice furious and defiant.

Frankie was starting to get annoyed. He pounced forward, barking his loudest bark that he could do, (which still wasn’t very loud, but was loud compared to the forest rat’s squeak). “No!” He barked at his little tormentor, who cowered against the ground, looking for any more missiles to throw and not seeing any in easy paw-reach. In a much quieter voice, Frankie said. “I’m not going to hurt you, it’s okay. I don’t eat rats.”

“Go. A. Way!” The little rat said uncertainly, but stood up to sniff the air. Frankie saw the creature hurriedly pat its own body, as if making sure that it was indeed still alive and hadn’t already been eaten.

Frankie looked at the frightened creature in front of him. It looked quite a lot like a normal Earth-rat, but maybe with a slightly thicker, dark coat, and longer pinkish legs. It’s snout was a little mottled, and its two small black eyes glittered with fear and incomprehension. It’s minute whiskers quivered as it sniffed the air around the Dachshund.

“You. Not. Forest.” The rat said, before nodding to itself proudly. “You. Smell. Wrong.”

“Well, thanks, I guess.” Frankie panted. “But this whole place smells pretty wrong to me. Just where am I? What’s your name?”

“Oh no.” The rat shook its head. “Oh, no, no-no. You. Go. A. Way. Forest not safe.”

“You’re telling me!” Frankie almost laughed. “Look, I’m lost, and I just want to get back to my boy...”

“Boy..?” The rat squeaked uncertainly.

“Yeah, my human.” Frankie said. “Are there any human’s around here? They’ll help us out, I’m sure of it!”

“Ou-man?” The rat tried the new word in its mouth. “No. No-no, no. You. Go away. Bad. You noisy, wake up Claws.”

“Claws? Noisy?” Frankie said uncertainly, his mind thinking back to the marks on the tree. “Uhr... Is that a really big thing, which makes marks like this...?” The dog used his nose to make three perpendicular marks in the forest floor.

“Claws!” The rat breathed. “You noisy. Bad, bad-bad-bad.”

“Well, just show me the way outta here and I’ll...” Frankie said a little uneasily, before they both froze.

There was a sound like a cross between a roar, a cough, and a shriek further in the forest. Frankie shivered, as it sounded angry, and big. If the noise had scared the Dachshund, then the effect it had on the rat was even more dramatic. It quivered in fear, looking around the clearing for anywhere to hide.

“Too noisy. Bad, bad-bad-bad. Claws now. Go away!” The rat seemed to sniff out a direction that it liked, and started in it.

Behind them both, the snarl was much louder, and Frankie decided that it would be best if he followed the rat, if he wanted to survive the day. 

Almost as soon as he broke into a run, the little hound heard the undergrowth behind him suddenly crack and tear, as if the thing ‘Claws’ that had been hunting them couldn’t hold itself back any further. He daren’t look back, following the little figure as it dove under roots and over fallen branches, heading in zigzags and diagonals across the forest floor.

Behind them both, the sound of crashing timbers and thumping feet was getting louder. However fast they were going, Frankie was certain that they wouldn’t be able to outrun it.

“Run!” The little rat screamed ahead of him. “Run-run-run!”

Frankie tried his best, and he thought that his little legs had never moved so fast in all of his life. Suddenly, a dark shape eclipsed him, sailing over the air above him. Frankie skidded to a halt, and the rat squeaked in fear as the creature leapt over their heads to a large branch that hung low from the tree ahead of them.

Frankie had a moment to look up, and his heart almost stopped then and there. The ‘Claws’ was a cat, but the largest cat that he had ever seen. It was easily taller than the McAllister’s family car, but not so wide, and coloured a dark, mottled brindle and ginger. It’s yellow-green eyes flared as it opened its fanged mouth, revealing teeth longer than Frankie’s snout, and roared at him. Saliva dripped from its mouth, and its long tail swished in the air. The monster was obviously hungry.

“Claws!” The rat screamed, not slowing down as it dove under the tree and turned to head in a new direction, running. Frankie did the same, his feet tearing up grass and moss as panic spurred him on.

There was a howl behind them, and the hound heard the creak as the behemoth leapt from its branch to neatly hit a boulder on one side of their path, before bouncing to the forest floor, just metres behind them.

Frankie was terrified. There was no way that they were going to escape. The monster cat was too big – in one bound it would be on them.

“Run! Run!” The rat was screaming, as it raced just ahead of Frankie, out into a bright, light space. The rat had cleared the edge of the forest, and was tumbling in the air as it threw itself over a ledge where the ground gave sharply away.

Frankie heard a yowl behind him, and he could have sworn that he felt hot breath on his back when suddenly he too was leaping into the blank air at the edge of the forest, tumbling and plummeting down just feet above the rat as they crashed into what lay below.

A fast-flowing river, which had cut against the side of the wood sharply, leaving a small cliff face of perhaps thirty or forty feet. Frankie had a brief, bewildering moment when he saw that the river-bend was too wide for the cat to leap over to the other side, and unless it wanted to follow them into the water, it would be stuck.

But then he was surrounded by frothing, wild and cold water. He kicked his miniature legs, trying to work out which way was up, when he felt tiny clawed fingers grabbing onto his ears. Frankie’s snout burst into the air above the stream, and the little rat was clutching onto the soft fur of his head, bedraggled and spluttering. They were floating down the river, and they were safe, at least for the moment.

Above and behind them, Frankie could see the monstrous cat stalking the edge of the cliff, howling at the river, it’s tail angrily batting back and forth, breathing the smaller branches that surrounded it.

“Ugh.” The rat coughed. “Stupid. You not Forest. Go away.” The rat said tiredly, before collapsing onto the back of Frankie’s neck, still clutching onto his ears.

Believe me, I wish I could! Frankie thought blearily as he bobbed and half-floated, half-kicked his way down stream.
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“Ow!” Frankie said again, as the little rat tugged on his right ear painfully.

“That. Way. You stupid.” The rat said angrily, almost as much to itself as to Frankie.

“I’m currently stopping you from drowning, so maybe a little thanks would be in order?” Frankie said, but turned his head to start kicking against the river in the direction that the rat had motioned.

“That. Way.” The rat just repeated again, and even though Frankie couldn’t see the little creature’s face, he was sure that there was a note of satisfaction in its voice.

The pair had floated and bobbed down the river for what had seemed like a few hours, the rat too tired to talk, and Frankie too confused and scared to do much else other than kick and try to keep them both above water. On both sides of them, the  dark, gigantic forest soared up into the heavens, the trees taller than any house that Frankie had seen. On the left hand bank, the side that the pair had come from, the trees were taller and darker, but on the right they appeared to be mixed with more space between them, and with smaller, stranger plants like bushes, but with suckers and vines growing up their gargantuan neighbours. 

Even though both sides looked dangerous to Frankie, he preferred the more open, right-hand side of the river that the rat was steering him towards. Perhaps the giant cats haven’t reached this side yet. The hound thought hopefully as his feet scraped river mud and silt.

“Here! Here!” The rat was jumping up and down excitedly, as Frankie started to climb up a shallow bank to where a band in the river provided a small sandy beach. Rocks like white quarts burst along the edge of the water and the beach, and above the thin strip of sand the trees and the smaller bushes started up again.

Frankie groaned as he lurched out of the water, every part of him feeling cold and miserable. The different in his small travelling companion however, couldn’t be more pronounced, as it hopped off of his neck, and landed with a light thump in the sand and immediately began rolling itself in the sand to dry off its matted and damp fur.

Hmm. Good idea. Frankie said, shaking his fur and then falling onto the sand himself. He managed two rolls and then collapsed in the warm sand, his chest heaving like a bellows.

“I’m so tired.” He whimpered to himself. He realized that he hadn’t eaten anything since the last evening – which could have been hours or days away in whatever weird time this land kept. His stomach had gone beyond hunger pangs and was now in just an empty, gnawing pain kind of stage. Frankie had never had to wait this long for food. His meal times were as regular as the cuckoo clock in Wallace McAllister’s study; morning, midday, and supper, and usually treats throughout the day if he begged hard enough. 

Frankie thought that he might die. How long can a Dachshund last without food anyway? The dog thought to himself. I’m so small, there isn’t much of me anyway!

“Up. Up-up.” Small hands were pushing and pulling at his fur, as the rat tried to move his bigger companion. “This way. Up-up.” The rat patted and pulled.

“Ugh. Why?” Frankie whimpered. “Can’t I just lie here?”

“No-no. This way. Up.” The rat said again this time biting him not so softly on the edge of the ear.

“Ow! Will you stop attacking me.” Frankie grumbled, rolling himself onto his feet and licking the air as he painfully got onto his feet once again. “What’s your name, anyway? I’m Frankie, and I’ve got to call you something.”

“Fran-Key?” The rat twittered, its nose twitching at the weird-sounding name. “Snip.” It said. “Me, Snip. You, Fwan-Key.”

“No, Frankie. With an R.” The dog barked.

“Snip. With teeth.” The rat chittered back, before beckoning him into the edge of the wood. “This way. Fwan-key. Den.”

“A den? We’re going to your home?” Frankie said, the prospect sounding at least warm and dry, and hopefully there would be some food there as well. 

With a pang in his heart, the hound suddenly remembered his own home, with all of his comfortable felt beds that he had chewed to just the way that he liked them, and his boy that would never be too far or gone too long. He whimpered a little to himself, his voice almost turning into a howl.

“No-no Fwan-key!” Snip turned and chittered at him. “No! Noisy. Forest. Bad.” The little forets rat didn’t have to elaborate further, or use big and difficult words for Frankie to understood what he meant. They were far from safe, and all of the Forest was dangerous.

Still, however, the Dachshund felt more than a little sorry for himself as he trudged behind the excited rat, leading him through his side of the giant forest. The bushes and shrubs on this side of the river were somehow greener than the other side, with thick cords of leaves vines snaking up the trees and waving in the slight breezes. Frankie also though he heard the slight buzz of insects, somewhere far above them in the canopy.

They trudged through spongy moss and beside trees, and this time, thankfully, the little dog couldn’t see any claw marks scored against the wood. Frankie noticed that his guide would keep on stopping and sniffing the air, before readjusting his direction. When he tried it himself, he noticed that Snip was always keeping the river on one side of them, always just far enough so that they could hear its gentle murmur.

It must have almost been midday by the time that Snip started to get really excited, and his little feet grew quicker and quicker. “Now-now. Here!” He said happily, urging the Dachshund faster. 

The roar of the river was growing louder, and the ground was becoming more uneven as boulders thrust their way out of the soil, between the roots of trees. In a sudden turn in the path, Snip led his accomplice to a patch right to the edge of the riverbank, where one of the giant trees was half leaning out over the water, it’s roots clinging to a mess of boulders.

“Here-here! Den!” Snip jumped up and down excitedly, pointing to the edge of the tree roots, cliff, and boulders.

“Where?” Frankie looked around, not seeing anything that looked like a hole, or a nest, or a felt blanket.

“Den!” Snip disappeared over the side in a flash.

“Snip!” Frankie said with a gasp, dashing forward to see, right on the lip of the cliff, there was a small path between a root and a boulder. It went almost vertically downwards, back under the overhanding tree, to where boulders and roots had formed a hollow. By leaning out almost as far as he could over the edge, Frankie could just about see a number of well-worn and dried, comfortable holes in the sandy soil. Some of them even big enough for a Dachshund to squeeze down.

“Oh great,” Frankie said with tired gratitude. He didn’t care where he slept, as long as it was somewhere warm, dry, and had food.

“Ack!” There was a sharp, panicked squeak from below.

“Snip!?” Frankie’s paws skittered on the edge of the bank, as he tried to find a way down to see what had happened to his friend...

“Stop-stop!” Squeaked a new voice, and something small, heavy, and sharp landed on his back. Frankie immediately tried to turn around, but other things were falling from the tree above onto him, covering him, each squeaking and chittering angrily.

“Wait! Stop!” Frankie tried to gasp, but it was no good. He was pinned down by what must have been an army of forest rats. He panted on the edge of the bank, his snout almost hanging over the den below. He saw two more of the forest rats holding Snip by the arms, holding his ears in their sharp mouth. Frankie felt sharp little claws climbing his throat, and a small, angry rat face appeared over him.

“You, bad. Snip, bad. Not. Forest.” The heavy, new little rat squeaked into his face.
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Part 2. 
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Chapter 5. Bad-Bad. 
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“I don’t know what you mean!” Frankie howled, once again trying to thrash in his bonds that held him. Frankie the Dachshund was held by long vines of roots and knot-grass, wrapped around his front and back paws, holding him immobile on the floor of the sandy cave. 

The dog had been dragged and prodded inside the forest rat’s den a score of hours previously, pushed down the widest of the smooth tunnels under the bank and through a warren of dark spaces until he was finally dumped in a large cave, about three times his size. It smelled to Frankie that the forest rats had been living here for a long time, and from what little he had seen, the warren was large and must occupy this entire headland of the woods.

Frankie had lain in the darkness for a long time, listening to the scurrying of small claws behind the walls and further in the Den around him. He wondered if the forest rats had ever seen anything like him before – maybe they didn’t even know what dogs were on this world?

“You, bad. Not-forest.” The large black rat said from the tunnel opening into Frankie’s prison. The Dachshund recognised as the same rat which had been the one to ‘capture’ him under the tree, and he thought this guy, bigger than all of the others, must be some sort of boss.

“No, I’m not from your forest.” Frankie panted, feeling claustrophobic and hot down here in the tunnels. “I’m from somewhere far away, and all I want to do is to go home. I’m not your enemy. I’m not here to eat you. I’m not a – a whatever it was – a Claws.” Frankie found himself whimpering. 

The large black rat had matted fur and tiny black eyes that glittered in the dark. It screeched and hissed at the sausage dog. “Claws! Claws bad. Claws big. You big.” It said, cleaning its whiskers in satisfaction of a case proved.

“I’m not that big,” Frankie said stubbornly. “I’m barely two times the size of you! How would I fit down here if I were a Claws?”

“Hsss!” The rat hissed and fidgeted whenever Frankie said the name of its ancient enemy.

“I’m a Dog. D-O-G. We’re like, the opposite of cats.”

“Claws.” The rat insisted, before screeching at its prisoner one last time. “You. Not forest. You, bad.” With a flash of its pink tail, the large black forest rat disappeared back into the tunnel, and Frankie could hear its chittering voice growing fainter as it doubtless communicated with the others the results of its ‘interrogation’.

What can I say to a rat that has never seen a dog before? Frankie’s snout slumped against the sandy floor. I just want to be back home. I want to be far away from all of this... 

A small whimper escaped the Dachshund’s muzzle. The rats that had been carrying him had chittered and prodded at him every time he had barked before, but Frankie wondered what was the worse that they could do. Turn me into dinner and eat me all up, probably. Frankie shivered. Or thrown me in the river. 

The Dachshund had, of course, been cared before. He had been scared of storms and large delivery trucks and sirens – and at the time he had always thought that those loud, approaching things were the worst sort of thing that could happen to a little dog like him. Now he knew very different. Frankie had even, a few times, had humans be angry at him. Wallace McAllister shouting at him when he had chewed his lovely leather and felt slippers, June when he had dug up her smelly flower bushes. But his boy, Rupert, had never been like that Even when he was young and just a puppy and had wee’d on the bed that he had shared, Rupert would groan, moan, and then laugh. Frankie had never been as scared as he was now, for his own sake and of what might happen to him.

Boy! Just the act of remembering Rupert made Frankie’s little heart start to break all over again. Another whimper escaped his lips, this time turning into a back-of-the-throat croon.

Within seconds, Frankie was howling, deep underground.

*
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If it were possible to hang over the forest, in the way that one of the strange birds might do, it might be possible to see a pattern of silver bands curling away from each other, sometimes joining up, sometimes breaking apart. These were the fierce and wild forest rivers of this strange land. Most of this smaller rivers joined one larger river, easily the length of twenty or so Frankie’s across, and on one side of this great forest river the land rose higher to form a plateau, whilst on the other side, the land was lower, greener, and scored with waterways and meadows. 

This plateau from above was dark and mottled grey and deep, unhealthy blue-green from the giant trees that occupied it. The trees were so vast that they let almost no light to the ground below, and whose advance was so insistent that it was only the large boulders the size of cars, or the great river that broke their stride. In some places, one of these behemoth-trees had been torn from their moorings and had been thrown down river, to form natural bridges the size of railway cars.

The daylight was fading in this strange place, and a misty opalescence was taking to the air as a river mist seeped through the trees. The roar of the great river was louder by one of these great bridges, as the cold torrent slapped and frothed against the dark wood. 

The rooted side of the massive dead tree lay with its bulb splayed out high into the air of the plateau side of the forest. When the tree had fallen, its roots had torn a massive pit out from the soil behind it, and it was out of this pit that something hopped easily and effortlessly onto the trunk that spanned the great river. 

The creature walked daintily along for a few steps, and then stopped, and sniffed the air, holding its delicate nose to the currents of the fading day as if it were a fine wine. Ever so slowly, obviously having found something that it had liked the taste of, the creature rolled its massive brown and brindle-coloured shoulders. It’s muscles stood out like thick cords under its fur coat as it stretched, and scored with both arms along the bark of the bridge. Two times four deep scratches appeared, and a noise like a nail scratching across a sheet of tin.

Behind the Claws, another shape casually hopped onto the back of the bridge, and did the same. Then another, and another. If it were possible to be hidden, watching the passage of the terrible monstrous cats, you would see four silhouettes of creatures bigger than ponies snarl and hiss at each other, before padding quickly across the bridge, and into the lower area of the forest.

Far downriver from where the Claws had entered the rat side of the forest, if you could ignore the sounds of the river and the sounds of the wind in the trees, you might be able to detect a very faint, muffled noise. 

