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Where  were her mom and dad? Why  hadn’t the noise 

woken them up, too? She took a step back, ready to turn 

and run. She should call the police, or go get help.

But . . .

Whoever this person was, why  were they hiding in a 

tent? And what  were  those train tracks  doing  here? Her 

mind started to prickle, searching for an answer that  didn’t 

seem to be  there.

Very carefully, she reached out to the  house phone, 

which stood on a small  table beside the front door, and 

lifted it from its cradle.

“Tell me who you are or I’ll call the police,” she said, 

trying to keep her voice steady.

For a moment  there was no response. Then the voice 

said, “I’m no one.”

“Well, you must be someone,” she said. “ You’re talk-

ing to me.”

The voice grunted in obvious annoyance. “No, I’m not. 

 You’re dreamin’. Go back to bed.”

Without realizing it, Suzy took a few steps  toward the 

tent. “If I’m dreaming,” she said, “then I’m already in bed.”

Another grunt, even more annoyed than the last.

“Well?” she said, creeping closer.

“Aha! You could be sleepwalkin’.” The voice sounded 

rather pleased with itself.
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“Maybe,” said Suzy. “That would certainly explain 

a lot.”

“ There you are, then,” the voice concluded. “Sleep-

walkin’. Now, off to bed with you.”

Suzy took another step, but her toe struck something 

hard. “Ouch!” She hopped onto one foot and looked down. 

A squat hammer lay on the floor between the rails.

“What ’appened?” snapped the voice. “What’s goin’ on?”

“I’ve just proved to myself I’m not asleep,” said Suzy, 

reaching down to rub her throbbing toe. “That hurt.”

“Serves you right.”

Suzy thought the voice was starting to sound a  little 

scared, which gave her a bit more confidence. Then she 

glanced over to the living room door, which stood open. 

 There, slumped on the sofa where she had left them,  were 

her parents, still snoring.

“Mom! Dad!” She ran into the living room and shook 

them. Neither of them woke, but her dad snorted and gave 

a big, slightly dribbly grin.

“More cake?” he muttered. “Just one slice.”

“Wake up!” she shouted.

“ You’re wastin’ your breath,” said the voice from the 

tent. “ They’re out for the count.”

“What have you done to them?” she said, marching 

back into the hall, her anger rising.
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“Me? Absolutely nothin’. Anyway,  they’re happy. Best 

just leave ’em dreamin’ for a bit.”

Suzy threw the phone down. “Come out!” she said, 

stamping her foot for emphasis.

 There was a pause. “No.”

“I’m not asking,” she said in her best imitation of her 

 mother. She  didn’t feel half as fearless as she sounded, but 

the owner of the voice  didn’t seem to realize that. “Come 

out  here right now!”

“Have it your way,” muttered the voice.  There was 

more movement inside the tent, and then something 

poked its way out between the canvas flaps. It was a nose: 

the longest, strangest nose that Suzy had ever seen— 

almost a foot long, aquiline, with a pair of enormous 

nostrils filled with thick, bristly gray hair. A broad mouth, 

as wide as a toad’s, was set in a sneer beneath it, while two 

small yellow eyes squinted at her over the top. This 

strange face was set in a round, bald head, with skin as 

thick and knotted as old tree bark. A huge pair of pointed 

ears stuck out on  either side.

“Well?” said the creature, stepping into full view. “ Here 

I am. Take a good look, why  don’t you?”

Suzy realized her mouth was hanging open and shut 

it with a snap.

The creature, what ever it was, stood almost a head 
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shorter than Suzy and wore orange overalls over its squat 

body. A name tag pinned to its chest read flETCH.

“What, I mean . . .  who? I mean, what are you?” stam-

mered Suzy.

“I’m  behind schedule, that’s what,” said Fletch, elbowing 

her aside and snatching up the tools from the f loor. 

“ They’ll have my ears for slippers if I  don’t get this con-

nection finished. Out of my way.” He slouched past her 

to the kitchen door, where he stooped and gave the near-

est rail an experimental tap with his hammer.

“You put  these  here?” she asked, coming up  behind 

him.

“ ’Course I did,” he snapped. “An’ in rec ord time, I’ll 

have you know.” He pulled a tuning fork from the pocket 

of his overalls, flicked it, and set the stem down on the 

rail. The fork emitted a high keening note, and Fletch 

nodded, apparently satisfied. “Back in the day, I’d have 

had a  whole crew with me, and we’d have been in an’ out 

in five minutes flat. Blinkin’ cutbacks. This job gets harder 

 every year.”

Suzy listened without  really understanding. “But what 

are they for?”

Fletch looked as though he was about to reply, but 

paused with his mouth open. “Never you mind.  You’ve al-

ready seen too much.  You’re not even s’posed to be  here.”
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“Excuse me?” She stamped her foot again and meant 

it this time. “I live  here.”

“Which is why  you’re supposed to be fast asleep and 

leavin’ me in peace,” he said, getting to his feet. “I  don’t 

know how the prep team missed you. They got  those 

other two.” He waved a hand in the direction of Suzy’s 

sleeping parents in the living room. “ They’re normally 

very thorough.”

“What are you talking about?” she said. “What prep 

team?”

But Fletch just spun on his heels and marched past 

her, heading for the tent. “I’d make meself scarce, if I was 

you,” he said. “Just go upstairs and pretend you  didn’t see 

anythin’. This’ll all be gone by mornin’.” And before she 

could say anything, he had ducked inside the tent and 

dis appeared.

