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Prologue

What had I expected to see? I wasn’t sure. An empty street. One or two late-night wanderers, maybe.

But not this. Never this.

There were hundreds of them. Thousands. They scuttled and scurried through the darkness, swarming over the village like an infection; relentless and unstoppable.

I leaned closer to the window and looked down at the front of the hospital. One of the larger creatures was tearing through the fence, its claws slicing through the wrought-iron bars as if they were cardboard. My breath fogged the glass and the monster vanished behind a cloud of condensation. By the time the pane cleared the thing would be inside the hospital. It would be up the stairs in moments. Everyone in here was as good as dead.

The distant thunder of gunfire ricocheted from somewhere near the village centre. A scream followed – short and sharp, then suddenly silenced. There were no more gunshots after that, just the triumphant roar of something sickening and grotesque.

I heard Ameena take a step closer behind me. I didn’t need to look at her reflection in the window to know how terrified she was. The crack in her voice said it all.

‘It’s the same everywhere,’ she whispered.

I nodded slowly. ‘The town as well?’

She hesitated long enough for me to realise what she meant. I turned away from the devastation outside. ‘Wait... You really mean everywhere, don’t you?’

Her only reply was a single nod of her head.

‘Liar!’ I snapped. It couldn’t be true. This couldn’t be happening.

She stooped and picked up the TV remote from the day-room coffee table. It shook in her hand as she held it out to me.

‘See for yourself.’

Hesitantly, I took the remote. ‘What channel?’

She glanced at the ceiling, steadying her voice. ‘Any of them.’

The old television set gave a faint clunk as I switched it on. In a few seconds, an all-too-familiar scene appeared.

Hundreds of the creatures. Cars and buildings ablaze. People screaming. People running. People dying.

Hell on Earth.

‘That’s New York,’ she said.

Click. Another channel, but the footage was almost identical.

‘London.’

Click.

‘I’m... I’m not sure. Somewhere in Japan. Tokyo, maybe?’ It could have been Tokyo, but then again it could have been anywhere. I clicked through half a dozen more channels, but the images were always the same.

‘It happened,’ I gasped. ‘It actually happened.’

I turned back to the window and gazed out. The clouds above the next town were tinged with orange and red. It was already burning. They were destroying everything, just like he’d told me they would.

This was it.

The world was ending.

Armageddon.

And it was all my fault.





SEVENTEEN DAYS EARLIER...





Chapter One
 THE HOSPITAL

I stood in the doorway, swaying on unsteady legs, staring down at the spot where my mum should have been.

The air around me was raw with the smell of disinfectant. It rose from every surface, thick and overpowering, as if trying to mask something too dirty to ever truly clean away.

Where I had expected to see Mum, there was someone else. This person was older than Mum. Smaller. More frail. Tubes and wires were attached to her all over, sagging limply, like the strings of a broken puppet.

Was this what Mum had looked like too? Lying there in this bed, bruised and battered from the attack by the Crowmaster? I couldn’t imagine it. I didn’t dare imagine it. Things I imagined had a nasty habit of coming true.

Like Mr Mumbles, for example. Years ago, when I was four or five, he’d been my imaginary friend. Eventually I’d outgrown him, forgotten about him, moved on.

He, it turned out, hadn’t.

Just over two weeks ago he came back and tried to kill me – or rather, a twisted, mutated version of him had come back, with dirty stitches sealing his mouth shut.

I only managed to survive when I discovered that I had a... special imagination. By concentrating hard enough – by picturing something clearly in my head – I could make it happen. I’d created fire. I’d created weapons. I’d even created a large, angry dog. And possibly a flying monkey, although the jury was still out on that one.

‘She was there. She was right there.’

Ameena’s voice sounded tinny and distant; I turned to face her. It took the room a few seconds to catch up.

‘Well, she’s not here now.’

A flicker of worry passed across Ameena’s face. ‘Are you OK? You look terrible.’

‘I’m fine,’ I lied.

‘You’ve been getting worse all night.’

‘I’m fine.’

I wasn’t fine. I was far from fine. My head was full of marshmallow and my legs were solid stone. My whole body was shaking with cold, but a thin film of sweat stuck my T-shirt to my back. My eyes felt like they were boiling in their sockets, and the five scratches I had received when the Crowmaster’s claws had dug into my scalp were burning holes through my skull.

I was sick. Maybe really sick. But it wasn’t my health I was worried about.

‘We’ve got to find her,’ I said.

‘You need to sit down before you fall down,’ Ameena told me. ‘I’ll get you a doctor.’

‘I’m fine,’ I snapped, turning and staggering out of the room. ‘Don’t worry about me. Worry about Mum.’

‘Can I help you?’

I looked in the direction the voice had come from. A tall, slightly overweight man in a white coat gradually swam into focus. His face looked like it hadn’t seen a razor in days, and the stubble that grew from his chin was flecked with grey.

‘My mum,’ I said.

The doctor raised an eyebrow and looked me up and down. ‘Sorry?’

I shook my head and cleared away some of the fuzz. ‘My mum was here,’ I explained. ‘In that room. She’s not there now.’

The doctor glanced in through the open door of the room. ‘Yes?’ he said, his tone clipped and irritable.

‘So where is she?’ Ameena asked.

‘Transferred.’

I frowned. ‘Transferred where?’

The doctor glanced at his watch. ‘That’s confidential. Now, if you’ll excuse me...’

Ameena stepped in front of him before I could. ‘He’s her son,’ she said, jabbing a thumb in my direction. ‘And I’m the one who brought her in. You can tell us where she is.’

The doctor folded his arms across his chest and leaned back on his heels. ‘The family has already been notified,’ he said, looking me up and down for the second time. ‘So, if you really are who you say you are, I suggest you check with them.’

Ameena didn’t move. She just stood there, blocking his way and giving him the evil eye.

‘Should I call security?’ he asked impatiently.

For a few long moments Ameena remained defiantly rooted to the spot. Then, although she didn’t step away, her shoulders slumped and she broke eye contact with the man in the white coat.

Keeping his arms folded, the doctor side-stepped her and carried on along the corridor. He didn’t even glance in my direction when he passed.

‘Family?’ Ameena asked as we watched him go. ‘What family?’

I laid a hand against the corridor wall, steadying myself. The paintwork was pleasantly cool to the touch, and I realised my insides felt like they were boiling. I’d gone from freezing in the cold to almost choking in the heat. I wanted to press my head against the wall and smother the fires that were burning there, but I didn’t. That would’ve taken time, and I was beginning to feel that time wasn’t something I had a lot left of. Besides, I’d have looked mental.

‘Nan,’ I croaked, letting go of the wall and forcing myself to stand up straight. ‘We have to go see Nan.’

I’d only been to the nursing home a couple of times since Nan had gone to live there, but I knew more or less where it was. We’d caught the bus. Ameena had paid for the tickets using money she got from who-knew-where, and then had half led, half dragged me to a seat somewhere near the back.

The journey went quickly, helped by the fact that I kept falling asleep. Every time I did I’d be greeted by a vision of the Crowmaster, or one of the enormous flesh-eating birds he’d sent after me.

Mum had sent me to stay with her cousin Marion for a few weeks, hoping it would help me escape from the horrors I’d encountered recently. I’d agreed because I thought it would keep her safe. I thought it would help keep everyone safe.

It didn’t.

As she left the train station, Mum had been attacked and almost murdered by the Crowmaster. I later found out he was Marion’s imaginary friend from long ago, but I didn’t find out in time to save Marion. She was dead. For all I knew, Mum might be too. I thought I could protect them all.

I couldn’t.

Ameena had nudged me awake as the bus rattled to a stop. I’d told her where we needed to get off as soon as we’d taken our seat, knowing full well I’d sleep through most of the journey.

As we stepped down from the bus the evening wind rushed to meet us. Its icy fingers snaked and probed through my dirty clothes, but my skin was so hot I barely felt their touch.

With a low rumble and a whiff of burning diesel, the bus rolled away, leaving Ameena holding on to me on a deserted residential street. A row of neatly kept bungalows stood on either side of the road. It was only early evening, but already lights were on in most of the windows, preparing for the long, dark night ahead.

‘Where to now?’ Ameena asked. Her voice was right by my ear. I could see one of her hands holding me under the arm, but I couldn’t feel it.

‘Thish way,’ I slurred, staggering onward a few steps. Ameena took my weight, probably stopping me falling. Good old Ameena. I’d only known her for a couple of weeks, but I had no idea how I’d cope without her.

‘Did you just call me “Good old Ameena”?’ she asked.

I focused my eyes somewhere in her general direction. ‘Did I say that out loud?’

‘Yes. “Good old Ameena”,’ she repeated. ‘What am I? A faithful pet dog?’

I arranged my face into something I hoped might pass for a smile. ‘Trusty sidekick, remember?’

We were moving again, shambling slowly along the pavement in the direction of the nursing home. With every step I seemed to sink further and further into the pavement.

‘Yeah, well this trusty sidekick thinks you need to sit down,’ she said, steering me towards a low garden wall.

‘No!’ I snapped, with more venom than I intended. I yanked my arm away and immediately wished I hadn’t. The sky seemed to slide sideways away from me, even as the ground raced up to meet my face.

This time I did feel Ameena’s hands. They caught me round the waist and chest. She couldn’t stop me hitting the ground, but she slowed me enough that it didn’t hurt too badly.

‘Good old Ameena,’ I mumbled, letting my head rest against the rough stone of the pavement.

She rolled her eyes, but flashed me a brief smile. ‘Woof. Woof.’

‘Help me up,’ I said.

‘Don’t you think you should wait a minute? You need to get your breath back.’ She looked me over. ‘Well, what you probably need is a blood transfusion, but a bit of a sit-down is going to have to do.’

‘No time,’ I told her, struggling to push myself up from the pavement. Try as I might, neither it nor I appeared to move. ‘Need to find Mum. Nan will know.’

‘What if your nan’s not there?’ Ameena asked. ‘You think of that? You’re killing yourself to get there, and she’s probably at the hospital already.’

‘They don’t like her being out at night,’ I said. I heard my own voice trail off and realised my eyes were closing. I forced them wide open. ‘And the doctor said they’d informed the family.’

Ameena shook her head, not understanding what I meant. ‘So?’

‘So if they had to inform her, that means they moved Mum when Nan wasn’t there. Only place she’d be is the home.’

‘Maybe, but—’

‘Ameena,’ I said, and the mention of her name cut her short. ‘Please. Help me up.’ She hesitated, still holding on to me, even though I had nowhere else to fall. ‘Please,’ I whispered.

With a sigh, she adjusted her grip and braced her legs. ‘Fine,’ she said, ‘but if you die before we get there, don’t go blaming me.’

Some time passed. I don’t know how much. The sky grew darker and the well-kept bungalows became badly neglected blocks of flats. Ameena was doing almost all of my walking for me now. Was I even moving my legs? I couldn’t say for sure. Fire burned in my head and in my throat and in my chest, while pain ravaged my brain and through my bones.

And through it all I could feel the itch on my scalp, where the Crowmaster’s claws had broken the skin. It was growing worse, and I knew that whatever he had done to me was responsible for the way I was feeling now. I thought I’d beaten him, but maybe he’d have the last laugh after all.

‘Dead yet?’ asked Ameena, not for the first time.

‘No.’

‘Good stuff. How much further?’

‘Not far,’ I told her, hoping this was the truth. The buildings looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t really be sure how close the nursing home was.

‘Thank God, you weigh a tonne,’ she said. ‘And you’re sweating like a Mexican wrestler.’

I turned my head to attempt an apologetic smile, and that was when I heard it.

‘What was that?’ I frowned.

Ameena stopped, and by default I stopped too. ‘What was what?’

I listened for a moment, and heard the sound again.

‘There,’ I said.

‘Where?’

‘Can’t you hear that?’

‘Hear what?’

‘That whispering,’ I said, whispering myself now.

Ameena tilted her head to one side and listened. ‘Just the wind,’ she said.

I shook my head. It wasn’t the wind. ‘I heard something. A voice. It was a voice.’

‘What did it say?’

‘Don’t know, didn’t hear properly.’

‘I didn’t hear a thing.’

‘Shut up, sssh,’ I urged.

Amazingly, rather than punch me in the face for speaking to her like that, she did shut up. We stood in silence, both of us listening for any unusual sound, but the whispers didn’t come again.

‘Maybe you imagined it,’ Ameena said.

I let her take my weight again. ‘Let’s hope not,’ I said, and together we staggered onwards into the darkness that loomed ahead.





Chapter Two
 THE OTHER HOSPITAL

‘She’s not here.’

The intercom on the nursing-home door crackled briefly, then fell silent. I stared at it, hoping I’d heard wrong.

‘What do you mean she’s not here?’ Ameena demanded, stepping closer to the intercom and pulling me with her.

‘I mean she’s not here. She’s out.’

‘What do you mean she’s out?’

I heard the woman on the other side of the intercom sigh. ‘Have a guess.’

‘Don’t get smart with me,’ Ameena snarled, before thinking better of starting an argument. When she spoke again her voice was measured and controlled. ‘Where is she?’

‘That’s confidential.’

Ameena looked to the sky and shook her head. ‘Is everything confidential today?’ she muttered. ‘Look,’ she began, speaking into the intercom again, ‘I’ve got her grandson here. He’s sick. Can we come in and wait for her to get back?’

There was silence from the other end for several seconds before the speaker gave another crackle.

‘Hello?’ asked a man’s voice. ‘Who is this?’

Ameena looked as if she was about to punch the intercom off the wall, but she kept it together and explained who we were and why we were there. Again. All the while I had to fight to stop myself puking on the front step.

‘So, that’s the grandson?’ the man asked when Ameena had finished. ‘He’s there with you now?’

‘Yes! That’s her grandson, and he’s—’

‘One moment.’

The speaker gave another brief crackle of static, then a click. Ameena stared at it, slack-jawed, apparently finding it hard to believe that anyone would dare hang up on her. ‘Hello?’ she said. ‘Hello?’

‘You need to leave,’ said another voice. I looked at the intercom, trying to blink it into focus, before I realised the sound hadn’t come from there. A middle-aged man with a bald head stepped out of the shadows behind us. Even through the blurriness, I recognised him at once.

‘Joseph.’

‘Joseph?’ Ameena repeated. ‘What, the guy you told me about? From the train? That Joseph?’

I nodded. The last time I’d seen Joseph had been on the train up to Marion’s house. He’d told me he was looking after me, helping in his own way to keep me safe. I still didn’t know whether to believe him or not.

The train wasn’t the first time I’d met him. He’d been in the police station Ameena and I had run to while being chased by Mr Mumbles. He’d appeared in the school and freed me from the chair Caddie and Raggy Maggie had tied me to. He was popping up all over the place lately. And now, here he was again.

‘That man you just spoke to, he’s phoning the police,’ Joseph told me. His eyes were locked on mine, never once moving to look at Ameena.

‘The police?’ I muttered. ‘Why?’

‘Someone spotted the fire at Marion’s house and called the emergency services. They found her... remains.’

I’d have felt sick, if I didn’t feel sick already. ‘They think I did it.’

‘They think you did it,’ Joseph nodded. ‘And they are extremely keen to get you in for a chat.’

Headlights reflected off the glass in the door, making us all look round. A car drove by, not slowing. It wasn’t the police. Not yet.

‘Should I turn myself in?’

‘If you go in you won’t come out,’ Joseph said. ‘You have to get away from here. Now.’

‘But I didn’t do anything!’

‘They won’t believe you.’

‘How do we know we can trust you?’ Ameena asked. She was supporting most of my weight, but she wasn’t showing any signs of struggling.

Joseph turned her way for the first time. A look of irritation flashed across his face. ‘Sorry, was I talking to you?’

I felt Ameena go tense. Her mouth opened. I spoke before anything came out of it. ‘I need to find out where my mum is.’

‘I know where she is,’ Joseph said. ‘I’ll take you.’

‘You sure about this guy?’ Ameena asked, making no attempt to keep Joseph from hearing.

‘I’ll tell you what I’m sure of, Kyle,’ he said. He normally looked quite a relaxed character. Mischievous, even. But now there was none of that to be seen. ‘I’m sure that men are coming to take you away and lock you up. I’m sure that they will try you for Marion’s murder and they will find you guilty.’

He stepped closer to me and rested his hand on my shoulder. ‘And I’m sure that, right now, I’m your only hope of seeing your mum again. One hour from now you can be in a holding cell, or you can be at your mum’s bedside. Your choice.’

He lowered his hand and stepped back. Somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed.

‘What’s it to be?’

Rows of orange street lights whizzed by, their glare reflecting off the windows of the car we were travelling in. I half sat, half sprawled on the back seat, my head resting against the cool glass. Whenever we hit a bump, my head would loll around for a moment, then thud against the window again. Maybe it hurt. I couldn’t say.

I slept fitfully, plagued by nightmares whenever I closed my eyes. When I woke, I’d catch snippets of conversation between Joseph and Ameena. They were both sat up front, but even through the fog in my head, I could tell they weren’t bonding well.

‘...can’t believe he trusts you. He’s got no right to trust you. He hardly even knows you.’ That was Ameena’s voice, all cocky and aggressive.

‘He doesn’t know you, either.’

‘Yes, he does! Besides, I’ve saved his life.’

‘So have I,’ Joseph said. ‘Yours too, actually.’

‘Shut up, you have not!’

‘Have so.’

They continued like that, bickering and arguing every time I woke up, until the sixth or seventh time, when I awoke to find Ameena leaning round in her seat, watching me. She smiled when I opened my eyes.

‘Dead yet?’

I tried to shake my head, but the pain was too much. ‘No,’ I said. It came out as a croak.

‘Good.’

‘How much further?’ I asked.

It was Joseph who replied. ‘Not far. Three, four minutes, maybe. Your mum’s in room forty-two. You’ll see her soon.’

I struggled into a slightly more upright position and looked out through the windows. Tower blocks stood like giants on either side of the road. There was a lot of traffic about, but it didn’t seem to be slowing us down. We crossed a bridge, passed a corner shop, a restaurant, a pub. I didn’t recognise any of it.

‘How do you feel?’ Ameena asked.

‘Been better.’

‘You’ve looked better,’ she said, studying my face. ‘The whole pale and sweaty thing isn’t really working for...’

Ameena stopped talking and just stared at me.

‘Whoa,’ she eventually whispered. ‘That was freaky.’

‘What?’ I asked. My lips felt cracked and dry. I licked them, but there was no moisture on my tongue.

‘Nothing, just a trick of the light or something,’ Ameena said.

‘What was it?’ Joseph asked. ‘What did you see?’

‘Nothing. It was just... For a second there it looked like I could see right through his head.’

Joseph swore loudly and slammed his hands on the steering wheel. ‘No, no, no, not now,’ he hissed. ‘Not already. It’s too soon.’

We both turned to look at him. ‘What?’ asked Ameena. ‘What’s too soon?’

Joseph didn’t take his eyes off the road. I felt the car beneath me speed up. ‘He’s slipping away.’

Ameena’s eyes went wide. ‘What, you mean... he’s dying?’

‘I’m dying?’

Joseph shook his head. From here I could see his hands on the steering wheel. The knuckles were white. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Something worse.’

‘Worse?’

Joseph didn’t answer.

‘You seem to know a hell of a lot about all this,’ Ameena growled. ‘What’s going on? What’s wrong with him?’

‘He’s infected.’

‘Infected? Infected with what?’

‘No time to explain,’ Joseph said. He sounded irritated. ‘We need to get him to the hospital.’

Ameena turned to look at me. Her head moved as a series of jerks. Her face looked blurred and hazy. When she spoke, her voice was muffled and faint. ‘Is there... Can they help him?’

He may not have spoken, but I couldn’t miss Joseph’s reply when he glanced over at Ameena. It was written all over his face.

‘You holding on in there, Kyle?’ he asked, looking at me in the rear-view mirror. My mouth was too dry to speak, but I managed to hold up a thumb for him to see. ‘Good lad,’ he said. I was jostled sideways as the car pulled round a corner and on to a much narrower road. ‘Not long now, it’s just up— No, no, no!’

‘What now?’ asked Ameena. Before Joseph could reply she said, ‘What happened to the engine?’

The car rolled slowly and silently to a stop. ‘They’ve killed it.’

‘Who has?’

‘I don’t know! Someone!’ Joseph roared. His voice was so loud it made even Ameena jump. ‘We need to get him in there,’ he said, a little more quietly. He nodded ahead, to where the hospital stood. ‘It can’t happen out here.’

Ameena began to speak, but he cut her off. ‘When I say, get out of the car and help Kyle up. We’ll both carry him. No arguments, we need to move fast.’

After a quick glance at me, she nodded.

‘OK. On three. One. Two.’

‘Three!’ Ameena cried, throwing open her door.

My door flew open next, and hands reached in for me. They caught me by the front of my jumper and dragged me out into the chilly night air. The blast of cold cleared away the cobwebs a little.

Now that I was a bit more alert, some of what had been said in the last few minutes began to sink in. I suddenly felt scared – a feeling that wasn’t helped when Joseph and Ameena hooked my arms round their necks and began hauling me along the darkened road as quickly as they could.

The large building ahead of us wasn’t, in fact, a large building at all. It was a collection of smaller buildings, every one of which seemed to come from a different period in time. Shiny glass and metal stood beside moss-coated stone. A low, squat grey granite structure lurked in the shadow of a red brick tower block. The hospital must have started off small, then been gradually added to over the years since then.

From what I could see, the buildings all seemed to be interconnected, but every single one of them looked out of place. It wasn’t like any hospital I’d ever seen before.

So why had they moved Mum here?

I was about to ask Joseph when I heard the whispering again. The same whispering I’d heard earlier in the night. It was louder this time, audible even over the laboured breathing of Joseph and Ameena as they ran with me towards the hospital entrance.

‘Voices,’ I said, the word coming out as a squeak. ‘Hear voices. Whispering.’

Joseph swore again. ‘How close?’

‘Close.’

‘He said he heard something before,’ Ameena chipped in.

‘What are they saying?’

I listened. The whispering came from every direction at once, hundreds of voices, all overlapping and tumbling together.

‘Kyle, can you hear what they’re saying?’

The closer we got to the hospital, the louder the voices became. They weren’t whispers now. They were more like a series of murmurs – low at first, but becoming higher pitched all the time. In moments the night was filled by their excited, hyena-like squeals.

‘Y-yes.’

Joseph gave a grunt of effort as he tightened his grip on me. ‘Well? What is it?’

‘Hungry,’ I croaked. ‘They’re saying hungry.’

I was pulled sideways as Joseph suddenly picked up his pace. ‘Move, move, move!’

‘What? He’s hallucinating, right?’ I heard Ameena say. She sped up too, but struggled to keep pace. ‘Tell me he’s hallucinating.’

‘He’s not hallucinating. We need to get him inside now. If it happens here he won’t stand a chance.’

Hungry. Hungry. Hungry. They were screaming it now. Their voices came from the left and right, from behind me and from up ahead. Hungry. Hungry. Hungry.

Some of them were close. Closer, even, than Joseph and Ameena. A voice screeched right by my ear and I felt a blast of warm breath on my face. But when I squinted through the dark, I saw nothing there.

‘Wha’s happ’ning?’ I slurred. Pain clawed through my skull like five fiery fingers, beginning where the Crowmaster had scratched me and reaching all the way down into my chest.

The hospital wasn’t far ahead – I couldn’t tell how far, exactly – but I suddenly felt that we weren’t going to make it.

Hungry hungry hungry hungry! The voices had been whipped into a frenzy, screeching and howling like wild animals. Ameena and Joseph showed no signs of hearing them, but Joseph made sure to shout when he next spoke.

‘Listen to me, Kyle,’ he bellowed in my ear. ‘When we get inside, there won’t be long before it happens. The Crowmaster infected you with a virus and it’s about to kick into top gear.’

‘What does that mean?’ a voice asked. I couldn’t even say if it was mine or Ameena’s.

‘It means you’re going to slip through into the Darkest Corners,’ Joseph told me. ‘Those voices you hear, they’re from over there. Those... things must know you’re coming. They’re waiting for you.’

Hungryhungryhungryhungryhungry.

The Darkest Corners. It was the place all imaginary friends went when they were forgotten about – an alternate reality filled with pain, suffering and unimaginable horrors. A bit like my last visit to the dentist, but without the free sticker at the end.

I’d been to the Darkest Corners a few times and had barely survived each time. Fortunately, I was able to flit back and forth between here and there just by concentrating hard enough, so an escape route was never far away.

‘He can come back, though. He can just come back. Can’t he?’

‘Not this time. It doesn’t work like that,’ Joseph answered. ‘It’s the virus. When he slips over, he’ll be stuck there. He’ll be trapped in the Darkest Corners.’

I felt my head spin faster as the enormity of Joseph’s words sunk in.

‘Trapped,’ he added, hammering the point home. ‘With no way back.’





Chapter Three
 THE OTHER OTHER HOSPITAL

I didn’t notice the door flying open at Joseph’s boot, didn’t even realise we were inside the hospital until Ameena staggered and fell to her knees, and we hit lino instead of concrete.

Joseph was beside me right away, turning my face so I was looking up at him. The five stabbing pains clawed all the way down into my stomach and a shock of agony shook my whole body.

An indescribable sound burst across my lips – not a scream or a howl, but something from deeper within than that. Something I didn’t even recognise as human. From my head to my toes, my muscles went rigid, amplifying the hurt a hundred times over.

‘Help him! Do something!’

My jaw was wrenched open and a leather wallet shoved in. My teeth clamped round it, stopping me biting my tongue off.

‘There’s nothing we can do.’ That was Joseph’s voice. He sounded a long way away. ‘It’s too late.’

‘There’s got to be some kind of cure!’ Ameena cried. ‘This can’t be it. It can’t end like this.’

They were talking about me as if I wasn’t there. Outside, I could hear the other voices still screeching. Hungryhungryhungry. Hungryhungryhungry.

‘Not here. Over there. There’ll be a cure there, if he can find it.’

Ameena’s face suddenly filled my vision. Sparks of blue flickered like fireflies around her head.

‘Did you hear that, Kyle? There’s a cure over there. There’s a cure in the Darkest Corners. Find it, OK?’ I closed my eyes, but she shook me until they opened again. ‘Find it and come back to me.’

‘You’ll be better there,’ said Joseph urgently. ‘Not like this. The hospital will be barricaded, so you’ll be safe from the things outside. At least for a while.’

He nudged Ameena aside and leaned in close to me. His face was a mess of flickering sparks. They scurried across his skin like insects.

‘But it’s not what’s outside you need to worry about, it’s what’s inside. There’s someone in the hospital. Someone worse than anything out there. Worse than anyone you’ve had to deal with so far. You’ve got to stay away from him. You hear me, Kyle? You’ve got to stay away from—’

I never caught the end of the sentence. The entrance hallway exploded in a shadowy spray of blacks and greys, and a tumbling torrent of electric sparks came crashing down on top of me.

The last thing I heard before I passed out were those voices, louder and clearer and more excited than ever before.

Hungry, hungry, huuuuuuuungry!

The clanking of metal woke me. I leapt to my feet, startled, no real idea what was going on. The wallet was still wedged in my mouth. I spat it out, and realised at once that my body no longer hurt.