On a bend in the river, on the rat’s side of the forest, there was an out-jutting bank, made from a tree that clung onto a mess of boulders right over the river itself. From the ground underneath this tree, there came the faint sound like a howl, obscured and muffled through metres of earth and rock...
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Frankie howled inside the den of the forest rats. His voice was loud and echoed down the tunnels, causing the many rats that made up the colony to chitter and screech in fear, and clasp their small claws to their ears. The noise travelled through the tunnels as if they were the tubes of a musical instrument, growing larger and louder as they worked their way into the stores and the birthing chambers, the communal areas and the sleeping holes.

“Stop!” A new voice amongst the rats was shrieking. “Stop-stop. Noisy bad! Must stop Doog!” The rat that this voice belonged to was smaller than the black-rat captain that had seized Frankie, but rounder in the middle. Her fur was streaked with grey, and the wrinkles in her nose and tail showed that she was of a considerable, unnatural age compared to the rest of her subjects. 

She was the Queen Rat, the Mother of the colony. “Stop-stop. This. Doog!” She chittered, repeating the strange word that her captain, the black rat had tried to tell her. 

Seeing no other option than to deal with this new threat herself, she summoned the black-rat captain to her side, and a cadre of her biggest, fiercest forest rat fighters, and together they set off for the large store cavern that they had converted into a holding cell for the strange ‘Doog’.

“Snip-Snip. Get.” The Mother-rat quipped, and one of her bodyguards peeled off from the entourage and scampered through the tunnels, barrelling over the smaller forest rat workers and scavengers that got in his way.

Word spread around the colony that the Mother-rat was on the move, and, in cheeps and twitters and screeches, the colony slowly came to a standstill, mesmerized by what she might do to this strange beast that they had captured. It was, after all, the first ‘Claw-Doog’ that the colony had ever managed to capture. (If a type of Claws was what it was at all, and not some new, nightmarish beast that stalked the bigger forest!)

Finally, the Mother-rat approached the deafening howls of sound that emerged from the creatures prison, her teeth bared in a fierce snarl as she screeched at the prisoner.

“Stop-Stop!” She yelled at the beast.

Frankie stared at this new rat in front of him. It was obviously a lot older than black-rat or Snip, with grey in its fur and old scars around its legs. But it had a softer, plumper appearance than the others, and yet all of the large fighting-rats around it bowed and jumped away from it as if they were afraid of the power she possessed. 

Frankie’s howls came to a confused stop.

“Stop-stop.” The rat squeaked. “I am Mother-rat. My Den. My family. You, Doog. Not-forest. Noisy, bad.” She squeaked slowly, as if trying to explain something very obvious and important to a dullard.

“This is your colony? You’re the head honcho around here?” Frankie whimpered. He felt at least grateful that he was talking to the woman in charge. “My name is Frankie, I’m not meant to be here. This is all a terrible mistake...”

“Fwan-key!” It was Snip, being pushed forward by the small pink arms of a larger fighting-rat. The smaller rat staggered into the large cavern beside Frankie, before jumping round to bend his nose low to the floor in front of the Mother-rat. “Mother.” Snip chittered simpering, lying on the floor until she kicked dust over his snout and he got back to his hind feet again.

“Snip, bad. Doog, bad. Not-forest.” The Mother-rat said. “Doog – Claws?” She said with a little difficulty trying to enunciate these complicated concepts. 

“Fwan-key saved Snip!” Snip squeaked suddenly. “Fwan-key not Claws, Fwan-key helped Snip. Cross river!” Snip chirruped excitedly, before the black-rat captain stepped forward and swiped at him with his own claws, causing a pained squeak.

“But not Claws. Doog, not Claws.” The Mother-rat sighed, before making up her mind. “You both. Must be. Tested. Forest decide.”

There was a loud, savage cheer from the thronged forest rats behind her, but Snip wailed and squeaked in  alarm. “No-no. Please Mother-rat. No-no!”

“Stop!” The little mother-rat squeaked angrily, causing silence to engulf the colony. “Mother-rat. Has. Said. Forest decide!”

Snip squeaked once more in alarm, and Frankie looked from his friend to the Mother-rat in confusion as the other rats started excitedly squeaking and flicking their tails. 

“Snip? What does it mean?” He whispered at the distraught little figure beside his head. “What does it mean when she says ‘the Forest will decide’?”

Before Snip could explain however, the big captain-rat and his biggest bruisers of the fighting rats had descended upon Frankie and Snip, seizing their limbs and starting to prod and push them out through the tunnels. In the places where Frankie started to get stuck, or when he didn’t kick his own legs to help them, they resorted to lightly biting him on the knees and toes, to keep him moving.

“Ow! Hey! Stop! Where are you taking us?” Frankie barked as he was painfully pushed and shoved, his back scraping against the mud and soil of the tunnels.

All around the two prisoners, the rest of the colony had seemed to give up their duties and followed the cavalcade. The walls resounded with their squeaks, chittering’s, and the sound of their scampering feet.

“Where are you taking me!?” Frankie barked. “I haven’t done anything wroooong!” He howled, before the black captain-rat bit him hard on the snout, making him whimper in pain, but stop barking.

The little clawed hands were all over him, and Frankie felt like it must surely be the last time he felt anything. He would never see home again, or his felt bed, or his boy Rupert. Just as he was gearing up for another howl, fresh air washed over him as they burst from the ground, somewhere deep in the forest. 

The sky was turning deep blue, almost purple above, and the silhouetted trees were almost black. It’s almost night time. Frankie thought. They can’t leave us out here in the dark can they?

The tide of forest rats kept on dragging and hauling the Dachshund and Snip across the forest floor, moving surprisingly quickly despite the great weight that they carried. To the dog, he sensed their fear and their urgency, in equal measure to their excitement for what was about to happen. The rats did not seem to want to be out in the forest at night, even if it was their ‘safer’ side of the forest. They moved their burdens away from the sound of the distant river, until Frankie could no longer tell which way the Den had been in. 

The forest rats bumped the dog over roots and scraped him against rocks until they came to a large area of the forest where a trio of the gigantic trees had managed to seed themselves here, on this side. They stretched high into the evening sky, and their canopy was so dense that they had formed a large, open space on the ground below where no bushes of vines could penetrate. 

“Stop-stop!” Mother-rat shrieked from her place, held on the back of two of the largest rats of the forest colony. Her small black eyes glittered fearfully as they peered around the clearing. “Here. Doog and Snip. The Forest will decide.” She pointed to the damp soil at the bottom of the trees, and Frankie and Snip were pushed and rolled to tumble against the roots in a painful bruise of motion.

“Stay here. Until morning.” The Mother-rat snipped at them. “When we come back. If Forest hasn’t eaten you? Doog, good. Snip, good.” She chittered harshly, to a rousing cheer by the rest of the rat colony.

“Forest decide! Forest decide!”

Snip was squeaking in fear to himself, his hands buried in Frankie’s fur as he shivered with fear.

“Now go! Back to Den!” The Mother-rat snarled, and the tide of black forest rats, like a ball of toothed, clawed fury and spite, rolled back up the small rise, over roots and around boulders, receding into the night.

“No, wait!” Frankie started to roll in his bindings, trying to reach the vanishing wave of rats. “You can’t leave us here!”

“Stop, Fwan-key.” A little voice said from behind him. When the Dachshund looked over his shoulder, he saw that Snip was sitting on his hind legs against a root, shivering with cold and with his pink nose bowed to the floor. “Cannot go-back. Den kill us. Stay-stay, until sun.” He said dejectedly.

Frankie growled in frustration. “Well, maybe we don’t need them anyway.” He snarled. “I survived a night out there before. We could find somewhere to hide, or find another Den, somewhere friendlier?”

“No, Fwan-key. Den only Den.” Snip squeaked. “No other rats in all Forest. Claws ate all.”

The dog thrashed in his bonds. “But the Den can’t be the only safe place in this whole weird forest! There must be somewhere else – c’mon, bite through these ropes and we’ll find one!”

“No good. Bad-Bad. Forest, Bad-Bad.” Snip chittered at him, before hobbling slowly over to Frankie and started to chew through the grasses and vines that held him immobile.

Frankie wasn’t sure what was worse, the fact that he was out here in this strange land at night, or the fact that Snip had obviously already given up!


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



Chapter 6. A Question of Power
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“Almost got it now, almost got it...” Rupert was hunched over his table of computer parts, peering down the barrel of a torch even though the electricity had in fact been restored, and the lights were on above his head. The teenager needed more light to see what he was doing, just as he needed more power in order to get everything working again.

Rupert sighed as he looked at the computer components scattered around him. Actually, he needed a whole lot more power.

The electricity had been put on just a few hours ago, and Rupert was already down in the basement of his Jeffersonville, Maryland house, working to re-wire all of the electronics that had made the McAllister-Frankie Door. The only reason that their whole street had any power at all was that a squad of mobile generators had been driven down by the city council to help the stranded Jeffersonians, and the electricians had been working night and day to re-plug the houses into these mobile generators whilst they worked on the local power grid. 

There was a flicker in the lights over his head, and Rupert groaned.

“No, no! Not yet!” But it didn’t matter whatever Rupert McAllister wanted, the lights flickered once more, and then went out, leaving Rupert in the small circle of light coming from his hand-held torch.

“Drat!” Rupert swore, kicking the metal leg of the table and making it wobble alarmingly. Until the council engineers managed to get the local power grid up and working again, all of the families of Jeffersonville were on rationed power. The council ran it in the morning, around midday, and then in the evening. The fact that it had just cut out now meant that the time must be coming up to ten pm – which also meant it was Rupert’s bedtime as well.

“Well, if I stay quiet down here, I might be able to keep on working for another half hour or so...” Rupert muttered to himself, shining his torch along the length and breadth of the table, and then to the tall, dark shape behind him.

The McAllister-Frankie Door stood in its old place, just as it had before – only this time dramatically smaller than before. Rupert had stripped the Door of all of its screens and monitors on the inside, leaving instead just the shielded magnets. He had only managed to re-colder about half of the wires that ran to its outer edge as well, giving it a curiously nude look.

“It’ll take me weeks to find that many second-hand screens again.” Rupert said, tapping his screwdriver against his chin as he looked at the Door. “I haven’t got time for that. Not this time. I’ll have to try and create the spatial-disturbance right there, in between the magnets...”

Rupert stepped forward and, hesitating a little first, before he quickly waved his hand in the gap between the door frame. He felt a strong tug on his screwdriver as first one and then another magnet tried to pry it from his reach, but he pulled the metal tool back just in time.

The boy smiled a little goofily. It should work. Theoretically, his plan will work.

Theoretically. Rupert’s face fell into a scowl as he turned to examine all of the bits and parts that he still had to re-solder. At least half of the computer equipment had been either fried or swamped by the lightning strike or his dad’s fire extinguisher, leaving him just a fraction of usable tech.

“But I’m going to need a lot more power....” Rupert looked up wonderingly at the blank electric bulb that hung over his head. “I wonder....” He thought about the brusque engineers that had turned up at the door of their house just yesterday, and had succeeded in installing a newer fuse box where their old one had been, before cabling it to a thick, grey industrial electricity cable that ran, through the window, and out to one of the mobile generators that sat at their end of the street.

“I wonder how much power one of them things can generate?” Rupert mused, looking back at the computer equipment, and then at the Door, standing dark and silent in front of him.

“Rupert?” It was his mother’s voice from upstairs in the house. “Come on now Rupert, I don’t want you spending half the night down there in the dark again! It’s time for bed!” She called.

“Coming, mother!” Rupert called back grumpily, throwing a tarpaulin over the Door, and sticking the screwdriver into the back pocket of his jeans as he slowly ascended the stairs back up into the house. As he passed the tattered and chewed old felt dog bed at the foot of the stairs he paused.

“I’m coming for you too, Frankie. Just hold on, I’m coming to find you.”
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Chapter 7. An Unwelcome Visit
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“We’ve got to keep moving, it won’t be much longer now – I’m sure!” Frankie tried to sound as cheery as if he were suggesting that they go for a walk. Frankie remembered walks. They were fun, exciting things, full of adventure and laughter – now, though, walking was painful and scary, and full of danger.

If, after all of this is over and I have somehow found a way back home, and I never have to walk again in all of my life I will be happy! Frankie thought moodily, as he sniffed the nearest root. It was no good, he didn’t have the nose for this strange world, he couldn’t tell if that smell meant somewhere safe or danger was just around the corner.

“Bad-Bad.” Snip squeaked in a small voice at his side. “Forest is bad.”

“Yes. The Forest is bad.” Frankie sighed heavily, wondering what he was going to do with his diminutive little friend.

The two animals had been walking and crawling their slow way through the night time forest for the best part of a few hours now, trying to find some safe place that they could hole up and hide until morning. At which time, Frankie had decided, the pair would return to the clearing to meet the rest of Snip’s Den and hopefully be treated as heroes or good guys in the eyes of the colony.

At least we could get a day or so of warmth, food, and somewhere dry to sleep! Frankie thought. Before I try to find my way back home.

Snip his forest-rat accomplice however, had other ideas of how their night was going to go. For the first few hours of the evening he had been certain that they were going to be eaten, and that every shadow held a Claws or some other, terrible beast. He jumped and twitched every time one of the giant leafs rustled, and whimpered every time a strong gust blew in the branches over their head.

This behaviour, whilst not particularly helpful, was still preferable to how he was acting now, Frankie thought though. The little forest rat had, for the past two hours, been lost in his own fog of silence, unwilling or unable to communicate through the terror that he was doubtless experiencing.

“C’mon Snip!” Frankie barked in frustration. “I need you. You know the forest. You know it’s smells and scents. Which way is safer? Where can we hide?”

“Can’t hide. Forest Bad. All Bad-Bad.” Snip sighed, scurrying to a stop beside a root and settling in its overhang. The little forest rat looked out warily at the dark woods around them. “Just Stay-stay. You go. Leave Snip.” The little rat’s pink end of his nose quivered, and Frankie thought that the rat might cry.

“No way! You’re my friend, and I’m yours! A Dachshund never leaves a friend!” Frankie gently pushed him with his wet nose.

“No. Fwan-key not from Forest. Fwan-key stupid.” Snip pushed the dog’s nose away. “Everything in Forest eaten or ‘ate. Nothing left. Claws ate all. Bad-Bad.”

“Oh, law of the wild is it?” Frankie had heard the phrase used by his boy’s parents sometimes when they were talking about their work, or parking. “You have to be tough or you get eaten, right?”

“Yes. Fwan-key still stupid, though.” Snip said as an afterthought.

“Well, that’s just silly. Us Dogs won’t leave their friends behind, because dogs are loyal. It doesn’t matter what you’re up against monster cats or postmen or big trucks, we stay right by your side and see it through together!” Frankie nuzzled his little friend again.

“Post-men?” Snip squeaked in confusion.

“Forget about it, It doesn’t matter, something that we have back home which probably doesn’t happen around here.” Frankie looked up and around them. “I don’t know about this law of the Forest or whatever, but I’m staying right here with my friend Snip.”

The little forest rat looked up at him, and sniffed the larger dog’s snout. “Fwan-key stay? Fwan-key stupid.” It said in wonder.

“You keep saying that.” The dog barked.

Snip shivered its fur, picking up its pink tail and licking it clean. Whatever Frankie had said seemed to have breathed some new life back into him. This time when the forest rat looked up at his companion, there was something like defiance in its eyes. “Yes-yes. Snip and Fwan-key. We find. New Den.”

“That’s the spirit, Snip!” Frankie bounced up onto his legs, doing a crazy little wiggling dance between the roots, his small tail (barely bigger than the rats) whipping back and forth excitedly. “Which way? Which way do we go?”

Snip clambered up to the top of the nearest root and stood on its hind legs, first sniffing one way through the dark trees, and then the other. Suddenly it jerked to a standstill, before turning back and sniffing in one direction more cautiously.

“What is it, Snip?”

“Bad-Bad. Something. Forest. Bad.” Snip bobbed his nose in the direction of the scent. “Like. Fear.” 

As the little forest rat said the words, there erupted from the depth of the forest a long, howling roar. It was deep, obviously made from a throat many times the size of Frankie’s own. It rumbled, and ended in a hissing snarl. The forest rat and Dachshund froze in place when they heard it, a chill shooting up and down their spine. What was worse, was that it was answered by another, and then another.

“Claws!” Snip called. “On this side!” His nose hurriedly sniffed at the air ever more fervently.

“Bad-Bad. Something. Den!” Snip squeaked in alarm, pointing at the way that the snarls and growls came from.

“The Claws are here? And they are attacking the Den?” Frankie tried to make sense of Snip’s terrified squeaks and stuttering’s.

Snip nodded.

Frankie looked in the direction of the dark forest, where the snarls of the monstrous creatures could still be heard. “Well, I guess there’s only one thing we can do.” The dog growled grimly into the darkness. “Climb onto my back, and lead the way. Dog’s never leave anyone behind.”

Snip looked incomprehensibly for a moment at Frankie, quickly cleaning its snout in hurried movements in disbelief. With a squeak, it leapt onto his back and Frankie felt the sharp little claws once more seizing onto the fur around his neck.

Frankie the Dachshund charged into the darkness, his tiny legs moving in a blur as he ran back in the direction of the Den, and of the monstrous cats.

*

[image: image]



The night ahead was filled with the sound of shrieking figures, and loud snarls. Dark shapes moved suddenly and quickly across the night, as fast as silence, as fast as death. The Den of the forest rats had never been tested in this way before, and they had no way to defend themselves say flee for the safety of their holes and burrows. For creatures that were so big, the Claws could move almost without any sound – just a breath of air, a sudden chill travelling their victim’s spine, and then a sharp squeak.

