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Robbie is furious when he fi nds himself stuck at the 
Institute for Animal Research again — yet another 
weekend ruined by his father’s job. 

Then a disturbing encounter in the animal house 
turns Robbie’s world upside down. He is thrust into 
a perilous journey through the harsh landscape of a 
Highland winter, accompanied by two unlikely and 
mysterious travelling companions …
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Chapter 1

“It’s no good, Spike. You can’t stay in here.”
Robbie’s Dad didn’t like cats. He didn’t really 

like any animals at all, which was odd considering 
the kind of work he did.

Robbie flicked an uneasy glance at the kitchen 
door as he grabbed a dishtowel and scrubbed at the 
muddy paw prints on the table. Spike yawned and 
rolled over to one side in a long, slow stretch.

Robbie understood perfectly. “I don’t care how 
comfortable you are. You shouldn’t be here. And 
neither should I,” he muttered, thinking of the 
empty weekend ahead.

 He lifted the cat and opened the back door. 
He could see next door’s dog peering hopefully 
through the garden fence. Spike went rigid in his 
arms, but Robbie wasn’t fooled. The dog was no 
threat. He was old and stiff and his bones ached 
too much in wet weather to care about anything 
except doing his business and getting back indoors 
as fast as possible.

“Go home, Spike.” He dropped the cat on to the 
rain-soaked flagstones and stepped back into the 
house. “You don’t want Dad to catch you in here.”

The cat flicked his tail in a disdainful gesture 
and set off towards the bushes at the back of 
the garden just as Robbie’s dad erupted into the 
kitchen.

“Don’t be silly, Robbie! Why are you looking out 
there? Shut the door!”
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Robbie did as he was asked. Michael Bruce 
looked around wildly.

“I’ve checked everywhere — they’ve got to be 
somewhere in the house. The car’s still here after 
all.” A shadow of doubt appeared on his father’s 
bony face. “The car is here, isn’t it?”

Robbie followed him into the hall. It was per-
fectly fine with him if the car keys didn’t surface. 
He didn’t like visiting the Institute. Not any more. 
He watched as his father pulled open the front 
door, peered outside, then rushed past on his way 
up the stairs.

“Maybe I left them in the bathroom. You check 
down here,” he ordered.

While his father thundered from one room to 
another above his head, Robbie opened the door to 
the cupboard under the stairs. It was no surprise 
to see the car keys lying on the shelf next to the 
heating switch. Dad always put the heating on as 
soon as he came into the house.

He hesitated for a moment, tempted to say 
nothing. It would be a reasonable payback for his 
cancelled weekend. But it wasn’t worth spending 
the next few minutes watching his father tear the 
house to pieces.

“Dad!” he yelled. “I found them. They’re here!”
“Thanks, Robbie!” Michael ran downstairs and 

snatched them out of his hand, scooping up his 
briefcase on his way to the door. “Let’s go. I’m sup-
posed to be there in five minutes.”

Robbie slouched in the passenger seat, eyes 
closed, trying to imagine he was on the road 
through Glencoe, driving across naked moorland 
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9HOX

towards distant, snow-capped mountains, instead 
of speeding along the main street of Duncraig 
while his father complained loudly about Saturday 
drivers, careless pedestrians and unco-operative 
traffic lights. 

Robbie didn’t open his eyes until he felt the car 
slow down and make a sharp left turn, through a 
pair of heavy metal gates, into the Institute for 
Animal Research. The security guard waved them 
in. For once, Robbie didn’t wave back.

His father took a deep breath and smiled at 
Robbie. “Only a few minutes late after all. Thanks 
to you.”

Robbie said nothing. Michael took one hand off 
the wheel and waved towards a small block of flats, 
just visible above the trees on the other side of a 
tall chain link  fence.

“Do you remember when we lived over there? 
And you suddenly turned up in my office in the 
middle of the night in your pyjamas?”

But his clumsy attempt to lighten the atmos-
phere only reminded Robbie of how hard it was to 
get his father away from work for a single evening, 
let alone a whole weekend.

“I thought security was supposed to keep people 
out,” he said. “It can’t be much use if little kids 
can find their way in.”

Michael glared at him. “There’s nothing wrong 
with our security. We’re not trying to find out if 
some deodorant gives you a rash, Robbie. You 
know we don’t do that kind of work here. The 
animals have always been well cared for, not 
tortured.”
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Robbie glowered back as the car crunched its 
way up the gravel driveway. 