I prodded gently at my head. The Crowmaster’s scratches were still there, but there was no pain. Nothing. In fact, other than a dull ache where my knees had hit the hospital floor, I felt in perfect health.

Relief made me snort out a laugh, but another metallic crash soon wiped the smile from my face.

The sound was coming from the door, or rather, where the door should have been. Sheets of heavy corrugated iron covered the entrance, wedged in place by thick metal poles and thicker wooden beams. Rolls of barbed wire were strung across the entire barricade, cupping it like a sling and keeping it pressed against the door.

Everything – the metal, the wood, the wire – shook as the creatures on the other side of the door hurled themselves against it. I could make some of them out through gaps in the blockade, battering against the small windows with clawed, misshapen hands. The glass looked to be long gone, but a wire mesh and half a dozen strong bars stood in its place, keeping everything outside from getting in. Everything except their voices.

They giggled and shrieked. They spat and swore. They hissed and howled and hollered like all the demons of hell. And all the while, the barricade shook and the chanting continued:

Hungry, hungry, hungry!

I turned away and tried to get my bearings. A putrid, mouldy stench caught me right at the back of the throat, and I had to pull the neck of my jumper up over my nose to stop myself being sick.

I was in a long corridor that stretched away into the distance, ending in shadow. Fluorescent strip lights hung from the ceiling overhead. Most of them didn’t seem to work, but four buzzed and flashed erratically, casting a cold, flickering glow along parts of the corridor.

Those bits of the corridor I could see were in bad shape. The tiles on the lower half of the walls were filthy, cracked, or crumbled away completely. Above them, on the top part of the walls, it was impossible to tell what colour the paintwork had once been. Damp had seeped through it, marbling the surface with shades of black and brown. Large flakes of the ruined paint had peeled off, revealing patches of raw brickwork below.

Doors lined each side of the corridor. Some stood open. Others hung in pieces, the wood rotten and decayed. More light flickered from beyond some of the doors, suggesting this corridor wasn’t the only one to have power.

Dark puddles covered parts of the floor, fed by the constant drip-drip-drip of water that leaked through the decomposing ceiling tiles. At least, I hoped it was water. The rest of the floor, where the puddles didn’t reach, was a mess of debris and junk.

Soiled bandages and dirty syringes lay scattered around my feet. The half-melted head of a plastic doll stared up at me from within a nest of surgical gauze. I swung back my leg and booted the thing as far along the corridor as I could. I’ve found you can never be too careful when it comes to creepy-looking dolls.

Hungry, hungry, hungry! the voices behind the barricade screamed. Hungry, hungry, hungry!

That was it. I’d seen and heard enough. I had missed some of what Joseph had told me, but I remembered him saying I wouldn’t be able to get back. It was time to put that to the test.

I’d become pretty good at flitting between the Darkest Corners and the real world. It didn’t take much effort now. I used to have to really concentrate, but now I could make the jump just by thinking about it for a few seconds.

Still, I was taking no chances this time. I shut my eyes, tried to block out the crashing and howling from the entrance, and focused like I’d never focused before.

It happened in a heartbeat. The decaying walls around me appeared to heal, as the real world rushed in to replace the festering wound that was the Darkest Corners.

The sunlight that came streaming in through the windows burned away the stuttering shadows. I looked around. The barricade was gone. The filth and the rot were gone.

But Ameena was there. Ameena and Joseph. Her face crinkled into a grin when I appeared beside them. Joseph’s expression barely changed – just a raising of his eyebrows in the middle, and a slight widening of his eyes. It wasn’t a look that suggested he was pleased to see me.

From that look alone, I should have realised something wasn’t right, but I didn’t. I smiled cockily back at them, telling myself that Joseph was just unhappy at having been proved wrong—

A bomb went off behind my eyes and I saw blood splatter on the floor at my feet. The pain crippled me, making my body go limp. I dropped to my hands and knees, my muscles spasming, rivers of red flowing from each nostril and down over my mouth and chin.

I tried to scream, but the blood was flowing down my throat. I coughed, spluttered, hacked – choking on the stuff, drowning in it.

The second jolt of pain was worse than the first. It hit me like a hammer-blow to the side of the head. The force of it took my arms and legs out from under me.

I landed, face down, in a grimy puddle.

Hungry, hungry, hungry. Hungry, hungry, hungry!

The pain eased off and the blood stopped flowing. I coughed up a wad of dark red and left it floating in the water. I didn’t move for over a minute, just knelt there, staring at my bloodied reflection flickering off and on in the puddle. There one second, gone the next.

I didn’t have to look to know the barricade was there. There had been no flashing sparks, no sensation of movement – nothing to signal I was flitting between worlds. But I was. I had. I was back in the Darkest Corners. And it looked like I was stuck there.

At long last, I stood up. I looked at the spot where Ameena had been standing. Where she was still standing, a whole world away. She’d be shouting at Joseph now, demanding to know what had just happened. The thought of it almost made me smile. Almost.

The corridor went dark. For a few seconds I could see nothing. The crashing of metal and the screeching of the creatures outside sounded louder and closer in the sudden darkness, but I didn’t dare run. With no light to see by, I could bump into anything, and I didn’t imagine there was anything good to bump into in here.

Then, as I’d begun to wonder if the lights would ever come back on, they did. All four of them resumed their random blinking and flashing, offering me at least a partial view of the corridor.

I kept my back to the barricaded door. Going that way was out of the question. The only route open to me, it seemed, was down the corridor, further into the hospital.

I peered along it, at the filth and the rot and the dark pools of shadow. More than anything I did not want to go that way. More than anything, I knew I had to.

Ameena and Joseph had mentioned a cure – a cure that could only be found in the Darkest Corners. Was that why Joseph had brought me here? Was the cure here in the hospital? It made sense, but that was what worried me. Nothing about the Darkest Corners normally made sense.

But still, if there was a cure, then I would find it. What other choice did I have? Being stuck here – being trapped for ever in the Darkest Corners – was unthinkable.

I took a few big, bold steps along the corridor, then stopped. What was I doing? Joseph had also said there was somebody in the hospital. Somebody worse than anyone I’d crossed paths with before.

I thought of Mr Mumbles, Caddie and the Crowmaster. I couldn’t believe there could be anyone worse than those three. But what if Joseph was right? If there was something even half as bad as any of the monsters I’d faced so far, I was in real trouble. Back there, back in the real world, I could do things. I could stop them. Here, I was just a kid. Here, I was powerless.

Here, I was as good as dead.

Ameena would know what to do. She’d come up with a plan and find a way to make it work. But Ameena wasn’t coming. No one was coming. I was trapped in a big scary hospital in a big scary world, and I was on my own.

Squeak.

   Squeak.

     Squeak.

The sudden sound made me jump, and I gave a little yelp that only reminded me how scared I was. The squeaking had come from... where? Somewhere along the corridor, I thought, but it had an echoey quality, suggesting it might have come from further away.

I stood still, listening, not daring to make a move. Even the things outside had fallen silent, and were no longer battering against the barrier. The sound didn’t take long to come again – a high-pitched squeak-squeak-squeak like some sort of machine badly in need of oiling. There was another sound too, behind the first one. It took me a moment, but I soon identified it. Footsteps, slow and steady, clack, clack, clack.

Joseph was right. I was wrong. I may have been trapped in a big scary hospital in a big scary world, but now I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that I was definitely not on my own.





Chapter Four
 FINDING THE WAY

Ilistened again for the squeaking and the footsteps, but heard them only once. They were further away this time, somewhere deeper within the hospital, and I decided it was finally safe to... to...

To do what? I was at a loss. From what I’d seen of it from the outside, the hospital was enormous. Finding a cure – if there even was one – would be virtually impossible. Would it be a pill? A drink? An injection? Some kind of machine? How could I look for it when I didn’t even know what it was, let alone where it was?

Why hadn’t Joseph given me more to go on? Why hadn’t he told me anything useful? Time had been running out, but that hadn’t stopped him before. On Christmas Day, when I’d been running from Mr Mumbles, Joseph had somehow slipped a note inside a Christmas cracker and left it for me to find. Why couldn’t he have done something similar this time? Why had he left me to...?

My gaze fell to the leather wallet on the floor. He had wedged it into my mouth to stop me biting my tongue, but was that his only reason?

My pulse quickened, but I didn’t dare move. If I moved – if I grabbed the wallet and looked inside – I might be disappointed. Better to leave it there, to not look, and hold on to the hope for a little longer.

But hope wasn’t going to cure me. And hope wasn’t going to get me home. If there was something in the wallet that could help me, I had to get it. If there wasn’t, I had to deal with that and figure things out on my own. Either way, I had to know.

I stooped and picked up the wallet. It felt light and flimsy in my hands. I did nothing but hold it for a long time, unable to bring myself to look inside. Overhead, the closest light flickered – on, off, on, off – buzzing angrily, like a trapped insect.

The barricade was still silent, but I could hear other noises out there, off in the distance. Roaring. Screaming. Howling. I turned my back on the world outside, trying not to listen. My hands shook as I unclipped the stud fastener on the wallet, and carefully looked inside.

There was no money, that was the first thing I noticed. No notes, no coins, nothing.

In the bit at the back, where the notes should go, there were four photographs of different sizes. The pictures were in colour, but scuffed and scratched. One of them was scorched down the right-hand side, half of the image completely obscured by a mess of black and brown.

I flicked through the first three pictures. A waterfall. A sunset. A mountain – Fuji, I reckoned, in Japan. All nice, scenic images. All completely useless to me.

Then I came to the fourth photograph, and suddenly nothing in the world made any sense.

This one looked even older than the other three. Fold marks and scratches criss-crossed it like a road map. It was a different shape to the others too – square, with a white border that was yellowing round the edges. It looked like the ones Mum used to take with Nan’s old Polaroid camera.

I didn’t notice these details until later. Right then, all I could see was the image printed on the paper.

There were three figures in the picture, huddled round one side of a circular table in what looked to be a run-down old pub or restaurant. I recognised two of the people; the other I had no idea about.

The one I didn’t know was a boy of around four or five years old. He was on the right-hand side of the picture, kneeling on a chair and laughing so hard a little bubble of snot was popping out from one of his nostrils. His eyes were closed and his mouth was open in a wide, gap-toothed smile. A wispy white cloud in front of his mouth suggested the room – wherever it was – was icy cold.

Next to him, in the middle of the picture, was a much more familiar figure. He was leaning back in his chair, his arms folded across his broad chest. He was scowling at the camera – scowling at me – and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck bristle as I stared back into his dark, soulless eyes.

The collar of his overcoat was up round his ears, and the wide brim of his hat curved downwards, almost to meet it. Mr Mumbles looked just like he had when he’d come after me, but for two details.

His lips were unstitched, that was the first thing. My eyes had instinctively gone there, checking for the dirty lengths of thread that had kept his mouth sewn shut for most of our encounter. The scars were there – two rows of dark dots above and below his lips – but the stitching itself was gone.

The second unusual thing about Mr Mumbles’s appearance was his nose. It was as large and as hooked as ever, but in this picture a long, pointed icicle hung from the end, reaching all the way down past his chin. It was this that the boy on the right seemed to be finding so hilarious.

Seeing Mr Mumbles there came as a surprise, but it was the last figure that really shocked me.

He sat off to the left of the image, half out of shot. He was looking across at the boy and smiling – not laughing like the boy was – but smiling, definitely smiling.

His clothes were dark and coated with dust and grime. Across his chest were two small metal trays, attached by straps to more metal on his shoulders, like a crude, homemade suit of armour. From the dents and scratches in the metal, the armour had seen its share of battles.

His face was thin and drawn. A scar ran down the length of it, from above his right temple to below his mouth. The scar wasn’t fresh – a year or two old at least, I guessed. But... how was that possible?

I pulled the picture closer and studied it in the flickering light, searching for anything that would show it to be a fake. It had to be some kind of trick. It had to be, but I could see nothing to suggest anyone had tampered with the image.

I looked again at the third figure. His face was the one I knew best of all, the one I’d recognise anywhere.

Because it was mine.

The third person in the picture was me.

Except it wasn’t. This version of me looked older, taller, with a lean, muscular frame. So, not me, but someone who looked almost exactly like me. And who was having his photo taken with Mr Mumbles.

Did I have an evil twin? Was that it? I’d only recently found out that my dad was imaginary, so discovering I had a brother I knew nothing about wouldn’t really be that strange by comparison.

But... he looked so like me. And the photo was so old. And where were Mr Mumbles’s stitches? And who was the kid on the right?

The picture threw up several questions, but it provided nothing in the way of answers, and answers were what I needed now. I quickly shoved it back inside the wallet with the other three photographs, and looked through the other sections.

Empty. Aside from the pictures, there was nothing else in there. I closed the wallet with a snap. What a waste of time. I was even more confused now than I had been a few moments ago. I was getting nowhere.

I was about to slip the wallet into my pocket, when a tiny triangle of white caught my eye. It poked out from the seam at the wallet’s edge, like a little shark’s fin cutting through the stitching. I studied it more closely. The stitching along one side of the wallet was loose, as if it had been unpicked and then hurriedly sewn back up. My heart skipped a beat. The wallet had a hidden compartment!

It took a few tries to catch hold of the triangle between the tips of my fingers. It was plastic, a little thinner than a bank card. On the other side – the side facing away from me – I could feel a little bundle of paper, just two or three sheets, maybe. They seemed to be attached to the plastic, because when I moved it, they moved too.

I gave the triangle a tug. The stitching held it in place, and my grip slipped off the smooth plastic.

Kicking through the rubbish on the floor I searched for something to help me get the thing out. Bandages. A clipboard. Some rotten grapes. I found nothing useful until my toe pushed aside an old, torn magazine and revealed a surgical scalpel hiding below.

I slipped the tip of the scalpel inside the seam of the wallet, and split the stitches open.

I let the scalpel drop to the floor and hurriedly wiped my hand on my jeans. The plastic card slipped out easily. I shoved the wallet in my pocket and carefully unfolded the paper that was attached to the piece of plastic. It was a map. A map of the hospital. The kind they might give to visitors or patients to help them find which part of the building they needed to go to.

It wasn’t big – about the size of an A4 sheet of paper when fully unfolded – and there wasn’t a huge amount of detail on it, but I didn’t care. It told me everything I needed to know, because there, in one of the smaller hospital buildings off to the left of the main one, was a circle of red ink. It had been scrawled heavily round a rectangular room in the middle of the building. The writing was small and hard to make out in the erratic light, but if I held the map close I could just make out the text printed in the middle of the room.

For the first time in days, I laughed. Actually, properly laughed out loud. Had Joseph been with me I’d have kissed him. He had left me a message, telling me the cure was there in that room circled in red.

In that room marked “Ward 13”.

It took me a little longer to find where I was at the moment. I’d assumed the door we’d come through was a main entrance, but I was wrong. It wasn’t even marked on the map as a way in at all, so I guessed it must be for staff or emergencies only.

I was so happy at finding the map I wasn’t even discouraged by the fact that I was just about as far away from Ward 13 as it was possible to be in the main building. If I stayed inside the hospital I had a maze of corridors and wards to get through until I got to where I needed to go. If I went outside, I’d be eaten alive. It was no contest, really.

Memorising the first few twists and turns of the route, I refolded the map, shoved it way down deep in my back pocket, and set off along the shadowy corridor in search of Ward 13.





Chapter Five
 THE SEARCH BEGINS

Every one of the doors along the corridor led into offices of various sizes. Some were little more than large cupboards with just a single desk and chair in them. Others were big, sprawling things with bookcases, filing cabinets and tables too.

Regardless of their size, all the rooms were in the same condition. The furniture was toppled or broken. Books and papers were scattered across each filthy floor. The walls were decaying and the ceiling was damp and the windows – all of them – were blocked with planks of wood, sheets of metal and rusted lengths of barbed wire.

Computer equipment was smashed, chair coverings were torn, and the whole place stank like a sewer. It made me all the more desperate to find Ward 13 and get out.

But I knew if I wasn’t prepared I might never make it to Ward 13 alive. Back in the real world, my abilities gave me at least a fighting chance against the horrors that came hunting for me. I could conjure up a weapon, or a shield, or, or... something. But my powers didn’t work in the Darkest Corners, as I’d discovered when I’d tried using them to attack my dad.

My latest encounter with him seemed like an age ago. Could it really have been only yesterday?

I needed a weapon. Something to fight with, in case anything came after me in here. A gun would’ve been nice, but I’d have settled for a sword or an axe – something I could do serious damage with if I found myself cornered.

The best I could find was a snooker cue. It was half pinned below a heavy wooden desk in one of the larger offices. The desk weighed too much for me to lift it, so I spent three or four minutes puffing, panting and swearing below my breath as I wiggled the cue free.

It wouldn’t have stopped Mr Mumbles, or an army of living dolls, or a flock of flesh-eating crows, but I felt safer with the cue than I had without it. It had a heavy end for hitting and a pointy end for stabbing. It’d do until I could find something better.

About half of the offices had working lights. Most of them buzzed on and off like those in the corridor, but a few remained on constantly. It was the first time I’d been to anywhere in the Darkest Corners that had electricity. It had come as a surprise, and made me wonder what else I didn’t know about the place.

And about the person Joseph told me was in here with me.

I held the cue in both hands, heavy end pointing upwards and tried not to dwell on who – or what – might be lurking in the hospital. Getting to Ward 13 was all that mattered. Edging up to the office door I glanced out, scanning the corridor for any sign of movement.

Nothing.

I crept out into the flickering lights of the corridor and pressed on. I stuck close to the wall, barely glancing into some rooms, stopping to search any that looked like they might hold something useful.

None of them did. Just more broken furniture, more smashed computer components, more rot and filth. Sometimes I’d come across a family photograph – the smiling faces of wives, husbands and children – trapped behind dirty, broken glass.

Those pictures, I think, creeped me out more than anything else. Those smiling faces, those loving hugs, they were so out of place – a captured moment of happiness, lost in hell. And they reminded me of the other photograph too. The one that made no sense. The one that was still in the wallet in my pocket.

But I wasn’t dwelling on that, either. Now that I had a weapon and somewhere to head towards, I was feeling much more positive. It might be a long road to get there, but at least I now knew where “there” was.

And it was all thanks to Joseph. I wondered why he didn’t just tell me where to go, or about the map in the wallet. Why had he hidden it? Had someone been watching us even back there in the real world?

I gave myself a slap. I could ask questions like that all day and not get any answer. Now wasn’t the time. I had to concentrate on getting to Ward 13, getting the cure, then getting back to Mum.

I was almost at the end of the corridor. It ended in a T-junction, joining another corridor that ran off in both directions. Before the junction, though, there was a final door. It was undamaged, unlike the others, and, also unlike the others, this door was closed.

What to do? Part of me – a big part – thought I should keep moving, leave well alone. There could be anything behind that door, after all.

But another part was intrigued. Maybe I’d find a better weapon in there. Or something else I could use.

There could be anything behind that door, after all.

Pressing my ear against the wood, I listened. I could hear the thudding of my heart and the buzzing of the nearest fluorescent light, but from within the room itself there wasn’t a whisper.

The door handle was cold. Moving slowly, so as not to make a noise, I pushed it down and gave the door a nudge. It thudded softly against the frame. I tried again, using my hip to shove the door harder this time. Again, it didn’t open.

‘Locked,’ I muttered, out loud. That was that, then.

I turned and walked away, but stopped after just a few steps. Why was it locked? What was in there?

It shouldn’t have bothered me. I shouldn’t have given a damn. But the room was locked up for a reason, and I wanted to know what was inside.

The door was flimsy and flew open with one kick. I hadn’t expected that. Unbalanced, I followed my foot through into the room, only stopping when my momentum ran out a few paces later.

The office I found myself in was as dark and as cold as the grave. My breath rolled away in little clouds, before being lost to the blackness. From out in the corridor, the flickering light spat blurry shadows on to the wall, but otherwise did nothing to brighten the gloom.

I felt for the light switch, not holding out much hope. To my surprise, two wall-mounted lamps came on, chasing the darkness from the room. The light didn’t make the place feel any warmer, though, and I felt myself shiver as I stepped further in and looked around.

The room was in a better state than the others. Everything in it was just as wrecked, but it looked as if someone had tried to tidy some of the debris up, or at least sweep it into a pile at the back of the room.

The window was barricaded, just as all the others had been. Over in one corner, a desk lay on its side. It had been pushed right into the corner, so its four legs were pressed against one wall. Within the little square space between the desktop and the skirting board lay a crumpled hospital blanket. It must’ve once been white, but now it was a dark rainbow of dirty stains.

There was a lump about the size of a football beneath one corner of the blanket. I watched it for a while to make sure it wasn’t moving, then gave it a prod with the point of the snooker cue to be doubly certain.

Satisfied that whatever was under there wasn’t alive, I hooked the cue tip beneath the blanket and flicked it away. A small bundle of packets and boxes was revealed. I squatted down to examine them.

There was a bag of cashew nuts, half empty, and two packets of crisps, both unopened. Beneath them was a bashed box of expensive chocolates. The top layer was empty, but there were still three pieces left in the bottom tray.

My stomach gave a growl, urging me to get stuck in. I realised I couldn’t remember when I’d last eaten. Had it been that meal I’d picked at in Marion’s kitchen? How long ago was that? One day? Two? Suddenly I felt very hungry.

I popped one of the chocolates in my mouth.

Then spat it back out again on to the floor. Coffee Cream. I wasn’t that hungry.

A small satchel lay open and empty on the floor beside the overturned table. I took it, stuffed one of the bags of crisps inside, then slung the satchel across my chest.

The second crisp bag crackled as I opened it. A vinegary smell wafted from within and my mouth began to water. I grabbed half a dozen crisps in one go and crammed them into my mouth. They were stale, and didn’t actually taste much of anything, but I didn’t care. I chewed hungrily, spraying crumbs everywhere.

The second handful of crisps was out of the bag before I’d swallowed the first one. I chewed faster. My stomach ached sharply as the full force of my hunger made itself known. Gulping the crisps down, I raised the next load to my mouth.

A sound from the doorway made me stop. I opened my hand, letting the crisps fall. Holding the snooker cue like a fighting staff, I spun round.

A boy stood in the corridor, just beyond the door. But not just a boy. The boy. The boy from the photograph.

He was small, but the way he was hunched over made him look even smaller. His face was caked with dirt, with two tracks of clean leading from his eyes and down his cheeks.

His eyes were a strange shade of silvery-grey, like none I’d ever seen before. They were locked on me, full of tears and panic and distrust.

‘Hey,’ I said, stepping forward.

He set off like a greyhound, vanishing from the doorway and fleeing in the direction of the T-junction.

‘Wait,’ I cried, racing from the room, ‘I won’t hurt you!’

I caught hold of the doorframe and swung out into the corridor. The boy was already out of sight. My feet clattered on lino and splashed through puddles as I raced towards the junction where this corridor met the next one. It was only a few metres away, and I reached it in time to see a set of double doors swing closed along the corridor on my right.

To get to Ward 13 I had to go left. The map told me to go left, the cure was somewhere to the left.

But I went right, bounding along the ruined corridor and hurling myself through the swing doors before common sense or reason had a chance to change my mind.

The doors opened on to a much wider room. It was seven or eight times the width of the corridor, and more or less square. It was in much the same condition as the other bits of the hospital I’d seen. Peeling paint, crumbled brickwork, filthy floors. A single bare light bulb lit the room with a dull, murky glow.

Twenty or so chairs lay scattered across the floor, their blue padded upholstery torn, their tubular metal frames buckled. I guessed this must have once been a waiting room. Now it was something else.

Six metal tubes stood in two rows of three in the centre of the room. They were about the thickness of a post box and nearly twice as tall. The metal was a dull grey, held together with rivets and pitted with rust. A handle near the top suggested there was a hatch there, but I couldn’t say for sure.

‘Hey... boy,’ I whispered. ‘You in here?’

The creaking of the doors swinging back into place behind me was the only reply.

The cue slipped in my suddenly sweaty hands. I wiped each palm on my jeans, then gripped the stick again. Holding the pointy end in front of me like a bayonet, I slowly advanced towards the tubes.

As I drew closer, I realised I was looking at the back of the three closest tubes. I could see the other three through the gaps. The front of each one looked to be made of glass.

I stepped into the gap between the two rows and looked the tubes up and down. All six of them had been put together the same way – metal at the back, glass at the front. Three thick steel bands were wrapped round each one at the top, middle and bottom, keeping it all together.

Years of dust and grime clung to the glass. I leaned the snooker cue against the side of one tube, then wiped a patch of the dirt away with my sleeve. The glass was a mess of scratches. They criss-crossed the surface, making it cloudy and hard to see through.

Cupping my hands round my eyes, I peered inside. The tube was filled with some sort of gloopy orange liquid. Bubbles hung suspended in it, frozen in place like fossils.

There was something else in there too, floating near the middle of the tank. A dark shape, surrounded by the goo. I wiped more of the grime away to try to get a better look.

‘No!’

The word came out of my mouth on its own, loud and sharp. My shaking hands fumbled for the snooker cue. I held it up in front of me, not as a weapon but as a barrier, as if I could somehow hide behind it and block out what I’d seen.

The thing in the tube didn’t move. It just hung there, its little eyes closed. One stubby hand dangled by its side. The other was up by its face, a tiny thumb nestled between its cold blue lips.

It was a baby. A dead baby.

At least, the top half was. The bottom half...

Well, that was something else.





Chapter Six
 THE THING IN THE TUBE

Below its waist, the baby was a tangle of fat, grey tentacles. They were coiled in knots, each one loosely wrapped round the others.

I turned away and doubled over. The handful of crisps I’d eaten landed with a faint splat on the filthy floor.

The glass of the five other tubes was just as dirty, and – mercifully – just as difficult to see through. I didn’t want to know what floated within them. I hoped I’d never know.

But I’d seen the baby, and I knew I had to look at it again. I had to figure out what I was dealing with, who I was dealing with. What kind of person could do something like that to an infant?

Joseph’s words came back to me. There was someone in here worse than the other monsters I’d encountered. I’d found it difficult to believe. Now I wasn’t so sure.

I forced my eyes down past the baby’s waist. Even through the orange goo, the tentacles looked glossy and slimy. One of them – the one that was less tangled than the others – dangled about thirty centimetres down the tube. Uncoiled, I guessed it would stretch to over half a metre in length.

The tentacles were mostly grey, but with a thin white strip running along their whole length. Little suction cups sprouted from this white part, too small and too numerous to count.

Only the low-hanging tentacle had its tip exposed. It bulged at the end, before flattening out to a narrow point. There was something protruding from the end too. I wiped more dirt from the glass and leaned in for a closer look.

A dark red claw poked out from the end of the tentacle. It was small – about the size of the baby’s other fingernails – and hard to spot through the orange gloop. I’d assumed the tentacles had been taken from an octopus, but they didn’t have claws, did they? So what could it—

‘Whoa.’

I stepped back quickly, keeping my eyes on that one tentacle. Had it... Had it moved? No, that was impossible.

My heart was racing again. Boom-boom. Boom-boom. I watched the tentacle. Ten seconds. Twenty seconds. No movement.

Forty seconds. A minute. Nothing. Slowly, gradually, my pulse began to slow. My imagination. Or a trick of the light. That was all. The tentacle couldn’t have moved. It was impossible.

After steadying my breathing, I stood up, raised my head and looked at the baby.