“Bad-bad. Bad-bad.” Snip chittered from his place at Frankie’s side. The hound could feel his smaller body shivering in fear, and privately, Frankie was amazed that he even managed to stay where he was, and had returned at all.

The dog and the rat lay belly to the ground, with just their snouts poking over a gigantic tree root, on a rise that looked down towards the river. Down below them, they could see the bulge in the bank and the crooked tree that formed the main entrance to the Den, and a wide ribbon of silvery water that was the great forest river beyond. Their vision was criss-crossed by the black lines of trees, and obfuscated with the eerie shapes of vines, leaves, and bushes. 

It was dark, but one thing the pair couldn’t fail to see however: was that the Den was under attack. Shapes as big as ponies leapt and fell with deadly accuracy from the branches of the trees above. At first Frankie couldn’t believe his eyes, he thought that he must be looking at birds, or spiders. The way that the Claws were so at home in the canopy, following their prey below them was uncanny, and something that Frankie had never seen before.

But the sudden satisfied snarls from the Claws as their prey convinced Frankie of what he was looking at. Now it was his turn to quiver and shake in his fur.

The Claws must have been lying in wait for the rats to get back to the Den after they had abandoned Frankie and Snip. Frankie saw that the rat colony were split into terrified huddles all around the forest floor. One after another, panic and instinct would seize them and they would try to dash across the clearing to the base of their tree on the bank. Few, if any, made it to the safety of their burrows. The Claws would fall from the trees around the forest at the rushing groups – or from the branches of the Den’s tree itself, to land like an enfolding darkness over the terrified rats.

There were squeals, squeaks, and sudden, sharp, shrieks as claws the size of Frankie’s snout flashed in the reflected starlight.

“We have to do something!” Frankie whimpered, almost unable to move for the fear that clutched at him. At his side, Snip wasn’t faring much better.

“Stop-stop!” The voice that called out against the cacophony of pain was small and fear-ridden, but it was clear. 

“Snip – look!” Frankie nudged with his nose in the direction of the clearing in front of the Den’s tree. A small figure was scurrying forward, it’s old nose twitching and shivering in the night.

“Mother-rat,” Snip said with a note of wonder to his voice.

The rat and the dog watch the small rat move out of the darkness from under the trees to stand before the Den tree, her silvery fur glistening in the reflected starlight from the river beyond. She seemed to have no fear as she strove to speak to the Claws.

“Stop-stop!” She squeaked. “What happens. Tomorrow? Claws eat all rats. No rats. In Forest?” She shouted up at their tormentors. 

Frankie wasn’t sure that you could reason with a creature like the Claws. They didn’t seem to be intelligent in the same way that dogs or rats were. Maybe you could scare them, teach them to stay away by fire or shouts – but not reason with them.

There was a snarl from above the Mother-rat, and Frankie looked up in horror to see one of the Claws move. As soft as midnight, nimbly to the branch directly over the Mother-rat.

“Stop-stop!” Mother-rat squeaked again. “Go away. Claws stupid!”

There was a moment of silence, as if the monsters were considering the plea made by their victims, and then, with a whump, the Claws fell to the ground, to land lightly in front of the Mother-rat. There was an explosion of startled squeaks and shrieks from the bushes.

You can’t reason with them. Frankie was whimpering. Cats don’t listen to anyone. You can only scare them... His little mind was working overtime, trying to think of a way to save Snip’s family.

“Stop-stop?” The Mother-rat whimpered, as she looked up at the Claws in front of her, it’s whiskers flexing as it sniffed the air over her head. The Claws cocked it’s head, and its lambent green and yellow eyes narrowed as it looked at her. The whole forest held its breath.

With a sudden movement, the Claws moved forward, and there was an audible Crunch! 

There was a heartbeat of horrified silence, as all of the forest rats of the Den considered what they had just seen happen, and then the shrieking and squeaking began. Rats broke from cover, running in circles or scurrying on instinct, aiming for their burrows, and more dark shapes fell from the sky as two, three more Claws descended onto them.

Terrified, Frankie looked over to see Snip, his eyes wide with terror and disbelief at what the Claws had just done. No! I can’t do nothing! Frankie found his legs moving even before his brain had finished the thought. Just as the Claws and the rats were running on instinct, so did the Dachshund. He started barking and growling, as loudly as possible towards the Claws.

Frankie was only a small dog, and for much of his life, he had believed that he was the smallest thing in existence. He had learned how to play by biting on toes and hiding under chairs. But even a small dog has the same instincts as a wolf.

There was something about the way that the Claws smelled, and the way they lashed and flicked their tails that made Frankie’ heart pound. He growled and barked, his little ribcage expanding and pumping air through his lungs as he charged into the clearing by the Den tree.

The effect that the little dog’s barking had on the Claws was strange. The sound of a dog’s bark was an almost entirely new thing to the Forest. For a long time now, there had been few other creatures living in the giant Forest apart from the Claws and the rats, as almost all other creatures had been killed for food by the monster cats. Frankie was only a small dog, but he still had some of the same genes as the wolf.

“Sckrowwl!” The cat that was standing before the tree, it’s mouth once again empty, but with speckles of rat blood around its whiskers hissed and started backing up, towards the tree. 

“Hsss!” Another of the monster cats jumped away from the new noise, startled by what could make it in a Forest that they had subjugated so thoroughly. 

Perhaps it was the shock of the new, or perhaps it was some ancient, instinctual fear that the monstrous cats followed, but, one by one, they hissed and huffed at the air, their tails thumping against the trees and earth behind them. The barking and the howls were unexpected, and made the cats skitter n their massive paws, wary and unsure.

This short window of confusion gave the shrieking and fleeing rats a chance to make their escape. They dove in hordes towards the Den tree, throwing themselves over the bank and down their tunnels (too narrow for reaching paws), under roots and between boulders.

Frankie only had a brief moment to capitalize on his shock. He burst into the clearing, panting and gasping to see disappearing rat bodies and snarling cats turning to look at him strangely.

Oh no. I hadn’t thought this plan through.

The Claws registered that the barks did not come from some strange new wolf-creature or an ancient, prehistoric enemy at all. They came from the small throat of an Earth Dachshund.

Frankie turned, and ran.

Behind him, the Claws were incensed and irate. They exploded out of the clearing after the Dachshund, their paws pounding in the dirt or scrabbling on the branches as some of them took to the canopy. 

“Oh no! Oh no! Sniiiip!” Frankie howled. “Run!”

The little dog used his advantage of size to run under roots and around the bowls of trees. He twisted and turned, squeezing through the narrow channels between boulders and under fallen limbs whilst above him the shadows roared and snarled.

The dog ran desperately and heedlessly, choosing first one direction and then the next, almost without thought. If there were two areas presented to him, he would choose invariably the smaller one, his animal instincts acting to keep him alive.

A Claws crashed to the floor behind him, and Frankie felt a sliver of pain as a claw grazed his hind leg. He yelped and rolled completely over himself into a drift of leafs, their dried bodies crackling and tearing as he exploded out of the other side, this time in a new direction.

“Fwan-key! River! Run-run!” A small shape burst across his vision, just ahead of him. It was Snip, and he seemed to be leading the dog in a new direction.

The river. Snip wants us to get to the river again – go where the Claws cannot follow! Frankie thought desperately.

Another crack and a thump off to one side of him, and Frankie felt the ground shake from the heavy impact of a Claws pouncing to earth from its vantage point in the trees.

Frankie’s muscles and legs burned. Almost every part of him ached, but up ahead there was a glimmer through the trees. Starlight on water.

“Fwan-key! Run!” Snip’s squeak carried back to him as the dog felt hot breath on the back of his neck-

And then the dog was launching himself through the air at the river. As he cleared the bank, he felt Snip leaping onto his back to use him as a raft in the same way that he had done before. Once again, there was that sense of stomach-churning, air and earth exchanging places as he fell through the air. Wind whipped past his ears in a roar.

Smack! And then the painful whap of water against his back as Frankie hit the fast moving river. He was surrounded by froth and cold, before fighting back to the surface, Snip’s sharp claws clinging onto his back.

“We made it! We made it!” Frankie whimpered, doggy-paddling to keep himself afloat as the river took them both further downstream. Behind them, four snarling, cruel faces yowled and snarled as their quarry once again escaped their grasp.


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



Chapter 8. The New Den
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The pair floated down the cold river in the middle of the night for a long time, at least until the snarls and growls of the Claws had faded into silence. Frankie didn’t know how long they had spent in the water, but both of them were shivering with exhaustion and fear as they let the water hold them up. Above them, the sky was brilliant with the bright pinpricks of stars, strange constellations that Frankie didn’t recognize. The Dashchund hadn’t spent a lot of time outside at night even back in Jeffersonville, Maryland, as night time was the time for eating supper and finding a warm spot at the foot of a bed. The little dog didn’t know what stars were, or whether behind any of them there might be circling the far off place he called home.

Without talking, Frankie eventually guided them to a low, accessible bank, the cold of the river finally becoming too much to bear. Snip didn’t even cheep at him or indicate that they had changed environment as the dog stumbled up the stony beech to collapse and curl up in a drift of dried leaves under a tree.

Frankie was too tired to care anymore if he was found by the Claws. He was too tired and cold to think about anything other than sleeping, and home.

Where are you Rupert? Where are you? He thought as his eyes closed, their last sight a distant, sparkling star...
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“Fwan-key! Fwan-key!” The dog opened his eyes to feel his snout being shaken by tiny claws. 

“Snip.” He groaned, feeling terrible. His body ached, and his stomach was grumbling. The dog realized that he hadn’t eaten in almost two days, and already he had narrowly avoided death at least two times.

“Doog. Eat.” Snip was pushing something round towards his nose. The smell of something fruity hit him, and Frankie’s stomach grumbled yet again. He looked down to see the forest rat in front of a pile of berries of a strange, purple-blue colour. He didn’t stop to ask what they were. Or whether they would poison him or not, but sucked the first one up quickly.

There was a sudden bitter taste, and then an explosion of sweetness as Frankie bit into the soft flesh of the berry. It was gone in a second, and wasn’t much, but Frankie was famished.

He quickly moved his head over to hoover up the next, and then the next berry. With each bite the sweet flavour grew bigger, whilst the bitterness receded to the back of his jaw. The grumbling in his stomach gurgled even louder, now that it had something to digest. 

When had done, He saw that Snip had just finished eating one, and was cleaning his paws, tail and snout of the sticky purple juice. The dog was still hungry, but for a while the most serious, painful pangs had subsided.

“Fwan-key brave. More food.” Snip looked up at the Dachshund. “Fwan-key save Den.”

“Ugh, I don’t think I did, Snip. It was...” He thought about to the events that he had seen the last night. The falling shapes of the monstrous Claws, the sudden, quick snap of their jaws as they descended on a helpless forest rat. Frankie shivered as a wave of cold fear ran down his body. “No Snip, I only made some noise. Maybe some of the rats got underground in time.”

“Fwan-key save Den. Fwan-key brave.” Snip re-asserted as he licked the last of his own claws. “Den very deep. Stored food, Many suns. Rats safe.” 

The dog panted happily, a warm feeling of achievement spreading across his chest. Only a moment later it turned to ash when he remembered that it wouldn’t last for long. The Claws knew where the forest rats lived, and they could just wait or starve them out.

Oh I don’t know. Frankie whimpered, feeling useless. What am I supposed to do? I am only a little dog!

“Snip? What now?” he said quietly, looking around them. They were on the same side of the river that they had been before, under the first stand of trees before the open woodland. “Where do we go? How do I get home?”

“Fwan-key right. New Den. More food.” Snip said happily, patting its belly. “Forest bad-bad. Cannot stay here.” The rat said the complicated words with some difficulty, but the meaning was clear.

“But where, Snip? Is there another Den that will take you in? I need to find a way to get home.” Frankie whimpered.

“Snip know a place. New Den, more food. You’ll see.” Snip stood up and happily trotted off into the undergrowth. When the rat noticed that the hound wasn’t following, Snip turned back. “This way. Follow!” It squeaked, before disappearing through the leaf litter.

“A new Den? Why don’t all the rats just move there then?” Frankie muttered to himself as he licked the last bit of berry juice from his muzzle, and, his stomach still growling, trotted after the smaller guide.

Frankie tried his best to keep his spirits up that day, even though he was a stranger in a strange land, and far from home. His companion, Snip, however, appeared to be in much happier spirits, considering what they had witnessed the night before.

The little forest rat scurried from root to rock, stopping, sniffing, and then running on again as he led the dog deeper into the forest. Frankie noticed that the woods around them started to change. There were less of the gigantic trees here, but more closely-growing, dense vegetation that even he had trouble worming his way through. The trees were surrounded and choked by thick briars, that soared many feet up into the air, their black thorns sharp and cruel.

“Ow! Wait a minute.... Here we go...” Frankie squeezed along the ground on his belly, trying to avoid the worst of the overhanging thorns and branches. Dirt and leaves snuffed up his nose and he sneezed, stabbing the side of an ear in a cruel thorn spike. “Owch! Snip? How much more of this have we got to go through?” He barked.

Up ahead, the little figure of the forest rat darted in between the gaps between thorn and ground easily, and with a much freer attitude now that it knew that no Claws could fall on it from above.

“Just other side. Come on, Doog!” It squeaked as him, before tunnelling through the rotting leaves.

“Hmph. Fine for you to say!” Frankie growled, pushing himself onward and trying to keep his head low as he tunnelled under the thorns. The light was a little darker down here, and cooler, and the dog could smell the damp earth and mould all around him as he panted and gasped.

After what seemed like hours of careful crawling, he could hear squeaking from the up ahead. It was Snip, and he seemed to be excited. The thorns all around started to thin, and soon the hound was pushing under a large entwined curl of woody stems to lift his head up into the clear air once again.

“Ooof! Is there no other way through? I think I must have been stuck with half a thousand pins!” The dog licked his hind quarters and the bits of his back that he could reach.

“Doog, look. New Den!” Snip was jumping up and sown excitedly, jabbering and pointing with his nose.

The dog looked up to see that they were standing on what must be the side of a narrow valley in the woods, almost completely choked with briars or spindly, weak looking trees. On the rise of the hill the taller, gigantic trees started once more, and somewhere at the bottom of the hill, Frankie could smell fresh water.

But that wasn’t what Snip was excitedly gesturing towards.

“What is it?” Frankie cocked his head at the structure.

Something stood just off centre of the valley bottom. It was mostly overgrown with briars like reaching hands, and through its ‘roof’ a number of spindly trees had burst their way through. The dog sniffed the air, trying to catch its scent, but all he could determine was that it smelled a little bit like the basement back at home. There was that same tang of rain on wet stone, and just before the storm smell.

Standing before them, half covered in thorns, was a structure that was almost dome-like. Instead of being rounded however, it seemed to be made out of silvery segments, like a beehive or a wasp’s nest. Thick metal supporting rods formed ‘ribs’ that each of these segments were attached to, and small, dark rounded spaces set at various intervals around the dome looked as though they might once have been windows. To the dog’s eyes, it looked a little like half of a toy football, but made of metal, and then covered with strange pipes.

“New Den!” Snip chittered happily. “More food.” He reached forward to tug at the dog’s paw to get him moving again.

“There’s food down there?” Frankie’s stomach gurgled despite himself. “Why haven’t you forest rats eaten all of it?”

Snip looked away for a moment, and cleaned his nose. This was a gesture that Frankie was starting to interpret as him being fearful or evasive.

“Snip?” The dog said a little more forcefully. “Your colony seemed very eager to take advantage of me when they had the chance. I cannot believe that they would leave a big load of food just lying around, out here in the forest...” 

“Come-come. See.” Snip wouldn’t meet his eye as he led the Dachshund deeper into the small valley, towards the structure. 

On this, inner side of the slope the briars were much smaller, and there were areas where large branches had fallen down to make natural paths through the undergrowth. Frankie was grateful for the opportunity to not be scratched and pierced, and trotted much faster down the slope towards the bottom.

Suddenly, a new smell met his nostrils. It was strong and pungent, sickly-sweet, and coming from just a little bit further down. Frankie licked his jaws and trotted forward, his feet starting to splash in the muddied water at the bottom of the creek.

“Fwan-key! No!” Tiny hands caught him as the rat jumped onto his back, seizing onto his fur and pulling painfully.

“Ow! You really are going to have to stop with that! If it’s not you attacking me, then it’s some monstrous cat – what has gotten into you, Snip?” Frankie barked.

“Doog no drink! Snip no drink! Rat no drink!” Snip said hurriedly, pulling his fur once more.

“I wasn’t going to, just take a little sniff...” Frankie looked down to see something curling around his ankles. The water had a strange, pinkish foam like frogspawn that he had stepped into on his way to investigate the sweet smell. 

The smell was coming from the foam itself, Frankie lowered his head to it.

“No!” Snip bit him hard on the ear, causing Frankie to jump backwards.

“Ow! Okay, I get the idea, I get the idea!” The dog backed away from the strange foam on the surface of the little creek, seeing that it broke down to form an almost luminescent skin on the surface of all of the water. The thick, oily-looking stuff seemed a mixture of something artificial and greasy, and something soft, almost organic and foam-like. It coated the nearest marsh reeds, and sat on the edge of the alien grass in matts and clumps.

“So this is why the rats don’t come here?” Frankie said, looking over to the other side of the creek.

“Yes. Rats eat, get ill. Rats don’t eat here.” Snip twitched his nose at the larger structure up ahead. “Snip once climbed through the other side of the brambles. Came to New Den. Saw good food there.”

“Oh, so you’ve been in there before?” Frankie said, taking some more steps back in order to jump the small stream. “Well, at least you know there’s food there, I guess.” He grumbled to himself, before shouting. “Hold on!”