She stood  there  until her anger fi nally overcame her 

confusion. “Listen,” she said. “You  can’t just turn up in my 

 house in the  middle of the night and start telling me what 

to do. I  don’t even know what you are! And what about my 

parents? I demand you wake them up!” But if he’d heard 

her, he ignored her. She could see his shadow moving back 

and forth across the inside of the tent and heard the sound 

of rummaging.

She considered following him into the tent, but she was 

still cautious enough not to want to be stuck in a confined 
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space with a . . .  what ever Fletch was. A gnome? A pixie? 

Maybe an elf? But that was ridicu lous.  Those  things 

 didn’t—  couldn’t— exist, and she shook the thought off as 

quickly as she could. All she knew for certain was that 

Fletch was an intruder, which meant he had to be up to 

no good.

This thought drew her eyes back to the tracks. She 

made her way to the kitchen door and pulled it open, 

wanting to see how far they reached. She was a  little 

 surprised to see that they stopped dead, right on the 

threshold to the room. The kitchen floor was untouched.

“ ’Scuse me.”

She was elbowed roughly to one side by Fletch, who 

had reappeared carry ing a black cylindrical rod, about the 

length of a pencil but much thicker. He swung the door 

shut again with a crash and began tapping the end of the 

rod against the doorframe.

“What are you  doing now?” she demanded.

“Concentratin’,” he said. He pressed an ear to the wood. 

“Not my finest work, but it’ll have to do.”

Her patience fi nally at an end, Suzy leaned over his 

shoulder and plucked the rod from his fin gers.

“Oi!” he shouted, jumping to snatch it back. Suzy held 

it over her head, out of reach.

“I’m not giving this back  until you tell me who you are 

and what  you’re  doing  here,” she said.
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“That’s not a toy!” he said, still jumping and waving his 

arms. “ You’re stealing. Thief!”

“Intruder!” she countered, and raised herself up on tip-

toes.

“That’s not fair,” Fletch whined, fi nally coming to a 

breathless halt. “It’s size- ist.”

“It’s perfectly fair,” said Suzy, trying to maintain some 

composure. “Just tell me, and you can have it back. I 

promise.”

Fletch shut one eye and peered at her sideways. 

“ Really?”

“ Really. But neither of us is  going anywhere  until you 

cooperate.”

Fletch sighed, and his shoulders sagged in defeat. “All 

right, you win. But I hope you realize how much trou ble 

I could get into for this.”

“ You’re already in trou ble,” she said. “With me.”

He gave her a resentful look and scuffed a foot back and 

forth on the carpet. “I’m an engineer,” he muttered. “I main-

tains the lines, and builds new ones when  they’re needed.”

“What lines?”

“What lines d’you think?” He indicated the tracks. 

“ These lines. The railway lines.”

Suzy blinked. “But the nearest railway line is miles 

away. And anyway, this is a  house. You  don’t get railway 

lines in  houses.”
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“Well, not normally, no,” said Fletch in a tone of voice 

that Suzy had only ever heard used on other  people. It 

made her feel a bit stupid, and her skin prickled with em-

barrassment. “But  we’re in a bit of a pickle, y’see. The 

Express got held up at  those new border controls in the 

Western Fenlands, and we’ve got to make up the time be-

fore our next delivery.  Going by the normal route would 

take an age, so this is a shortcut.” He tapped the side of 

his  great nose. “Strictly unofficial, of course.  We’re not 

 really allowed to set foot in  human territory, but  here we 

are, for a one- night- only sort of  thing.”

Suzy  didn’t grasp most of what Fletch had said, which 

only made her more frustrated, and she seized on the 

one nugget that she felt sure  she’d understood. “Rail-

ways  can’t just appear and dis appear overnight,” she said 

hotly.

“They can when I’m around,” said Fletch with a proud 

smile. “Fastest in the business me, although, at my age, 

I’m starting to feel it a bit.”

“Why? How old are you?”

Fletch puffed his chest out and affected an air of  great 

dignity. “A thousand and ten,” he said. “And still two cen-

turies from retirement.”

“ Don’t be silly,” she said. “Nobody’s that old.”

“ Really? And how old are you, exactly?”

“Eleven,” said Suzy.
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“Ha!” Fletch’s laugh was so explosive that it rocked him 

back on his heels. “So I s’pose you know every thing, then?”

Suzy felt a fresh rush of embarrassment and, hot on its 

heels, a surge of anger. She was so angry that she could 

hear her blood singing in her ears. Perhaps her feelings 

showed on her face,  because Fletch began backing away 

from her  toward the safety of the tent, his eyes widening.

“ Don’t walk away from me,” she demanded, but he 

plunged a hand into his overalls and pulled out an old- 

fashioned pocket watch. He flipped it open. “Crikey, 

where’s the time gone?  They’re  here!”

Only then did she feel the tremor beneath her feet and 

realize that the singing sound she heard  wasn’t coming 

from her ears at all—it was coming from the rails.

A rush of cold air barreled down the hall, and she 

turned, thinking the front door had opened. Instead, it 

had vanished, and in its place stood an archway of old 

stone bricks. She just had time to realize that the world 

that should have been vis i ble outside it— the street, the 

 houses, the neat  little gardens— was missing, replaced by 

an echoing black void, before she was blinded by the glare 

of a huge light, racing  toward her through the darkness. 

The scream of a whistle filled the hall, metal ground on 

metal, and Suzy threw herself backward as the train bore 

down upon her.
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