And the baby looked back.

It blinked a few times, trying in vain to clear the gunk from its eyes. The baby’s thumb was still in its mouth, its index finger hooked over its little button nose. The fingers on the other hand were moving gently back and forth, curling in towards the palm, then opening wide again.

Below its waist, the tentacles rolled and heaved, as they tried to untangle themselves. I tried not to look, forced myself to keep my gaze focused on the part of the child that still looked human.

Despite my fear, I stepped closer to the glass. The baby watched me, still trying to blink away the orange sludge. It shouldn’t be alive, I knew that. The liquid in the tank should have filled its lungs, drowning it instantly. It should have been dead, yet there it was, somehow clinging to life.

Instinctively, I raised my right hand and pressed it against the glass, fingers splayed. The baby looked from my face to my hand and back again half a dozen times. I kept my palm pressed against the smooth, cold surface of the glass, and gave the child what I hoped would be an encouraging smile.

It eventually took the hint. The hand that hung by its side moved upwards through the gloop, pushing marble-sized bubbles aside as it raised to the glass. Tiny fingers, no longer than matchsticks, brushed against the scratched pane.

With our hands pressed on opposite sides of the window, I was able to work out how thick the glass was. The gap between the baby’s palm and mine was nine or ten centimetres, meaning this was some seriously strong glass. It would take a lot to break it and free the baby. Judging by the scratches across the surface of the pane, I wouldn’t be the first person to try to...

To try to...

I realised my mistake. Deep scrapes furrowed the glass, yes, but the surface beneath my hand was perfectly smooth. The scratches weren’t on the outside.

They were on the inside.

A burst of gloopy bubbles erupted from the baby’s nose and mouth. Its eyebrows pushed its face down into an angry scowl. Beneath its bulging belly, the tentacles uncoiled like whips. There were twelve of them, all different lengths, but with the same hooked claw extending from the tip.

I stumbled backwards as all twelve tentacles stabbed at me. The baby’s pudgy features twisted in rage. It slammed its monstrous legs against the glass, again and again, the claws carving deep trenches in the pockmarked surface. It thrashed wildly around in the goo, both hands now hammering the window, its darkening eyes fixed on my throat.

KERAACK!

The baby stopped, startled by the sudden appearance of the line that now ran in a zig-zag pattern across the glass. Even as I backed further away, though, it renewed its attack on the window, concentrating all its efforts on the rapidly widening crack.

My back bumped against something solid. I turned, stifling a scream, and swung wildly with the snooker cue. It splintered against the side of another of the tubes, leaving me holding a few centimetres of jagged wood in my vibrating hands.

Within the tube, a dark, hulking shape threw itself towards the glass. Something fat and pink, like an enormous tongue, pressed flat against the pane and began to squirm, searching for a way through.

I pulled away and looked along at the other tubes. Things stirred inside all of them. Muffled howls and screams came at me from within each one, frantic and frenzied and very, very angry.

They reminded me of the things I’d heard outside, but they were in here, now, with me. And my only weapon lay in pieces at my feet.

There was a small, sharp tinkling sound, like the noise a light bulb makes when it smashes. I turned to see one of the baby’s tentacles wriggling through a hole in the tube. Orange slime oozed down the front of the glass and down on to the floor. Inside its prison, the baby writhed furiously, trying to force its way through the glass. Trying to get free. Trying to get at me.

KRRICK.

The glass in another tube began to crack, like an egg hatching open. I risked one last look at the baby. There was nothing human in its face now, just raw, savage rage.

I dropped the sliver of snooker cue I was holding. It was useless to me now. I was running before it hit the ground, dodging and scrabbling over fallen chairs, rushing to reach the doors before any of the tubes crashed wide open.

I was through the double doors and halfway along the corridor before I realised I’d come the wrong way. My plan was to go back the way I’d come, back in the direction of Ward 13, but in my panic I’d picked the wrong door.

This corridor was as filthy and ruined as the others, and it wasn’t until I spotted the L-shaped bend up ahead that I realised my mistake. The layout was all wrong. I should’ve been passing a T-junction that led off to the way I’d come in, not racing towards a 90-degree bend leading to God-knew-where.

But I kept running, my feet clattering on the lino and splashing through the puddles. I wanted to stop, to look at the map and figure out where I was, but my legs were moving on their own, powering me on, putting as much distance between me and the things in those tubes as possible.

They didn’t slow as I reached the corner. I slid on the slick surface of the lino and thudded, shoulder-first, against the wall. Damp plaster rained down on the spot where I’d been standing, but I was already on the move again.

The corridor split in two directions up ahead. I didn’t stop to think, just let my legs choose a route and followed their lead. For several minutes I ran like that, racing along straights and sliding round corners. I struggled to force the images of the baby and the tubes from my mind, to wipe them away. I was so focused on trying to forget them that I didn’t hear the footsteps approaching until it was too late.

A small, fast-moving shape darted round a corner and slammed hard into my chest. I stumbled backwards, unbalanced. A scream of shock rose up inside me. I tried to keep it in, but it burst from my lips, just as the other occupant of the corridor let out a squeal of his own.

The boy! It was the boy!

‘Hey, it’s OK, it’s OK,’ I said, almost laughing with relief. The boy was hunched over, but raised on to the balls of his feet, ready to make a run for it. He watched me closely, his little hands bunched into fists. ‘Don’t worry,’ I said, stepping closer, ‘I’m not going to hurt— Oof!’

One of his fists jabbed me hard in the groin and I immediately doubled over, clutching the injured area and trying my best not to throw up. ‘Jesus,’ I wheezed. A horrible mix of pain and nausea was spreading from my crotch to my stomach, making me wish I had never been born. ‘What’d you do that...’ I looked up, but the corridor before me was empty. ‘...for?’

The kid was fast, I had to give him that. His punch hadn’t been hard, but he knew how to choose his targets. Even so, I couldn’t leave him wandering around the hospital on his own. I had to find him.

Steadying myself against the wall, I straightened up, checked every part of me was still where it should be, and hobbled along the corridor until I came to another set of double doors.

Pushing through the doors, I found myself inside a large, almost perfectly dark room. If the boy was in here, I’d never know it.

A small lamp sat on a desk in the middle of the room, its head angled down so it cast only a small oval of light on to the desktop itself.

From somewhere in the darkness I heard the soft burbling of liquid and the rhythmic breathing of some kind of machine. Wheeze, click, click, click. Wheeze, click, click, click. A mechanical pump of some kind, I guessed.

My instincts were screaming at me to turn and run. Dark rooms were bad. Dark rooms with strange noises in them were worse. And I almost did run. I nearly turned on my heels and fled the room and whatever lay within it.

But the sight of the envelope stopped me. It was one of those brown A4 ones, and had been propped up against the base of the lamp. It looked crisp and clean and out of place, which is the only reason I’d noticed it in the first place.

I edged closer, carefully navigating my way through the darkness. I listened for any change in the room’s sounds – anything to suggest I wasn’t alone – but the bubbling and wheezing kept to the same rhythm and volume all the way over to the desk.

There was nothing else on the desktop besides the lamp and the envelope. I picked the envelope up and examined it. On the front, someone had written the words “Open Me”.

The flap covering the opening hadn’t been stuck down. I flicked it open and peered inside cautiously, in case a live scorpion or something was primed to come leaping out. There were no booby-traps lying in wait, though, just a rectangle of yellowing paper the same size as the envelope itself.

My hands were shaking so hard I barely managed to pull the paper out. Two lines of ornate handwriting adorned this page. They read:


PATIENT #3847

Is Laughter Really the Best Medicine?



I looked down at the bottom right corner of the page, where someone had written “P.T.O.”. Please turn over.

The other side of the sheet had more writing on it. This writing was different to the rest. It was scratchy and spidery, and hard to make out. I angled the paper towards the light to make it easier to read. It didn’t say much, just:


Look up.



It was then that I realised the sounds – the hissing of air and the burbling of liquid – were coming from directly above the desk. Directly above me.

I leaned back and peered into a darkness too thick and too dense to see through. Not shifting my gaze, I sat the note and the envelope back on the table, and slowly reached for the light.

The lamp’s flexible arm gave a faint creak as I angled it upwards. The oval of light swept up the wall and across the dirty ceiling, revealing hundreds of narrow metal pipes. They came from all corners of the room, joining together here, splitting apart there. Each pipe ended in a metal box about the size of a thick hardback book. The boxes were attached to the ceiling, three or four pipes to each one.

A clear plastic tube ran from the other side of each cube. Fifty or more of them snaked and coiled round each other, fluids of all colours pumping through them, like a living liquid rainbow.

The other ends of the tubes were attached to two large bags, made of either thick plastic or some kind of clear rubber, I couldn’t tell which. Half of the tubes went to one bag, half to the other. Within the bags, the multi-coloured liquids mixed and mingled to form new colours – a dark, brooding brown in one bag, a watery green in the other.

Just a single tube emerged from the other side of each bag, before being lost in the shadows. With one final groan of stretching springs, I bent the head of the lamp all the way back, following their route.

The lamp’s glare reflected off a shiny satin material. It was purple, with green polka dots all over it. Two thin cuts had been made in the material, into which the plastic tubes had been inserted.

I moved the light left and right, trying to figure out what I was looking at. The material seemed to be wrapped round something lumpy and largely shapeless. I squinted through the gloom, trying to see more clearly.

The glow from the lamp flickered, then settled again. I creaked the head of it round slowly, searching for the edge of the material. If I could work out where it started and ended, maybe I could figure out what it was.

That was when I saw it.

That was when I saw the hand.

It poked from the end of one polka-dotted sleeve, palm open, chalky-white fingers hanging down like the legs of an albino spider. A leather strap had been pulled tight across the wrist, attaching it to a metal frame that hung just below the ceiling.

My throat went tight, stifling a scream before it could start. Trembling, I swept the light back along what I now knew to be an arm, and up and over a shoulder until it picked out a bright red shock of curly hair.

I hesitated then. It wasn’t too late to run. To drop the light. To get away. I could leave this room, go back the way I’d come, find Ward 13, get home. I didn’t have to be there. I didn’t have to look.

But I did.

The face, like the hand, was as white as snow, but with a swirl of red round the lips. The mouth was drawn back into a twisted mockery of a smile, the cheeks stretched almost to the point of splitting.

A single black tear had been painted on one of his cheeks. Beside it, his nose was a ball of soft, spongy red foam.

The clown’s bloodshot eyes were wide open. They swam in their sockets, before finally settling on me.

He made a strangled, gargling sound, as if something was stuck in his throat. I glanced down and saw that his neck was swollen, the muscles standing out like knotted ropes. His chest, too, seemed enlarged. It pushed outwards, stretching the satin shirt, threatening to make the top pompom button pop off.

Another sound came from within him, like the hissing of a bike tyre slowly losing pressure. The fixed grin on his face pulled higher as he fought to speak.

Two words, that was all he said. Two words that I knew would haunt me for ever. Two words I’d give anything not to have heard. Two words, spoken in a voice that had suffered all it could.

‘Help meeeee.’





Chapter Seven
 FACES IN THE FOG

The lamp slipped from my hands and crashed to the floor. The bulb shattered and blackness rushed to fill the void. Even in the dark, I could still see the clown’s eyes. No matter which direction I turned, they were still there. Staring. Pleading.

‘Help meeeee!’

His voice was a low wheeze, as if it were taking all the air in his body just to push out the words.

‘Help meeeee!’

I grabbed a handful of my hair in each hand, pulling it tight, hoping the pain would distract me from the horror dangling above. It didn’t. My own voice cracked and became a whisper. ‘I... can’t. I don’t know how to... What can I do?’

A sound that was somewhere between a sob and a howl came at me through the darkness, anguished and angry and every other emotion in between.

‘Killll meeeeee!’

‘What? N-no!’ I cried, louder than I’d meant to. ‘I... I’ll get you down. I’ll h-help you, but I can’t... I can’t... do that.’

My trembling hands reached out, searching for the lamp. I’d heard the glass break, but maybe – somehow – it was still working. Maybe, if I found it, the lamp would magically be fixed again.

I found it by my feet, picked it up, clicked the switch. Nothing. I clicked it again, back and forth, a dozen times or more, as if I could will it to spring back into life.

Eventually, I let it fall back to the floor, cursing myself for having dropped it in the first place. I stood in the dark, unable to hear anything but the burbling, clicking and wheezing from up above me.

Maybe having no light was a blessing. It meant I couldn’t see the clown, or the pain that covered his face more thoroughly than the paint ever could. So much pain he’d rather die than endure it a moment longer. He wanted me to kill him, but I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t. But I could help him, though. I had to help him.

‘I’m going to get you down,’ I said. My voice sounded shrill and childish. ‘You’re going to be OK.’

He gave a strangled cry. I tried not to hear it. Feeling my way to the desk, I clambered up on top of it. The clown was too high for me to reach from the floor, but if I stood on the desk I’d be able to get to him and... and...

Well, I’d concentrate on getting to him first. Then I could figure out what to do next.

The desk wasn’t well put together. It lurched violently to the left as I climbed on to it. I held my arms out to the side to steady myself as I slowly straightened up. The desk wobbled beneath my feet, and I felt like I was balancing on a surfboard.

Now I was higher, I could smell him. He stank of candy floss and toffee apples and stale, salted popcorn. I was also now close enough to hear the swishing of liquid through the tubes, and close enough to hear every groan and whimper the clown made.

Suddenly, everything seemed too big. Too much for me to deal with. Back home, back in the real world, I’d had Ameena helping me, urging me on. Nothing seemed impossible with her around, but here, now, I was on my own and I was out of my depth. Way, way out.

The table began to shake even more and my eyes began to sting. I didn’t feel the tears until they tickled my cheeks and trickled from my chin.

‘P-p-please.’ The clown’s voice was barely a whisper, but there was no mistaking the tone. He was pleading. Begging. ‘Kill... me.’

I sniffed noisily and wiped my nose on my sleeve. Reaching up, I felt for one of the tubes. ‘I’m getting you down,’ I told him, forcing the words through my tightened throat. ‘I’m getting you down and we’re getting out of here. What’s your name?’

What I thought was a reply turned out to be just another whimper.

‘Your name,’ I repeated encouragingly, ‘tell me your name.’

‘W-W-Wobbleb-bottom.’

For just a fraction of a second I paused. ‘Right. OK.’ I said. ‘Um... It’s a good name.’

‘Killl meee!’

‘Oh, come on, it’s not that bad,’ I said, joking to hold back the tears. ‘I’ve heard worse names. Can’t remember any of them right this minute, but I’ve definitely—’

The back of my hand bumped against the tube and the clown gave a sharp squeal of pain.

‘Sorry, I’m sorry! I’m sorry!’ I babbled, pulling my hand away. Even while the words were forming in my throat, four red bulbs flickered into life with a dull clunk, casting an eerie crimson glow across the room.

I pulled back when I realised how close I was to the clown. His face was hanging down just a few centimetres from mine. I could see every pore of Wobblebottom’s white skin, every track his tears had taken through the make-up. His teeth were a rotten marble of yellow and brown, with dried blood filling the lines between them.

His eyes sparkled, wet with tears. Beneath the moist, shimmering surface, though, they looked empty, like there was nothing there. They were the eyes of a dead man, with nothing worthwhile left within.

I turned my gaze away. The red lights dimmed and brightened again. They weren’t flickering, though. It was a regular rhythm, dim and brighten, dim and brighten, stretching shadows back and forth across the floor.

‘The lights,’ I said, feeling too scared and too guilty to look at the clown and address him directly. ‘Why are they doing that?’

Something wet rattled in Wobblebottom’s throat. He muttered something too low and garbled to make out. I had no choice but to turn back and face the horror of him.

As the light dipped and rose, I saw that his expression had changed. Something was different. His eyes no longer looked dead.

They looked afraid.

‘What does it mean?’ I asked, my voice shaking.

The clown wheezed and spluttered again. His eyes crept sideways until they were fixed on mine.

‘What is it?’ My voice was an urgent whisper now. ‘The lights. Do they mean something?’

He nodded slowly.

‘What? What does it mean?’

The answer came in a hiss, soft and matter-of-fact. ‘They’re coming.’

Terror dropped like a lead ball into my gut. ‘Who? Who’s coming? What do you mean?’

‘Killlll meeee.’

I looked to the door I’d entered through earlier. The bubbling and hissing in the room was loud, but there was another sound now from beyond the door – a sound I’d heard before. A high-pitched squeak, like the turning of a rusty wheel. It was faint, but steadily becoming louder.

‘Who’s coming?’

‘Killll meee, p-please!’

Squeak. Squeak. Squeak. Did I hear the footsteps now too?

‘No!’ I snapped. ‘Who is it? Who’s coming?’

‘Killll meeee.’

Squeak. Squeak. Squeak. And footsteps. Definitely footsteps. At least one set, maybe two.

‘Stop saying that!’ I cried, reaching up and taking hold of one of the tubes. ‘I’m getting you down. You’re coming with—’

A small vent on the ceiling by the clown’s head slid open and a blast of warm air hit me in the face. I coughed as a thick green smoke billowed out from within the vent. It burned my eyes and swirled into my airways, turning them raw and painful.

The shock of it knocked me backwards. The table toppled to the right as I went left. By the time I crashed down on to the floor, the room was already lost in a haze of dark-green mist.

More tears sprang to my eyes, diluting the pain, but blurring my vision. I couldn’t even see the clown now, but I could still hear his wheezing and groaning and his low, desperate sobs.

I heard a single squeak. It was muffled by the mist, but it was close. Close enough to be there with me in the room. I stood up, one shaky foot, then the other, and looked to where the sound had come from.

The fog was still spewing from the vent, choking the dull red glow of the bulbs, but I could just make out their silhouettes. There were two of them, both tall and thin. They were human-shaped, but they didn’t move like real people. Each movement was awkward and jerky, like a bad stop-motion animation. Their heads and arms twitched and convulsed as they shuffled on skeletal legs towards me.

‘Stay b-back,’ I warned, but the smoke had tightened my throat so much that even I barely heard the words emerge.

The closest of the figures raised one hand to the level of his head. Even in silhouette there was no mistaking the object it held between its fingers. It was a syringe. A syringe with a long needle attached.

‘Keep away!’ I croaked, stumbling backwards. ‘Keep away or—’

A bee sting to the side of my neck silenced me. It pierced my skin and pricked the muscle just below my ear. I felt the side of my face tingle and my brain become jelly. The last thing I saw before the world went dark was the third figure.

And the hypodermic needle in its hand.

More figures loomed at me through the darkness, their faces impossibly twisted and deformed. They coiled round my wrists, pinning them to my sides. Their weight went to my ankles, binding them together. They made no sound as they held me there, trapped and helpless.

The clown hung above me, arms and legs spread in an X shape. His body glowed brightly, shining like a star against the black void above him. His fixed grin stretched further as he spoke.

‘Kyle,’ he said, but the voice wasn’t his. I tried to kick and struggle against the weights pinning me down, but my body didn’t respond. I tried to shout, to scream at him to shut up, but all that emerged was a slurred mess of half-formed vowels.

Mum’s voice. He was speaking in Mum’s voice.

‘You did this to me, Kyle. This is all your fault. All of it.’

‘N-no,’ I managed.

‘You let them hurt me.’ The clown’s face had changed now too. Mum stared back at me from behind the greasepaint. ‘And they’re never going to stop hurting me, Kyle. They’ll never, ever stop.’

There was a crack as my mum tore one painted hand free of the strap that secured it to the ceiling. ‘You let them hurt me,’ she said again, pulling her other hand free. ‘And now I’m going to hurt you.’

And with that she dropped from the ceiling, teeth bared, fingers curved like claws as she plunged towards me.

My eyes opened and Mum faded with the dream.

Row after row of damp polystyrene tiles rolled by, scarcely visible in the flickering half-dark.

Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.

The slow turning of rusty wheels was right below me now. My brain itched. It was the only thing in my whole body I could feel. I tried to turn my head, but my view remained fixed on the spot above me. My eyes were open, but I couldn’t move them. I could only watch the tiles slide slowly by. Squeak, squeak, squeak.

Minutes passed. How many I can’t say. Corners were turned, doors were held open. Once, I caught sight of my reflection in the cracked screen of a television mounted on the wall above a set of doors. I saw myself briefly, just long enough to spot the straps across my head, chest and legs, securing me to a hospital bed. I glimpsed hands too, pushing the bed along, but then I was past the TV, trundling round another corner and along yet another corridor.

Nobody spoke. I heard echoing footsteps and the occasional rustle of clothing, but other than that – and the squeaking of the bed’s wheels – my journey through the hospital took place in near total silence.

Finally, I was wheeled into a much brighter room. Four fluorescent tubes burned steadily on the ceiling. The light stung my eyes, but I found myself powerless to close them. With a final squeak, the bed came to a stop. I heard footsteps retreating and a door swinging closed, and I knew that whoever had been pushing me had now left.

‘Well, well, well,’ said a voice from close beside me. It was a man’s voice, with a strange sing-song accent that I couldn’t quite place. German, maybe? It was hard to say. ‘Here’s my new patient. Oh, how I love it when the new ones arrive!’

From the corner of my eye I saw a shock of wild, white hair. It was dirty and greasy, matted in places with flecks of red.

‘You have found your way to my hospital because there is something wrong with you,’ said the voice. The accent wasn’t German. It might have been Russian. It was high-pitched and wobbled a little, getting higher towards the end of each sentence, as if he was three words away from a fit of the giggles. ‘Something... broken. Something wrong. Nasty, nasty.’

A face loomed above me. Lit from behind, it was cast almost entirely in shadow. I could make out a pair of round glasses perched on the end of a crooked nose, and a bristle of white, wiry hair sticking out from each nostril.

With an elastic snap, he pulled a thin rubber glove over each hand. The rubber creaked as he flexed his fingers in and out.

‘And I am very much going to enjoy finding out what it is.’





Chapter Eight
 THE DOCTOR IS IN

He quickly vanished from view again, leaving me gazing at a bright spotlight that shone directly down on me. Inside I was panicking – scared, terrified of what was about to happen next. Outside, it was impossible to tell, my body showing no sign of the turmoil within. Even my heart was beating a slow, steady rhythm. It was as if my mind and my body were two separate entities, completely detached from one another.

‘Not like this, though. I won’t examine you like this. Where would be the fun?’ the white-haired man muttered. I could hear drawers being slid out and cabinets being opened and closed. ‘First we must find... aha!’

He moved beside me again, right on the edge of my vision. Humming below his breath – a tune I recognised, but couldn’t put a name to – he set to work.

He held a small glass bottle out in front of him, which put it directly in my line of sight. This left me no choice but to watch. It was a deliberate move on his part. He wanted me to see what was coming next. He wanted me scared.

A long, thin needle was inserted through the cork in the top of the bottle. I saw him pull back on the plunger and a thick, orange liquid swirled into the syringe.

‘I promise you, this won’t hurt a bit,’ the man said. He withdrew the needle from the bottle and flicked its pointed tip with his finger. ‘Although I cannot say the same for what comes after.’ He laughed at this, a snorting, snuffling laugh like a pig rooting around in filth. ‘Now, don’t move. Oh, wait, you can’t!’

If the needle went in, I didn’t feel it. There was no bee sting this time, just a slow, gradual feeling of tension in my muscles, then a dull ache at the spots where the straps held me down.

My jaw was clenched tightly shut, back teeth clamped together. I could feel it all now, as my body began to wake up. Spasms shook the length of my spine, making my arms and legs twitch. I felt pain in my hands, and realised my fingers were curled in tight, my fingernails digging sharply into my palms.

As my limbs stirred, I felt my heart begin to pump harder. It raced in my chest, pounding against my ribcage like it was trying to break free. My breath came in frantic, desperate gulps, making my throat raw and my lungs ache. Sweat seeped from my skin. It trickled down from my forehead and flooded my eyes. I blinked sluggishly, and discovered my body was back under my control again.

With a start, I tried to sit up, but the straps across my head and chest kept me pinned down. I could feel something rigid round my neck too. It was pressed tight against my chin and lower jaw, and made any head movement virtually impossible. A neck brace, like the kind used on crash victims.

I was just as immobile as I’d been a few seconds ago, only now I could feel the pain where the shackles pinned me down. I could move my eyes, but it changed nothing. Whichever way I looked, all I could see was ceiling.

Somewhere, off to my left, another drawer gave a metal squeak as it was heaved open. I tried to look in the direction of the sound, but my eyes couldn’t swivel far enough. I could hear the man singing tunelessly, below his breath.

‘If you go down to the woods today, you’re sure of a big surprise,’ he sang, dragging out every word. ‘If you go down to the woods today, you’d better go in disguise.’

‘Wh-who are you?’ I asked, my voice shaking. ‘What do you want?’

‘For every bear that ever there was, will gather there for certain because...’

His feet scuffed on the floor right beside me. I pulled hard against the straps, but the leather only dug deeper into my flesh until I couldn’t take the pain any longer.

‘Untie me! Let me go!’

He appeared above me again, his wide face little more than a silhouette against the overhead light. The smell of soap and disinfectant filled my head as he leaned in close. The last line of the song was a slow, scratchy whisper in my ear.

‘Today’s the day the teddy bears have their piiiicnic.’

He stepped back as the bed beneath me gave a sudden jerk, and a mechanical whirring noise rose to a deafening roar. With a grinding of metal the top half of the bed began to lift up, pushing me into a sitting position.

Only when I was sitting fully upright did the bed stop moving and the machinery within it fall silent.

My eyes darted left, right, up, down, taking in the room. It was brighter than the others I’d seen, yes, but its condition was no better.

A small trolley, like the one used to serve meals to patients in bed, was the only thing in the room not to be half buried by junk. It stood just a little off to my right. Although that looked clean and well cared for, the rest of the room felt like it had been discarded. Cast aside. Forgotten.

And then there was the blood. It was spattered across every one of the walls. It dotted the ceiling. It pooled on the floor where the floorboards dipped.

And it stained the white coat of the man before me.

He was short. That was the first thing I noticed. Five feet tall, if he was lucky. His white hair sprouted from his head in all directions, tangled and matted and out-of-control. It probably added half a foot to his height.

A pair of round glasses were balanced on the end of his pock-marked nose, a crack running across one of the lenses. Two narrow slits of eyes peered over the top of the frames, almost lost beneath his bushy white eyebrows.

His lips were purple and rubbery, thin at the corners and fat in the middle. Fish lips. The teeth between them were uneven and crooked, and caked in a thick yellow scum. The front two had a wide gap between them, through which I could see his tongue flicking back and forth.

‘Hello,’ he said brightly. His latex gloves creaked again as he gave me a friendly wave. Drawing his fish lips back into a smile, he thrust a gloved hand into one of the pockets of his long white coat. A second later, he produced a small white stick with a ball on the end. He held it out in front of me and nodded encouragingly. ‘Lollipop?’

‘Why are you doing this? Let me go.’

‘It’s cola-flavoured. Yum yum!’

‘Get these straps off! Let me go!’

‘Come now,’ he said, his eyebrows furrowing to a knot above his nose, ‘everyone loves a lollipop.’

I didn’t reply. He wasn’t about to just let me go. I knew that, so why waste my breath? I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of watching me beg.

I locked my eyes on his, ignoring the outstretched arm. It took a few moments, but eventually he gave a shrug and slipped the lollipop back into his pocket.