Frankie started running forward, his small paws thumping on the ground before his launched himself over the strange-smelling stream, to land heavily on the other side, Snip clinging on to his back for dear life.

“Oof!” We made it!” Frankie barked happily. He wondered at all of the new things that he was doing, and apparently surviving. I haven’t eaten for two days. I’ve slept out in the woods. Escaped death twice. Not beet eaten by a monster cat. What would Rupert say about all of this?

The pair trotted around the side of the large structure, crawling on their belly to get under the outer sheath of overgrown brambles, and finding a cool, shaded space between the vegetation and metal walls on the inside.

“There! There!” Snip was saying, pushing a drift of leaves an dirt out of the way to reveal a hole in the metal wall. Frankie sniffed it suspiciously. It didn’t look like the sort of space that any right-thinking dog would want to crawl into. For one thing: the whole itself looked as though it was made of ruptured and burnt metal. Either as if something had burst out or into the complex. 

Whichever the answer was, Frankie wasn’t entirely sure that going inside was a good idea.

“Umm.. How long ago were you inside, Snip?” Frankie said carefully.

“Not long. Snip, not-long!” The rat’s voice was muffled as he darted into the hole.

“Wait! It might not be safe! ...” Frankie sighed. “Oh, drat it! Here I go.” The dog once again crouched down, and wiggled his body through the opening in the metal and into the strange structure.

The canine found himself in a room, a metal room with a spray of leaves spilling onto the metallic floor. This room was only small, with an opening at once end, and strange yellow, green and red markings on the wall that Frankie couldn’t decipher. Dark soot marks were everywhere, and the floor itself was buckled and bent, twisted as if great forces and tried to squish and mangle the building between gigantic hands. 

It was quiet in here, and smelled of metal and stale air.

“Ugh Snip? Do you really want this place as your new Den?” Frankie whined in the back of his throat as he walked slowly in.

“Yes! Safe! Come-on!” Snip appeared at the opening at the end of the small ‘hallway’ beckoning him further inside.

The dog carefully nosed around the opening to see a much larger room, with a high, vaulted ceiling that was clearly broken in several places, with trees that had grown up through the cracks, and brambles that had burst their way through the small rounded windows. Leaves and moss formed a thick matt on the floor, and everywhere was still.

This reminds me of Rupert... Frankie thought in wonder, as he saw that there were all sorts of strange shapes, devices, and boxes in the room, all made of metal or a white substance that smelled differently, but just as hard.

There were tables displaying units, wires, and dials, and in the centre a large chair whose back had given out and half of it had slumped against the trunk of a thin sapling. High up on the walls metal cylinders had pipes snaking between them, and large fans, triangle circles of metal, and ducts were affixed over the walls. The underside of the tables were spilling with wires, gold-squares, circuit boards, magnets and different coloured lights. They looked like Christmas lights to Frankie’s eyes, still dimly shining in the gloom.

“This doesn’t look a place to find food...” Frankie sniffed the floor and the table, but was suddenly shocked to hear a crash from across the room.

Snip was on the edge of what seemed to be a sort of metal cupboard at the back of the room, and had pushed out from the edge a number of round metal canisters.

Frankie’s stomach rumbled at the noise that they made. They looked bigger, but the same kind of thing that his boy had fed him every night. Only without the labels. “Dog food?” Frankie whimpered.

“Food, yes. Doog? No.” Snip chittered his weird, rodent laugh as he jumped down to the nearest tin, and started gnawing on the top flattened circle.

On closer inspection, Frankie could see that actually, the top was a much thinner ‘lid’ of silvery metal, which parted easily under the rat’s powerful jaws. The smell that wafted up wasn’t exactly tasty, or nice, but the dog’s brain registered it as something edible, and nutritious. 

Inside the tin was a paste the colour of a pink-ochre, and with about the same consistency as mud. Snip was already pulling out thick gobbets of the stuff and stuffing his face with it, and after only a few, his little stomach was already full and the rat collapsed backward against the leaves and moss of the floor, a contented smile on his snout.

Frankie warily sniffed the mixture, his brain again telling him that it was meat – or parts of it had once been meat – and used his paws to break open the tin still further.

After his first exploratory lick, the dog knew that it was edible. The stuff tasted pretty horrible, without any flavour at all in fact, but it made all of the right connections in his brain. It was not too far off from the cheapest dog food that occasionally the McAllister’s bought, only Frankie could tell that it had much more nutrients and all of the things that his body needed. It was like a no-frills, essential food, without any of the fuss of bones, skin, water, gristle or crunchy bits.

Frankie didn’t look up until he had finished almost the whole tin.

“Agh.” His small stomach tight and round, filled with the new substance. Frankie felt full for the first time in what felt like weeks. A broken metal desk on one corner under a hole in roof provided some rain water – not entirely fresh, but tasty none the less, and the dog felt that Snip had been right all along. This could make a good new Den.

But not forever. Frankie’s wolf-brain registered, just as he was curling up, nose-to-tail next to the happy rat. The wolf part of Frankie’s brain, the old, instinctual, dog part of him that still wanted to howl at the moon and chase cats was wise. Frankie almost never listened to it when he had lived in the house, only when he had been naughty and he couldn’t help chasing after something small, or digging in the garden. Usually Frankie the Dachshund had no need for the primal wolf within him – to the point that he had forgotten that the wolf even existed.

But now, out here in this strange realm, far away from home, Frankie was beginning to rely on that wolfish sixth sense more and more.

Claws are out there. They’ll want to hunt. The wolf part of him said. They’ll find this place. The good food will run out when you’ve eaten all of those tins.

Frankie had to agree – this new Den wouldn’t last forever, but for now, they were both safe and had a full belly. What more could a dog want?

Frankie and Snip rat slept, side by side on the moss.
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Chapter 9. Bumps in the Night
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Something woke Frankie up in the middle of the night. It was an almost-sound – a noise that was so quiet that it could almost be non-existent, as soft as a whisper. His sensitive canine ears had picked up a very low-level hum, one that crackled way below the range of a rat or a human’s range of hearing. Frankie felt it like a change in the air, a charge to the currents and scents that made up this strange place.

His eyes fluttered open, and he shifted his paws, stretching is toes as he looked around.

There was a light in the middle of the room, and it was coming from the tables of computer equipment that courted the central command chair.

Hmm. That’s odd. Frankie perked his head at the light, to see that it was changing; it flickered in brightness and intensity, and lines of red and blue flashed across the light.

The dog was used to strange lights and powers, living with the McAllister family. He knew about light switches, he knew that they had a cold box that hummed to itself all day and night, and that they had another box that whined and vibrated when they put clothes in it. So it was perhaps unsurprising that Frankie found that he wasn’t scared of this new development, just wary. A low grumble escaped his throat all the same, warning the light not to do anything unusual.

The light flickered across the walls, sending shards of brightness like the stars that were in the sky outside. 

In fact, Frankie saw that they looked a lot like the stars outside. So much so, that it could be a projection. 

Why would anyone need a picture of the outside, on the inside? The Dachshund wondered. When they can just go outside, whenever they want? He watched the lights splay around the room in interest, seeing them whirl and spin from some unknown projector.

Ah! Frankie barked as he remembered. “It’s like a television! What the boy and his family had in the living room!” 

That seemed to the dog to be the best explanation for the phenomena and, feeling a lot more comfortable, he got up, looking down to see that Snip had rolled himself up into a tighter ball under a pile of leaves and moss and was snoring soundly. The dog trotted towards the big chair to sniff the side of the table, before reaching up with his snout to sniff the strange lights in the air.

Fzzzzz!  The sound that shook through the building was loud and sudden, like hissing cats, or fizzling fires. Frankie yelped and backed away. He hadn’t been hurt but he was shocked. Behind him there was a confused snuffling from the pile of moss and leaves where Snip was trying to wake up.

Fzzzzz! The noise sounded again, this time accompanied by the greenish light from the consoles flaring as white as a snowstorm, and then flickering and fluttering back to green, red, green, red.

Frankie started to grumble deep in his throat and symbols started to appear, hanging in the air. They looked like strange shapes, semi-circles, lines and roundels. They hung and flickered in the air, before becoming smaller and rotating to different parts of the ceiling. 

“What?” Snip sneezed as he poked his head out of the moss, stopping when he saw the strange lights in the room all around them. “Ooh! Pretty!” He squeaked.

Frankie however, did not share the rats fascination. “I don’t like it Snip. We don’t know what it is doing!” He growled as the symbols flew through the air faster, sometimes disappearing before re-appearing back in another place.

“Not doing anything, Fwan-key.” Snip yawned and sat back on its hind legs. “Only light.”

The dog could tell with his more sensitive ears, that the humming was growing louder by the second. “I’m not so sure this is safe...” Frankie started to whine.

The symbols flickered and grew faster, as if they were trying to add up to something. Frankie started to whimper as the hum was audible now, and even the rat looked concerned. Suddenly, a deep whumping sound could be heard from somewhere deep below their paws. It sounded like it was coming from the very bones of the earth itself, and the floor shook.

“Do what? Do what?” Snip chittered.

Frankie started backing towards the wall as the static and electrical roar filled their ears and - in a blinding flash of light, there was a loud bang. Frankie barked in shock, and the forest rat screeched as they saw small sparks erupt from one of the control boards and fall to the floor, to be extinguished by the damp moss and wind-blown humus. 

“What was it? What was it?” Snip was chittering at the darkness, looking around into the corners of the room. A stack of the metal canisters fell to the ground with a loud clang, shaken up by the strange mechanism.

“I don’t know Snip, but I don’t think it’s safe to stay here.” Frankie whimpered. 

“But food! New Den has food!” Snip squeaked sadly.

“Well, it won’t be any good to us if all of this food gets buried as the building falls down, will it?” Frankie barked nervously. The dog sniffed the air, but all seemed to be quiet and silent. No lights, no hum under the ground.

“I think that it’s stopped now, whatever it was. We’ll wait until morning, and see if we can roll some of those tins out and bury them somewhere safe.”

“Good-good.” The rat chittered nervously, starting to hide himself under leaves and moss once more. “Fwan-key clever.”

Frankie didn’t feel clever. The wolf part of his brain was telling him that there was something very, very wrong about this place, and that it was no fit place for dog, wolf, or rat. Without any better ideas however, Frankie settled with a huff next to the rat again, staying awake until dawn started to grey the outside world, his eyes watchful and his body tense.
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Chapter 10. Amongst Unnumbered Stars
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It was dark in the street of Jeffersonville, Maryland – as dark as the street had been since the storm, as all of the emergency lighting had been turned off. It was after rationed time, in the middle of the night, and the mobile electricity generators had been turned off.

They must be on an auto-timer. The teenager thought as he shivered. 

Rupert McAllister sat on roof that overhang his porch, just down from his bedroom window. He was dressed in a dark black hoody, and dark, faded blue jeans. Every night now, since the storm, his family had been going to bed early, at just after ten o’clock as that was the time that the power was turned off. The city electricians had already mostly completed the next street over, and Jeffersonville neighbourhood was the last, worst-hit area on their list.

I don’t have much time. Tonight and tomorrow night maybe. Rupert thought as he clutched to the porch roof. It was a mostly flat asphalt roof, a little bit slanted towards the floor. Rupert had long been climbing down here whenever he felt angry, resentful, or just needed some time to himself. It was one of his favourite thinking spots in the whole house.

Now, however, it is one of the coldest! Rupert had to agree, shifting once more to awaken a bit of feeling back into his legs. 

He checked his wrist watch, and the digital readout flashed back at him: 12:18. Good. Most of the street would be fast asleep, and no one would be looking out of their window to see what he was about to do.

Rupert pushed himself to the edge and looked down, it wasn’t a very long drop, but there where his mum’s prize rose bush below, planted along the edge of the wooden front porch step. He grimaced, almost losing his nerve.

Think about Frankie! What he must be doing? Where he must be! The boy criticised himself. He wouldn’t stop searching for you, would he?

Even Rupert’s parents had noticed how their boy had become curiously disinterested in searching for his pet dog around the street. He had agreed to go on a brief tour of the neighbours and the local park – more to keep up appearances with his mum than in any actual effort to search for Frankie.

The teenager knew what had happened to Frankie. Logic dictated that the dog could only have left the house in one way: and there was only one way that could have happened that fateful night. 

The Door. Rupert had decided. It had worked, only much better than he had ever dreamed that it could. The sudden influx of power had turned Rupert’s ‘window onto the cosmos’ into something else entirely. Not a window, or a viewing screen, nothing like a telescope. 

A portal to another world. Rupert thought. Even the thought of it filled him with a sort of excitement. He, Rupert McAllister had done what no other inventor, physicist or mathematician had ever dared dream of. With a little help from a bolt of lightning, of course.

But the portal had swallowed Frankie, Rupert’s mind reminded him. Right now, that poor little guy is out there somewhere – thousands of millions of miles away – maybe in another galaxy! Another dimension entirely! 

The boy didn’t quite know how long it would take to find him, but he knew that he couldn’t wait for the engineers to turn up and rewire the house. That might take days, and even then – his parents or the engineers might interrupt (or worse yet: dismantle!) his experiment. Rupert knew that he had to do everything that he could now, if he was to find and save Frankie.

And prove to the world that controllable wormholes are possible! The scientist part of Rupert’s mind said proudly. He tried to ignore it as he lowered himself over the edge, and started to swing his body out, hopefully over the lawn, and not the rose bushes...

“Woah – Oof!” Rupert landed heavily on the grass, just inches away from the sharp thorns of the rose bush. “Phew! That was close!” He whispered, panting with the exertion. Rupert was more used to sitting in rooms working at computers and theories than he was to athletic sports. 

He heard a sound. The teenager looked up to the windows of the house above him, to see a torch light come on in his parent’s bedroom, and flare across the window. Oh no! He thought. They’ll ruin everything! He ducked down to the shadows almost under the rose bush, and held his breath.

There was the sound of a window scraping open, and a few seconds later he heard his father’s voice from high above. “Everything okay, dear?”

“Yeah, probably just a cat at the bins again.” He heard his mother say, before the window slid down with a bang, and the warm yellow light of the torch clicked off.

That was too close! Rupert counted to a hundred in his head, waiting for his parents to settle down to sleep once more. When he was sure that they were no longer watching, he crawled past the rose bush, around to the back of the house. 

By the back door they kept an outside tool bin; a wooden locker where they could throw dirty wellington boots, garden forks or whatever else that they didn’t want to bring into the house. Rupert slid open the wooden lid to see his small blue duffle bag sitting in one corner, half hidden under an old bit of plastic tarpaulin. Earlier in the day he had packed it full of the tools that he was sure that he would need, and had hidden it here for tonight’s mission.

It jangled as he picked it up and eased it over one shoulder, before he carefully set the wooden lid down again. 

Okay, two objectives down. Next: the Generator! Rupert slunk along the fence to the side of the street, and slipped onto the sidewalk, his sneakers making a soft slapping noise as he raced through the night.

His suburban close was almost dead quiet now that the power had failed, allowing Rupert to hear the low thrum of traffic on the highway leading into the city, and the occasional hoots of little owls or other nocturnal birds. He risked a glance upward, to see if any other of his neighbours were standing at their windows, with their torches in their hand.

Nothing, but what Rupert did see instead was the night sky above Jeffersonville. He was surprised. He usually didn’t get to see the stars, as the light pollution from the stars kept them faint and indistinct. Now that all of the electricity pylons in his part of town had come down in the storm, and his close itself was completely out of power, the street lights were also off.

Above the dark silhouettes of the houses and the fuzzy outlines of the trees, there flared a soft white haze; a line of stars that stretched all of the way on a line across the sky.

The Milky Way! Rupert thought in wonder. He knew that the Milky Way, as it was called – the band of stars that occupied the night sky, was actually what we could see of the next spiral arm of the galaxy, from our own vantage point on Earth. It was millions of millions of miles away, and had an innumerable amount of worlds and stars out there, clearly visible in the sky. 

Frankie could be on any one of them. Rupert thought. And that is just what we can see in front of us. From Earth, we could only see one tiny fraction of one spiral arm of the immense spiral galaxy that was out home, and beyond that, the local group of super-massive galaxies that made up our ‘Local Group’. Rupert was humbled by the magnitude of it all for a moment, and of what he was about to accomplish.

The boy had found, lurking in the code of the partially-corrupted memory banks of the McAllister-Frankie Door, what he had been looking for. He had managed to hook them up to his laptop and start to decode their last known operations, finding gigabytes of corrupted and fragmented data, next to reams of numbers and calculations forced through the computer by the electrical surge.

It may look to anyone else like just a loud of numbers, but to Rupert, the boy genius, it was far more. It was a road map. He had the basic description of what the Door had done, what calculations it had run, and how it had operated in the final milliseconds before it had blown. 

He was certain that he could crunch those numbers to repeat what had happened, and re-open a wormhole through space and time. Somewhere, in all of those numbers was the co-ordinates in the universe that Frankie had been transported to. He just needed a lot more power than he had right now.

There! Rupert turned the corner at the head of his street to see, squatting in the centre of the road a large square box with strange stencil markings and hazard signs all around it. The whole thing looked a little like a tin shed, but perfectly square, with vents to keep it cool, and affixed to a steel-frame base, with wheels and a large hook for toeing by emergency vehicle. At one end of the generator there were control boxes next to large ceramic plugs, with thick black insulated cables running out to the lie coiled on the street below. 

The generator. Rupert felt a thrill of fear and excitement race through him. He slung his duffel bag off of his shoulder, and set to work in the darkness.
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It's ridiculously easy, when you just a little bit of basic electronics. Rupert thought as he sat by the side of the generator, his screwdrivers, wrenches and mobile soldering iron moving through his hands at a lightning speed. 