“I don’t see why you had to drag me here any-
way. I’ll just have to hang about for ages.”

He stared straight ahead. There was nothing 
interesting to see. Only the solid grey bulk of 
the Institute. It had once been a private home, a 
massive Victorian mansion, with wide lawns at 
the front and a huge expanse of parkland at the 
back. Now it housed the offices and most of the 
Institute’s laboratories.

“I thought you liked coming with me.” His father 
looked at him with a puzzled frown as he turned 
towards the car park at the rear of the building.

Robbie sighed. “I’m twelve years old, Dad,” he 
said. “I’m not a little kid any more.” Then he stiff-
ened and sat up straight. There it was again — just 
like last time. A tickle in his head, as though some-
thing was trying to worm its way inside.

His father stopped the car, reached into the 
back for his briefcase and climbed out. “I’ll not be 
long.”

“I should have gone to Ally’s house. Then it 
really would be just like any other day.” That was 
where Robbie usually ended up on school days 
when his father was going to be very late home.

“Alastair’s away for the weekend,” Michael 
reminded him. “And there’s no one else.”

“Lucky Ally,” growled Robbie, wishing now that 
he had been invited along. But he didn’t have that 
kind of relationship with Ally. Or with anyone else.

“Well, I can’t leave you home alone all after-
noon,” said his father. “And if I get finished quickly 
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enough, we might still have time to head off after-
wards.”

Robbie knew from experience how unlikely that 
was, but he wasn’t interested in arguing about it. 
He was too busy trying to sort out the growing ten-
sion in his head.

His Dad’s voice softened.  “Please don’t be awk-
ward, Robbie. I’ve got no choice. You know that.”

“It’s me that’s got no choice.” He turned his 
head away and stared at the raindrops on the win-
dow. The sensation was much more than a tickle 
now. It was like someone knocking at the door to 
his mind, demanding to be let in. 

The back door of the building swung open and 
Gavin Moir appeared at the top of the steps. 
Robbie didn’t like him much. Moir was the Head 
of the Institute and he wasn’t interested in talk-
ing to anyone who didn’t matter. He usually 
looked through Robbie, as though he was invisible. 
Robbie watched him gesture impatiently, then tap 
his watch.

Michael Bruce waved back, and began to drum 
his fingers impatiently on the roof while Robbie 
undid his seatbelt and swung his feet out on to the 
gravel.

 “Why don’t you go and see Morag? She’s 
got a really fancy graphics programme on her 
machine.”

Morag was his father’s latest student. She was 
the one who always got stuck with Robbie while 
Michael got on with what he needed to do. But 
Robbie wasn’t really listening. He was concen-
trating on the feeling inside his head. It seemed 

HOX_3.indd   11 20/01/2009   11:35:50



12 HOX

to come and go like a radio signal, depending on 
which way he was facing. He stood up and turned 
his head, testing it out.

His father was waiting for an answer. He said 
the first thing that came into his head. “I think I’ll 
take a walk.”

“In the rain?”
Robbie shrugged. “I don’t mind.”
“Well, don’t go far. I’ll see you back here in 

about an hour.”
Robbie nodded. He watched his father cross the 

car park, climb the steps and bend his angular body 
to say something to Moir. But Gavin Moir wasn’t 
looking at Michael. For once, he was staring at 
Robbie ... and he looked angry. Maybe he thought 
it was Robbie’s fault that they were late. Or maybe 
people weren’t allowed to bring their children here 
any more. Dad was always complaining about how 
fussy people were getting about health and safety.

His mood lightening a little at the thought of how 
much it would annoy his father if Robbie couldn’t 
come to work with him anymore, he turned away 
and crunched across the gravel towards a tree-
lined path.

When he looked back a minute later, both men 
had disappeared inside. Immediately, he changed 
direction, heading back along the side of the 
house, past a row of wheelie bins to the front of 
the building.

He stopped and stared at the barn-like structure 
hunched close to the ground on the other side of 
a smooth expanse of emerald lawn. It looked like 
a prison, with its heavy security door, shuttered 
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13HOX

windows covered in heavy-duty wire mesh and the 
chain link fence visible just behind it.

And that, thought Robbie, overcome by a sudden 
unexpected wave of sadness, was exactly what it 
was.
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