‘Well, maybe not everyone.’

He rocked back on his heels, looking me up and down. His bottom jaw was shadowed with several days‘ worth of stubble. It made a harsh, scratchy noise as he rubbed his chin.

‘Most interesting,’ was all he said at first. Then, when he’d finished looking me over, he asked, ‘Tell me, do you know where you are?’

‘The Darkest Corners.’

Both his eyebrows raised in surprise. ‘Well, well,’ he muttered. ‘Most, most interesting.’

He took a step to his left, to where the trolley stood. I hadn’t noticed, but he clutched a leather bag in his left hand. It was about the size of a laptop case, but wider at the bottom than it was at the top. The case made no sound when he sat it down on the trolley. The brass clasp too, unclipped without so much as a whisper, silently offering up access to whatever lay inside.

‘And do you know who I am?’

I steadied my voice, filling it with all the false bravado I could. ‘Just another monster.’

For a moment he seemed taken aback, then he doubled over and began to snort with laughter.

‘Monster? No, no. Not I. I am no monster,’ he said, when he was finally able to speak. He reached a hand inside his bag and pulled out a sliver of metal. The thin blade was pitted with flecks of orange rust, but I recognised the object right away. I’d held one in my hands less than an hour ago. It was a surgical scalpel.

His gaze crept in my direction and the laughter died in his throat. ‘I’m the monster maker.’

The scalpel gave a click as he set it gently down on the trolley beside the bag.

‘My name,’ he said, ‘is Doctor Mortis.’ He reached back into the bag again. This time he pulled out an old-fashioned hand-drill. He turned the handle a few times and the coiled spike of the drill bit cranked round and round. ‘But you may address me as “Doc”.’

Clunk. The drill went on the trolley beside the scalpel. The hand went back in the bag.

‘Not many patients come to my hospital of their own free will,’ he said. Something else came out of the bag. It was thin and curved, like a pirate’s hook. ‘Always they must be... collected. Brought in from the outside. Most of them do not even realise the truth.’

‘What truth?’ I was still keeping the panic from my voice, but the sight of those tools was draining my courage fast.

Doc set the hook down. Click. ‘That they are sick. That they need treatment.’ He reached into the bag again. ‘Often, they try to get away. They try to flee, to escape my hospital.’ A hacksaw came out of the satchel. He gently caressed the serrated blade with the tips of his fingers. ‘Of course, they never do.

‘They are diseased. All of them,’ he continued. ‘Just like you, Patient Three-Nine-Six-Two.’ Placing the saw beside the rest of his tools, he wheeled the trolley towards me. ‘I do not know what ills have befallen you. I do not know why you have come. But I give you my word as a surgeon...’

His hand hovered over the tools for a moment, before alighting on the scalpel. ‘...I will not stop until I find out.’

‘Wait!’ I said. I pulled against my restraints again, suddenly all too aware of what was about to happen next. ‘Stop! Stay back!’

‘Sssh, Three-Nine-Six-Two, sssh,’ he said. The blade was in his hand now. He wiped it once or twice across the front of his blood-stained coat. ‘Try not to get so agitated.’

My breath came in gasps, fast and shallow, like a racehorse after a sprint. I thrashed harder against my bonds, rattling the metal frame of the bed, then almost screaming when the leather straps held tight.

‘Don’t come any closer,’ I warned. All traces of bravery had gone from my voice now, leaving behind only desperation and fear. ‘I mean it. Stay back!’

‘Do not panic. Relax,’ he whispered. The scalpel twirled slowly in his fat, sausage fingers, and a toothy, lop-sided smile took over his face. ‘Or this really is going to hurt.’





Chapter Nine
 THE PORTER

I’ve been scared before. Too many times to count. Even before all this started – before Christmas Day, before Mr Mumbles – I was afraid. I was afraid of the dark, afraid of water, afraid of the creepy house next door to mine.

I was scared of the kids in school, scared that I didn’t fit in, scared that I’d never find out who my dad was. Yep, even before my life became one big horror story, I spent most of my time afraid.

But I was never as afraid as this.

I knew it was pointless to struggle, but I couldn’t help myself. My muscles stood in knots as I pulled frantically against the straps. The leather creaked softly under the strain, but held fast.

My lungs ejected air in short, rapid bursts. My head went light and a swirling darkness closed in from the edges of my vision, until all I could see was the thin, rusted blade in Doc’s hand as he brought it closer, closer, closer.

‘Have no fear,’ he said soothingly. ‘I will make you better than you have ever been. I will change you in ways you could not begin to imagine.’

Imagine. That was it!

Back in the real world, my imagination was my weapon. I still had no idea how, but I could make things happen just by imagining them happening. Here, though, that didn’t work. Here in the Darkest Corners, I was powerless.

At least, that’s what my dad had told me. I’d tried using my powers against him recently, and discovered I couldn’t. He’d told me then that my abilities didn’t work over here, but what if he was lying? What if it had just been a temporary glitch? What if I could escape with just a thought?

My legs were straight out in front of me, held horizontally by the bottom half of the bed. Doc stopped approaching when he reached my feet. Slowly, he began to untie the laces of my trainers.

‘I think we shall start here, with the piggies,’ he smirked. ‘The little piggies. Oink, oink.’

The first shoe came off. He sniffed it, pulled a face, then tossed it over his shoulder. Tilting his head back so he could peer through the glasses balanced on the end of his nose, he set to work on the laces of the other shoe.

It was now or never. I closed my eyes and concentrated, imagining the straps and the neck brace vanishing in little puffs of smoke. The picture shimmered around inside my head, never quite coming into focus. I waited for the buzzing sensation to race across my scalp, watched for the sparks that signalled my abilities were working to begin darting through the blackness behind my eyes, but neither one came.

My other shoe came off. I heard it clatter somewhere across the room. With two sharp tugs my socks were removed. My toes curled in, as if recoiling from the sudden glare of the lights.

I screwed my face up, jammed my teeth together, trying to force the sparks to ignite inside my head. But no matter how hard I tried, how much I struggled, I couldn’t see them. They didn’t come.

The sparks were gone.

A sharp, pricking sensation in the smallest toe of my left foot startled me. I opened my eyes to find Doc crouching down by my feet. He had the tip of the scalpel pressed against my pinky toe.

‘This little piggy went to market,’ he said. His eyes raised from my toe and met my worried gaze. ‘Tell me about your creator.’

‘W-what do you mean?’

‘This little piggy stayed at home.’ The scalpel moved on to my next toe. My foot twitched, but remained fixed in place. ‘Your creator,’ he repeated. ‘Your... what is the word? Friend. From the real world. Tell me about them. They died, yes?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘This little piggy ate roast beef.’ Another toe, another stabbing pain.

‘What are you going to do?’ I asked, as the scalpel moved to toe number four.

‘And this little piggy had none.’ He raised his head and peered over his glasses at me, like a disapproving school teacher. ‘Tell me about your creator. The child who imagined you. Who brought you to life in the real world and anchored you there.’

I could only blink. Was he saying...? Did he think...?

‘Imagined me?’

‘He or she died in the hospital, yes? That is how you ended up here? That is how you got inside? No one gets inside, otherwise.’

‘No one imagined me,’ I said. ‘I’m not like you.’

He shook his head sadly, and lifted the scalpel from my second largest toe. Turning it in his fingers, he placed the blade across the front of my big toe, just below the nail. There was no major pain, but a thin trickle of blood began to ooze down my foot.

‘And this little piggy went––’

I felt the blade press harder, hissed as the pain cut sharply into my flesh.

‘I’m telling the truth!’ I cried. ‘Listen to me, I’m from the real world. No one imagined me, I was born.’

He hesitated with the knife, then set it down on the bed beside my foot. Standing up sharply, his hands went to my face, his thumbs on my cheeks. He pulled both my eyes wide open and looked inside. ‘Oh dear,’ he frowned. ‘It seems you are delusional, yes? It happens sometimes. The mind will not let you accept what you really are.’

‘I’m not delusional. I’m telling you, it’s the truth,’ I insisted. My eyes began to water, but still he held them open. ‘I don’t belong here. I’m no one’s imaginary friend.’

He leaned in so close I could feel the warmth of his breath on my eyeballs. ‘Oh, but you are. You must be. How else could you––?’

‘I’m human,’ I said, even though that was only half true. ‘I’m real.’

‘No, you are not. You are...’

A flash of excitement suddenly swept over his face. He studied me even more intently, staring deep into one eye, and then the other. ‘Unless... But no, that would be... Is it even possible?’

Releasing my eyelids, he stepped back and began to pace up and down beside the bed, chewing on his fingernails.

‘Possible, yes, anything is possible, but how could...?’ he was muttering to himself now, no longer paying me any attention. It would’ve been the perfect chance to escape, if only I had been able to move. ‘Could it...? Is it...?’

His podgy frame seemed to swell as he took a deep breath. ‘Think of the possibilities,’ he said. ‘Limitless. Limitless. But there must be tests, of course. Many tests.’

He stopped walking and spun on the spot to face me. His eyes were dark and narrow as he looked me up and down. ‘Research. I must research before going any further. But first, let us take precautions, I think.’

Raising his hands up to shoulder height he clapped them together, twice. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the double doors across from the bed were thrown open, and something from a nightmare strolled in.

I knew right away that it was one of the figures I’d seen through the fog in the clown room. I could see it properly now, although every single part of me wished that I couldn’t.

The thing was abnormally tall and impossibly thin. It wore a light blue hospital porter uniform that was several sizes too small. Arms and legs that were nothing more than bones wrapped in skin poked from the ends of the sleeves and trouser-legs. On its feet it wore slip-on shoe covers, the elastic bunched loosely round both spindly ankles.

A surgical mask covered its mouth and nose, tied off behind two mangled ears that grew like tumours from the sides of its head. Above the mask, two round yellow buttons had been stitched in place where the thing’s eyes should have been. The buttons themselves were dirty and chipped, the thread holding them in place almost frayed away.

Red welts and scabbed-over scars stood out all over its exposed skin. A blue hair net covered the top of its head, despite the fact that the creature was quite clearly bald.

It lurched into the room like a marionette puppet, all jerky movements and shuffled steps. Its button eyes searched the room, its head rolling left to right as it staggered towards the bed.

‘What... what is that?’ I gasped, pushing myself backwards into the hard mattress. ‘Keep it away.’

‘Sssh, now, don’t fret,’ Doc said. ‘Two-one-seven here is one of my porters. He’s staff. You can trust him just as much as you trust me.’

‘But I don’t trust you!’

He sniggered again, more snorting somewhere high up in his nasal cavity. ‘Ah. In that case...’ His fat red tongue licked along the length of his top lip. ‘Brace yourself.’

The porter reached the foot of the bed, but didn’t stop coming. First, its left hand caught the edge of the frame beside my shin, then its right hand gripped the mattress near my thigh. First one bony knee, then the other, clambered up on top of the bed, shaking its metal frame.

It crawled just a few centimetres, until its disfigured face was level with mine. Its long, pencil-thin fingers tip-toed across its cheeks, searching for the edges of its mask. It fumbled with it, broken fingernails scratching its skin as it struggled to pull the mask away.

A pig-like snout was uncovered first. It was set deep into its face, barely more than two dark holes through which I could hear its breath hissing in and out.

The mask was drawn back completely, and the creature’s mouth was revealed. It was perfectly round, with no lips to speak of. Dozens of needle-like teeth lined the inside, their points all meeting in the middle of the circular hole. Small scraps of meat were stuck between some of the teeth. I tried not to think about what kind of meat it might be.

‘Two-one-seven has some very special talents,’ Doc said. I didn’t dare turn to look at him. ‘I suggest you try to keep still.’

The straps across me meant there was no way I could do anything but keep still. Even without them, though, fear would have kept me there on the bed.

The porter brought its face even closer to mine, until I could feel its rough skin brushing against my cheek. It paused there for a moment, then craned its head down and began to sniff my neck. For the first time, I was grateful for the brace. It acted like a shield across my throat, stopping the thing getting too close.

‘He is getting your scent,’ Doc explained. ‘Smelling the very blood coursing through your veins. Do you know what that means?’

I didn’t answer, so he continued.

‘It means you can never escape. It means if you try to get away, he will find you. Wherever you go, however fast you run, he will find you, and he will catch you, and he will bring you back to me.’

At last, the porter stopped snuffling at my neck. It crawled backwards off me, button eyes gazing emptily in my direction. Doc was back standing by my feet. He held the metal hook in both hands, the pointed tip angled towards me. ‘And I will be very upset with you. Do I make myself clear?’

Again I didn’t answer. I couldn’t answer. Fear had frozen my words in my throat. He took my silence to mean I understood perfectly.

‘Good,’ he said, and he sat the hook back down on the trolley. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some thinking to do, and some other patients to attend to before we get down to business. If you are what you claim you are, you deserve something...’ A shudder of excitement rippled through him. ‘...extra special.’

The porter scurried past him and held open the doors. Doc backed away from me, still peering over his glasses, holding my gaze. He began to sing as he edged towards the door, his voice taking on the same slow, scratchy drone as earlier.

‘If you go down to the woods today, you’d better not go alone. It’s lovely down in the woods today, but safer to stay at home. For every bear that ever there was, will gather there for certain because...’

He hesitated just beyond the doors. ‘Today’s the day the teddy bears have their piiicnic.’

The doors swung closed, and like that, they were gone.

‘Weirdo,’ I whispered, letting myself breathe out and allowing my knotted muscles to relax just a fraction. ‘What a psycho.’

A groan from the doors stopped me saying any more. My muscles bunched up again, my brief respite apparently over. The left-hand door was nudged open a crack, and the hinges groaned more loudly.

The face that appeared was not one I expected. It was thick with dirt, and looked almost as scared as I felt. The boy’s silvery eyes watched me, unblinking.

‘You!’ I said, louder than I’d meant to. The boy shrank back behind the door, and for one terrible moment I thought I’d scared him off. But the door stayed wedged open, and I knew he was still out there. ‘I won’t hurt you,’ I said. ‘I promise.’

‘Can’t hurt me,’ he whispered, just loud enough for me to hear. ‘You’re all tied up.’

I couldn’t really argue with his logic on that one. ‘I know. Listen, you’ve got to help me,’ I said. ‘You’ve got to help me get out.’

There was silence for a moment, then, ‘You stole my crisps.’

‘What?’

‘My crisps. You stole them.’

‘Oh, right. Um... I’m sorry. I didn’t know they were yours.’

‘And my sweets.’

‘Yes, again, I—’

‘And my bag.’

‘You punched me in the balls!’ I reminded him, but he pulled back at that and I quickly softened my tone. ‘Look, I’m sorry,’ I said hurriedly. ‘For all of it. Most of the stuff’s still in the bag.’ My eyes searched the debris around me. ‘It’s just, I’m not sure where the bag is right now. But if you help untie me, I’ll find it.’

The boy’s face appeared round the door again. He chewed on his thumbnail anxiously. ‘He’ll hurt me if I help you.’

I looked him right in the eye. ‘He’ll kill me if you don’t.’ The boy glanced back over his shoulder, then slipped through the gap in the door and into the room. He couldn’t have been more than five years old. His movements were fast and jerky, but not like the man with the button eyes. The porter moved like a monster. The boy moved like a mouse.

‘Have you seen Toby?’ he asked. ‘Toby? No, I don’t... Who’s Toby?’

‘Toby’s my friend. I can’t find him.’ The boy sniffed loudly and wiped his nose on his sleeve. ‘Can’t find Toby.’

‘I haven’t seen him,’ I said, ‘but if you untie me we can look for him together. How about that?’

He nibbled at another of his fingernails, considering the offer.

‘Please,’ I urged. ‘Help me. Get me out. Please.’

With a final glance behind him, the boy let go of the door and stepped further into the room. His eyes darted to the straps round my wrists.

‘OK,’ he said, and he set to work.





Chapter Ten
 THE SECRET HIDEOUT

He moved through the hospital like he’d been there all his life, leading me swiftly through a decrepit maze of corridors, offices and wards. Occasionally, he’d hesitate at a door and listen, deciding if it was safe to go through or not. At least half the time it wasn’t, and he’d double back and take us down a different route.

‘What are you listening for?’ I asked at one of the doors.

He didn’t look at me, just said, ‘The bad people,’ and then moved quickly on.

Running with his head down and his shoulders hunched, the boy came up to about my waist. On the rare occasions he stood up straight, the top of his head was just below the bottom of my chest. His size made him nimble. He moved fast, but quietly, and I found myself racing flat out to keep up with him.

‘Where are we going?’ I asked, as we picked our way through yet another empty ward.

‘Safe place,’ he assured me. ‘There soon.’

He wasn’t lying. We’d barely turned on to the next corridor when he began to slow down. A sturdy, unmarked door stood in an alcove, set back from the corridor itself. The boy stopped outside it and pulled a fist-sized bundle of keys from his pocket. They were wrapped in a piece of cloth, presumably to stop them clinking together as he ran.

Glancing along the corridor in both directions, he slipped a key into the lock, turned it, then stepped through the door into the darkened room beyond. I hesitated, suddenly fearing some kind of trap. But he’d rescued me from Doc, hadn’t he? Even if this was a trap, it surely couldn’t be any worse than the one he’d freed me from.

‘Quickly,’ he said, holding the door wider. He stepped aside, letting me past, and then quietly locked the door behind me. I jumped as something buzzed loudly above my head, then blinked in the sudden glow of the overhead light.

The room was little more than a storage cupboard, about three metres long by two wide. It was cold. Very cold. Cold enough to turn my breath to vapour. Three or four large cardboard boxes were stacked in one corner. A crumpled blanket lay on the floor beside them, with a grubby pillow on top of it.

‘You sleep here?’

The boy shrugged. ‘I sleep lots of places.’

I remembered the office I’d taken the food from, with the blanket hidden behind the overturned table.

‘How long have you been here?’

‘Don’t remember. Long time. Long time. Since Toby got sick.’

‘Toby, right. Who is this Toby?’ I asked, before realising I was jumping too far ahead. ‘In fact, let’s go back to the start. Who are you? What’s your name?’

‘I.C.’

I frowned. ‘What? “I see?” As in... what? “I see you?”’

‘Nope, as in...’ He carefully drew the letters in the air with his index finger. ‘I.C.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I see. I mean... right.’

‘What’s your name?’ he asked. He was wringing his hands together and keeping his distance as much as he could in a room that size.

‘I’m Kyle,’ I told him.

‘You’re not one of the bad people, are you?’

I shook my head. ‘No, I’m not one of the bad people,’ I said. ‘I’m just a kid. I’m just like you.’

The beginnings of a smile curved the edges of his mouth. ‘Promise?’

‘Promise.’

He seemed to relax a little at that. Kneeling down by the back wall, he rummaged below his blanket, then pulled out a bar of chocolate. Two squares had been eaten, leaving four untouched. Just the sight of it flooded my mouth with saliva.

‘This is for you,’ he said, holding it out to me. I accepted it gratefully, tore through the paper, and stuffed the first two chunks in my mouth. The cold had made the chocolate hard, but as it melted it became like warm velvet on my tongue. It was so good that, just for a moment, I forgot to be afraid.

‘Eat it all, if you want,’ I.C. said, but from his voice and the way he was staring at the last two squares I knew he must be hungry too.

‘No, you have the last bit,’ I replied, forcing a smile to hide my disappointment. He took the rest of the bar without hesitation and stuffed it in his mouth.

‘’S good,’ he said, mid-chew. ‘’S really nice.’

Neither of us said anything for a while after that. We just stood there, half a metre apart, using the tips of our tongues to hunt out any last scrap of chocolate that might’ve become wedged somewhere between our teeth and gums.

When we’d accepted there was no more to be had, he said, ‘Toby isn’t allowed chocolate.’

‘Oh? Why not?’

‘He’s not allowed any real food. Not since he got sick. No food. None.’

I.C. leaned his back against the wall, then slid down so he was sitting on the floor, his knees against his chest. ‘I’ve got to find him.’

I sat directly across from him, my back against the opposite wall. ‘We will,’ I said, although even to my ears I didn’t sound convincing. ‘Where did you last see him?’

The boy’s eyes were fixed on the floor a few centimetres in front of his feet. Although he was speaking to me, it felt as if he didn’t even know I was there in the room.

‘He was in bed. Sleeping. He was sleeping and he wouldn’t wake up. I kept poking him, but he wouldn’t wake up. “Toby!” I kept shouting. “Toby, wake up!” But he just kept sleeping. Kept sleeping. And then the ambulance came, nee naw, nee naw, and it took us to the hospital, lickety-split.’

‘This hospital?’

‘No. Yes. No,’ he said, apparently arguing with himself. ‘It was nicer then. Nicer. Not so scary. But still a bit scary, because it was a hospital, and all hospitals are a bit scary, and because Toby wouldn’t wake up, even when I was shaking him and shouting “WAKE UP, TOBY!” right in his ear. “TOBY, WAKE UP!”.’

A feeling of unease crept over me as I listened to the boy talk. ‘What then?’ I asked him. ‘What happened then?’

‘They put a beep-beep-beep machine in him. Beep. Beep. Beep. And tubes and other things. And Toby’s mum was crying and his dad was cuddling her and rubbing her hair and saying “Sssh, it’ll be OK, it’ll be OK” and stuff like that, but she wasn’t listening because she kept crying and crying. Boo hoo, boo hoo. And I was going, “Why are you crying? He’s just sleeping. Stop being so mental, lady!”.’

I remembered some of what Doc had said when I was strapped to the bed – the questions he’d asked about my “creator” – and I knew exactly what I.C. was going to say next.

‘And his mum and dad – Toby’s parents – did they explain to you what was going on?’

He shook his head.

‘Why not?’

No reply.

‘Why didn’t they talk to you about it, I.C.?’

His eyes raised and met mine. ‘Because Toby’s mum and dad don’t ever talk to me. Nobody talks to me but Toby.’

I’d expected it, but the words still came as a shock. I’d known what he was, of course, what he had to be, but having it confirmed like that still shook me up.

I’d told him I was just a normal kid, like him. But that wasn’t the truth. I wasn’t like him, and he wasn’t like me. He was one of them. He was someone’s imaginary friend.

The question was, did he know that?

‘And why do you think that is?’ I asked him. ‘Why didn’t they talk to you?’

His shoulders raised and dropped. ‘Dunno. They didn’t like me. Don’t think they liked me.’

I stared at him, searching his face for something to indicate he was holding back, something that would tell me he knew precisely why no one else had ever spoken to him. I searched, but I didn’t find it.

‘You really don’t know, do you?’ I mumbled. ‘You’ve got absolutely no idea what you are.’

‘What d’you mean?’ he asked, his forehead furrowing. His dirty fingernails went to his mouth and he nibbled nervously.

‘Doesn’t matter. Not right now,’ I said, regretting opening my mouth.

‘Don’t know what? What don’t I know?’

‘Let’s just talk about what happened to Toby,’ I said, steering the conversation back on to his favourite topic. ‘He got worse, didn’t he? More sick. Lots of doctors started rushing around, doing things to him.’

I.C.’s head nodded slowly. ‘Toby’s mum started screaming,’ he said, his eyes glazing over. ‘Screaming so loud I thought Toby was bound to wake up, and then the beep-beep-beep machine stopped going beep-beep-beep, and Toby’s dad tried to climb right over the doctors, and he was shouting “I want to hold his hand. I want to hold his hand! Please, let me hold his hand!” over and over, but the doctors were all like, “No, you can’t, get lost!” and... and...’

His voice seemed to evaporate. He wrapped his arms round his legs and pulled his knees in tighter to his chest.

‘And then everything changed,’ I said, guessing the rest. ‘And then that hospital became this one.’

He pressed his eyes against his knees, hiding his eyes. ‘I don’t like this hospital,’ he whispered. ‘Don’t like it one little bit. I want Toby. I want to go home.’

Home. How could I tell him he had no home now? How could I tell him that, to all intents and purposes, he was home?

With a loud sniff he wiped his nose across his sleeve again, and I saw him properly. Not as some lost imaginary friend, but as a frightened kid who more than anything wanted to escape this hellish place.

Turned out he was just like me, after all.

‘Listen to me, I.C.,’ I said, leaning forward, ‘we’re getting out of here. Both of us. I’m going to get us out.’

His face brightened at once. ‘And you’ll help me find Toby?’

I hesitated. His eyes shimmered, full of hope. I nodded. ‘I’ll try my best.’

He threw himself forward on to his knees and wrapped his arms round my neck, hugging me tightly. ‘You know what?’ he asked, his head pressed against my chest.

‘Um... what?’

He released his grip and pulled away. ‘You can keep the crisps.’

He said it with such sincerity that I almost laughed. Despite the horror of the situation, I almost laughed. That decided it. I was getting this kid out. No matter what.

‘Thanks,’ I smiled. ‘I appreciate that.’ I reached into my back pocket for Joseph’s map. ‘Now, any idea how we get to—’

‘Sssh!’

I shut up immediately. I.C. was raised up on his knees, his back straight, his finger to his lips. His head was craned round, his eyes on the door. He looked a bit like a meerkat.

‘What?’ I whispered.

‘“Sssh” means “Be quiet”, “Don’t talk”, “Shut up”, “Listen”,’ he scolded. ‘Don’t you hear it?’

I turned my ear to the door and listened. I.C.’s breathing was fast and shallow, even more so than my own. But other than that, all I could hear was the humming of the electric light above our heads.

‘What? I don’t hear—’

And then I did hear it. It was so faint as to be barely audible, but I could just make it out. That sound. That sound I’d heard before. The

squeak,

   squeak,

      squeak of a hospital bed being pushed

along the corridor.

I leapt to my feet. I.C. was already on his. ‘They’re coming,’ I said. My voice cracked at the back of my throat and my stomach became a deep, dark hole. ‘It’s them. It’s the porters, they’re coming.’

Squeak.

   Squeak.

      Squeak. 

‘They pass by lots,’ I.C. whispered. ‘Up and down the corridor. Up and down. Keep quiet, like mice, they’ll keep moving.’

Squeak.

   Squeak.

      Squeak.

The sound was closer now. ‘You sure?’ I mouthed silently. I.C. nodded, but he was chewing on his fingernails again, and I could see that his hands were shaking.

Squeak.

   Squeak.

      Squ—

The rusted wheels of the trolley bed stopped on the other side of the door. I held my breath, and prayed that the thunder of my heart wouldn’t give us away.

Nothing seemed to happen. Not for a long time, at least. I glanced over at I.C., but he was still gnawing on his fingernails, his eyes fixed like a tractor-beam on the handle of the door.

Like a hunting dog, the thing outside began to snuffle at the gap down at the floor. It was a low, snorting sound, exactly like the one I’d heard when the porter was sniffing at my neck. I’d thought Doc had said it to scare me, but he was telling the truth. The thing had my scent.

My lungs began to burn, but I daren’t breathe, daren’t move, daren’t risk making a sound. All I could do was stand, frozen like a statue, rigid with fear, waiting to find out what would happen next.

It lasted for almost a minute, that snorting and snuffling beyond the door. My head had begun to ache with the effort of holding my breath, a dull throb right at the base of my skull. I couldn’t do it any longer. I had to breathe. I had to—

Squeak.

   Squeak.

      Squeak.

The porter set off without warning, the bed’s wheels groaning their way past the door and along the corridor. I covered my mouth with my hand and let my breath out in one big burst.