These big old generators are designed to be easy. The boy realized. They were designed to provide easy access to a reliable source of energy. Their innards were really less confusing than household wiring, and Rupert had done plenty of that as he had tried to give the McAllister-Frankie Door more power over the last six months. 

The outer panel clanged as it hit the tarmac and the youth froze, but there was no sound that the alarm had been raised. Inside, the output connectors were clearly visible. All he had to do was-

His hands grabbed one of the many cables, using a pen knife to slice through the thick rubber casing that protected it. A generator capable of supplying this much power, Rupert knew, could not use just one power cable to pass all of the electricity through, but 'nested' many power cables together.

And I only need one. Rupert thought, taking one of the cables and yanking it. His back hurt as it scraped against the tarmac of the floor, and he could barely see in the dim torchlight that he was using.

He cut the plastic sheath around the copper wires, and stripped them back efficiently and quickly. Next, he went through his duffel bag until he found the loops of cable that he had brought from his basement, and started splicing the two together. When he had done, he wrapped the whole bundle of re-attached wires in thick electricians rubber tape, and crawled out from under the generator. 

Now, this is going to be the tricky part... Rupert brought his own black rubber cable out to where the rear wheel of the mobile generator sat by the gutter, and snaked it across the road, a short way to the nearest car.

I just have to pray that the city engineers think this is just another power outlet. Rupert thought doubtfully, hesitating for a moment. Seeing that there was almost nothing that he could do, he sighed and ran the cable in the shadow of the gutter, back to the McAllister house.

The cable was the longest that he had, and thanks to his calculations it just made it down the hedge line and across the lawn to the basement window by the side of the house.

Rupert reached down and pulled the shutter window – he had left it open just earlier that day, and slipped the end through, before himself wiggling through the narrow window, and landing on the dusty concrete floor below.

The work at this end, inside his basement was a lot less arduous. A simple connection to his voltage converter, and then to his machines.

If only I could turn it on now! Rupert itched with frustration as he looked at his singular blank screen left. But he knew that he couldn't. If he went back out there and turned the mobile generator on, it would send power to the whole street, immediately putting people's lights on, restarting washing machines and radios and phone chargers. Everyone would wake up, and start wondering what was going on. He had to wait until the machine started up of its own accord, in exactly...

Rupert looked at his watch. Seven hours. The boy groaned, and then his voice turned into a yawn.

“Don't worry Frankie, boy.” He said to the dark, empty space between the magnets of his Door. “It won't be long now, I promise, and then I'll have this machine working and I'll track you down!”

Weary but happy with the night's work, Rupert stripped off his jacket and shoes, before climbing the old, creaking stairs back up into the house, before the next set of stairs back up to his room. When he got to his landing there was a rustle of noise from his parent’s bedroom, and he heard his mothers' voice softly call out;

“Rupert? I didn't hear you get up?”

“Just getting a glass of milk, mother,” Rupert lied, feeling instantly bad. 

“Okay honey, just try to get some sleep, okay? It's the middle of the night!”

“I will. Goodnight Mom.” Rupert said, creeping back into his room and getting back into bed. 

Sleep was hard to come by, however, as he kept on looking at his glow-in-the-dark stars that sat all over his wall, in the exact replica of the constellations above. 

I wonder where you are, Frankie. I wonder where...

Part 3. 
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Chapter 11. The Bait. 
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It was almost dawn when Frankie heard the noise coming from outside the metal ramble-down building. 

“What was that?” He hissed, turning to see the little collection of leaves and moss that Snip was using as a bed rustle, and then snore loudly.

It wasn’t Snip. It was a different noise, like a crackle of old leaves, a rustle in the undergrowth, and it was coming from outside. Frankie’s little heart hammered in his chest as he panted, his ears pricking up as he tried to track the sound. 

I can’t make out the smell. Frankie snuffed deeply. Usually he would rely on his excellent sense of smell above his ears or even his eyes, but all of the empty tins of food and the odd gunk in the river outside made it difficult for him to differentiate what it was.

It could have been nothing, just a branch falling down in the woods, or a passing bird...

Only there was no birds, the watchful, ever-vigilant wolfish part of him said in his ear. It was right. Frankie hadn’t smelled any other creature at all apart from the forest rats and the monster Claws during the whole time he had been in this strange place, and Snip himself had confirmed that the Claws had eaten everything else that had once lived here.

As the Dachshund’s scared thoughts rambled, he tried to keep his mind off what could possibly be making the noise outside their hideaway. 

Just what else lives out here? Frankie almost whimpered. Monster cats, monster trees, plants the size of cars... He imagined things even worse, stalking the brambles and the river. Maybe there was another reason why the rats didn’t come to this part of the woods...

Crunch. There was another distinct movement, and this time Frankie couldn’t help but let out a small bark. Immediately, the sound stopped – but it sounded close, as if something was sniffing out the entrance to their den...

“Whu-What?” Snip squeaked, rolling out of his makeshift bedding and spinning around. “What-what?” He said again, sitting on his haunches and baring his little teeth.

“I think I heard something out there. Something around the hut.” Frankie said, finding his hind legs quivering.

“No-no.” Snip said, but his eyes rolled a little in their sockets. “No. Claws territory not here. Thorns and points.” The rat chittered at the vast amount of brambles that surrounded them – surely it must be impossible for a beast as big as a Claw to get through all of that?

“And there’s nothing else in the forest?” Frankie barked as quietly as he could. “You’re sure?” 

“No-no.” Snip squeaked. “Claws eaten everything. Just us rats. Left.” His nose twitched and sniffed.

Okay, well – I guess that there’s nothing for it. Frankie stood up on wobbling legs. “I have to check. Just to be sure.” He looked at Snip, whose nose was twitching as fast as a leaf in the breeze.

“Try to get one of those tins off the shelf for me, will you?” Frankie said. “I’m going to need something to eat after this...” He padded around the metal console and the command chair which had been lit so recently as last night by the green and blue whirling symbols. 

This whole place gives me the creeps. He thought as he picked up his pace, stopping in the hallway where the burnt and torn metal was to the outside. T was light out there, and the air had a vague smell of forest, wet earth, and the strange sweet-smelling oil and foam that was everywhere.

With a whimper, Frankie crawled through the brief hole in the briars by the side of the building, scraping his belly along the ground until he was out at the bank of the stream. Everywhere the foam and the chemicals smelled, mixing here with the faint smell of rotting vegetation. 

But no sign of anything else in the briars or the woods at the top of the gulley. No shapes in the trees, no fur or animal-scent. 

I must have been mistaken. Frankie thought. We should get back to work – start getting those food tins out of the building and bury them somewhere safe, hopefully somewhere far away from this place.

Frankie didn’t like the building, it’s weird lights and the way it shook the ground at night. He didn’t like this whole valley – it all felt wrong somehow.

He turned to go back to the opening in the briars, but suddenly stopped. There, in the mud of the river bank was a paw mark. A very big paw mark. 

Claws! Frankie barked out of instinct. The paw was rounded, with plainly visible four ‘pads’ pressed into the mud and rocks. The whole thing was almost as big as Frankie’s entire head. The small hound looked around, sniffing, twisting his long neck – expecting to see a shadow fall down or flash across the sky at any moment.

But nothing came. 

I can’t tell how old this is. Frankie barked at the paw mark. They could have come here last night, or three years ago – how can I tell? Why would the Claws come here and not attack, if they knew that we were in there? Why not attack now? 

But one thing was certain. The Claws could come here, they knew about this place, and Frankie and Snip had to leave as soon as possible.
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By the time that the hound had returned and explained everything to his colleague, it seemed that Snip, however, wasn’t of the same opinion as Frankie. 

“No-no. New Den safe!” Snip jumped up and down on his small pile of tins that he had collected from the cupboard. They were all in the same silver-foil and metal, with a few brief black squiggles on them. Frankie hoped that would mean that there would at least be some different flavours in there somewhere. 

Looking at the pile, the chocolate and black Dachshund had to admit, that there was quite a pile of food there, enough to keep them going until Frankie had a bit of grey in his coat.

But I need to find a way home! How can I get back? Frankie whimpered. This was all too much for just a small hound’s brain, but one thing was certain. 

“I can’t stay here.” He growled.

“What-what? Fwan-key can stay. Safe! With Snip!” The forest rat squeaked.

Frankie’s heart was heavy. “No, I can’t.” He grumbled. “I am sorry Snip – but I have to try and find my boy again. There must be a way to get back home – there it always a way to get back home.”

Snip was quiet for a while, washing his paws and his tail in nervous anxiety. “Well. Snip lives in forest. Snip lives in forest again. Alone.” His voice was small.

The lonely sound of the forest rat almost broke the hound’s powerful heart. “You should come with me, to find my boy.” Rupert barked. Although I don’t know how we are going to do that. What if I have to go through another of those colourful Door things? Where am I going to find another one of those? 

It all seemed too much, and Frankie hung his head. But I have to try. I have to try to find someplace that can send me back... He heard a scuffle and looked up, to see Snip running around in circles. 

“What? What’s wrong?” Frankie said.

“No bad. No!” Snip stopped, and Frankie could see that his friend wasn’t upset, but was in fact happy. “Fwan-key and Snip. Find a new Den. Den with Ooman!”

“Yes, that’s right. We’ll find a way to get back to Earth, somehow.” Frankie barked, although he had no idea how he was going to do that. “C’mon, little buddy. Let’s try to get out of here. We’ll roll out a couple of these tins, bury them outside, and then roll out a few more.” Suddenly, Frankie had another idea. “If we had a bag or something, I could carry them, in my teeth!”

“Ba-aag?” Snip said cautiously, clearly not understanding what the hound was talking about.

“Yeah, it’s a thing that the humans use to carry food in. It has straps to it, so that they can throw around their shoulder. Kinda like a portable Den, I guess, full of all of the best stuff that you would ever want to eat.” Frankie said, sniffing the floor and under the desk.

“Where. Find. One?” Snip squeaked.

“That’s just what I am about to find out.” Frankie said as he trotted around the room. The metal consoles still smelled a little wrong somehow, like a storm. He stayed away from them, instead focussing on the cupboards and tables.

Nothing. Just more broken bits of junk and machinery! Frankie growled, before his claws caught on something.

There was a noise like a creak! and the floor underneath him. With a short whimper, the dog jumped to one side just as the leaf litter and mould shifted a little.

Hmm. What was that? Frankie sniffed the piece of floor cautiously, before noticing the thing that his claw had caught. It was a small silvered handle, a lot like the one that opened the trapdoor to Rupert’s Basement.

That makes sense! Frankie barked happily. Maybe all buildings have these underground places...? He stepped forward carefully, treading on the floor around the handle, before tenderly gripping it in his mouth, and then pulling.

Creeeeak! The ground made the disturbing noise once more, and a bit more of the earth and humus started to shift and vibrate.

“Fwan-key? What are you pulling? Bad-bad!” Snip chittered behind him.

“No, it’s not bad.” The hound said through muffled teeth, as he held onto the door handle. “I think ‘zis leads ‘omewhere...”

Creeeak! The floor started to squeak and grate again, and a small square, about two feet across and lengthwise, started to appear under the earth and forest detritus that had blown in from the wilderness outside. Frankie growled and yipped at the trapdoor as it started to rise from the earth. His small teeth started to hurt and grate, but he was determined to see it through. When the trapdoor stubbornly got up to almost eight inches, it suddenly made a loud noise, and swung open much easier. Frankie had to bark and jump away as the door banged open, revealing a dark square into the ground below.

“What is it? What-what?” Snip was the first to bounce up to the side of the hole, sniffing the air cautiously. It smelled strange, like wet soil and sweet-smelling chemicals.

“Bad-bad.” Snip chittered down.

“No. Just new.” Frankie came forward, and saw that there was a set of concrete steps leading down into the dark. He hopped down the first, and then looked back at the forest rat. “I understand if you don’t want to come, but, I could really do with your eyesight... You are much better at seeing in the dark than I am.”

Snip squeaked for a moment, turned around in a circle, and then made up his mind. He made a sudden leap, over the hound’s head and landed on the step below, before bobbing down the stairs in quick succession.

“Okay, hey! Wait up!” Frankie followed him down, his long body following at a much slower pace, as he had to take each step at a time.

The darkness surrounded them, and soon Frankie was only able to see the greying outlines of the room around him as the light filtered down from behind them. Up ahead he heard the clatter of Snip’s claws as he ran first from one place to the next, sniffing and patting the newer objects that they found.

“Bad-bad.” The forest rat muttered, ad Frankie deduced that they were in a room full of long concrete and metal tubes, each bigger than he was. They ended in boxes with pumps and almost rusted machinery, and everywhere the smell of that sweet and toxic chemical foam outside. 

“I think you’re right.” Frankie said, beginning to whimper. “I guess I was wrong. Nothing to find down here.” 

“Wait here. Wait.” He heard Snip at his feet, and then there was a quick noise as he scampered away from him in the greying dark. Frankie strained his hearing to hear his friend’s little body running further and further away from him, before squeaking and the noise echoing back and back towards them. 

Frankie sat down, and found that the concrete floor was cold. He shivered. Wondering what he should do. Just when he thought that Snip might have got lost, or that maybe something bad must have happened to him, he heard Snip’s little feet starting to run back towards him.

“Tunnel is long.” The little rat panted. “And bad. Bad smell. Burning.”

“There’s a burning smell? Like a fire?”

“Fi-yuh?” Snip asked.

“Yeah, like, when there is a storm and a lightning flash maybe?” Frankie barked.

“No-no. Burns my nose. Not sweet berry-smell. Burning my nose. Pepper.” Frankie could see that Snip wasn’t lying, he kept on washing his nose and cleaning it, as if he had found something noxious and painful. The dog remembered how that felt, he had once been in the kitchen when his boy Rupert had dropped a cellar of pepper on the floor, and he had managed to sniff it before his boy had shouted at him and dragged him away. The pain had been awful, and had lasted for days.

“Okay, well, let’s knock this idea on the head then...” Frankie started to whimper.

“But something else. Material. Like trees. Leaves. But not.” Snip twittered. “Not so far as burning smell. Come.” 

The dog wasn’t so sure that he wanted to travel into the darkness where something so dangerous was, but, at Snip’s insistence he slowly followed the rat further down the tunnel. His paws moved slowly, and he kept his nose low to the ground as he heard Snip cough, and run back and forth in front of him. 

“Here-here!” He squeaked suddenly, when they had been travelling for only what seemed like a little while.

“Where?” Frankie whispered.

“Here-here. Your head!” Snip squeaked, and Frankie lifted his head, to barely feel something scraping the top of his ears. With a little bit of difficulty, he lifted his nose and started to sniff.

Material! It was some sort of material, glossy, like what the chair was made out of, but somehow spongy at the same time. The dog took a piece into his mouth, and pulled gently. It was held somewhere far above, resisting his efforts. He pulled more vigorously, growling as he did so.

There was a ripping sound, and Frankie fell backwards suddenly, with a clang against the large metal pipes.

What is it? What have I got? The dog wondered. Is it like clothes? Like what Rupert wears? 

“C’mon Snip! Let’s get out of here!” Frankie turned to start scampering back up the cold and dark tunnel to where a greying square of light revealed the concrete steps that led up to the trapdoor above. Soon there was enough light to see what he was carrying, and, at the bottom of the steps he stopped to see that it was some sort of material – possibly used in the machines above in some way. Soft, dark-coloured, and criss-crossed with bright lines. 

I have no idea what this once was, but it will have to do.

“Good-good?” Snip sneezed, and rubbed his snout once more beside him.

“I think so. We can roll some of the tins inside this, and then I’ll hold the corners in my teeth and we’ll walk out of here, away from the Claws!” Frankie thought for a second, but did not want to reveal to Snip what the wolf part of him said next. Of course, neither of us knows what will happen afterwards, or what other creatures might be out there. Might even be as bad, or worse than the Claws!

“But first, little Snip – we need to get you some water to try and clean out your nose.” Frankie said, hopping up the first step, and then the next and the next. The forest rat at his side was much quicker, obviously, but Snip kept stopping every second step or so to shake his little head and try to clean his snout.

Whatever that burning pepper-type stuff he walked into must be, it must be pretty bad! Frankie thought as he dragged he material upwards into the strange building above after the rat. Great. Now I need to worry about how badly injured my friend is! It seemed that things couldn’t get much worse when it did.

There was a loud, echoing snarl from outside their building, and it was unmistakeable. 

“Claws!” Snip squeaked. “Bad-bad!!”

Yes. Bad-bad. Frankie’s wolf-brain thought. They’ve found us.
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The howl from outside the building in the thorn thicket reverberated through the nearby forest. It was hard for Frankie and Snip to even tell where it came from, only that it was loud, and that it sounded angry.

“What-what!? What-what? Run!” Snip was running around and around in circles inside the room, making terrified squeaking noises. 

Frankie didn’t really feel much better himself, his stomach had butterflies inside it, and his jaw kept chattering when he forgot to keep it close. If he let himself, he knew that he would start whimpering and howling – and that would only draw the Claws ever closer.

I have to keep strong! I have to think. “Snip, no – we’re going to be okay. We’re safe in here!” Frankie said awkwardly. Even he didn’t quite believe what he was saying.

“Safe? Not-safe! Not-safe!” Snip twittered, and sneezed once more.

He’s right. The wolfish part of Frankie admitted. If we could creep in here, then so could the Claws. They are so big they could probably just leap onto the roof, which has holes in it bigger than me! 

“But there is a river, and all of that poisonous chemical out there.” Frankie yapped quickly. “And then the thorns – there is a lot for the Claws to pause over, and we – we...” Frankie tried to remain strong. “We’ve got the tunnel. We can go down there if we need to, and close the hatch behind us.”

“Bad-bad. Not-safe!” Snip was almost beyond consolation, and Frankie didn’t blame him.

“Look – just start rolling as many of those tins as you can onto the material that we brought up. I’ll drag it down the stairs, and then we’ll find a way to close the door. They won’t get us, I promise.”

Of course, I have no idea what we’re going to do when we’re trapped down there. Frankie whined. Will we be able to open the trapdoor again? Is there clean water down there?

Snip got to work, his nervous, terrified energy taking his mind off of his burning nose as he started pushing and nosing the heavy foot tins across the floor.

“Squeak!” The sound that came from outside was almost slight enough that they would have missed it. But Snip stopped what he was doing, and sat up on his hind legs.

“Snip? Was that you?” Frankie growled.

“No-no. Rat, but not Snip-rat.” 

“Squeak!” The sound came again, and it was much clearer this time. It came from outside the building, the sound of a forest rat, terrified.

“Den-brother!” Snip shouted, leaving what he was doing and scampering towards the hallway that led out of the control room.

“Snip – no!” Frankie barked, before taking off after him.

The little rat was much quicker than the dog, disappearing into the space outside the building in just a matter of moments, with the Dachshund doing his best to follow. He barked at his friend to slow down, that something was too strange about it all as he crawled on his belly through the thorn bushes, and out to the clearing by the river, at the bottom of the gorge.

Frankie stopped barking when he made it out, as all the air had been taken from his lungs. Snip was standing on one side of the river, swaying back and forth, before clumps of the strange-coloured foam.

On the other side, there was another forest rat, only this one was much older, and appeared dazed. It was scurrying slowly, not sniffing where it was going, before stopping, and then trying another, seemingly random direction.

“Snip? What’s wrong with it?” Frankie whimpered.

“Scared. Seen death. When rat sees death.” Snip said quietly. “They become slow. Ready.”

“Going into shock.” Frankie barked. “Can’t we help him?” 

Snip began to speak, but then, just as he was about to, they saw the rat’s nose start to twitch. It had found the nearest patch of sweet-smelling chemicals, and ran toward eagerly, salivating.

“No!” Snip squeaked. “Bad-bad! Poison!”

But the shocked and ill-looking rat didn’t even seem to hear them. It ran towards the nearest foam, and started to lick at it greedily. It didn’t take long for the poison to have its effect, as a spasm suddenly ran through the rats’ body, and it collapsed onto the floor.

The effect on Snip was immediate. The little forest rat started squeaking and chirruping, running around in circles at the horror of what they had just witnessed.

“Snip! Snip – this isn’t helping anyone. Snip – snap out of it!” Frankie barked.

Sckrowwl! The howl was large, and a shadow flashed over the far side of the river.

“Claws!” Frankie shuddered, unable to keep his eyes off of the shape that fell from the nearest tree, leaping over the thorn bushes and onto the ground below.

It was a Claws, a monstrous cat the size of a small car. It staled down the near side of the bank, it’s large yellow and green eyes narrowing as it glared at the dead rat, and the dog and still-living rat on the other side of the bank.

Snip stopped squeaking, shivering in horror as the creature walked forward.

“It’s got something in its mouth!” Frankie whispered, looking at the way that the cat’s muzzled pouches bulged out over long fangs. 

The Claws did indeed have something in its mouth, which it daintily dropped on the floor of the bank of the river, before going to sniff the body of the dead rat.

Good! Eat it and poison yourself! Frankie thought viciously, but there was no such luck. The Claws sniffed the dead body of the rat, and then the river itself, before sitting back patiently on its haunches.

“No-no. No. No-no-no!” Snip squeaked.

Frankie looked at what the Claws had dropped on his side of the river. It was another forest-rat. Another of Snip’s den-brothers and sisters. This time, it was a girl rat, and it too seemed sluggish and terrified of the monster so clear to her.

It must have brought it all the way from the Den, all those miles away! Frankie saw with horror. It was baiting us! Playing with us!

Snip squeaked at his Den-sister, trying to get her to run away, but she was too scared to move.

“What-what?” Snip looked to Frankie. “What-what?”

The choice was clear, either let the scared rat poison itself on the foam, or jump over the river to try and save it – which would mean that the Claws could just swipe you up with its claws.

There is a third way, however, but we have to act fast. 

“Snip?” Frankie whimpered, trying to not take his eyes off of the monstrous cat, which seemed to be grinning as it watched with curiosity what its quarry would do. “I need you to do something, and you have to be quick.” He tried to keep his voice low. “I need you to run back into the building, and try to make it do what it did last night. The lights and noises and sounds.”

“What-what?” Snip squeaked.

“Just jump up onto the metal tables, try and hit every shiny looking thing you can. Anything that will move – every button, box, dial or circle, hit it with your feet, as hard as you can. You got that?”

“But-but. Might. Not. Work!” Snip squeaked imploring at the female rat again, quivering by the river. It would only be a matter of seconds before it smelled the sweet-smelling, alluring poison, and in its addled state try to taste it, or throw itself into the river.

“I know. But it might do!” Frankie barked.

The Claws started to grumble deep in its throat as Frankie barked, and the hound could see the cat’s muscles starting to ripple under its fur.

“Now, Snip!” He barked again, and the little rat at his side took off, moving like a fast blur across the ground and into the thorn bushes behind them.

The Claws was looking unsettled, it’s head twisting as it watched where Snip went, before its gaze travelling back to rest on Frankie. The dog was still growling at the much larger beast, terrified and unable to stop. 

Hopefully it will look like Snip just had enough and run off. The dog growled some more, trying to keep the Claws’ attention on him, and not the helpless ‘bait’ of the forest rat on the other side. He won’t be expecting what is to come next...

Frankie felt it before he heard it. A deep whump from somewhere far below them in the ground. Snip had done it! The sound grew louder, a mechanical, roaring and rolling sort of sound from the very bones of the earth.

Sckrowl! The Claws suddenly yowled in consternation, standing up and pacing uncertainly. 

Now! Frankie thought, starting to bark as loud as he could at the Claws. It didn’t seem to have any added affect, but the little hound didn’t know quite what else to do.

The machines went into the next phase of their operation, the roaring noise getting louder, and sudden flashes starting to appear from behind the gaunt holes of the windows. It looked as though someone inside were flicking lights on and off – but for a creature like the Claws, which had never seen a house or electric lights, it must have looked eerie and unnatural.

The sound increased in tempo, and the flashing grew brighter and brighter, a high-pitched whine started to hurt Frankie’s ears, and the Claws started to growl and hiss to everything and nothing. 

In a second, it seemed too much. The Claws turned and started to back away from the building, the strange noises, the shaking earth – and the river.

Frankie seized his moment. He charged, barking at the river, jumping just in time to clear it and land in front of the shaking female forest rat. Through the corner of his eye he could see the Claws suddenly growl, unsure of what this tiny little creature was trying to do-

Frankie seized the forest rat in his own jaws, by the scruff of the neck, and turned and ran back to the river. He felt his tiny legs start to splash wet before he jumped, landing on the far side heavily, and causing a squeak from the forest rat in his mouth. 

There was a snarl behind him. Frankie didn’t even stop or pause to see what the Claws was doing. He kept on running, charging towards the gap under the thorns and diving forward, feeling their sharp points scraping the top of his head and his back as he squeezed under the bushes with the rescued rat in his jaws.

“Come on! Wake up! Move it!” He pushed the female rat in front of him, against the wall of the odd metal building, Behind him he heard more roaring as the Claws jumped the infected river with ease, landing on his side before pulling up short before the thorns.

I don’t have much time. The Claws will find a way to follow or jump onto the building. Frankie thought, pushing the forest rat into the torn gap into the building, just as the Claws started to swipe at the ground under the bushes with its paws.

“Snip! The trapdoor! Quick!” Frankie was barking, as he encouraged the lady rat ahead of him, into the room and towards the trap door. The room itself was again lit up by greens and red lights, strange floating glyphs and symbols flashed warningly, and the machinery of the control boards juddered and smoked.

“You did it! Good-good!” Snip bumped noses with the female rat, leading her to the trapdoor and down the steps. As soon as she was shown the welcoming darkness, the traumatized rat seemed much brighter and an down the steps quickly.

Leaving Frankie to tug on the material which held just two metal tins of the strange food. Outside the yowling and snarling continued, first from this side of the thorns, and then from another side of the building. He finally managed to drag the material and the tins to the edge of the trapdoor, before nosing it ahead of him – and then pushing the whole bundle to clang and bounce down the steps below.

“Watch out!” Frankie barked, turning to the door. There was a handle on the underside as well, and he jumped to catch it in his teeth-

And missed, landing painfully on the first concrete step and almost falling down the stairs.

Right. Try again! Frankie tensed.

Sckrowl! The snarl was loud this time, and Frankie heard a thump as the Claws hit the roof of the round, domed building heavily. There was a horrible, sickening scrabble sound as giant claws held on for purchase, and then a thump as they started to climb, inexorably, towards the hole in the roof where the saplings were growing. It would only be a second before it was through, and down here among them. In such a small space, they would have no hope at all.

Frankie leapt once more to the trapdoor handle, and this time his jaws clamped on it with a clang. Overhead, the scrabbling continued as the Claws climbed the roof towards the opening. Frankie hung motionless in the air for a second, hanging onto the trapdoor handle like a rag on a washing line, before, with a grinding creak, it started to close again – pulled down by the weight of one small dog on the inside.

The trapdoor started to fall downwards, and Frankie could hear the growling and snarling above as the Claws reached the hole where the sapling had burst through the roof. 

With a clang, the trapdoor closed, and Frankie fell onto the concrete stairs, his bag legs scrabbling until they found purchase, as above them there was a thump, and more, desperate scrabbling.

The Claws was inside the room, but Frankie, Snip, and the new forest rat were underneath a metal trapdoor, underneath the building.

They were safe, for the moment.


	[image: image]


	 
	[image: image]







[image: image]



Chapter 12. The Visitor
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In Jefferson, Maryland, Rupert waited for his parents to get up and get ready for work before he emerged from his room. He groaned as he walked down the stairs, rubbing his head.

“Oh Rupert – you look terrible!” His mother June was the first to say. His father put down his briefcase and came over to stand by him. 

“I uh, I don’t feel too well. Might have to counsel any of the personal tutors today.” Rupert said. It was very rare that Rupert got sick, and so he knew that meant that he had a little leeway with them. 

His mother tutted, holding her hand over Rupert’s forehead before sighing. “Well, maybe you are a bit warm.” She looked at his father sceptically.

“Let the boy have a day off. I’ll phone up the tutor on my way to work.” His dad said, reaching to ruffle his son’s hair. “The boy has had a hard week already. Losing his dog, and then the storm, frying all of his crazy inventions down there!” 

“Thanks dad.” Rupert said, before turning to look expectantly at his mother. She would always have the deciding vote.

“Okay dear.” She said absentmindedly. “I guess it won’t harm anyone. You’ll stay at home and try to get yourself something to eat, yes? There’s cereal and toast and leftovers.”

“Sure thing Mom.” Rupert said, kissing her on the cheek before she turned to walk out with his father. They were both off to work, but they worked at different ends of the city, leaving Rupert all alone for the day. Within just a few seconds, there was a bang as the door closed behind them, and Rupert counted to one hundred before he heard their car roar off down the street.

“Okay. I’ve got work to do!” Rupert threw off his dressing down, under which he had his tee shirt and jeans on, before running to the Basement.

The lights were on, and there was a low humming coming from the McAllister-Frankie Door. It’s working! Rupert punched the air. That means that the engineers haven’t found the cable! I’ve got direct power to my machine, and in no time I’ll be able to crank it up to full power!

But the teenager also knew that he had to work very quickly. Every day the amount of time that they had power for changed, and this time – at any moment – the engineers might notice his hacked cable and trace it back to the McAllister house before he had finished the invention.

Rupert sat at the desk next to the only working computer screen, and booted up his small operating system. The black screen scrolled with waves of static, before coming up with a C: prompt, that would allow the boy to boot into the programme that ran the McAllister-Frankie Door. His fingers skittered over the keys, and in a second he was in, and a long list of numbers and algorithms were scrolling down the screen at a dizzying rate.

The incredible fact was, that this part of the system did not, in fact, need a large amount of processing power. Only the controlling part of the McAllister-Frankie Door itself did. Most of the power went to the use and control of the forces and energy that ran through the magnets, about to control the human-made wormhole.

However, one part was important, and that was the diagnosis of the numbers and all of the thousands of bits of data that had streamed through the Door the last time that it had been working. That was the time that Frankie had gone missing, and Rupert was certain that he could use that data to track down what had happened to Frankie – and where in the universe he had gone.

Rupert hit the Enter key, and started the analysis.
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The knock on the door was sudden, and so loud that it shocked Rupert out of his stupor.

No-no-no-no! He said, hitting the desk by the side of his keypad. It must be the engineers. They must have found the cable – they’re going to turn me off, and I haven’t even found the co-ordinates where Frankie is yet! Rupert wondered just what on earth he could so. He couldn’t let them in. He couldn’t stop them. He couldn’t let them stop him.

In front of his eyes, the numbers and equations scrolled ever downward, pausing at random times as they found first one, and then another dataset of interest – before continuing. The machine had been working for almost two hours solid now, and still it hadn’t found the exact set of co-ordinates that would correlate to a star chart or an astrological map.

What if Frankie isn’t anywhere to be found? Rupert suddenly panicked. What if he got vaporized by the wormhole? Or what if those crazy science fiction stories are true, and that wormholes lead to another dimension?

But Rupert’s genius-level intellect knew that it couldn’t be the case. It just couldn’t. He had done the numbers, worked out the theory and the math, and everything worked out logically. If it was rational, and logical, Rupert saw – then it would have to be true.

I just need more time!

The knocking on the front door upstairs got louder, and Rupert wondered if he could just ignore it. But it was becoming a banging now. It wouldn’t be long before the engineers kicked the door down – or pulled the plug from their side. 

Unless I can keep then talking. Distract them, even reason with them? Rupert thought. 

It was his only chance. He stood up slowly, walking as slow as he could to the basement stairs, and then upwards to the pantry beside the kitchen. The boy peered through the kitchen to where the front door was just about visible, there was a dark shape on the other side of the frosted glass. 

Oh no. I’m done for! Rupert found his knees knocking. He walked slowly to the banging door, put his hand on the door handle, and took a deep breath before unlocking it and opening it.

“Mr Rupert McAllister?” Said the man on the other side.

“Oh.” Rupert said. He was looking at a man in a very trim, dark black business suit with a white shirt. He had short, slicked- back hair, pale skin, and a pair of black sunglasses on. He didn’t look like an engineer of any description or kind at all.

“Yes?” Rupert said, swallowing nervously.

“Good.” The man said, expressionlessly. “I’m Agent Wilkins, from the United States Government. I believe that we have something very important to discuss with you, right away.” 

“Oh?” Rupert said.
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Chapter 13. Trapped
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In the dark of the tunnel underneath the strange building, the humming continued. Whatever Snip had set in motion as he had danced across the machines obviously hadn’t died down of its own accord, as Frankie thought it must do. 

Instead, the humming had continued, a continual chugging as if there were vast beasts somewhere below the skin of the earth, eating away at the bones of the forest. One good effect however, was that the machinery upstairs had started some kind of emergency lighting system down here. At irregular intervals, lights flickered on and off, half-illuminating the long metal and concrete corridor. In the dim, yellowing light, Frankie could see that the entire left hand side of the tunnel was given over to green, black and red painted metal pipes, each wider than he was, through which a low droning could be heard. Whenever Frankie sniffed at the large joints that held them together, he smelled a waft of the same sweet and burning smell that was outside, and filled this whole gorge.

Not for the first time today, the Dachshund wondered if what they had done was about to make the whole Forest a lot worse.

“Fwan-key? Run-run?” Snip squeaked, darting back and forth in front of the other forest rat.

The second rat was apparently named Bares-Fangs, and was a Den-sister to Snip from the original forest rat Den. Over the last few hours she had gradually come out of her shell a little bit, and, although still terrified of their surroundings, what was above them – and even Frankie himself, she did realize that she was safe.

Bares-Fang’s told her story about how she had come to be caught by the Claws outside.

“Old Den. Trapped.” She squeaked, preening her tail nervously. Frankie thought that was one of the ‘default’ positions for a scared forest rat – either that, or washing its snout. He had begun to tell subtle differences between the two forest rats. Snip was of a darker colour, and had a stronger set of shoulders, whilst Bares-Fangs was browner, and a little bit smaller.

“Claws picking off Den-brothers. Den-sisters.” Bares-Fangs said worriedly. “I was sent out. Get food. Find. New Den.” 

Snip squeaked, tenderly touching her nose with his own. Frankie, for his part, couldn’t believe how brave that must have been.

“Three escaped. I, captured.” Bares-Fangs made a slapping motion on the ground, mimicking the effect of a Claws’ paw descending on her helpless body.

“But the Claws didn’t at you?” Frankie wondered out loud.

“No-no. I thought. Eaten. But no-no.” Bares-Fang cast a worried glance up to the ceiling above, looking as though she could see through the stone walls with just the power of her fear. “Claws already full. Held me in mouth. Stinky breath.”

Snip squeaked in disgust. 

“Brought here. Dropped.” Bares-Fangs voice went quieter, as she re-lived the horror. “I thought dying. Started to sleep. But no-no.” She suddenly looked up, hope kindling in her eyes as she looked at Snip.

I think someone has the hot’s for you, Snip! Frankie thought, with a trace of amusement and affection. It was followed, however, by an immediate answering tide of jealousy. Boy used to look at me like that. Frankie almost whimpered. Boy Rupert really liked me, looked after me. Now I will have no one in this whole forest, all alone forever...