‘Up and down, see?’ I.C. whispered. His mouth was smiling, but his eyes were still filled with fear. ‘Up and down.’

‘That was close,’ I replied quietly. ‘I really thought we were going to be in trouble there. That sniffing, I thought he could—’

THUD.

We both jumped as the door was struck hard from the other side. I.C. let out a cry of shock, then clamped both hands over his mouth.

THUD!

The doorframe shuddered. The boy stepped behind me, and both of us took a pace backwards.

CRACK!

The third blow split the wood up near the top of the door, where a rusty hinge held it in place. We retreated right to the back of the little room, the blanket tangling round our feet.

‘They’re coming in,’ I said, my voice shaking. ‘The door’s not going to hold.’

With a swipe of his leg, I.C. kicked away the stack of cardboard boxes, revealing a dark, narrow hole in the wall. It was perfectly square, a few centimetres above the floor, and looked to be just about large enough for me to crawl through.

CRACK! 

‘You’ve got an escape route?’

The boy nodded sharply. ‘Every hideout needs one. Toby told me that.’

‘Go!’ I urged, shoving him towards the hole. A series of hollow, metallic booms reverberated around the room as I.C. clambered into the air duct.

‘Now you,’ he called, his voice already sounding distant.

Dropping to my knees, I scrambled into the crawl-space, just as the wood splintered, and the door swung inward with a final deafening CRASH.





Chapter Eleven
 A TASTE OF HIS OWN MEDICINE

The thin metal floor of the air duct sagged as I crawled inside. Cold air – colder, even, than the air in the freezing store cupboard we’d just left – swept towards me, ruffling my hair and making it difficult to keep my eyes open.

Not that my eyes were of much use. Just a few metres into the vent, the darkness began to tighten around me, and I.C. became nothing more than a vague moving shape up ahead.

Once again, his size helped him. He raced along the duct, the sounds of his hands and knees on the floor becoming further away with each passing moment.

I was too big to be able to crawl on my knees. Instead, I lay flat, dragging myself along, commando-style, with my elbows. I kicked out with my feet, trying to give myself some extra speed, but my toes slipped on the cold steel, and I had to leave it to my arms to do all the work.

The duct was filthy, the metal ragged in places. It tore through my clothes and ripped at my skin as I hauled myself onwards into the beckoning dark.

I must’ve travelled eight or nine metres before I dared look back. The entrance to the crawl-space was a rectangle of light, with nothing to be seen but the wall directly across from the opening.

I.C. crawled on at top speed, the crashing of his movements becoming ever more distant as he left me behind. I stopped, my muscles already cramping painfully, my breath already rasping in my chest. I didn’t take my eyes off the rectangle of wall, waiting for something to appear, but praying that nothing did.

I stretched my arms out, trying to ease the cramp that burned my muscles from the inside out.

Five seconds passed. Seven. Ten. Nothing moved in I.C.’s hideout. I couldn’t hear the boy himself now. Maybe he’d stopped, or maybe he was just too far away for me to hear him. I’d find out soon enough. The pain in my arms had eased and I prepared to move again.

Then I saw it, the vague blur of a shadow on the wall inside the store room. My limbs became rigid. My splayed fingers gripped the floor.

Another few seconds passed in silence, before four long, scarred fingers wrapped round the edge of the rectangular hole. A head ducked slowly down into view. Most of its features were lost to silhouette, but the light picked out the edge of a dirty yellow button stitched over an eye socket, and the mass of scar tissue across his bald head. A tingling heat crept up from my toes, finishing in my chest and making my heart contract and my lungs swell.

Stupid. Stupid. I turned away, cursing myself, and scrambled along the duct as fast as my aching arms could pull me. I shouldn’t have stopped, should’ve kept going, kept moving, kept crawling. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

Every movement I made along the metal passageway boomed like thunder. It drowned out the sound of the thing behind me, making it impossible to tell how close it was.

It was thinner than me, much thinner, impossibly thinner. It’d move faster than I could. It could be right behind me even now. It’d be on me at any moment.

I threw another glance over my shoulder, not stopping this time. The porter was just inside the mouth of the duct, its long arms and legs folded tightly round it, its hands and feet pressed against the metal walls so it was suspended above the floor.

Like a spider it scuttled towards me, covering the first metre in half a second. It moved with the same jerkiness as before, but it was less obvious here, less pronounced, as if crawling came more naturally to it than walking.

I wish I could have said the same. My arms were aching, my legs were bleeding, and my back was killing me as I dragged myself on through the void. I nearly called out to I.C., but stopped myself just in time. It was my scent the porter had, not his. It was me the monster was hunting, not him. If I kept my mouth shut, the boy might be able to escape, if he hadn’t already.

The duct gave a loud, hollow boom when my head thudded against another wall. It was directly in front of me, blocking the way. I reached out in the dark, running my hands over the cold metal. A spasm of terror jerked through me. Dead end. It was a dead end!

Thuk-thuk-thuk.

Now that I’d stopped moving, I could hear the porter’s splayed fingers pulling it along the duct. It moved quietly, almost silently, as it hurried to close the gap between us.

Thuk-thuk-thuk.

It couldn’t be a dead end. It couldn’t be. If it was a dead end then I’d have found I.C. here too. He wasn’t, which meant there had to be a way past. I just had to find it.

Thuk-thuk-thuk.

The duct was shaking beneath me, vibrating as the porter scurried along it. I slid my hands along the walls by my sides, starting by my ribs and moving up past my head. My left hand slid all the way to the wall that blocked the way. My right hand slipped off into empty space. It was a corner, that was all! A turn in the duct.

Thuk-thuk-thuk.

I pulled with my right hand, pushed with my left, kicked with my legs and squirmed my way round the bend, the duct rattling and quaking around me.

The porter lunged. I didn’t hear it move, just felt the grip on my right ankle before I could pull it round the corner. My hands squealed on the metal floor as I was dragged backwards. I reached down, grabbing for the monster’s hand, but the narrow walls stopped me bending far enough.

It hauled me until my whole bottom half was back round the corner. I wedged my arms against the walls, trying to stop myself being pulled any further. The grip tightened round my leg, until it felt like my bones would be crushed to powder. I cried out in pain and brought my left foot sharply down. It crunched against some part of it – its arm, I think, but maybe its head – and it made a sound that was part hiss, part whistle, like the boiling of an old-fashioned kettle.

Its grip relaxed and I kicked again. This time it was barely a glancing blow, but its hand uncoiled from my right leg and made a grab for the left. I was too quick, and scrambled round the corner before it could catch hold of me again.

I fumbled forward, kicking furiously against the wall. Less than a metre along I felt the floor fall away into a steep downward curve. I crawled on, pulling myself on to the incline and finding it coated with a layer of frost.

The ice made the metal slippery, and I quickly lost my grip. Raising my arms and feet, I surrendered to it, and began a rapid slide down towards whatever might be lurking in the darkness ahead.

In the sudden silence, I could hear the porter manoeuvring round the corner. The duct shook as, with a resounding boom, its grip slipped on the frost-coated walls and it crashed to the floor. Or maybe it’d dropped down on purpose, because a moment later I heard the soft swish of it sliding after me.

The further down the slope I went, the colder the air became. The front of my body, from my chest to my knees, was soaking and numb. When I breathed in, my lungs burned with the chill. Something up ahead was radiating cold, and I was beginning to wonder if freezing to death might be just as bad as whatever Doc would do to me if the porter caught me.

Then I remembered the scalpel, the drill and the rusty hook, and the cold didn’t seem quite so bad after all.

A spray of light flashed across the floor of the duct half a dozen metres ahead of me. The sudden glow was disorientating, but the half-second it lasted was enough for me to see the slope was about to come to an end.

I braced myself, determined to start crawling the moment I stopped sliding. The light flashed again, right ahead of me this time. Through the slatted bars of a rusty vent I caught a glimpse of a room below me. I hit the vent hard and metal began to screech. Then I was in darkness again, and the floor was opening up to swallow me.

I opened my mouth to cry out, but the ground hit me hard, turning the shout into a whimper. A fluorescent light blinked twice, flash, flash, like lightning. I saw snatches of the room: filth on the floor, blood on the walls, an operating table adorned with leather straps.

The light flickered again and I saw the dark hole in the air duct by the ceiling above me, its metal edges buckled and torn.

When the light flashed again, the hole was no longer empty. The porter’s head and shoulders spilled over the edge, one long arm reaching into the room.

I rolled to the side, wincing when something sharp scraped across my back. The rusty air vent that had collapsed and pulled me down into the room was beneath me. I stood up and grabbed for it. It was metal, but light enough to swing. Parts of the edges where the metal had torn were razor sharp. It’d be a much better weapon than the snooker cue had been. But then, that wasn’t saying much.

Another flash brightened the room. In that half-second of light I saw that the hole above my head was empty once more. Behind me, something dropped softly to the floor.

I twisted, bringing the vent cover round in a wide arc. It whummed through the air, but found nothing. Thrown off balance, I staggered forward, only stopping when I thumped against the side of the operating table.

More fluorescent lightning danced across the room. The porter was crouched on the table in front of me, perched on his toes, legs bent, knees up round his deformed ears.

A single yellow button stared out from one eye socket. In the other socket, the button was a dark purple and shaped like a flower. The snout-like nose and circular mouth were similar, but this wasn’t the same porter that Doc had set loose on me. This wasn’t the one who’d taken my scent.

I realised this without any flicker of emotion. It didn’t matter that this wasn’t the same one. It was here for the same thing.

The darkness engulfed us again and I heard the rustle of its clothing. Stepping back, I held the metal grate in front of me. He slammed against it with the force of a charging bull. Even if I’d had time to brace myself, I’d have struggled to stay on my feet. Like that, without any kind of warning, I crashed backwards to the floor right away.

I clutched the vent tighter until the ragged edges threatened to slice through my palms. I’d expected the porter to leap on top of me the moment I fell, but he hadn’t. For the first time, I was grateful for the darkness. I couldn’t see him, but that meant that he couldn’t see me either...

Flash.

The light flickered and he saw me. At the same time I saw the hypodermic needle poking through the bars of the vent, just a few centimetres from my face. A bead of bluey-brown liquid hung like a tear drop from its point. It must’ve tried to stab me with it, but the bars had been too narrow for it to fit through.

The porter bounded towards me, its freakishly long legs covering the gap in a single stride. It dived, mouth open, arms outstretched, reaching for the syringe. I flipped the vent, turning it over in my hands so the side that had been facing me was now facing him.

It screeched as the needle pierced its skin, right in the centre of its stomach. Its weight pressed down on me, squashing the plastic syringe between us, forcing every drop of the liquid up through the needle and into its bloodstream.

The effect was instantaneous. Its body went limp and its head lolled down over the edge of the vent. Unconscious, or paralysed, or whatever it was, it somehow felt much heavier, and I had a struggle on my hands to get out from beneath it.

When I did crawl free, I stood up and gave it a kick to see if it would move. It didn’t, but that didn’t stop me kicking it again, just to be sure.

‘Whoa, you beat one!’

I looked up at the sound, but saw nothing in the dark. ‘I.C.? Is that you?’

‘No one’s ever beat one. Never ever.’

‘Where’d you go?’ I asked him.

‘Ran away, super-fast.’ He made a sound like a racing car whizzing by. ‘Neeeeee-ow!’

The air duct groaned as the boy shifted his weight, and a breath of cold air rolled down from within it. When I.C. spoke again, he was standing beside me.

‘I’m fast, but I’m not tough. Not tough like you.’

‘How long were you there for?’ I asked him. ‘How much did you see?’

‘Lots!’ he chirped. ‘You were ace! One thing I want to know, though.’

‘What’s that?’

The light crackled to life again. I.C. turned on the spot. I followed his finger as he raised it in the direction of a second operating table, right at the far end of the room. On top of the table, straps and buckles held the hulking frame of a man securely in place.

‘Who’s that guy?’ asked I.C.

And, like that, the bottom dropped out of my world.





Chapter Twelve
 FRIENDS REUNITED

Ididn’t approach the table. Not right then. Not right away. I walked sideways instead, like a crab, until I was by the door. The light had fizzled out and it was dark again, but I needed the light. I needed the light so I could find out if I’d really just seen what I thought I had.

There were eight switches on the panel beside the door. I clicked them all. None of the overhead lights came on, but above the second operating table, a spotlight lit up like a supernova, making the patient beneath it jolt in shock. The beam of the light was aimed down, and too narrow to illuminate the rest of the theatre, but it at least took some of the edge off the gloom.

‘I.C., come here,’ I said, not looking at him. ‘Get behind me.’

The boy was quick to do as he was told. I barely even saw him move in the half-dark, and he was at my back in no time.

‘Who is he?’

‘Stay here by the door,’ I told him. My gaze remained trained on the man on the table. I took a faltering step towards him. ‘If anything goes wrong, I want you to run, OK? Run and don’t come back to this room.’

‘I’m scared,’ he whispered.

I should’ve offered him some words of comfort, but none came to mind. ‘So am I,’ I admitted, and I crept forward until I was just a metre or so away from the helpless man on the table.

At least, I hoped he was helpless.

My voice was a croak. It took three tries before I could make myself heard. ‘You... you’re dead,’ I said.

The man’s dark eyes turned on me. I heard the air whistle in and out of his hooked nose. Down by his sides, hands the size of dinner plates clenched and unclenched into powerful fists.

‘You’re dead,’ I said again, more emphatically this time, as if that would somehow make it true.

He didn’t answer. But then he couldn’t answer. He couldn’t say anything.

Not with his mouth sewn shut like that.

‘I know you’re dead, because I killed you!’

‘Doesn’t look like you did a very good job of it,’ I.C. said. He stepped up to the table and pushed the end of the man’s nose like a button. ‘Honk!’ Tendons strained on the man’s neck as he tried to pull himself free of his restraints. I.C. looked up at me and smiled, apparently no longer afraid. ‘See? Still alive.’

‘Get away from there,’ I snapped, pulling him back. ‘I told you to stay beside the door!’

He looked at me. His silvery-grey eyes blinked slowly. ‘I got scared.’

I looked down at him and sighed. ‘Just... just stand over there, then, will you? And don’t go poking at him again.’

‘Why? Is he your friend?’ I.C. asked, as he shuffled a few steps back to where I’d pointed.

I turned my attention back to the man on the table.

The man with the big ears, dark eyes and stitched-up lips.

Mr Mumbles.

‘No,’ I said quietly. ‘Not in a long time.’

I thought back to Christmas Day, just a few weeks ago, when Mr Mumbles had come back. He’d tried to kill me then, half a dozen times, maybe more. He’d choked me, drowned me, come at me with an axe, and it turned out that wasn’t even the first time. He’d tried to kill me when I was younger too, but I’d blocked out the memory.

Mr Mumbles had hurt me, he’d hurt Ameena, he’d hurt my mum. He’d terrorised me. Tormented me. Tortured me. I thought I’d beaten him. I thought I was free of him, but I wasn’t.

But here he was now, right in front of me. Strapped down. Helpless.

And at my mercy.

There was a trolley beside the table, pushed in close. Several sewing needles lay neatly lined up on top of it, big ones on the left, going down to the smallest one on the right. One of them – the largest – was oily with blood. A short length of thread was looped through the needle’s eye, frayed at the end where it had been snapped off.

Another scalpel was positioned horizontally below the needles, as if it was underlining them. Below that sat a pair of long scissors, their twin blades folded together. My hand went to them and wrapped round the cool metal.

‘I.C.,’ I said, ‘turn round.’

‘Why?’

I lifted the scissors, holding them to my chest. ‘Don’t ask questions. Turn round.’

I could feel his eyes on the back of my head. I ignored them, concentrating on the weight of the scissors in my hands. A few seconds later, I heard him turn away.

‘Good boy. Now, whatever happens, whatever you hear, don’t look.’

‘’K,’ he whispered.

Through the whole conversation I had kept my eyes on Mr Mumbles, and Mr Mumbles had kept his eyes on me. He didn’t react in the slightest when I spoke to him.

‘I’ve seen you every night since Christmas,’ I said, struggling to keep my voice low. ‘Every night I dream about you. About what you did to me. I’ve even started seeing you when I’m awake. I actually made a copy of you. With my mind. Can you believe that?’

I leaned in close and whispered to him. His rotten-meat stench filled my nostrils. ‘I guess you left quite an impression.’

The scissors turned over and over in my hands, glinting in the beam of the spotlight. Mr Mumbles didn’t make any attempt to look at them, not even when I held them up by my head, pointed end down.

‘You tried to kill me, but I killed you first,’ I said. My voice was suddenly shaking and I felt a hot sting behind my eyes. I blinked it away. This was no time for tears. ‘But you don’t stay dead, do you? You keep coming back. You keep coming back.’

‘I need a pee,’ I.C. announced.

‘Not now, I.C.’

‘Pee time. Back soon!’ he chirped.

‘Wait, don’t—’ I twisted at the waist. The spot where he’d stood was empty. ‘Great,’ I muttered. ‘Just great.’

I turned back to Mr Mumbles. His eyes hadn’t moved from me. ‘Still,’ I told him, tightening my grip on the scissors, ‘at least it means we’ve got some time on our own.’

The direct heat from the spotlight had all but dried Mr Mumbles’s eyes out. They were red and bloodshot. But he didn’t blink. Not once.

The scissors shook in my grip. Despite the cold in the room, my palms were slick with sweat. ‘I’m scared,’ I confessed. ‘I’m scared that you’re going to keep coming back. I’m scared that you’ll come after the people I care about. I’m scared that I’ll never be free of you.’

My voice cracked. The scissors felt impossibly heavy. ‘And I’m scared of what I’m about to do.’

I placed the point of the scissors in the centre of his chest. I’d been so fixated on his face I’d barely noticed the rest of him, and for the first time I noticed his upper body was bare. His skin was grey, pock-marked with scar tissue. There were fifteen or more round red burn marks on his stomach. The skin was just beginning to blister round them. I could almost smell the faint tang of scorched flesh hanging in the air.

‘My dad told me I was just like him,’ I said, tearing my eyes away from his wounds. ‘He said I was evil. But I’m not evil. I’m not. You’re evil. You’re the monster.

‘This... this isn’t evil. This doesn’t make me like you. Or like him. This is... There isn’t...’ My grip tightened until my knuckles were white. ‘I have to do this. I have to. If I don’t, you won’t leave me alone. You’ll never leave me alone. I’ll never be safe.’

I raised my hands above my head. The light danced along the blades of the scissors.

‘This doesn’t make me evil,’ I said, my voice barely a whisper. ‘It doesn’t. It doesn’t.’

I locked my wrists and braced my arms. My sights were fixed on the middle of his chest. There were more of the burn marks here, I realised, but older and more faded, just beginning to scab over. Unbidden, my eyes scanned his upper body, finding dozens more of the burns. They were along his ribcage, across his shoulders, up on to his tree-trunk neck, where they vanished beneath the sheen of dark blood flowing from his swollen lips.

The stitches looked tight, tighter than they’d been before. They puckered his mouth into a thin line that was already black with bruising.

I glanced along his entire body, pinned to the table like an insect. For the size of him, he suddenly looked very small.

‘No,’ I hissed, shaking everything but my hatred away. I raised the scissors higher and swallowed hard. My eyes briefly met his, just long enough for me to see him give a barely noticeable nod of his head.

My mind raced back to Christmas Day, to all the times his hands had been at my throat. He’d appeared so suddenly, he’d attacked without warning. It was all I could do to stay alive. I hadn’t had time to wonder why he was doing it, why he was hunting me. I’d had no idea why he was out for my blood.

But now I did. Now I knew what had shattered our “friendship” and twisted him until his hatred for me was all-consuming.

It was this place.

The Darkest Corners.

And I was the one who sent him here.

In a distant, far-off memory he’d been my friend. My best friend, my only friend. I outgrew him, forgot him, and he’d ended up here. He’d ended up here and they’d made him this... thing. They’d terrorised him, tormented him and tortured him. They’d taken my friend and they’d made him a monster.

Bile began to burn like acid at the back of my throat. My vision blurred with tears as I tightened still further my grip on the scissors.

‘I... I’m sorry,’ I mumbled, and I swung the scissors down, as hard and as fast as I could.





Chapter Thirteen
 A COMMON ENEMY

THUD.

The tip of the blades embedded deep into the tabletop beside Mr Mumbles’s head. Only then did he close his eyes, and, for a moment, I thought he looked disappointed. When he opened them again, they were devoid of all emotion, just as they’d been a few moments before.

‘I want you to know, I don’t forgive you,’ I said quietly. ‘I can’t ever forgive you. But... but I don’t blame you, either. What they did to you... I didn’t know any of this would happen. I didn’t know.’

I took hold of the scissors again, holding them the way they were designed to be held this time. I brought them shakily to his mouth. ‘Keep still,’ I told him, even though he wasn’t the one having problems holding steady.

I hooked the tips of the blades round the first stitch, where it passed over the front of his mouth. I was about to snip, when I remembered what happened last time his stitches came undone. ‘Wait, nothing bad’s going to happen if I do this, is it?’ I asked. ‘You’re not going to puke more water on me or anything?’

He mumbled something low and short. It could’ve been ‘no’, but it could just as easily have been ‘yes’.

‘Good enough,’ I shrugged. Chewing nervously on my bottom lip, I steadied my hand and began to cut.

Eight careful snips, and his mouth relaxed. It didn’t open, but at least that was now his choice. I turned my attention to the straps on his wrists. They were leather, with large brass buckles – almost impossible to break out from, but easy enough to undo.

Five seconds later, his left hand was free. A second after that, it was wrapped round my throat, his thick fingers almost meeting at the back of my neck.

I didn’t pull away. He didn’t squeeze. We just looked at each other. For a long time, we just looked.

‘I hate you,’ he spat. His voice was gravel at the bottom of a deep, dark pit, though less slurred than the last time I’d heard him speak.

‘Snap,’ I replied, still not fighting him.

His eyes flared. ‘Don’t tempt me.’

He ran his tongue over his lips, either tasting the blood or assessing the damage, I couldn’t tell which. Then, with a grunt, he pulled his hand away and began to unbuckle the rest of his restraints.

In no time he was free. He swung down from the table beside me and I was immediately cast into shadow. He loomed over me, glaring down, hot breath swirling through his flared nostrils. I looked up into his eyes, unflinching. I was so afraid I thought I might wet myself, but I was damned if I was going to show it.

‘He’s even less dead now!’ announced I.C., arriving back and breaking the stand-off. He gave Mr Mumbles a friendly wave. ‘Hi, not-dead-guy. You’re huge!’

‘How are you still alive?’ I asked.

He gave a grunt. ‘Kill us over there, we come back here.’

‘And if you get killed over here?’

‘We stay dead.’ He scowled, and I was reminded of his expression in the photograph I’d found earlier. The photograph of all three of us together, somewhere else.

‘Have you ever seen this guy before, I.C.?’ I asked.

I.C. nodded his head.

‘You have? When?’

‘Just a minute ago, remember? I beeped his nose. Honk!’ He giggled at Mr Mumbles. ‘You have a big nose, mister.’

‘I meant before that. Not a minute ago, some other time. Have you ever seen him before today?’

‘Nope.’

I turned to Mr Mumbles. He had found his clothes somewhere and had already slipped his grubby shirt over his scarred torso. His overcoat swished around his knees as he pulled it on.

‘What about you? You ever meet this kid before?’

Mumbles narrowed his eyes. ‘You think he’d be alive if I had?’

‘You’d have to catch me first, big nose!’

‘Cut it out, I.C.,’ I warned, all too aware of the danger Mr Mumbles still potentially posed. I dug a hand into the front pocket of my jeans and pulled out the wallet. Flipping it open, I thumbed through the three photographs inside. ‘So, if neither of you have met the other, how do you explain—?’

I didn’t get a chance to finish the question. Before I’d pulled out the correct photo, a light came on at the far end of the room. I whipped round to see three figures watching us from behind a large window. Two of them stood behind the third, towering a metre or more above him.

‘Well, well, well,’ said Doc, his unidentifiable accent crackling from a speaker somewhere within the operating theatre. ‘This is cosy, yes?’

Mr Mumbles’s reaction was instantaneous. He roared and ran at the glass, his coat flowing out behind him. He’d covered three metres when Doc raised a small device, about the length of a pen, but four or five times thicker. He clicked a small button on the end of it and Mr Mumbles made it no further.

His roar became a howl as he dropped to the floor, his back arching, his muscles standing in knots. I heard a crackle of electrical current and smelled smoke in the air.

Click.

Doc pressed the button again and Mr Mumbles fell silent. His broad chest heaved, his breath laboured and rattling. His eyes were open, but rolling back in his head. A string of drool hung down over his chin, mixing with the blood that was already there.

‘Now,’ Doc said, tucking the device into the breast pocket of his white coat. ‘Where were we?’

‘That’s him. That’s the bad man,’ I.C. whispered. He was behind me again, peeking out at Doc and his two porter henchmen. Though he was barely touching me, I could feel his whole body shaking.

‘I warned you, didn’t I?’ Doc asked. His voice was light and he wagged a finger playfully, as if he were telling off a mischievous two-year-old. ‘I told you I would be very upset if you escaped, and what is it you do?’ His face darkened. All playfulness vanished. ‘You escaped. Naughty boy. Naughty, naughty Three-Nine-Six-Two.’

Down on the floor, Mr Mumbles groaned, obviously still in pain. I was surprised to find I didn’t enjoy seeing him like that.

‘Perhaps it is my fault. Perhaps I did not spend enough time with you. Getting to know you. Letting you get to know me. Perhaps you did not take me seriously. Perhaps I did not give you enough reason to.’

He reached down to the console in front of him. He must’ve pressed some button or flicked a switch, because a moment later a door next to the window slid open. ‘Now, I will give you reason,’ Doc said. ‘I will show you why it is important that you take me seriously. Come.’

I looked down at Mr Mumbles. More groans, but no other movement. Pity. Even if he did hate me, it was obvious we had a common enemy. I could’ve done with the extra muscle.

‘Oh, do not worry about Patient Forty-Four,’ said Doc, beckoning us forward with a wave of his hand. ‘He will be... taken care of. As always.’

Behind me, I.C. yelped with fright. A porter stood at his back. Its long arms were out at its sides, its button eyes – black ones, this time – gazing directly ahead. Stepping forward, it ushered us towards the far end of the room, and towards the door that led through to Doc.

‘I am about to show you something. Something very special.’

Doc had led I.C. and me along several corridors, a porter on each side of us, and one bringing up the rear. Now we stood outside a wide set of double doors. They were shiny and clean, freshly painted in a warm shade of orange. Their pristine sheen was in stark contrast to the filth and decay of the rest of the hospital.

Above the door a sign had been nailed clumsily in place. It was made from a rectangle of dull grey metal, with two words stencilled on in black paint:


THE GALLERY



I only half noticed this sign, though. I was more interested in the rusted one fixed lower down on the wall, beside the door. It identified the next room as Ward 10.

A tingle of excitement crept over me. If I remembered the map correctly, Ward 10 was beside a door that led to a corridor that joined two parts of the hospital together. The next building over contained Wards 11, 12 and, most importantly, Ward 13.

Ward 13, where the cure was waiting for me. Ward 13, where I’d be able to get home.