“Claws growing.” Snip cheeped, waking Frankie out of his maudlin longing for home and the things he once knew. “Clever. Claws clever!”

He was right, Frankie growled. What he had seen the Claws do up there had beggared belief. He didn’t think that they were capable of playing tricks – but they had done it twice now. Once, when the forest rats had been returning to their old Den, they had waited in the trees until they could catch as many as they could, and now... They had kidnapped the fleeing forest rats like Bares-Fangs, and brought them here to lure out Frankie and Snip.

“Yes-yes. Claws bad-bad.” Bares-Fangs’ shuddered. “They eat. Not all. Only some. Leave many den-brothers and den-sisters.” 

“It’s as if they are farming you or something.” Frankie grumbled and growled, his tail waggling anxiously.

“Farming?” Snip squeaked.

“Yes. It’s like... You store food for winter, right?” Frankie explained. It was a concept that Rupert had explained to him when he had been very young, and he had torn up the small patch of garden that Rupert’s dad was keep to turn into some sort of food – filled with green things they could eat, instead of smell nice. “Well, that’s like farming. You collect things and keep them safe, and then maybe next winter you don’t take so much from the forest, so the next year some of the trees and fruit bushes will grow stronger.”

“Family.” Snip squeaked, and was rewarded by an excited chirrup from Bares-Fangs. “Forest rats call that family. Not Den-family. But Forest-family. We take what we need. Leave what we don’t. have more for litter-mates.”

“Yes. Exactly!”

“But Claws not family.” Snip squeaked sadly. “They eat everything. Do not. Leave.”

“They do now!” Frankie said, worriedly. “From what Bares-Fangs has been saying, they are trying to keep some of your old Den alive, and capture us, so that they will have enough food through the winter.” Frankie barked. It was truly a horrible idea, to think that their every movement and litter would be counted and judged by the Claws in the branches above, and taken whenever they felt like it. Frankie couldn’t help but whine.

“Bad-bad!” Snip squeaked, his panic rising. He started to run around in circles – another habit that Frankie recognised as a sign of high excitement or anxiety.

“Snip-snip!” The second forest rat squeaked at him, nuzzling her snout against his until he calmed down. Again, Frankie felt that tide of worry wash over him. 

When will someone try to comfort me? He thought. Why do I have to be the brave one all the time?

Frankie felt a howl rising up in his lungs, a long, drawn out sort of howl that he only had to make when he felt sad and left alone, but it was cut short into a startled gurgle by a sound above.

A scrabbling.

A few feet away from where the concrete stairs were, there was the sound of vicious scrabbling and scraping – of claws the size of dinner plates against metal and soil. Snip and Bares-Fangs shrieked, and the scrabbling stopped, followed by a very distant, very low rumble.

“What-what!?” Snip said, instantly worried again.

“Shhh!” Frankie whimpered, looking back at the stairs. The cloth with the food tins were still halfway up them, where they had fallen earlier. “I’ll get the food, you guys wait here. Shhh! Try to stay quiet!”

Frankie acted without thinking anything else. Maybe it was the wolf part of him that was rising to the fore. All this time in the forest, out in the wilds. Frankie thought as he hopped first one step. And then the other until he was on the same step as the food tins wrapped in their material. 

I’ve even lost a bit of the puppy fat that I was carrying around! He marvelled at how strong his small legs were getting. 

Snuffff! Something moved above him, along the edges of the metal trapdoor. The light that fell through the cracks in the seal and mingled with the electric light from below was suddenly blocked by a large smell. Frankie could smell a strong musty, catty smell above him.

He held his breath, refusing to bark or whine or whimper.

The Claws snuffed again at the side of the door, and Frankie was certain that it was smelling him out. 

That creature must be so strong as to be able to tear open that trapdoor, as soon as it figures out the handle...! Frankie froze. 

There was a dull clanking from above, as the Claws obviously was thinking the same thing...

Just how clever are they? How long will it take them to figure it out? Frankie’s heart skipped a beat.

CLANK. Another dull pat from above, followed by a low cattish growling.

Frankie couldn’t take it anymore. He let out an angry bark at the trapdoor, and was rewarded for his efforts by a sckrowl of anger and a hiss. The scrabbling intensified, only this time it was directly over the trapdoor itself.

“C’mon!” Frankie barked to the others. “Run!” He seized the strange, foamy sort of material in his jaw and leapt down to the corridor above, the sounds of the Claws hissing and scrabbling at the door thundering above them like a storm.
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The trio ran down the semi-lit tunnel, their mixture of claws and paws skittering and scratching through the dark. The noise of their scampering echoed around them and behind them, meeting the muffled roars and hisses of the far-off Claws, rebounding back towards them.

After their initial panic wore off, and when Frankie realized that the Claws hadn’t figured out the trapdoor – they slowed down. Trotting, rather than galloping under the earth. Frankie wondered how far they had come, and whether they had passed under the river back to the forest, or whether they were heading in a completely different direction entirely. It was impossible to tell down here, his wolf senses had no point of reckoning or balance to be able to tell where they were going. There was no north or south, towards the sun or away, no wind or warmth down here. Just cold, and echoes.

Frankie’s jaws began to get tired from carrying the tins, and his paws were starting to hurt. He knew that there were wearing themselves down in all of this hard concrete and wild conditions. Soon, he would have no claws left at all if it carried on going!

The little Dachshund didn’t feel as strong as he thought he had been before. In fact, almost everything hurt.

“Fwan-key. Stop-stop!” Snip squeaked at him, scampering around in circles in front of him, to the wall and back. The hound was sure that he had seen his friend tired, but somehow the rat always seemed able to move at almost three times his speed, no matter how tired he was. Frankie envied both of the forest rats their boundless energy.

“Stop-stop. Fwan-key tired!” Snip informed him.

“Yeah, but we can’t afford to stop.” The dog panted, wishing for all of his life that there was just some little bit of water to be found somewhere down here. “As soon as that Claws figures out the trapdoor, it will come charging down this tunnel and capture of eat us all. There’s nowhere left to hide, nowhere to run to.”

Frankie had tried to peer around them as they had run, looking to see if there were any other openings or tunnels or archways that joined onto this main tunnel, but there were none. Instead, it was just one long tunnel – with no escape at all.

“But no good. Asleep!” Snip squeaked. “Forest rats fall asleep. When near death.” Bares-Fangs chirruped, half in embarrassment, half out of worry for their new saviour.

“It’s not the same for dogs.” Frankie panted, grateful for the moment to stop running. He collapsed on his paws, letting go of the food tins. “When we get scared, we tend to bark, or curl up in a den. It’s in our nature to defend, you see.”

Or attack! The wolfish part of him added.

“Every animal needs to rest. Sleep. Family.” Bares-Fangs insisted.

“Thank you, but it’s good just sitting for a moment.” Frankie yipped. “It’s these tins that are the worst thing. They’re heavy. Very heavy, and carrying them is slowing us down.”

Snip sniffed the material, washed his nose, before deciding. “Then leave. Drop them. Not safe.”

Frankie barked out of surprise. “But what about food? We’ll have no food!”

“I’ll teach Dooog. How to eat. In forest.” Snip said proudly, followed by a strange tittering from Bares-Fangs.

“Dooog big. Need a lot of seeds!” She said.

“Ha-ha.” Frankie barked. “Thank you, but I’m actually a very small dog for my kind. There are some of me that are almost half the size of the Claws back there!”

“Big dooog!” Snip said. “We could do. With them! Yes-yes!”

Frankie snook his head sorrowfully. “Unfortunately, some of them might just be as bad as the Claws. Some of them are more wolf, and less dog.”

“Woof?” Bares-Fangs asked. “Another type of Dooog?”

Frankie happily yip-growled. “Yes, I guess so. The wolves are like Claws, wild, hunters.”

“Eaters.” Snip said suspiciously.

The Dachshund felt the watchful, wolfish part of him rise up and sniff the air. Yes. Always hungry. But not like the Claws. Not cruel. The hound knew, almost instinctively that this was the case. Wolves may be predators and hunters – they may hunt and run for days to track down their prey – but they would not ‘farm’ their kills. They would eat what they wanted, when they wanted, and no more, preferring to move on to the next territory, and the next hunt.

What the Claws are doing is truly terrible. Frankie thought. Waiting around, terrorizing the old Den, picking off the ones they like the look of. Not a wolfish thing to do at all.

But all of this thinking did give him an idea. 

“Snip? I thought you said that there was a bad smell down here – a burning?” Frankie grumbled, getting slowly back on his feet.

“Yes-yes. Not far now. Up ahead.” Snip said worriedly. It was obvious to the dog, that the forest rat had been worried about what they were going to do when they came to that bit. Frankie looked at the tins of food, and his stomach grumbled. “Show me. And Bares-Fangs? I think we can afford to eat a bit of those tins. Can you open them for us?”

There then passed a quick, squeaking exchange as Snip told his den-mate how to bite through the soft metal of the lids and open the tins, before leading Frankie further into the tunnel ahead.

The pair didn’t have to go far when Frankie started to detect the same thing that Snip had run into. As his nose was so much larger and more sensitive, it started to burn almost immediately, and Frankie had to sneeze and snuff several times. 

“Is it much further Snip? Because I don’t think I can handle much more if this!” he barked.

“Not much. Further. Yes-yes.” Snip ran around in circles, clearly himself getting distressed.

Frankie attempted his best to hold his breath, even pant shallowly through his mouth instead of breathing through his nose. Still the burning smell started to get through. It was sharp and peppery, like soot, or some of the more vile things in a human’s kitchen (as far as Frankie was concerned, anyway).

When the pain started to make Frankie’s eyes water, he was just about to whimper and give up, admit defeat, when-

“Here! Bad-bad!” Snip chittered, running back and forth, lifting his feet up high so that he wouldn’t have to cover his feet with whatever foul thing it was.

Through the tears that streamed out of his eyes, Frankie saw that one of the pipes to one side had a crack in it, and it was leaking some very hick, syrupy type of liquid. It was this sludge that seemed also to be the source of all of that painful stench.

“Okay. Let’s get back. I have an idea. Quick now, Snip!”

They turned and high-tailed it back down the corridor, sniffing and barking and squeaking in the pain that had spread across their noses. When they finally got back to the area where Bares-Fangs was, she had successfully opened both tins, and had already eaten almost her weight in the pink and tan pate like substance inside.

“What-what? Bad-bad?” She squeaked at her two colleagues, fearful of the state that they were in.

“Not much time.” Frankie barked, sticking his nose into the nearest tin and starting to eat hungrily. The smell of the strange meat type of food filled his muzzle, and went a little way to getting rid of the taste of the burning, acrid poison. Beside him, Snip did the same, and for a long moment the tunnel was filled with the sound of hungry eating.

When they had their fill, they collapsed back against the wall of the tunnel, panting and gasping.

“What-what now?” Snip asked, gesturing at the fact that they now had two tins open, both only half eaten.

“Now on for part two of the plan.” Frankie barked. “But it’s probably going to hurt.”
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It was a long while later, and the electric lights were still flickering, and the tunnel was still humming with the sound of the alien machinery that they had started. The trio had progressed a good way along the tunnel, not stopping, and now unencumbered by the tins.

Frankie hoped that they would be quicker now without their weight, but he hadn’t counted for the fact that the three of them were now, also tired.

We’re getting slower by the step. He whimpered. The two forest rats and the Dachshund were just walking through the tunnel, now, tired, weary, and desperately thirsty.

It was then that they heard it. A far off growling, starting as a distant echo in the background hum of the tunnel, before rising and rising.

“The Claws!” Frankie squeaked. He was unmistakeably right. The sound coming towards them up the tunnel was like a growing storm, a growl of air and snarls. Was there just one? It sounded like there were a hundred back there! Frankie barked, picking up his pace, and the two forest rats did the same.

But none of them could run. They had walked too far without a decent rest. Behind them the sound of drumming claws grew louder, and snarls rebounded off of the walls of the tunnel, rushing towards them like a force of nature.

There’s no way that we can avoid it. Frankie shivered at the thought of that terrible beast finding them down here in the dark. They had almost no way of stopping it, or halting. It’s immense size would almost fill the entire tunnel, and it would fall on them in angry rush of claws, and shining teeth.

It was only a matter of time before it opened the trapdoor. Frankie reasoned. Even if it discovered it by accidently getting its paw stuck in it, it would still open it somehow. It was bigger, meaner, stronger, quicker, and had more stamina than us.

But we have to try. He thought, trotting on legs that screamed in pain.

“We have to hope that our plan works.” Frankie barked to the others. “And hope that we can find somewhere to hide.”

Both Snip and Bares-Fangs didn’t respond, but kept on trotting forward, barely ahead of him. 

The growling grew louder behind them. It was now like a rushing wind, an echoing proclamation of doom...

Sckkkrowwwll-URK! The sound of the Claws behind them suddenly turned into a strangled cry, and Frankie let out an excited bark.

“It’s working! Quick! Run!” He started to trot faster, nudging Snip and Bares-Fangs with his muzzle.

Scraawr! Sckrowl! Hsss! The sounds behind them were as if a hundred angry hornets had been released into a tight box, and not allowed out. The Claws had run into their own ‘trap’ and apparently, was not faring too well at all.

“Fwan-key smart!” Snip even managed to bounce a little on his own tired legs.

“Thanks, but it won’t mean anything if we can’t find somewhere to hide in all of this!” Frankie barked again, finding a strength that he didn’t even know that he had.

Just a little while earlier, all three of them had rolled the food tins and the material into the patch of leaking liquid, and had done their best to throw the food around that part of the tunnel. Frankie had guessed that the Claws was probably as hungry as they were, or was driving itself mad with hatred and revenge against the prey that constantly eluded it. He had hoped that it would stop to try and eat the food, or at least lick it.

Sckrawwr! Hsss! From the angry sounds behind them, it seemed that their plan had worked, at least in part. 

Even if the Claws didn’t eat all of the food, maybe it’s nose will be so injured that it won’t be able to smell us! We’ll just have to hide, and we’ll be safe! Frankie thought excitedly, as the hissing behind them died down.

“Claws run away?” Bares-Fangs panted as she ran ahead.

“I hope so,” Frankie replied, but secretly he doubted it. He secretly thought that they were past the point of no-return. For the Claws to go back, would mean to slink all the way back to the strange, noisy alien building and then back through the briars and the poisoned river outside. It was too far, and the prospect of a meal was just in front of it...

Hssss! The sound washed towards them, an angry wave turning into a full throated roar.

“Uh, scratch that.” Frankie barked. “I think we just made it mad! Run for your lives!” The terror sped them all up as behind them they heard heavy, clumsy paws banging on concrete and metal as the injured Claws ran towards them...

The sound grew louder. And faster. 

And closer.

Frankie was sure, that if he just turned around for a second he would see the talons flashing in the darkness, the hissings and howls had already turned into pants and gasps. They were close enough to hear its breath as it charged towards them.

“Fwan-key! Look! Look!” Snip was chirruping ahead of them, and the hound raised his eyes-

There was a light ahead, but not the off-yellow light of the electric emergency lights above. This was a greying light. Natural light.

“Faster everyone! Run faster!” Frankie pushed Bares-Fangs ahead of him as they ran as fast as they could, the roars of the enraged animal fast behind them.

We’ll never make it. We’ll never make it. Frankie was thinking. But slowly, gradually, the grey started to resolve itself. The grey was getting lighter and lighter, resolving itself into vertical lines... A breath of fresh air touched Frankie’s much abused nose. 

Outside! Real fresh air! The promise of anywhere that wasn’t this accursed tunnel seemed to spur them all on, even faster than the fear that drove them from behind.

The vertical lines resolved themselves into bars. There was a grate at the end of the tunnel, and the pipes ran straight out, before plunging into a concrete base just outside. The grate was fitted around the many pipes, and then stretched across the tunnel opening. Through its bars they could see the grey light of a fading afternoon peeking through the canopy of monstrous trees.

Snip and Bares-Fangs ran straight through the gaps in the bars with no trouble whatsoever, not stopping until they were a few metres away, when they collapsed against the leaf litter and earth mould of the forest floor. Frankie could see their little bodies heaving and panting as they lay there, and he feared that they might die from the exertion, but slowly, very slowly, he saw them stir.

The tunnel came out into another sort of pit, a grown-over quarry type area that was dense with rotting leaves and slick wet mud.

However, Frankie couldn’t take advantage of the soft ground the same as the rats had. He was too big to squeeze between the bars.

“Fwan-key! Bad-bad!” Snip shrieked when he realized just what was happening behind him. The two forest rats hadn’t stopped to notice that their friend could no more run under the grate as they could open the trapdoor. Even though he was a small dog, he just couldn’t fit.

“It’s okay guys.” Frankie whimpered, his eyes large and sad. “We tried. You were brave. You’re safe.” He didn’t want to say it, but he had to. “Go on. Run. Get away from here while you can. Start a new den somewhere far away from the Claws.”

Frankie started whimpering, almost howling as he heard the hissing of the Claws emerge behind him. The Claws had stopped running now, but was padding steadfastly forward, sneezing and hissing every few steps as it was covered in that sticky, acrid poison.

“No-no! Fwan-key stupid!” Snip shrieked at him.

“Look-look! Look!” Bares-Fangs had run to the edge of the grate where it was shaped around the metal alien pipes. The gap was wider there, mismatched to the industrial machinery. There was a chance that a dog of Frankie’s size could fit, if he squeezed himself tightly.

There was the sound of panting and the snick of talons on concrete behind him. The Claws was almost close enough to pounce. Frankie ran to the edge of the pipes and pushed his muzzle through the gap easily, his ears followed behind, and then, with one side of his body squeezed against the pipes, he started to push.