I glanced over to my left and immediately spotted the door. It was a plain wooden one, with no markings on it. I felt as if it should’ve looked more important, somehow. More special. Freedom waited behind that door. All I had to do was get to it.

Doc coughed impatiently and I gave him my attention, for now. He was standing with his back to the double doors, his hands clasped behind his back, his glasses perched right on the very end of his nose.

‘As I was saying...’ He gestured to the door behind him. ‘You are about to see something spectacular. No one has ever seen within this room and lived to tell the tale.’ He looked at us both in turn. ‘You shall not be an exception.’

I.C. shivered. His hand slipped into mine and gripped it tightly. His skin felt cold to the touch.

‘Within the Gallery you will see many things, many wonderful, incredible things,’ Doc told us. He was becoming breathless with excitement now, shifting his weight from one foot to the other and back again. ‘Things which would never have been, which could never have been, without my... talents.’

He smiled wistfully, and gazed down at the floor, as if recalling some fond memory. I looked across to the door on the left, but he spoke again before I could even think about making my move.

‘Who knows? Perhaps if you are lucky, one of you may end up in the Gallery too.’ He leaned over and ruffled I.C.’s hair. ‘You’d like that, I think, wouldn’t you? You’d like that very much.’

For once, I.C. didn’t say anything. He just stood there in silence and tightened his grip on my hand until I could feel the blood pumping through his fingers.

‘Now, if you’ll follow me, you will see some of the highlights of my life’s work. I hope you enjoy it as much as I did.’

He clapped his hands twice. The sound was startlingly loud in the otherwise silent hospital. Somewhere close by – back along one of the corridors we’d just come through, I thought – I heard the rattle of metal and a frenzied chorus of hungry, hungry, hungry. With everything going on inside, I’d forgotten about the things outside. Still, they didn’t seem important now. A distant danger, at worst.

With a mechanical whirr, the orange doors juddered open. The room beyond was dark as pitch, but as Doc took a pace forward, dozens of soft lights began to glow, as if someone was slowly turning up a dimmer switch.

The lights weren’t mounted on the ceiling. They stood in rows running the length of the entire ward – two rows, each with twenty or more lights, spaced two or three metres apart. Dark shapes moved at the centre of each light, shapes I couldn’t even begin to identify.

As the lights grew in intensity, I recognised where they were coming from – inside glass and metal tubes, like the ones I’d stumbled on earlier. These ones were illuminated, no doubt to give a clearer view of the horrors that were trapped inside. They were not, as far as I could tell, filled with the same orange fluid as the others.

The porters nudged us into the room. A speaker mounted on the wall just inside the doorway spat angry static for a few moments, before a soft, mellow tune began to play. It was a jarringly gentle little ditty, played on the xylophone or something, and completely at odds with the increasingly frenzied movements of the shapes in the tubes.

‘Now then, my darling children,’ said Doc, running his stubby fingers through his wiry white hair, ‘let us take a look at what’s in the Gallery.’





Chapter Fourteen
 THE GALLERY

I.C. had let go of my hand and was now clutching my arm instead. He was sobbing silently, silvery tears meandering slowly down his pale cheeks.

‘Don’t look,’ I told him. He hesitated, but then obeyed, turning his gaze away from the wretched creature thrashing around in the glass tube in front of us.

‘Oh, no,’ said Doc, stepping up behind us. He snagged a handful of I.C.’s hair and yanked the boy’s head back up, forcing him to look. ‘I insist.’

It was a child, that thing in the tube. At least, I assumed so. It had the proportions of a child – one somewhere between I.C.’s age and mine – if not the appearance.

It took me almost a full minute to figure out what Doc had done to him, or her – it was impossible to say which. Doc stood by, waiting for me to comment on his handiwork. His “masterpiece”, as he’d called it. But then, that’s what he’d called all six of the monstrosities he’d shown us so far.

I looked down at the exposed ribs, the bones yellow and sickly-looking. They curved outwards from the chest bone, like the frame of a half-finished boat. A red, fleshy blob pulsed in the centre of the ribcage, attached to the rest of the body by countless veins and arteries. On each side of the heart, two purple lungs slowly inflated and deflated. In, out, in, out.

‘You’ve...’

‘Yes?’

‘They’re...’

‘Yes?’

‘Inside out,’ I grimaced. ‘You... you turned them inside out.’

And he had. Most of the kid’s skeleton could be seen, overlaying the exposed sinew and muscle of its body. The other organs were on display too. The kidneys. The liver. The little funny-shaped one at the side that doesn’t do anything. All of them.

Its brain sat atop its skull like a sloppy pink hat. It would almost have been funny, if it wasn’t so horrific and terrifying.

Doc clapped his hands together happily. ‘Inside out! Well done! You are being rather good at this, yes?’ The more excitable he became, the stronger his accent got. It was still impossible to place, but I’d figured out why. It wasn’t a real accent at all, it was a child’s attempt at an accent. Doc, like everyone else here, had been created by the imagination of a kid in the real world. I wondered how long he’d been here for, to become as warped and twisted as he had.

‘Come, come. We have much to see,’ he said, skipping on to the next tube and beckoning for us to follow. The porters hovered round us, shepherding us after their master.

‘So, let me get this straight,’ I began. Doc had stopped before another of the glass tubes. I didn’t look into it, but faced him instead. ‘You’re the one making this place the way it is? All the things roaming around out there, you’re the one turning them into... whatever they are?’

‘Oh my goodness, no,’ Doc said, pushing his glasses higher up the bridge of his nose. ‘The Darkest Corners itself does much of the work. It remakes them. Changes them. I merely lend a helping hand now and then.

‘I have worked on just a few thousand patients.’ He pointed towards the closest wall. ‘Out there, there are millions of them. Billions. All being altered a little bit every day. Here in my hospital I simply, how you say, hurry things along a little.’

‘And you keep them all here?’ I asked. I was stalling for time now, trying to delay the moment he’d force me to turn round and “admire” another tormented soul. ‘You keep them here to look at.’

‘Not all, no. Not all. Some I set free.’ He rubbed his hands together and giggled below his breath. ‘It... amuses me to think of them out there. In the wild. All alone. Poor frightened rabbits.’

His glasses had slipped along his nose again. He peered over them at I.C., who was half hidden behind my back.

‘Like you, little one, frightened little bunny.’ He reached out to stroke I.C.’s face. I caught his hand by the wrist and held it. The porters bristled.

‘Don’t touch him,’ I warned. ‘He’s just a kid.’

A creepy, sickening smile spread across Doc’s face, exposing almost every one of his yellow teeth. ‘But those are my favourite patients of all,’ he oozed. He took his arm back with a single sharp tug. ‘And I shall do more than touch him. I have great plans for this boy. Perhaps something like this?’

He motioned towards the tube. Reluctantly, I turned and looked. Something – no, I corrected myself. Someone sat on the floor of the tube, knees up to their chest, arms wrapped round their shins, hugging them tight.

The person in the tube was mostly normal. Mostly. Normal legs, normal arms, normal body. But the head...

The head.

‘You’re sick,’ I said quietly.

‘Yes,’ leered Doc. He ran his hand down the glass front of the tube, caressing it. ‘I know.’

He turned his gaze back to I.C., who was staring at the person behind the glass, as if in a trance. ‘Perhaps I will do the same to you, yes? Perhaps I will do to you what I did to her.’

I.C. shook his head furiously. Inside the tube, the girl raised her eyes to meet mine. Except they weren’t her eyes. It wasn’t even her head. It was a dog’s head.

The maniac had given her a dog’s head.

‘No. No, quite right,’ Doc agreed, smiling down at I.C. He stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘Not original. Something special for you two, I think.’ He looked me right in the eye. ‘Something special for something special, yes?’

He leaned closer to I.C., placed the back of his hand by his mouth, and whispered as if imparting some great secret. ‘He’s real, you know? A real boy, here in the Darkest Corners.’

I.C.’s smooth brow furrowed. ‘I’m a real boy.’

Doc dropped his hand, adjusted his glasses, then broke into a laugh so sharp and sudden it made both I.C. and me jump. ‘Real,’ he guffawed. ‘That’s a good one.’

‘Shut up,’ I hissed.

‘A very funny joke, I think—’

‘Shut up!’

Doc caught my expression and his eyebrows arched in surprise. ‘You mean...? Oh, how wonderful! He does not know, does he?’

‘Know what? What don’t I know? Why does everyone keep saying that?’

‘My, oh my, this is going to be more fun than I dared dream,’ Doc continued. He rubbed his hands together so vigorously I thought his skin might rub away. ‘Come, I must show you the rest of the Gallery, and then –’ madness flashed behind his eyes ‘– we shall prep for surgery.’

The Gallery did not get any less disturbing. Quite the opposite.

We’d seen a boy with insects crawling beneath his skin. We’d seen twins stitched together, back to back. I’d lost count of all the others, their bodies deformed, or charred, or – in one case – turned into something resembling brown Plasticine. Their unique, individual horrors blended in my mind until I couldn’t even remember the details. Maybe that was no bad thing.

After the Plasticine man the music stopped and we were ushered back towards the door. The tour, it seemed, was over.

We were back in the operating theatre where we’d been captured. Mr Mumbles was gone, but drag marks through the garbage showed he’d been taken out through the door next to the light switches. It had been closed again afterwards. Despite myself, I wondered what was happening to him.

Doc stood by a sink, running his hands under a flow of murky brown water that spat from the end of a corroded tap. He hummed to himself as he scrubbed up. “The Teddy Bears’ Picnic” again. The three porters stood round I.C. and me, still caging us in with their freakish bodies.

‘Hygiene,’ he announced, not looking round. ‘So important. Wouldn’t want any of my patients catching infection.’

He turned round and wiped his hands across the filthy, blood-soaked apron he had pulled over his front. ‘Not by accident, anyway. Although, my porter tells me he has already smelled infection within you. A most interesting and unusual infection,’ he continued, looking at me. ‘But we will leave you with this, I think.’

I saw an opportunity. ‘What’s the matter? Can’t you cure it? I thought you were a doctor.’

‘Ha!’ he cried, without mirth. ‘To cure you would be simplicity itself. I have medicines which could cure you in an instant. One quick stab with the needle, and poof. Infection gone. No more.’ He sniffed, shoving his glasses higher on his nose with a little more force than usual. ‘But I choose not to. I think this infection works to my benefit, yes?’

He knew. He knew what was keeping me here. But he’d also told me what I needed to know. Some of it, at least. The cure Joseph had told me about had to be injected. Now all I had to do was figure out what it was I needed to inject. But first, I had to get to Ward 13.

‘All clean,’ Doc sang, holding up his hands. ‘Now, who’s first?’ He pointed a finger in my direction, then tick-tocked slowly between me and I.C., muttering below his breath.

‘If you... go down... to the woods... today...’ His finger moved between us on each pause. ‘You’d better... not go... alone...’

‘What’s he going to do to us?’ I.C. whimpered. He was attached to me like a limpet, arms wrapped round one of mine, fingers clutching at my jumper.

‘Nothing,’ I lied, then, ‘I don’t know. Just be ready, OK?’

‘For what?’

‘Anything. Just be ready.’

‘...bear... that ever... there was...’

‘What, anything? Like... monkeys?’

‘No, not monkeys,’ I sighed. Then I remembered that nothing could be ruled out in this place, and added, ‘Probably not monkeys.’

I looked to the door Doc had led us through earlier. I’d been careful to memorise the route from the Gallery back to here. Retracing our steps would be easy. Not that I wanted to revisit the Gallery, of course, but the door that led through to the section housing Ward 13 was right beside it. It was thirty metres from here to that door, maybe less. Thirty metres with porters hunting us down. The one in the air duct had been quick, but how fast could they move standing up? I realised with a shudder that I had absolutely no idea.

As if reading my mind, the porter directly behind us took a step to its right, adding another barrier between us and the door. Its black button eyes gazed vaguely in my direction, its pig-like snout twitching as it sniffed the air. I feared for a second that it had somehow smelled my thoughts, but quickly dismissed the idea as ridiculous. If anything, it may have smelled some adrenaline surge, or other chemical change in my body, as I’d considered making a run for it. Either way, it was now on its guard.

‘...the day... the teddy bears... have their... pic... nic.’

The finger stopped on I.C. and Doc gave a curt, but satisfied, nod. ‘You first,’ he said, matter-of-fact, and I.C. screamed as all three of the porters pounced.





Chapter Fifteen
 FROZEN WITH FEAR

They were on us before we could react, two holding me while the other caught I.C. by the hair. Dirty, scarred arms hauled us apart, I.C. kicking and screaming as he was dragged towards the closest operating table.

‘No, no, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!’ he wailed, as if apologising would somehow make Doc change his mind.

‘Let him go!’ I demanded, struggling against the arms that held me. Seeing the terror on I.C.’s face made me forget my own safety, too worried about his. ‘Do me first. Do me.’

‘Oh, how precious,’ Doc smirked. He raised a hand and the porter that was dragging I.C. stopped. For a moment, the doctor seemed to consider switching patients. Then, with another wave of Doc’s hand, the porter resumed its jerky progress towards the table.

‘No, no!’

Struggling furiously, I fought to pull my hands free, but the porters holding me were too strong, and I quickly found both arms folded tightly against my back.

They angled me so I was facing the operating area. Doc wasn’t just going to mutilate the boy, he was going to make me watch as he did it.

‘You freak!’ I spat. ‘You sick freak!’

I.C.’s face was a mess of tears and snot. There was no sound coming from him now, his fear coming out as big, silent sobs that made his whole body tremble. The porter scooped him up with one hand, slammed him down on to the table, and reached for the straps.

But I.C. wasn’t going to be tied up easily. His narrow frame squirmed around on the tabletop, limbs flapping madly as if he was having a fit. Every time the porter made a grab for an arm it’d miss. The creature’s scarred face was puckering up in frustration as I.C. continued to move and dodge.

‘I want Toby, I want Toby!’ he howled. The words came out as clouds of condensation. He was still wriggling for all he was worth, but the porter soon found a solution.

KER-ACK!

The back of the monster’s hand rattled across I.C.’s jaw. He stopped moving at once. I surged forward, but agony exploded up my arms and across my shoulders. Only the porters’ grip stopped me dropping to the floor.

I let out a cry of pain, and saw the sound become mist as it left my mouth. I felt the skin on my arms goosebump, and realised I was starting to shiver in a sudden chill.

Doc was standing by a trolley, his medical bag open on top of it. The scalpel and drill were already laid out. With a clunk, the metal hook joined the other tools.

‘I think I will make you tell me what you are most afraid of,’ he said, glancing across at I.C. and the porter. ‘And then I will do it to you. Slowly.’

The porter at the operating table had one elongated hand on I.C.’s left arm, pinning it down. Still stunned by the slap, the boy wasn’t able to pull his arm away. With its free hand, Doc’s assistant reached for the first leather strap and began to draw it across I.C.’s wrist.

‘Stop! Cut it out! Leave him alone!’ I cried, but neither Doc nor his porters even acknowledged that I had spoken.

‘No, no, no!’ I.C. was howling. His right hand was reaching up, pushing against the porter’s chin, trying desperately to shove it away. ‘Don’t, don’t, don’t, DON’T !’

The last word came out as a shrill scream, as the full reality of the situation gripped I.C. and he plunged headlong into terror.

The porter holding him gave a twitch, his body tensing as it went rigid. I watched, transfixed, as a thick crust of white began to spread like a rash across the creature’s scarred chin and up over its mouth.

I.C.’s hand didn’t pull back. He pressed it harder against the porter’s face, and the layer of white began to move at a faster pace. It raced across the piggy nose, flowing deep into the wide nostrils. It passed over the button eyes, snapping their worn thread and making them drop, one by one, to the floor. In moments the whiteness covered the porter’s whole head and was spreading down the rest of its body. As it grew thicker, forming into crystals, I realised what it was.

Frost. The porter was freezing at I.C.’s touch.

I.C. If my hands had been free I’d have slapped myself on the forehead. I thought back to all the times I’d felt so cold around him, and to the photograph of him with me and Mr Mumbles, a slender icicle hanging from Mumbles’s nose.

I.C.

Icy.

‘What... what are you doing?’ Doc demanded, his brow furrowed in confusion.

The frozen porter took a step backwards, finally managing to pull itself away from I.C.’s touch. As its weight fell on its back foot there was a tinkling like the breaking of glass, and the creature’s entire left leg shattered. What was left of the frozen figure toppled sideways, like a felled tree. As it hit the floor it exploded in a shower of frosty shards.

Doc stared down at the scattered remains of his assistant. The porters holding me didn’t react. For a few long moments, the only sound in the theatre was I.C.’s raspy breathing, which formed billowing clouds of mist as it left his body.

‘What... what are you waiting for?’ Doc bellowed, at last. He stabbed a finger towards the boy. ‘Get him!’

The porter on my right released its grip and scuttled across to where I.C. was swinging his legs down from the table. The one on my left kept hold of me, but its grip slackened, as if it wasn’t quite sure what it should be doing.

I seized my chance and hurled myself sideways, knocking the creature off balance. We stumbled a few paces across the room, before it slammed hard against the second operating table and let out a screech of shock.

Stepping forward, I twisted my body free from the arm-lock and brought my right foot sharply up between the porter’s legs. I wasn’t sure if there was anything there to connect with, but it seemed like an obvious target.

With a low groan, the porter released its grip and grabbed for its crotch. Result! I fired another kick against its spindly leg. It buckled outwards at the knee, and the porter dropped like a sack of bricks.

I was turning when I heard I.C. scream. The other porter was at him, but keeping a safe distance from the boy’s hands. Its long arms reached out, the deformed fingers wrapping round I.C.’s ankles and jerking him into the air, upside down.

I raced forward, shoulder-barging Doc out of the way. As I ran, I snatched up the metal hook. Launching myself into the air, I plunged the hook’s point deep into the porter’s shoulder. A lurid green ichor sprayed from the wound.

My hand held on to the hook as I landed, and the porter was pulled backwards. Releasing its grip on I.C., it clawed for its shoulder, trying to yank the hook free.

I left it to it, dodged past it, and hauled I.C. upright. Behind us, the first porter I’d taken down got back to its feet and snapped its knee back into place with a damp click.

‘Di’n’t mean to do it, di’n’t mean to,’ I.C. was gibbering, his eyes scanning the slowly thawing shards of porter scattered amongst the junk at our feet. ‘Not my fault, not my fault.’

‘Come on,’ I barked, pulling him towards the door. ‘Move!’

‘Get back here!’ I heard Doc yell, as we raced out into the corridor. ‘You won’t escape. No vun ever escapes!’

His words echoed all around us. I.C. had stopped muttering to himself as we rounded a corner and sped on to the second corridor, but I was still having to drag him along with me. Behind us, I heard the strange, uneven footsteps of at least one porter giving chase.

We came to a junction and I was forced to slow. I’d memorised the route – or thought I had, at least – but in my panic I was having doubts. Should we be going left, or right? The clattering of footsteps reverberated all around us as I peered along both corridors, hoping to spot something that would tell me which way to go.

‘It’s coming!’ I.C. said, half whisper, half sob. ‘It’s coming!’

‘This way,’ I decided, at last, and we ran along the corridor on the right. A few steps in, I stopped and turned, recognising nothing in that direction. ‘Wait, no, this way!’

We sprinted back to the junction and took the left-hand corridor. As we ran down it I caught a glimpse of both remaining porters rounding the corner just ten or so metres behind us. The one at the front still had the hook embedded in its neck. The one behind was slower, limping along on its injured leg.

I.C. saw them too. I heard him whimper, and he pulled free of my grip, darting ahead in his mouse-like way, threatening to leave me behind. No longer dragging him along, I picked up my own pace, and we soon reached the freshly painted door that marked the entrance to the Gallery.

If only I could’ve done something for the long-suffering souls on display in there. If only I could’ve ended their pain, right there and then. But there was no time, not if I wanted to avoid the same fate.

The door leading to the next building grew larger as I raced up to it, calling for I.C. to join me. The lights flickered all along the corridor, and for a moment I saw the freeze-framed shadows of the porters on the wall beside us.

I turned the handle, but the door didn’t budge. I stepped back, then drove my shoulder against the wood. Still the door didn’t budge.

‘Hurry!’ I.C. pleaded, as the lights blinked again and the porters’ shadows splashed across the wall. ‘They’re coming, hurry!’

I took all my fear and my anger and I put it into the next charge. Roaring, I slammed my full weight against the door. With a sharp squeak, the top hinge tore loose, and the door fell away from me into the corridor beyond.

Clambering quickly over the wreckage, I entered the corridor, with I.C. coming through right behind me. It was dark, but I hurried on, taking I.C. by the hand to make sure he didn’t get lost. Or no more lost than me, anyway.

We were several steps into the corridor when the light in the one we’d left flashed on. It lasted less than a second, but that was long enough. Long enough for the glare to be reflected in a dozen or more sets of inhuman eyes dotted all along the corridor.

We stopped dead in our tracks. A chorus of malformed voices rose up through the darkness around us.

Hungry, they shrieked. Hungryhungryhungry.





Chapter Sixteen
 CREATURE CLASH

‘Don’t move,’ I said. Even though it would attract more attention to ourselves, I had to speak normally. A whisper wouldn’t have been heard above the chittering of the things all around us. ‘Stay completely still until I say.’

‘Until you say what?’

I felt hot breath swirling across the back of my neck. ‘Leg it!’ I cried, and I took off along the corridor, one hand pulling I.C., the other straight out in front of me like a rugby player in mid-charge.

My outstretched hand caught a few of the creatures a glancing blow. I felt long, matted fur, then a rough, scaly hide. The next skin I touched was smooth, like a human’s. That one probably troubled me the most.

I was thirty paces into the run when I realised none of the creatures were attacking. I could hear them lumbering past us in the opposite direction, back the way we’d come.

Slowing a little, I looked back over my shoulder. The light outside the Gallery was on, and it showed the first few misshapen creatures launching themselves through the broken door and into the main hospital building.

The lights flickered, turning the next few moments into a series of still images, like a scene from a comic book. The two porters and the... other things were locked in a ferocious battle. They ripped and tore and clawed at each other, swinging with wild punches and wilder kicks.

‘They’re not after me,’ I said quietly, as the truth finally dawned. All those “patients” he’d set loose and left to their fate. They’d come back. ‘They’re after him.’

I stopped and wasted five or six seconds watching the show, hardly daring to believe our luck. Then I led I.C. on towards Ward 13.

Just a few steps on, I made a grim discovery. The passageway was blocked by what felt like a stack of corrugated iron and other scrap metal. A cool breeze wafted in from high up on the left, and I realised this must’ve been where the creatures had come in, finally finding a way past one of the barricaded windows.

I let go of I.C.’s hand.

‘Where are you going? Don’t leave me!’ he begged.

‘Not going anywhere,’ I said.

‘Promise?’

‘Promise.’

Reaching up towards the flowing air, I felt for the window ledge. Finding it, I was able to pull myself up on top of the metal heap. It rocked beneath me, shaken by my weight. I knelt down and reached out through the darkness, ignoring the howls and screams of battle from all around.

‘My hand is in front of you. Um... somewhere,’ I said. ‘Grab it and I’ll pull you up.’

I.C.’s feet scuffed on the floor. It seemed to take an age, but eventually I felt his fingers brush against mine. I leaned further down and caught him by the wrist.

‘I’ll pull, you use your feet,’ I instructed, and together we got him up beside me.

Getting down was easier. A sheet of metal had slid sideways as it had fallen in, forming a ramp that led all the way down to the floor. It sagged a bit as we walked along it, but soon we were leaving it behind, racing headlong towards the end of the—

Thud.

My forehead struck something hard and I stepped back, dazed.

‘Why’d you stop?’ asked I.C., worried.

‘Door,’ I said. My hand found the handle. ‘Be ready.’

I was about to swing it open when I hesitated. ‘That freeze thing,’ I said, ‘how did you do that?’

There was a lengthy pause before I.C. spoke. ‘Can’t everyone?’

I left it at that and pushed down on the handle. The door opened quietly, and we blinked in the sudden light.

This part of the hospital was nothing like the rest I’d seen. Dark blue carpet tiles covered the floor, still intact and devoid of all but the occasional stain. Most of the walls were cream-coloured, peeling here and there, but generally looking in decent shape.

One wall, though, was different. A mural had been painted across it, depicting a jolly woodland village filled with grinning characters from at least eight different well-known cartoons. Like the rest of the walls, the paint here was more or less sound, but with the occasional scrap of face or patch of cottage peeling away.

Above our heads, several lights were set into the ceiling. They glowed brightly, never once fading or flickering.

The change of scenery brightened I.C.’s mood right away. ‘Pretty nice in here,’ he declared. ‘Is Toby here? Toby would like this. Toby likes cartoons.’ He curved his hands round his mouth and shouted. ‘To-beeee!’

‘Ssh,’ I hissed, pushing his hands away and clamping one of my own over his mouth. ‘Don’t shout, we don’t know what’s in here.’

Only when I was sure I.C. wasn’t going to start shouting again did I move my hand.

‘Maybe Toby?’ he said hopefully.

‘Maybe,’ I said. The sentence continued inside my head: But I doubt it.

Three doors led off from the little foyer we were standing in. None of them were marked, and there were no signs anywhere to indicate what the rooms were. One of them, I knew, had to be Ward 13. But which one?

Fishing around in my back pocket, I pulled out the map and unfolded it.

‘Map!’ I.C. cried, doing his best to keep his voice down. ‘I love maps. Can I see? Is it a map of the world? Does it show where Toby is? Let’s have a look.’

‘Just wait a minute,’ I snapped, shocking him. Tears welled up in his eyes and I immediately felt guilty. ‘You can have it – to keep – but I need to check something first.’

I looked for the circle Joseph had marked out on the page. Ward 13. Middle room. Middle door.

‘Here you go.’ Folding the map closed, I passed it to I.C., who immediately began opening it back out. ‘Not yet,’ I said, stopping him. ‘In a minute. Once we’re safe.’

He glanced back at the door, puzzled. ‘We’re safe now, aren’t we?’

The cartoon faces on the wall seemed to leer out at me. ‘I doubt it,’ I said, and I swung open the door and stepped through into Ward 13.

A long, narrow room stretched out before us. Eight beds – shorter than the few others I’d seen scattered around the hospital – lined one wall. Posters were pinned above them, of pop stars, film stars and yet more cartoon faces. The posters were old and tatty, the images faded as if bleached by the sun. Presumably they had been put there to make the place look more cheerful. The effect was almost the exact opposite.

Along the other wall stood a row of lockers. They had been haphazardly painted a sunny shade of orange, but here and there the original gun-metal grey poked through.

The room contained a few other things. A desk, some medical equipment, a few chairs with the seats ripped. What it did not contain, as far as I could tell, was anything resembling a cure for the infection that was keeping me here.

For the first time in a long while, I reached up and felt the scars on my head. The marks of the Crowmaster’s claws were still there, scabbed over. I ran my fingertips over one of the bumps as I tried to figure out my next step.

‘Check the drawers in the desk,’ I said. I entered the room. My footsteps made hollow thuds on the floor. ‘Then help me with these lockers.’

The lockers all had keys in them. I turned the first and looked inside. Empty. I closed it with a clank then moved on to the next one.

‘There’s a ruler, a notebook and some mints,’ I.C. reported. ‘Can I have the mints?’