“Sckrowwwl!” The daylight found the Claws behind them, and Snip shrieked.

Frankie wiggled, forcing his fur to slide him under the bars. He could hear the slap of claws as the monster saw him, and pounced-

With a schnick! Frankie popped out the other side of the grate, just before the whole grate behind him rattled with the weight of the injured, much suffering Claws as it hit the place where Frankie had just been.

The Dachshund yelped, sliding and rolling away from the grate, and away from the spitting, spinning ball of fury that was the Claws. 

“Will it stop?” Snip squeaked, looking fearfully at the bars of the grate. 

“Yes. I think so Snip.” The dog barked, too tired to even do much more than lie and pant in the middle of the small quarry. The bars looked strong, and, for the first time they could get to see the state of the Claws that had been chasing them for so long. It was rangy and its fur was mottled from lots of scrapes and knocks, and its’ face was horribly puffy, it’s eyes half closed as it must still burn with the trick that they had played on it. The Claws hissed and lashed its long tail, stalking back and forth along the front of the grate.

“I think it’s over now Snip. I think that we’re safe.” Frankie whimpered.

But Frankie was very far from right. The next, low throated growl they heard didn’t come from in front of them, but behind.
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“Uh, Snip?” Frankie whimpered, as much to himself as to his colleague.

“Yes-yes. Bad-bad.” Snip shook beside him, standing just in front of his den-mate, Bares-Fangs.

The trio were not alone in the quarry. They were, in fact, surrounded. One by one, the heads of three monstrous Claws appeared around the three points of the quarry, looking down at their new prey below – and they looked angry.

Frankie looked from snarling mouth to snarling mouth, terrified of just what he might see next. The Claws were bigger up close than he had imagined, and the picture of health compared to the one that they had tricked and trapped behind them. Their muscles rippled under tan and orange fur, their two front fangs were long and speared past the bottom of their jaws. Their eyes were a mixture of green and yellow, and stared intently down at the three of them.

There was a silence between the prey and the predators, as air steamed from all of their mouths.

Except, we didn’t trick them at all, did we? Frankie realized. The Claws tricked us!

It was all so clear to Frankie now that they stood, surrounded. It was a classic hunting ploy – to flush out the game, whilst the others of your pack or pride are they to capture them.

That Claws behind was probably sent to lure us out, using Bares-Fangs as bait. Frankie growled. And when that didn’t work, he came in after us – flushing us out of the building and driving us to his family. Frankie thought in wonder at how clever the monster cats must in fact be. Maybe they are just trying to feed their family exactly the same as the forest rats are trying to feed their den?

Frankie growled out of fear and desperation. Perhaps it was never any good, never any chance for us. This strange land is wild, and you have to be fierce and strong to survive.

And we are just three small animals in a giant forest. Not big or strong enough to survive here.

The dark thoughts threatened to swell over him, surround and drown him. The dog thought that he understood for a moment what the ‘sleep of death’ was that his smaller friends talked about. Next to him, they shook and stammered, clutching onto each other in fear of their mutual fate.

But wolves don’t give up. They never give up. Frankie started to growl even louder, feeling his little chest vibrate with the size of his anger. And us dogs protect our friends. Our family.

Frankie’s growl came forward into his mouth as he grizzled. Saliva started to drip from his chin as ancient memories were awoken within him. He thought for a wild, desperate moment what it would be like to see his boy Rupert again – to somehow travel back home – but he knew that it was impossible now.

I failed you, Rupert! He thought. But I won’t fail these new friends!

He howled. A long, undulating howl that ripped out of his throat and soared to the stars above. It went on for a long time, the longest howl that Frankie had ever made. It echoed through the forest, warning, summoning, declaring.

The Claws above them hissed and spat, stalking back and forth at this strange, defiant behaviour from the alien creature below. It was such a small thing! Obviously prey! But it sounded and moved liked something that a part of them said that they should fear, somehow.

“Hsss!” They spat and lashed their tails, breaking smaller branches and vines around them.

“Sckrowl!” They roared and spat, and the injured Claws behind them joined in the tirade. 

The monstrous Claws were answering the little Dachshund’s howl, and they were declaring their intent to strike.

“Run if you can,” Frankie barked out of the side of his mouth at Snip and Bares-Fangs. “I’ll try to buy you what time I can, but I cannot promise...”

The dog didn’t have the time to finish the statement that he started, for the Claws took advantage of the fact that he was talking to the two forest rats, and decided to pounce.

Thud! Thud-Thud! Three dark shapes landed in the small area of the quarry. These three Claws were nimble and quick, not tired and injured like the last. They hissed, baring their fangs as Frankie tried to put himself between the rats and their bullies, barking-

First one Claw darted towards them, and their group jumped to one side, and then another darted in. Frankie snarled, and ducked as a heavy paw soared just inches over his head. The big cats were playing with them, driving them between them.

They group backed up, only for the third Claws to rear on its hind paws-

Thock! A shape flashed between the trees.

Frankie barked at the Claws that stood over him, holdings its paws as big as dinner plates over the defiant little Dachshund. 

“Urk?” Frankie watched as a startled look came over the Claws’ face. It looked puzzled, and wobbled on its legs for a moment.

Thock! Thock! This time, Frankie saw it. Something had hit the Claws. Something that was still hanging off of it. It looked like a yellow twig.

“Sckroaw?” The Claws said, before it tottered backwards and collapsed onto the gorge floor.

“What was that?” Frankie barked, turning just in time to see another Claws leaping towards him-

Thock! Thock! Two more of the strange yellow twigs hit this cat in mid pounce, giving Frankie, Snip, and Bares-Fangs just enough time to dart from under its shadow as it crashed, senseless and motionless, to the forest floor. 

That left only two more Claws, and one was behind bars.

Frankie saw a shadow moving in the dark of the forest, followed by another, and another. There were forms approaching them – tall, dark shapes that rose up from the undergrowth as if the forest itself had come alive...

The last Claw roared in anger at the approaching attackers, and the trio watched as another yellow coloured dart flicked past its face, missing and breaking with a sharp sound on the wall of the tunnel entrance. In a flash, it jumped up, clearing the quarry floor all the way to the lip of the cliff around it, and was almost about to vanish into the wilderness, when-

Thock! Thock! Two more of the yellow darts hit the beast, one in the hind quarters and another in the back. Frankie barked in fear and amazement as the monstrous cat kept on trotting for a short period, and then stopped, collapsing underneath the immense bark of the tree above. 

They were all gone; dead or unconscious or both. All of the Claws had been defeated, save one.

“Fwan-key! Look-look! Gone!” Snip chittered and squeaked, running around in circles on the quarry floor. The Dachshund looked back to the tunnel grate where, so recently, the injured Claws that had pursued them could have been seen on the other side of the fence. Now no more. The Claws had vanished, slunk back into the darkness of the tunnel – doubtless scared and fleeing for its life back to the alien building, and then – out into the strange, giant forest beyond.

“Maybe it’s gone forever.” Frankie barked and growled at the tunnel. “Maybe the Claws will run away and won’t ever come back to this part of the forest again.” But I doubt it. The wolfish part of him added. A creature like the Claws will be drawn to the hunt, wherever it is – even if it is the last of its kind, it will be drawn to prey on those less stronger and smaller than it. Striking in the dark of night. No one in the forest will be completely safe.

Frankie howled, a mixture of fear and rage, before remembering. The alien building Alien. The things that saved us. What if they are just going to do what the Claws couldn’t? The little dog turned, to confront the first of their rescuer’s as it crested the mouth of the quarry.

It did look as though the forest itself had come alive. There was a tangle of leaves, bushes – green and brown shapes that were sprouting from a figure – very large, much taller than a Claws or a Frankie. It had two brown and green legs, and from its own paws there extended a long cylindrical device. 

Frankie growled at it, as the camouflaged figure raised the device towards the dog...

“Frankie!”

The hound’s howl suddenly stopped, cut short by a force hammering in his heard. A figure was running towards him, running from behind these strange tree figures. It looked, smelled, and sounded just like a person who lived inside his heart. 

It was a human boy. It was his Rupert.
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The howl split the air, and Rupert dropped the bag that he had been holding. “Frankie?” He muttered. It couldn’t be. He couldn’t believe it – and yet it must be true. The human boy would recognise that sound anywhere. He hadn’t known that he could pick out his own dog’s voice, he had thought that all dogs must sound the same; but it wasn’t the case. He recognized his Frankie, and the shout spilled from his lips.

“Frankie!?” He shouted, pushing past the government forces that had accompanied them to this remote part of Canada.

Down there, standing in a small depression in the ground, was his dog. A small chocolate, black and tan Dachshund that looked immediately like it had seen better days. It was barking excitedly at the humans, its eyes bulging and every muscle in its body straining, as if the hound couldn’t believe its eyes, nose, or ears.

“Frankie! There you are!” Rupert found himself crying as he ran down the lip of the quarry. It was if an invisible thread that had been holding them together had finally snapped back into place. A sense of completeness settled over Rupert’s heart. Everything was right with the world. Everything was as it should be. 

(Apart from the wormhole-inducing machine, the giant forest and the monster cats, of course, Rupert’s brain thought in the background).

The boy didn’t realize he was crying until he had fallen into a heap on the quarry floor, and Frankie was licking excitedly at his face. 

“Hey boy! Hey! There you are! It’s you! It’s you, isn’t it?” Rupert was saying nonsense words, not making any sense to anyone else but to Frankie. Boys and dogs always create their own little nonsense language between each other, made out of things half said.

Frankie barked happily, his rump waggling with the force of his energetic tail as it threatened to overtake the rest of him and throw him to the ground. The little dog leapt up to Rupert’s face, before jumping onto his knees and spinning around on his lap, nipping excitedly at the pull-tie of his hoodie, his fingers, and the boys nose.

“Hey! Cut it out! Ugh!” Rupert laughed, petting the dog’s back. “Wow – you are in a real state, aren’t you?” Rupert said again, marvelling at the dirt matted into the little dogs fur. “It’s going to take a week of baths to get all of this mud off of you isn’t it – and probably worse!” Rupert suddenly grimaced. “Just what have you been up to, hey boy? Where have you been?”

Frankie barked and yipped, but Rupert could tell that the little hound wasn’t paying any attention to what he was saying. Instead, he was just happy to see his boy once again, and to be returned to his rightful place in the world.

“McAllister?” Said a voice from the quarry, and one of the tree-covered figures approached him. Rupert could see that it was a soldier in heavy camouflage, off green and brown suit, with a dozen straps for the guns, knives, and climbing equipment that they had. In his hands he held a long games’ keeper’s rifle, it’s magazine packed with the yellow tranquiliser darts that he and the others had so recently fired. “Excuse me, but I think that we had better get you and the pooch out of here. We don’t know how long the tranquilliser will keep these brutes down, and I don’t want a civilian boy to be in the middle of it whenever they wake up!” The soldier said, his voice tinged with a smattering of Canadian-French.

“Oh, right. Of course.” Rupert looked over at the two immense bodies of the cats that lay beside him. He had never seen creatures so big – nor so fierce. They looked bigger than lions, bigger than tigers even – but had the long forward fangs of the prehistoric, extinct sabre-tooth tiger. In appearance, they still had the fur, ear tufts, and the long front and back legs of a lynx, but were obviously many times bigger.

The boy watched as the animal nearest to him heaved a shallow sigh, a little bit of drool spilling from between its gigantic fangs. It was asleep, and not dead. The boy stood up quickly, his hands cradling his pet Dachshund, who was squiggling and rolling around in his arms.

“Don’t worry boy,” Rupert gently thumped his back. “We’re out of here now. These things won’t ever hurt you again.” He walked quickly away from the beasts, pausing as he got to the lip of the quarry behind them.

“Just what are you going to do now?” He asked the soldier. “With these creatures, I mean?”

“Bring them in.” The soldier said, not taking his eyes off of the sleeping beasts, and turned to speak a few electric-static commands over his radio mic. Within a few minutes, a team of other soldiers, this time wearing the blue arm bands of medics and engineers, had jogged into the quarry with large bags and breathing apparatus for the monster cats. They set to work quickly and efficiently, slipping a breathing mask over each of the cat’s faces, before tying their paws, and heaving them into a large, ventilated bag, and then onto stretchers.

A new voice joined them from above. It was Agent Wilkins, from some mysterious United States Security/Intelligence department that he wouldn’t tell Rupert the name of. He was still wearing his dark suit and shades, but had traded his shiny shoes for combat boots, and had added a canvas jacket over his own sports jacket. “They’ll be kept safe, in quarantine – unable to harm anything else.” Agent Wilkins said carefully.

“You won’t... Experiment on them will you?” Rupert said with a grimace. Even though the beasts looked terrible, and fierce – the thought of being stuck in a laboratory somewhere whilst doctors and scientists poked and prodded them was still rather unpalatable. Frankie whined uncomfortably in the back of his throat.

“I think, young man, that is exactly what got us into this mess in the first place – wouldn’t you agree?” Agent Wilkins said a little dryly. “Walk with me for a bit, Rupert, I think that you deserve some answers, in return for some questions of our own.”

“I did promise you, that if you saved my dog I wouldn’t ever use the Door again!” Rupert said stubbornly.

“Ah yes, well, you see Mr. McAllister, I think that someone of your talents couldn’t make that promise, in all good faith.” Agent Wilkins said, and Frankie growled in the back of his throat.

“I’m not lying, you know!” Rupert said hotly.

“I know. I just think that someone with your intelligence couldn’t help yourself. You may not use the McAllister-Frankie Door, of course – but you may make something else, and then tinker with that, and then make something else.” Wilkins chortled. “Which is why I would like to offer you a job.”

“A job!? But I’m only a teenager!” Rupert said.

“But obviously a very gifted one.” The government agent said. “At least hear me out, and I’ll then make your mind up.” He cleared his throat, and began explaining. “We won’t experiment on the big cats. We think that they are the result of a mutation event, relating to what was happening in this area.” Wilkins gestured to the immense trees and over-sized plants around them. 

“Hmm. That would make sense.” Rupert nodded, internally calculating. “If some sort of pathogen or chemical was released into the environment, then it would naturally affect the whole ecosystem...”

“Exactly. It seems that here, the government of our country, as well as Canada, NATO, and a number of private firms where engaged in a very tricky piece of private research – relating to low level subspace harmonics, and genetic mutation.”

“Bombarding genetic material with electromagnetic radiation?” Rupert immediately said. “That would for sure induce changes in the evolutionary record..!” There was a glint of excitement in his voice.

“Ah yes. You see what I mean? You cannot help yourself.” Agent Wilkins laughed. “I rather think that it must have been something like that happened. There was some kind of accident at a research facility not very far from here, and the machines at the laboratory apparently broke, and started polluting all of the land around here. This whole area has been in an unofficial quarantine for years now, as the partners and government try to think of a way to clan all of this mess up!”

“Wait,” Rupert suddenly frowned, looking down at the dog that he was holding in his hands. “If this whole ecosystem was polluted, and my Frankie has been living inside it for so long – will he get sick? Will he grow really big? What is going to happen to him!?” His voice was alarmed. And the dog in his arms sensed his boys alarm and whined unhappily.

“Oh, I shouldn’t think so.” Wilkins said affectionately. “He was only here for a very little while, and I don’t think that the contaminant works like that. The cats changed over years and years, as did these trees. Many generations of successive children and breeding led to these mutations. Your little pooch wasn’t here long enough to feel the effects.”

Rupert scratched behind Frankie’s ears and over the top of his head. “I hope so.” He said, still worried.

“Which is actually, Mr. McAllister, why I think that we need someone of your brain here. Your machine...”

“The McAllister-Frankie Door,” Rupert corrected him.

“Yes, it was a miraculous piece of engineering – it really was! You have managed to do what all of the best minds on either side of the Atlantic and Pacific had failed at! Your machine created an almost stable wormhole you see – but it just didn’t go to where you thought it would.”

“No.” Rupert said. “Thankfully. If it had gone to another planet in the galaxy, then we might never have found Frankie!”

“Yes, you see Rupert, the reason it did not, we believe, is that the wormhole that your Door generated latched itself onto the nearest, biggest, subspace interference – what was happening right here, in the broken down research station!” Agent Wilkins said excitedly.

“I see! So, the Door worked – but it just attaches itself to the nearest, easiest target to jump to!” Rupert said. “With more power, and bigger computers, then we could get to link to targets which are further away....” Rupert opened his mouth in wonder. “We could actually use our invention to travel to places throughout the galaxy!”

“Yes.” Wilkins nodded. “But first, we need to learn how to clear up the mess here, at the last experiment that went wrong. And that is one of the reasons why the people and powers that I represent want to give you a job, working to study this place, and to help reverse its affects.”

“Of course! That would be amazing!” Rupert said excitedly.

The pair of humans and dog had reached the end of the forest affected by the broken research station. They now were in an area of normal-sized trees and plants. Even the air seemed different. Up ahead of them sat a squadron of army jeeps and tracked vehicles, around which milled soldiers, and the anxious forms of Rupert’s parents. They waved at their boy and his dog as he walked back out of the weird zone, worried sick, and grateful beyond measure.

“Well, I bet that you’re glad that is over, hey boy?” Rupert said to Frankie, who barked excitedly. As Rupert watched, he saw Frankie’s head suddenly turn to one side – as if he had caught sight of something out of the corner of his eye.

He couldn’t be sure, but he was certain that he head, amidst the sound of the forest and the busy soldiers, a chorus of tiny squeaking coming from the bushes.

Frankie barked again, happily, with a short howl at the end. Rupert couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like his dog was saying farewell to something, or two, small, squeaking somethings. After this, the dog happily thrust its snout back into the crook of his boys arm, closed his eyes, and fell asleep.

THE END
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