‘Yes, whatever,’ I replied. The next locker was also empty. On to the next.

I heard a tearing of paper, then, a few seconds later, ‘I don’t like mints.’

Almost. I almost lost my temper then, but I controlled it. ‘Just come here and help me, will you? Start at the other end and work towards the middle.’

‘Mints are horrible,’ he complained. He scraped his tongue as he came strolling past me. He fiddled with the key and pulled open the final locker in the row. ‘Nothing here.’

‘Go on to the next one then,’ I said, doing the same myself.

‘They’re quite teeny, aren’t they? I don’t think Toby will be in one of these. He’s way too big.’

I didn’t reply, just kept throwing open empty lockers, then slamming them closed. In no time at all we met somewhere near the middle. I.C. looked up at me, then patted me on the hand. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, with absolute sincerity. ‘We’ll find him.’

Turning away, I scanned the room. There were a couple of small cupboards beside the beds, but their doors were open, revealing nothing inside. It wasn’t there. The cure I’d been counting on, it wasn’t there.

Slowly, at their own command, my legs bent and my back slid down the lockers until I was sitting on the floor, staring blankly ahead. I.C. said something, but I didn’t hear it. The cure. It wasn’t there.

I could never get home.

My head hung down, as if my spirit was too broken to hold it up. I looked down at the floor, only now realising that it was made of bare wood, the carpet tiles in this room all having been removed.

Something on the board right between the gap in my legs caught my eye. I leaned down to examine it more closely, and must’ve made some sound – a gasp, maybe, or a cry of shock – because I.C. leaned in and looked too.

‘What is it?’ he asked, shifting back and forth as he tried to peer past me.

He didn’t get an answer. I was too focused on the marks scored into the wooden floor. Thin, narrow strokes, carved with a knife, or a nail, or something else sharp.

KYLE, it said, in capital letters. THIS WAY.

A line extended from the top right stroke of the Y. It stretched off across the floor, wandered a little, then crossed to the skirting board on the opposite wall. There was more writing there, carved into the white wood, so small that it would be virtually impossible to see without knowing it was there. I had to squint and shift my head round to view the carving from a few different angles before I was able to read what it said.

BOY’S HANDS HERE. COUNT TEN ELEPHANTS.

Another scratched line led off from beside the last word, climbing a few metres straight up the wall, before banking sharply to the left, where it disappeared beneath a faded poster of a cartoon bear that was positioned directly above one of the beds.

I leapt on to the bed and pulled the poster away from the wall. Two circles had been scraped into the paint, each one about the size of a Ping-Pong ball. They were at equal height, a metre above the bed, seven or eight centimetres apart. My fingers brushed across them and came away sticky. Some kind of liquid had been applied to the wall around the circles and up to the right. I avoided rubbing it any more, in case I was smearing away some important clue.

‘Trust me. Joseph.’

I whipped round at the sound of I.C.’s voice. He was holding the torn poster, reading the message written on its back.

Joseph. Here? How?

“Boy’s hands” – that’s what the message had said. Did that mean my hands, or...

‘Come up here,’ I said, taking a bouncy step to the left to allow I.C. to clamber up. He did and I showed him the circles. ‘Put your hands there.’

He hesitated. ‘Why?’

‘It’s so... Because... Just do it,’ I said. ‘Trust me.’

‘It’s not going to hurt?’ he asked, looking suspiciously at the marks.

‘No, it won’t hurt,’ I told him, hoping it was true.

‘Promise?’

This time I hesitated. ‘Promise.’

He cautiously reached out both hands, palms open towards the wall. A centimetre away he stopped, pulled back a little, then gave me a worried look. I nodded at him encouragingly. He swallowed with a theatrical gulp, closed his eyes, then placed his hands on the circles.

BOOM!

Out in the foyer, the door was thrown inwards with great force. I.C. leapt back at the sound. His feet tangled in the bedclothes and he tumbled down on to the mattress.

My body started moving before my mind had time to figure out exactly what was happening. I bounded from bed to bed, crossing the ward in seconds. At the final bed I jumped down, grabbed the end of the desk, and dragged it noisily across the bare wooden floorboards.

Muscles straining, I shoved the desk in front of the door, just as someone pushed against it from the other side. The desk was heavy, but I kept my weight behind it, just in case.

‘I warned you, didn’t I?’ Doc’s voice was a squeal of rage through the door, his accent becoming more and more outrageous with each word he spoke. ‘No one escapes my hospital. No one! I’m coming to get you, kiddievinkles, and mark my vurds – the doctor vill get in!’





Chapter Seventeen
 TEN ELEPHANTS

I kept my hands on the desk, but turned to look over at I.C. He was still lying on the bed, eyes wide with fright.

‘Hands on the wall,’ I told him. The door was hit from the other side. Hard. I pushed back. ‘Get up, hands on the wall, quick.’

The desk slid sharply towards me. The door opened a crack, enough for me to catch sight of a porter’s arm, then it slammed shut again as my toes found purchase on the wooden floor.

The mattress springs creaked as I.C. stood up.

‘You may as well open up, kiddiewinkles,’ said Doc soothingly. ‘Perhaps I will show mercy if you do, yes?’ He laughed again, a laugh that said mercy didn’t feature anywhere in his plans.

‘Hands on the wall, I.C.,’ I said again. ‘Do it. Now!’

‘OK,’ he said weakly. He pressed his palms back into position. ‘Done it.’

‘Keep them there,’ I commanded. ‘One elephant. Two elephant. Three elephant.’

CRACK!

The doorframe splintered under the force of another blow. It took everything I had to hold the desk steady.

‘They’re going to get in!’ I.C. was shaking, almost overcome by panic, but he was keeping his hands on the wall.

‘Four elephant. Five elephant. Six elephant. Se—’

The next blow drove me back and forced the door open far enough for a thin arm to reach through. The porter’s hand clawed at the air just a few centimetres in front of my face, forcing me to lean back out of reach.

I shoved the desk back, trapping the arm between the door and the frame. The porter squealed, but kept grabbing for me.

‘Eight elephant.’

Another blow threw the door almost halfway open. Doc’s laughter was suddenly in the room, before another mammoth push from me slammed the door over.

I.C. was a wreck. Barely able to stand on his shaking legs, but somehow managing to keep contact with the wall. He was silent-sobbing again, tears and snot slicking his face.

‘Nine elephant!’ I was shouting now, trying to make myself heard above the thud-thud-thudding of the porter at the door.

‘If you go down to the woods today, you’d better not go alone...’ sang Doc. The tune was hard to make out above the sound of his own laughter.

‘Shut up, shut up, shut up!’ screamed the boy at the wall.

‘TEN ELEPHANT!’

A final powerful blow slammed the desk against me, sending me stumbling backwards into the room. At the same time, I.C. let out a deafening squeal of terror.

I scrambled up, making for the desk, but realising at once that I was too late. The door was pushing further open, shoving the table out of the way. Seconds. We had seconds before they were through. Doc’s cackle taunted me through the widening gap. ‘Today’s the day the teddy bears have their piiiiicnic.’

I skidded round to face I.C., ready to defend him to the last. What I saw made me stop.

He was shivering, his hands still pressed against the wall, great clouds of white mist billowing from his mouth and nostrils.

A cross-hatch pattern of frost was spreading out from where his hands met the wall. It swirled up, curving across the paintwork to the right, then down again in a swoosh. None of the rest of the wall was frosting over, and I guessed the sticky liquid my fingers had found was something to do with it.

Just as the pattern of frost looked about to touch the floor, it turned upwards and climbed vertically to the ceiling. It finished in an arrowhead, pointing towards a ceiling tile.

I was up on the bed just before the desk was fully pushed aside and the door flew all the way open. A single porter stood in the doorway, its skinny body ravaged by its battle with the hungry things. The other one, I assumed, had suffered an even worse fate.

It lurched in, dragging one lame leg behind it. Doc followed, his narrow eyes darting from I.C. to the arrow, then up to me. He pushed his glasses up, as if seeing the room more clearly would help it make more sense.

I stepped off the bed and up on to one of the few bits of machinery in the room. It was a trolley with an old-style monitor on top – a giant of a thing that was longer from back to front than it was across the screen.

The monitor’s plastic casing gave a crack as I stood on it, balancing on one foot. With one hand I pushed the ceiling tile aside. With the other I felt round the edge, until my hands found something small and plastic and I pulled it down into the light.

The syringe looked perfectly ordinary, like the one I’d plunged into the porter’s chest. Its contents were almost clear, but with a faint coppery sheen. A short, stubby needle was fastened to it, covered over by a plastic cap.

I leapt down from the monitor, my feet slapping noisily on the floor.

‘What is that?’ Doc demanded. ‘What do you have? Give it to me!’

The porter made a wild swing for the syringe, but its wounds made it slow and I was able to dodge it easily. Backpedalling, I made it to the bed where I.C. stood, his hands still on the wall.

‘Idiot child,’ Doc seethed. ‘I vill cut you, unt I vill slice you, unt I vill display you in my Gallery for all the vurld to see!’ His accent was almost impossible to understand now. I didn’t care. I wasn’t even listening.

The plastic cap on the end of the syringe fell softly to the floor and I stabbed the needle into the crook of my arm, barely even feeling the sting. With my thumb I pushed down the plunger, and every drop of the coppery contents flowed out into my veins.

I pulled the needle free and hurled it towards the porter, who had begun to advance, dragging its leg behind it. Clambering up on to the bed, I wrapped an arm round the shivering I.C.’s shoulders. He sagged backwards, his hands slipping from the wall and his weight pressing against me. The cold was incredible. It bit at me through my jumper, stinging the skin beneath.

A tingling crept up my arm where the needle had entered, slowly at first, then picking up speed as it raced towards the centre of my chest and onward through the rest of my body.

‘Go, now, move!’ Doc barked, shoving the porter in the small of the back. ‘Get him! Subdue the real boy and bring him to me!’

For once, my fear was actually helping me, making my heart beat faster, pumping the cure round my system. I crossed my fingers, focused, then cheered as a shower of blue and white sparks flashed behind my eyes.

I pulled I.C. closer. ‘Hold on!’ I said, then I locked on to one of the sparks and concentrated until the walls began to shimmer and the room began to change around me.

‘Vot is happening?’ Doc’s voice sounded a long way away. ‘Vere are you going?’

Somewhere by my feet, someone let out a cry of shock and surprise. I looked down to see a pudgy-faced boy lying on the bed, gaping up at me, a chocolate bar halfway to his mouth.

I lifted my head and looked around the room. The beds were full of children, but they were all lost in games consoles, books, comics or TV, and only the kid in the bed I was on seemed to have noticed my sudden arrival. It would’ve been difficult for him to miss.

The decor on the ward was fresh. Well, fresher than it had been. The floor was carpeted – and not tiles, either. Real, proper carpet. The spot where Doc and the porter had stood was empty. They were nowhere to be seen.

But nor was I.C.

‘Good grief! You actually made it!’

I jumped down from the bed just as Ameena stood up from beside it. Her hands went to my face, as if she had to touch me before she could believe it was actually me. ‘I didn’t think you were ever coming back,’ she said. ‘How do you feel? You look OK. Are you feeling better? I can’t believe you’re back!’

‘Where’s the boy?’ I demanded.

‘What happened over there? How did you get—?’

‘Where’s the boy?’ I said, pulling her hands from my face and grabbing her by the shoulders.

She frowned, glanced around the room, then gestured at the beds. ‘Uh... take your pick.’

‘No, not... I was holding a boy when I leapt back. He should’ve...’

‘Didn’t see anyone,’ she said with a shrug. ‘Only kid close to you was Fat Larry there, and that’s only because you nearly stood on his face.’

‘Hey!’

‘Shut up, Larry.’ She leaned in close and whispered. ‘Can you believe I had to convince him I was his cousin so he’d tell the nurses it was OK for me to stay?’

‘He was with me. He was right with me,’ I muttered. ‘What are you doing here, anyway? How did you know this is where I’d come back?’

‘Your friend told me to wait for you. The old guy.’

‘Joseph? Joseph! Is he still here?’

Ameena shook her head. ‘Nope. Bailed when I wasn’t looking.’

Damn. I had a lot of questions for Joseph, but once again he wasn’t around to answer them.

Ameena looked me up and down. ‘So... what happened?’

‘No time,’ I told her. ‘Can’t explain now.’

‘What? Why not?’

I stepped away from her. ‘I have to go back. I have to go back for the boy.’

‘Go back, are you insane?’ She took a step closer; I stepped further away. ‘And what boy?’

‘His name’s I.C. He’s stuck there. I can’t leave him, he’s just a kid.’

‘So?’ Ameena spluttered. ‘Larry’s just a kid, and I’d abandon him in a heartbeat if it meant saving my own skin.’

‘Hey!’

‘Shut up, Larry.’

‘No, you wouldn’t,’ I said, and she didn’t bother to argue.

It took her longer than I expected, but eventually she said it. ‘Want some company?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But no. Find my mum, make sure she’s OK. Stay with her.’

‘Looked in on her earlier, but I’ll go back, if that’s what you want,’ she said. I was surprised convincing her not to come was so easy. Surprised, and maybe a bit disappointed. ‘Cops are looking for you, by the way. Got it in for you big time, by the sounds of things. Blaming you for Marion, like the old guy said.’

‘Great,’ I muttered. ‘But not my main worry. Back soon.’

‘You’d better—’

I left her voice behind in the real world as I fixed on a spark and slid back through to the Darkest Corners...

...only to be faced with an empty room. A chilly breeze rolled in via the open door. Through the door, beyond the foyer and the corridor, I heard the cackle of laughter, fading as it retreated into the main hospital building.

‘I.C., where are you?’ I called, but I got no answer.

Instead, a tall figure with long, scarred limbs stepped in from the foyer, ducking its bald head to make it through the door. The porter kept low and sucked air deep in through its snout-like nostrils, picking up my scent.

Two emotions, anger and fear, clashed together within me as the porter snuffled its way closer. They didn’t clash for long. I had promised to keep I.C. safe, and now Doc had him, and this thing had helped. Fear never stood a chance.

I grabbed the old-style monitor I’d been standing on just moments ago, and yanked the cables from behind it. The screen was heavy, and I was only just able to raise it to shoulder-height as I raced forward.

‘Sniff this,’ I growled, and I brought the screen down hard on the porter’s lowered head. As witty quips went, it was rubbish, I knew, but the glass smashed against the back of its skull, and it fell, face first, on to the hard wooden floor, with the monitor tumbling after.

I was through the foyer in an instant, running along the darkened corridor where the monsters had roamed. I raced up the ramp of rusted metal and launched myself off, hurrying towards the pool of light that spilled in from the broken door of the main building.

Hurling myself through the doorway, I skidded on a puddle of dark blood and almost lost my footing. Bodies lay scattered and splattered all over the corridor. Most of them were like nothing I’d ever seen before, but I spotted two yellow buttons among the carnage, and a long, spindly arm, severed just above the elbow.

No I.C., though, and that was all that mattered.

I stood there, surrounded by the dead, unsure of which way to go. I opted to search the Gallery first, but the faint echo of a distant squeak stopped me. The sound continued, over and over, the repetitive squeaking of a hospital trolley, getting further and further away with each moment that passed.

Doc. It had to be. Pushing I.C. along, taking him deeper into the bowels of the hospital. I raced down the corridor, headed away from the Gallery. At the junction I took the right-hand turn, the one I’d almost taken by mistake when running from the porters. My feet slapped against the rotten lino as I closed the gap between me and those squeaks.

More corridors flew by. Wards. Waiting areas. A staff canteen. I ran and dodged and leapt and weaved through them all, always closing the gap, always getting closer.

Twice, I caught Doc’s laughter booming out from a few rooms ahead. I sped up then, ignoring the fire burning in my chest, and the knots of pain in my calves and thighs.

Catching hold of a rusty exposed pipe, I used it to swing myself round a bend, gaining a few hundredths of a second. Up ahead, I saw a set of double doors flap closed. I demanded that my body go faster, and somehow squeezed more speed from my shaking legs.

Throwing the doors wide, I cannonballed through into absolute blackness. Arms out, I stumbled forward, trying to feel my way along in the dark.

‘I.C., are you in here?’

No reply came and I faltered forward, reaching blindly for a wall that might in turn lead me to a door. Before my hands found anything, though, my thighs struck the edge of a desk or table.

My vision was gradually adjusting to the gloom. I couldn’t see much, but the black was now lined with shades of grey and blue. I looked down at the table and only just made out another shape on the floor beyond it. Reaching down, I picked it up. It was a lamp. A broken lamp.

A broken lamp, with a bendy neck.

It fell from my hands and I stepped back, craning my neck up to the ceiling. I was able to make out the edges of the pipes that led towards the centre of the room. I followed them along to where they joined the metal box, followed the plastic tubes that emerged on the other side all the way to...

An empty space.

Something moved in the darkness behind me. Something big. I spun round and the smell of candy floss and toffee apples and stale, salted popcorn snagged at the back of my throat.

The shape craned its head down until it was almost level with mine. As it drew closer I could make out its pasty white skin, and its ruby-red lips, stretched into a hideous grin. Its words were low and slurred, and it spat them more than spoke.

‘You should’ve killed me when you had the chance!’





Chapter Eighteen
 CLOWNING AROUND

‘W-Wobblebottom?’

A fist the size of a car tyre drove across my jaw. It was a glancing blow, only just connecting, but it snapped my head round to the right. The rest of my body followed, spinning through the dark until it found the floor.

‘Should’ve killed me! Should’ve killed me!’

The floor shook beneath two heavy, lumbering steps. I flung myself sideways, rolling out of the way just as an oversized clown shoe stamped down. The force of the impact shuddered through the room and made my bones vibrate all the way up to my skull.

I twisted, mid-roll, into the push-up position, and sprang to my feet, just as a hand swished through the air at my back. It barely brushed against me, but it was enough to send me staggering forward, my top half moving faster than my bottom, forcing my legs to pump furiously as they tried to catch up.

My hand touched the floor, steadying myself, and I was up again, but not before I snatched up the lamp. With two sharp tugs on the cable, the plug popped free of the floor socket.

Holding the cable by the plug end, I turned and swung. The metal lamp swooshed out in a wide half-circle, just as Wobblebottom began a lumbering charge.

The lamp caught him hard across the cheek, shattering what was left of the bulb in one of his eyes. He gave a low grunt, but didn’t slow. Desperately, I launched myself to the side, just before he came crashing through the space I had been occupying.

Too heavy to stop, he kept on thundering forward, feet pounding against the floor, carrying him towards the wall. Thinking fast, I tore the cable away from the buckled base of the lamp, then wrapped an end round each hand.

He hit the wall headfirst, rebounded and staggered backwards. I held the wire taut, knowing what I was about to do was utter madness, but panicking too much to come up with any less suicidal ideas.

I ran at Wobblebottom, darting up his back, using his ankle, then his hips as makeshift steps. Flinging myself into the air, I brought the cable down over his head and round his throat, then pulled it tight.

It didn’t dig in against his flesh as I’d expected, but scraped across a throat that might as well have been made of stone. I hung on regardless, hoping I was still cutting off his air supply, and that he’d soon drop to the floor.

I was still dangling there on his back when he slowly turned round. I was so fixed on the danger in front of me that I forgot to consider the possibility of danger from any other direction. All that changed when the clown lunged backwards, jamming me between him and the wall.

My hands lost their grip on the cable as he stepped forward. I slid down his back, landing in a heap on the floor. My ears were ringing and my lungs seemed to have stopped working, but at least none of my bones felt broken.

But I was in no condition to fight. I scrabbled forward through the dark, managing to get clear of the clown before he’d even turned round. I found the desk and tucked myself underneath, body pressed to the floor. My eyes continued to adapt to the lack of light, allowing me a clearer look at Wobblebottom.

He didn’t look like a clown so much as a nightmare about a clown. He still wore the purple satin outfit with green polka dots, only now it was far too small for his grotesquely mutated frame. It hung in torn rags round his shoulders and his waist, most of the fabric now lost to bulging, bone-white muscle.

One of the plastic tubes Doc had used to pump in his chemicals hung limply from the clown’s left arm. Those chemicals, I guessed, were responsible for changing Wobblebottom into his current state.

His curly hair was still more or less red, but it was streaked by a dark, oil-like fluid, and thick with plaster dust. His comically oversized clown shoes were now a good few sizes too small. Thick, ape-like toes burst from the ends, the nails yellow and misshapen.

Only his nose was completely unchanged. The red ball of foam remained perched in the centre of his face. It was exactly as it had been, although now, when compared to the rest of him, it looked tiny.

He loped slowly round in a circle, ogre-like arms hanging down, white knuckles scraping across the floor. The vile, leering grin was still fixed to his face, although his eyes contained no shred of mirth. They searched the room, sweeping left and right until they finally settled on the desk.

One pace, two; the floor trembled and the desk flipped into the air. I kicked backwards across the lino, trying desperately to get away. But my progress became slow when my heels started slipping in a puddle of spilled chemicals.

With one hand he caught me by both ankles, his fingers making it all the way round with room to spare. His arm twitched and the world lurched and I screamed as I whistled through the air.

His other hand caught my arms as they were flung above my head. I stopped sharply, his grip now tight on my ankles and my wrists. My stomach flipped like an acrobat as he jerked both hands towards the ceiling, pulling me with them.

‘Should’ve killed me,’ he chanted. ‘You should’ve killed me, like I asked!’

I opened my mouth to apologise, to try to reason with him, but the darkness rushed past me as he swung both arms down towards the hard floor, and all I could do was close my mouth and screw shut my eyes and brace myself for the end.

I hit something soft. Well, no, not exactly soft, but softer than solid ground. Two more hands grabbed for me round the shoulders – smaller, this time, but equally as rough.

A scuffle followed, with both sets of hands pulling and hauling at me until I was sure they’d rip me in two. Finally, the smaller hands let me go. From the corner of my eye I saw a blurry dark shape hurl itself at the towering mass of angry clown. Wobblebottom gave a roar of shock, then dumped me once again in a heap on the floor.

‘Killlll yooooou!’ the clown-beast hissed, circling to face his attacker. ‘Killll yooooou!’

A voice like gravel at the bottom of a deep, dark pit replied.

‘Good luck.’

I uncrumpled myself into a sitting position, barely able to believe my ears. ‘Mumbles?’ I gasped. ‘Is that... But I saw them take you. How did you get away?’

He half turned to look at me, his face fuzzy in the darkness, his almost bald head poking out above the raised collar of his overcoat. ‘Violently,’ he said. ‘Now go. I’ll take care of him.’

‘What?’ I asked, confused. ‘But... why?’

He scowled at me. ‘You saved me. I save you. We’re even.’

‘Even?’ I spluttered, the imminent threat of Wobble-bottom momentarily forgotten. ‘You hunted me down and tried to kill me!’

‘You sent me here.’

‘But—’

‘Even.’

And then there was no time to argue. Wobblebottom swung his wrecking-ball fist, Mr Mumbles ducked under it, and the two of them were lost to the gloom. The force of their battle trembled the walls around me as I scrambled for the closest set of doors and tumbled on through.

I heard the music as soon as I entered the next corridor. It came from somewhere up ahead, scratchy and stuttering, like an old vinyl record that had seen better days.

The singer’s voice was so posh it was almost funny, like a character in a TV show from the 1940s. The backing music was all brass and woodwind, far too grand and booming for the words they accompanied.

If you go down to the woods today, you’re sure of a big surprise,

If you go down to the woods today, you’d better go in disguise.

Even from a distance, it was clear the song was being blasted out at loud volume, deliberately drawing me in. It was a trap. It had to be a trap. And, much as I hated to admit it, it was going to work.

I followed the song along the corridors, through two choruses, another verse and a shaking instrumental. Something had happened to the record, though. It was playing at half-speed, every word and syllable dragged out twice as long as they should’ve been, the singer’s voice now a low, rumbling drone.

If you go down to the woods today, you’d better not go alone.

The song reached its final chorus just as I reached the final door. The music was deafening here. It made the door vibrate as I pressed my hand against the wood.

With a deep breath, I pushed on the door. It opened with a creak and the volume of the music within physically shoved me backwards.

It’s lovely down in the woods today, but safer to stay at home.

For every bear that ever there was,

Will gather there for certain because...

The record stopped with a horrible screech. A lone voice in the darkness took its place.

‘Today’s the day the teddy bears have their piiiicnic.’

Eight lights, hanging from the ceiling in two rows of four, snapped on, flooding the room with a cold fluorescent glow.

‘Well, well, well. Patient Three-Nine-Six-Two. The real boy returns. I knew you would.’

I blinked, recoiling from the sudden glare. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. When they did, I really didn’t like what they saw.

Six tubes stood like pillars in the centre of the room, half metal, half glass. They were identical to the ones I’d seen in the Gallery, but these were filled with a thick orange gloop. The glass part of one of the tubes was cracked, a bullet-sized hole punched through the front of it. Inside, something that was once a baby floated silently, its thumb in its mouth, tiny forefinger hooked over its button nose. No wonder the corridors had all looked familiar.

Between the two rows of tubes stood Doc. I.C. was on his knees beside him, his head lolling down, chin touching his chest. It was only Doc’s grip on the neck of his T-shirt that kept the boy from falling over.

‘What have you done to him?’ I demanded, starting forward.

‘Ah-ah-ah!’ warned Doc. He held a scalpel up for me to see, then placed it against the small patch of I.C.’s throat that was exposed. ‘No closer, or I slice, yes?’

I stopped immediately. Doc pressed more purposefully with the blade, easing off only when I took a pace back towards the wall.

‘Good boy. Very good,’ he said, but he didn’t completely pull the scalpel away. ‘I see that you are understanding now, I think.’

‘Understanding what?’

‘Understanding that I am not someone to be messed around with. Understanding that you should take me seriously.’

I nodded, watching the knife at I.C.’s throat. ‘I understand.’

‘Good boy. Clever boy.’ He looked me up and down slowly. The tip of his tongue brushed across his fish-like lips. ‘I would very much like to cut you, clever boy. I think, once we were to begin, you would like it too.’

‘Tempting... but no,’ I told him. ‘Thanks all the same. Now give it up. You’ve lost.’

He cackled. ‘Lost? But how can I have lost when I hold the winning hand?’ He jerked I.C. so the kid’s head flopped backwards, then shifted his grip to catch him by the hair. There wasn’t even a flicker on I.C.’s face that said he’d felt any of it.

‘Don’t fret,’ Doc said, seeing the concern on my face, ‘he is unharmed. Sedated, but unharmed. For the moment. How long he stays that way is up to you.

‘Step closer and he dies. Pull your disappearing act and he dies. Disobey my wishes and he dies. You are understanding this, yes?’

I grimaced, not liking the way this was going. ‘What do you want?’

He smiled at me with his yellow teeth, and didn’t answer for a long time. When he did, it was with another question. ‘Do you really have to ask?’

I lowered my head, looked down at the floor, then across to I.C., who still wasn’t stirring. Why had I come back here? Why had I put myself in such danger? I didn’t know the kid. I didn’t owe him anything.

No, that wasn’t true. He’d saved me from being sliced up. He’d been doing a fine job of staying safe until he’d released me from that operating table, and then I’d brought the porters to his door. Everything that had happened to him since then had happened because he’d helped me, because I’d convinced him to help me. I did owe him something. I owed him everything. I owed him this.

‘What will you do to me?’ I asked, biting the inside of my cheek to keep my voice from wavering.

Doc’s eyes shimmered as he peered at me over the top of his little round glasses. His answer came as a soft giggle of excitement that turned my stomach and made my flesh crawl. ‘Anything,’ he said. ‘Anything I want.’





Chapter Nineteen
 MISTAKES OF THE PAST

Ididn’t reply straight away. Doc didn’t speak either, and for a long time there was absolute quiet, as if the world were holding its breath, waiting on my answer.

‘You’ll let him go?’

‘I will.’

‘How do I know that?’

‘Trust me,’ he said with a smirk. ‘I’m a doctor.’

‘That’s not enough. I don’t trust you.’

His face contorted in rage and he pressed the scalpel blade against I.C.’s throat until a thin trickle of blood appeared. ‘I think you are not in a position to bargain, yes?’ he seethed, flecks of foam forming at the corners of his mouth. ‘I say “trust me”, then you must trust me, or I kill the boy anyway.’

‘OK, OK!’ I said, holding my hands up. ‘I’ll do it. I’ll do it.’

The rage fell from his face like a mask. The blade at I.C.’s throat withdrew half a centimetre or so.

‘Noble boy. So very noble,’ Doc said. ‘It will be an honour to operate on you. To make you even better than you already are.’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ I snapped. ‘How do we do this?’

Doc nodded to a spot about four metres in front of him. ‘There,’ he said. ‘Go there. Slowly.’

I did as he ordered, walking steadily over to the place he’d indicated, my hands raised so he could see I wasn’t up to anything.

And the worst thing was, I wasn’t up to anything. This wasn’t part of some cunning scheme. I didn’t have a plan. I was trading myself for I.C. What would happen after that, I had no idea, unless I could come up with something very clever, very soon.

I stopped where he’d told me to, right by the glass tube I’d bumped my back against earlier. I remembered the feeling of terror that had gripped me then. Shards of broken snooker cue lay scattered around my feet, a physical reminder of my panicked reaction. That fear had been real, but now it felt like the memory of some long-ago happier time – a time I’d go back to in an instant, if it meant not being stood here in this one.

‘Here I am. Now let the kid go.’

‘Well, well, well, he still thinks I am foolish, it seems.’ His face darkened. ‘If I let him go now, you will attack me, I think.’

I nodded my head. There was no point lying to him. Not now. ‘Yep.’

He seemed surprised by that. ‘Such honesty is refreshing. Others would be trying to wriggle out, to deceive me, but you do not. Why?’

My shoulders sagged. I hung my head, looking down at the floor around my feet. I made a big show of looking up at him, to disguise my slight shift to the left as I picked my spot.

‘Because I don’t care what happens to me any more,’ I said. ‘I just want the kid to be OK.’ I thought about Mum, Nan and Marion. About Ameena – even about Billy, and the torture he’d endured at the hands of Caddie and Raggy Maggie.

And I thought about Mr Mumbles. God help me, I thought about Mr Mumbles. ‘I’ve hurt a lot of people. By accident, mostly, but I’ve hurt them. Whatever you do to me...’ I looked down again. ‘I probably deserve it.’

Doc was looking at me in disbelief. But then his grip tightened on I.C.’s hair and his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

Keeping my hands raised, I lowered one knee, then the other, to the floor.

‘What are you doing?’ he demanded.

Something very clever, I thought, but I didn’t say it out loud.

‘I don’t trust myself,’ I told him. ‘Even now, I’m looking for a chance to jump you.’

‘Try it and the boy dies!’

‘I know, I know!’ I said quickly. ‘So I’m making sure I don’t. I’m taking away any opportunity. I’m removing the risk.’

I put both hands out before me, assuming the press-up position, but with my knees touching the floor. ‘I’m going to lie down,’ I explained. ‘Face first. If you put your foot on my back, I won’t be able to get up. I’ll be at your mercy.’

‘At... at my mercy,’ he repeated, with growing excitement.

‘That’s right. Then you can let I.C. go.’

There was silence while Doc considered this. From his point of view, it must’ve seemed too good to be true. I hoped it didn’t.

I lay face down on the floor, my hands trapped beneath my stomach. He made no attempt to stop me.

It was almost a full minute before I felt his foot on my back. He ground his heel down, pressing it between my shoulder-blades, shooting a dull pain the length of my spine.

‘OK,’ I grimaced. ‘You’ve got me, now let him go.’

‘I shall,’ he replied. ‘For the moment.’

‘What? What do you mean? That wasn’t the deal.’

‘That wasn’t the deal,’ he mocked. ‘No, it wasn’t, you are correct. But guess what. The deal is off. How could I admit one patient without admitting the other? It would be unfair. You are both of you sick, diseased. But I will help you. I will help you both.’

I heard a soft thud as I.C. was allowed to flop limply to the floor. Doc’s fingers caught me by the hair. He yanked my head up and brought his down so his mouth was close by my ear. ‘And afterwards, once I have made you better, you will thank me. You will be so grateful, I think, that you will kiss my feet.’

He reflected on this for a moment. ‘Of course, that is if I leave you with a mouth. I have not decided what I will do with you yet. We will find this out together, yes?’

‘You said you’d let him go,’ I croaked. ‘You said I could trust you.’

He sniggered softly. ‘I lied.’

I turned my left foot sideways and pressed the toe of the right against the floor. ‘Guess what,’ I said. ‘So did I.’

He was fat, but he was short, so not too heavy. He was crouching over me, half balanced on one leg, too confident in his own victory to worry about being careful now. My sudden turn made his foot slip from my back, but he kept hold of my hair and I hissed with pain as it twisted in his grip.

For an old man, he was fast. He drew back with the scalpel before he’d fully registered what was happening. The blade had just begun to swing back down when I jammed a broken shard of snooker cue deep into his thigh.

His scream was shrill and child-like, and it bounced from wall to wall. He stumbled backwards, his free hand clutching his leg.

‘What’s up, Doc?’ I asked, smiling grimly at my own joke.

He either didn’t hear me or couldn’t pull himself together enough to answer. A patch of dark red was spreading across his trousers where the cue handle was still jutting out. He was staring at the broken piece of stick as if it was some never-before-seen alien artefact, but he was making no attempt to pull it out.

Still screeching, he raised his head to look at me, his eyes wide with shock. He found me standing in front of him, just out of arm’s reach.

‘Y-you... V-vot have you done? Vot have you done? I vould have made you better! I vould have made you great!’

‘What, like you did to them?’ I asked, gesturing to the tubes around us.

‘No, not like these failures!’ He spat the word out, as if unable to stand the taste. ‘Like the vuns in the Gallery. Like my masterpieces.’

‘Failures? That’s not very nice.’ I took a step forward. He swiped at me with the scalpel, but I caught his wrist and knocked the blade from his hand. It clattered away across the floor.

‘I told you something earlier,’ I said. Still holding his wrist, I took a step forward, forcing him to hobble back. I kept advancing as I spoke. ‘I told you that I’ve hurt a lot of people. A lot of people. Most of them – all of them, really – by accident. I never really meant to hurt anyone. Unlike you.’

He tried to yank his hand free, but I held it tighter and continued to push him back.

‘I’ve made a lot of mistakes,’ I confessed. ‘But you know what? I’m facing up to them.’

I stopped walking, and he stopped too. I released my grip on his wrist then raised my eyes, looking past him. ‘Maybe it’s time you faced up to yours.’

He turned slowly, his head first, then the rest of him. Inside the glass tube, the baby opened its eyes. The knot of grey tentacles beneath its bulging belly uncoiled, and its face lost all shred of innocence.

‘N-no,’ Doc whimpered, as twelve tentacles stretched out, exposing twelve deadly claws. They snapped forward like tightly wound elastic, shattering the already weakened glass and spraying Doc’s blood-soaked apron with sticky orange fluid.

He tried to scream again, but the sound was smothered by the heaving mass of tentacles across his face. They tangled round his head and his throat, tiny claws digging deep into his neck and scalp.

Doc’s body convulsed and spasmed as he fought for air. His hands grabbed for the baby, but more tentacles wrapped round his wrists, clamping them together.

The part of the creature that still looked human fell forward on to the floor. It raised itself up on unsteady arms, then turned its head towards me. Its face wrinkled into a gummy smile, showing off its two bottom teeth. Then, with its prize still thrashing for all he was worth, the baby crawled off through the swing doors, and out into the darkness of the corridor beyond.

I watched the doors as they swung back and forth, and kept watching until they had settled back in place and all was silent once again.

‘And the doctor,’ I muttered, ‘is out.’

It was ten or fifteen minutes before I.C. opened his eyes. It felt like longer.

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘You’re awake.’

He blinked very slowly. ‘Am I?’

‘More or less. Probably still a bit groggy from the sedative.’

‘What’s a sedavativ?’

‘Sedative,’ I corrected. ‘Like a sleeping potion. Doesn’t matter, it’s wearing off now.’

I helped him to sit up. His eyes flitted around the room like a startled mouse. ‘The bad man...?’

‘Gone,’ I said. ‘He’s gone, and he’s not coming back.’

‘Promise?’

I smiled. ‘Promise.’

‘And... Toby? Did you find Toby, like you said?’

His eyes brimmed with hope. His little hands tangled together nervously. More than anything, I wanted to say ‘yes’.

‘Um... about that,’ I said, picking my words carefully. ‘The thing is... You see, it’s like this...’

I looked down, unable to watch his reaction. I drew in a breath through my teeth, and I told him the truth. ‘Toby’s dead, I.C.’

‘What?’ The sound that accompanied the word was like a laugh, but it wasn’t a laugh. I raised my eyes to see the corners of his mouth curved upwards into something that equally wasn’t a smile.

‘I’m sorry, I should’ve told you before,’ I said, wanting to get it all out at once now, like pulling off a plaster in one sharp tug, ‘but he’s dead. He died the day you came here. The moment you came here.’

He shook his head. His bottom lip was trembling, his brow creased. ‘It’s... it’s my fault?’

‘No, no, that’s not what I meant,’ I said. ‘I mean that when Toby died, that sent you here. He was what was keeping you there. He was the only thing keeping you in the real world.’

His expression told me he didn’t understand. I tried to make things clearer. ‘Didn’t you find it strange that only Toby could see you?’ I asked. ‘They should all have been able to see you. Everyone... If you were real.’

His eye twitched. ‘But I am real,’ he said in a voice that was filled with doubt. ‘Amn’t I?’

I shook my head, afraid my voice would give out on me if I tried to say the words. ‘No,’ I croaked, when I’d composed myself. ‘No, you aren’t. Not like Toby. Not like me. I’m sorry.’

He pulled his knees up to his chest, wrapped his arms round them, then buried his face so I couldn’t see it. He didn’t ask anything more about the not being real thing, which told me that, deep down, he’d known all along.

‘I don’t want to stay here,’ he said, his voice trembling. ‘I don’t like it here. I don’t like it.’

I.C. raised his head until just his eyes were visible. They were wet and ringed with red. They flitted across my face, unable to meet my gaze. He sniffed loudly, then wiped his nose across his knees. ‘Can I come with you?’

I shook my head again, just a little. ‘I tried. When you were sleeping, I tried. Twice. But I can’t do it. I can’t take you with me.’

‘But... but... but...’ He was shivering now, his whole face going pale. ‘But why? Don’t you like me? I’ll be good, I’ll be good, I promise! Please, don’t leave me, please don’t leave me.’ His voice became a squeak and the final word was mouthed through silent sobs. ‘Please.’

‘I’m so, so sorry,’ I said, fighting back tears of my own. ‘If I could take you out of here I would. I’d take you back with me, but I can’t do it. I can’t get you out, and I don’t know why!’

I leaned back, a thought suddenly occurring to me. ‘I don’t know why,’ I said, feeling a stirring of excitement in my stomach, ‘but I might know a man who does.’





Chapter Twenty
 FOSTERING RELATIONS

I prodded the unmoving mound on the floor with the tip of my toe. ‘You alive?’

At first, nothing, then a groan. ‘I hope not.’

I looked across at the slumped form of Wobblebottom, half visible in the gloom. His eyes were closed and his mouth was no longer fixed in that demented grin. The huge chest was absolutely still, not a breath entering or leaving his ravaged body. At peace, at last.

‘You won then.’

I stepped back as the mound at my feet rolled over and became something more like a man. Mr Mumbles’s face was a mass of black bruising and barely congealing blood. One eye was swollen shut, and his hooked nose was more crooked than ever.

All in all, though, he didn’t actually look any more horrific than usual, just equally horrific in a slightly different way.

‘Why are you here?’ he growled. ‘I told you I never wanted to see you again.’

‘No, you didn’t.’

He shrugged, then winced at the pain it brought. ‘Worth a try.’

I.C. was clinging to my leg, peeking out from behind my back. I could feel him trembling, a little boy lost in the dark.

‘I need your help,’ I said.

Mr Mumbles snorted and dragged himself upright. He didn’t reach his full height, but bent slightly at the waist, unable to straighten all the way up. ‘We’re even, remember?’ he grimaced, placing his hands on his lower back and clicking something into place.

‘It’s just information, that’s all.’

He rolled his eyes and dabbed at a cut on his forehead with the back of his hand. He didn’t respond for a while, then eventually spat, ‘Well?’

‘Oh, right. OK.’ I looked down at the boy. ‘I can’t take him back with me. Why not?’

‘He belongs here.’

I.C. whimpered. I put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it gently.

‘You got out.’

‘But not with you.’

‘With my dad, I know. Is there another way?’

Mr Mumbles shook his head. ‘No. Anyway, it makes no difference. He’s not strong enough. Not yet. The jump would kill him.’

I stepped in closer than I’d normally have liked, keeping my voice low. ‘Staying here will kill him too.’

Mr Mumbles gave a grunt, then a shrug. ‘He won’t be the first.’

‘But... he’s just a kid.’

He roared at me through his bloated lips, and I could smell the decay deep within him. ‘So was I!’ Fury blazed behind his eyes as he jammed a finger against his temple. ‘Not outside, maybe, but in here. In here I was!’

His chest rose and fell quickly. His face twitched, agitated, but when he spoke again his voice had lost its angry edge.

‘And who was there then, Kyle?’ For some reason the sound of my name from his mouth made me flinch. ‘Who was there then?’

I fumbled for words. ‘I didn’t... It’s not...’

‘Look what they did to me.’ He craned his neck back to give me a better view of his scarred face. ‘Take a long, hard look at what they did.’

I did look, and didn’t turn away, determined not to let him bully me into feeling sorry for him.

‘Still,’ I said, smiling as cheerfully as I could, ‘at least you got the mumbling sorted out. That’s something, eh?’

His face scrunched up into a snarl, then relaxed, then furrowed again, like he was having difficulty working out how to react. His body tensed, his hands becoming fists. I didn’t take my eyes away from him.

At last, he let out a single big breath, and all the fight seemed to go out of him along with it. ‘Yeah,’ he admitted. ‘There is that.’

Reaching into my pocket, I dug out the wallet and flipped it open. ‘I want you to see something,’ I said. ‘See if you can make sense of it.’

He took the offered photograph and raised it closer to his eyes, angling it as he tried to make out the image in the gloom.

‘Well?’ I asked. ‘Any idea when that was taken?’

He stared at the picture – the one showing him, me and I.C. all together. The one that shouldn’t exist.

‘It wasn’t,’ he said. ‘That never happened. It’s a trick.’

He handed it back to me. ‘Looks pretty real to me.’

‘It’s a trick,’ he said, more emphatically this time. ‘Didn’t happen.’

‘Maybe,’ I admitted. ‘But why would someone fake it?’

He didn’t reply. He just snapped the collar of his crumpled coat up round his ears, and I got a definite sense the conversation was about to be over.

‘What should I do about him?’ I asked quickly. ‘About I.C., I mean. I can’t just leave him.’

‘You left me.’

‘Oh, get over it!’ I snapped. ‘I didn’t know what would happen, OK? How could I? Kids grow out of their imaginary friends, that’s just the way it is. They don’t know about this place, they don’t have any idea what happens next. You can’t blame me for growing up.’

Mumbles looked like he might turn away, but he didn’t. His eyes crept past me, down to the scared little boy at my back.

‘Someone needs to look after him,’ I said, more softly.

‘No,’ Mr Mumbles said, glaring at me and shaking his head. ‘No. No way.’

‘He’s lost here. He just needs a friend.’

He growled. ‘Don’t we all?’

‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘And he can do things. He can freeze things with a touch. Admittedly only when he’s paralysed with fear, but still – that’s got to be useful, right?’

I guided I.C. out from behind my back, so he was standing between me and my old imaginary friend. ‘There was no one to look after you when you arrived and that was terrible. Really terrible. And they tortured you and hurt you and made you... different.’

Mr Mumbles’s one still-functioning eye swivelled down and found the boy looking back up at him, his face wet with tears. I wasn’t sure if I.C.’s sad, wide-eyed expression was real, or if it was just an Oscar-worthy performance. Either way, it could only help my case.

‘There was no one there for you,’ I said. ‘Be there for him.’

Mr Mumbles’s broad jaw moved, his teeth grinding together as if he was chewing the idea over.

‘Who’ll feed him?’ he asked at last. ‘Food doesn’t come cheap.’

‘What? You buy food?’ I asked, taken aback. ‘Don’t you, like, just sort of, you know, eat... each other?’

I.C. gasped and drew closer to me. ‘You ain’t eating me, big nose!’

Mr Mumbles’s voice was like the grinding of tectonic plates. ‘Eat... each other?’ he said. ‘We’re not all monsters.’ He looked down at his scarred hands, flexing and unflexing his fingers. ‘Just some of us,’ he added quietly.

‘Right, yes, sorry,’ I said, suddenly embarrassed. ‘Course you don’t.’ I opened Joseph’s wallet, knowing there was no cash inside, but feeling compelled to at least look like I was checking.

‘Money for food, money for food,’ I muttered, but I was pretty sure he could see through the act. I came clean, opening the wallet right out for him to see. ‘I don’t have any money.’

He snatched the wallet from my fingers and pulled out the three remaining photos. One by one he flicked through them, transfixed by the scenic images.

‘They’re just photos,’ I said, as if he hadn’t figured that out by himself.

‘They’ll do,’ he replied, finally tearing his eyes away from them. He let the wallet fall to the floor and stuffed the photographs in his inside coat pocket.

I looked down at I.C., and I.C. looked up at me. ‘So, what, you’ll take care of him?’

‘I’ll do what I can. No promises.’

‘Wait, I’m staying with big nose?’ I.C. asked.

‘Stop calling me that!’

‘It’s just for a while,’ I said, kneeling down so I was the same height as the boy. ‘Until I can figure out how to get you out. He’ll keep you safe.’

I.C. looked like he might burst into tears again. ‘You’ll come back?’

I nodded.

‘Promise?’

I thought about the one photograph I still had. The impossible photograph. The photograph that hadn’t happened.

Hadn’t happened yet?

I slipped the picture into I.C.’s hand and folded his fingers over it. ‘Promise.’

I.C. wiped his tears on his sleeve. ‘How do you know he isn’t going to kill me?’

I looked up. Mr Mumbles met my gaze. ‘Because,’ I said, ‘he’s an old friend.’

‘OK, runt, let’s move,’ Mumbles said.

I.C. wrapped his arms round my neck and pressed his cheek against mine. His skin was cold. At least now I understood why.

‘See you around,’ he said, when he eventually pulled away.

‘Yeah,’ I replied, my throat suddenly tight. ‘See you around.’

‘One thing,’ Mumbles said. ‘Your dad. He can be... persuasive. Make you do things you don’t want to do.’ He looked away from me, then briefly looked back. ‘Be careful.’

I.C. released his grip on my neck and turned away. His voice sounded lighter than it had been for hours, as if all his fear had simply melted away. ‘Right then,’ he said, ‘where to, big nose?’

‘I told you, don’t call me that!’

‘It’s not my fault you’ve got a big nose! So, where to?’

I heard Mr Mumbles sigh, watched him turn and head for the door. I.C. skipped alongside him, looking up.

‘To find my hat.’

‘Oh, right. Is it a nice hat?’

‘What?’

‘Can I hold your hand?’

‘No!’

‘Please!’

‘No!’

‘But it’s scary, and I’m only small.’

‘If I say yes, will you shut up?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Right, fine,’ Mumbles grunted, and as his big hand wrapped round I.C.’s, I focused on a spark, and brought myself home.





Chapter Twenty-one
 CONFESSIONS

It took me twenty minutes to find the room. It was a private one, just beside the entrance to a communal ward on the third floor of the main building. I’d passed it three or four times before I remembered Joseph had told me the room number when driving me here. Armed with that knowledge, I’d set off to find room forty-two.

The door had a large window set in it, taking up almost half the space. I could see Ameena on the other side of the glass. She was on the end of the bed, her back to me, watching over the bandaged figure tucked beneath the sheets.

Ameena turned as I entered. She didn’t speak, but her relief was etched on her face. Around us, the room was a chorus of machines that beeped and clicked and wheezed. Machines, I knew, that were keeping my mum alive.

‘How is she?’ I asked. My voice was a whisper, as if I was afraid I’d wake Mum up, when, in fact, that was exactly what I hoped would happen.

‘Stable, I think,’ Ameena said. She indicated the clipboard hanging over the foot of the bed. ‘Couldn’t make much sense of it.’

I picked the clipboard up and looked over several pages filled with graphs and charts and handwritten notes. I couldn’t make sense of it, either, and I quickly clipped it back to the end of the bed.

‘Where’s the kid, then?’ Ameena asked. ‘You find him?’

‘Found him,’ I replied. ‘He’s safe. I think.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘Long story,’ I said. ‘Tell you later.’

She gave a shrug that suggested she didn’t really care, then slid down from the bed. ‘I think I’ll go get some water,’ she said. ‘Give you a bit of time.’

I flashed her a thin smile of thanks as she passed me on the way to the door. I waited until the door was closed before I turned to my mum.

She was a mess. As much of a mess as Mr Mumbles had been. Her head was bandaged, the face below it swollen and stained with purple bruising. A thin tube ran across her top lip, below her nose, two strips of white tape holding it to her face.

Another tube dangled from a clear bag that hung from a metal pole. The tube was attached to a needle that had been inserted into her left hand and bandaged securely in place. It was the same sort of tube that had been drip-feeding the chemicals into Wobblebottom. I had to remind myself that this stuff was helping Mum, not hurting her.

‘Hi, Mum,’ I said, imagining a reply in the clicking, wheezing and bleeping of the machines.

I half sat, half leaned on the bed beside her. Her right hand lay on top of the covers, palm upwards, fingers curled over like the legs of a dead spider. I lifted it, squeezed it gently, then sat it down the other way up.

I didn’t know what to say. After everything I’d been through to get here, I didn’t know what to say. ‘I’m sorry,’ was all I could think of, but it didn’t seem nearly enough.

In the end, I stopped trying to think of anything, and I just told her how I felt, like I would’ve if she’d been awake.

‘I’m scared, Mum,’ I said. ‘Everything’s out of control. Marion’s dead. I nearly got stuck in the Darkest Corners. There’s still my dad to worry about.’ I covered her hand with mine and gave it another squeeze. ‘I hit him in the face with a brick, by the way,’ I told her. ‘You’d have liked that.’

I almost expected her to smile at that. Of course, she didn’t. ‘I don’t know what’s happening to me,’ I said. ‘Or what’s going to happen. He says I’m going to end the world, but that’s one thing I do know won’t happen. I won’t help him. I’ll never help him.’

The door opened and Ameena was back. She quickly closed the door behind her. ‘Cops,’ she said. ‘They’re coming.’

‘What? How do they know I’m here?’

‘They don’t. I overheard them, they’re just coming to check on your mum. They think you attacked her, and they think you’ll come back to finish the job.’

‘What?’ I spluttered. ‘They think I did this?’

‘And they still think you killed Marion too,’ she said. ‘Never rains but it pours, eh? We’ve got to get you out of here.’

‘I can’t just go,’ I replied, getting up from the bed. ‘I can’t leave her alone. Who’ll protect her if my dad sends someone to finish the job? There’ll be no one to look after her.’

‘You think they’ll let you stay?’ Ameena snapped. ‘You think you’ll be able to guard her from a prison cell?’

‘They won’t send me to prison,’ I said, my jaw setting in determination. ‘I won’t let them.’

‘Fight the cops? What, all of them?’

‘If I have to.’

‘Don’t be stupid, that’ll never work.’

We would’ve kept arguing, had the door not swung open right then. Two policemen hesitated in the doorway for a moment, before one stepped into the room and the other hissed into his shoulder-mounted radio.

‘Kyle Alexander?’ said the first, in a voice that made my name sound like an accusation.

The second policeman joined the first, blocking the door so there was nowhere for me to run. Already I could hear more footsteps racing along the corridor.

And that was when I realised what I had to do. The moment it all became clear. The moment everything changed.

The moment I became a monster.

Creating the gun was easy, barely taking any effort at all. I did it behind my back, out of sight of the policemen and the swelling ranks of the other officers out in the corridor.

‘You think I did this,’ I said, gesturing towards my mum. ‘And you think I murdered Marion and burned down her house.’

‘We’re just making enquiries, son,’ the second policeman said. ‘Just making—’

‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I did do it. All of it.’

Ameena turned on me. ‘What? Why are you—?’

I raised the handgun and pointed it between her eyes. ‘Shut up,’ I told her.

I heard a curse from the policemen, then the crackle of a walkie-talkie being put to use. I stepped closer to Ameena, keeping the gun to her head. It looked like one from an old Western I’d seen, more like a toy than a real weapon, but the cops weren’t taking any chances.

Draping an arm across Ameena’s throat, I pulled her in front of me. She struggled, but not as much as I’d expected her to. Either she could see through my bluff or she was genuinely terrified. I’d have to ask her later.

‘I’m going to walk out of here,’ I said. ‘You’re not going to follow me.’

I cleared my throat, knowing the next few words were going to be difficult. ‘And then, when no one’s guarding my mum, I’m going to come back, and I’m going to finish her off, just like I did Marion.’

I pressed the barrel of the gun against Ameena’s head, emphasising my point. ‘Understand? The moment you stop protecting her, she dies.’

‘Look, son, we can—’

‘Shut up,’ I said. ‘Tell me you understand.’

Both policemen in the room nodded. ‘Understood, but you won’t get away, son. Let the girl go. We’ve got the place sealed off. You can’t escape the hospital.’

‘Trust me, you’re not the first person to tell me that today,’ I told him. With the gun I motioned for them to step aside. They did, pushing back into the corridor and giving me room to move.

‘You sure about this?’ Ameena whispered, quiet enough that only I would hear.

‘It’s the only way,’ I said in her ear. ‘They’ll protect her now. She’ll be safe.’

‘Yeah? Well what about you?’

I thought back to earlier, when I’d first arrived in the hospital in the Darkest Corners. I’d been sure there was no way I could survive without Ameena’s help. But I was wrong.

‘I can handle myself.’

I glanced down at the figure on the bed, smaller and more shrunken than I’d ever seen her before. I wondered if she was dreaming. Good ones, I hoped.

‘Bye, Mum,’ I whispered, and I shoved Ameena out of the room, past the ranks of helpless policemen, and onwards into the dark and uncertain future that lay beyond.
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