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    StoVm
 Vldrning

    1

    Seth had never seen a storm gather so fast. It felt as though it
was reaching towards him, a vast, dark hand to snatch him
up. A choking sense of dread was growing inside him.

    Thunder rolled across the sky as he ran down narrow
roads and lanes. Black clouds slid over the horizon like spilled
ink. A fine mist of cold rain began to speckle the tiny village
of Hathern, deepening the chill of the October afternoon. A
bitter wind had sprung up, whipping his untidy black hair
around his ears.

    He carried the ornament wrapped inside his jacket, held
against his stomach as he ran. Something told him to keep it
hidden. As if the darkening sky was full of unfriendly eyes.

    The rain was falling hard by the time he got to his house.
He shut the front door behind him and leaned against it,
catching his breath. Mom and Dad were in the living room,
in front of the TV as usual.

    “Its really coming down out there, isn’t it?” Mom commented. Dad made a half-interested grunt of agreement.

    Didn’t they feel it? Didn’t they feel the terror of the storm,
the awful sense that it was swallowing them up? No, they
were unaware. Of course they were. If it wasn’t on the TV or
in the papers, they didn’t want to know.

    He hurried upstairs to his room. The wind was getting
strong, rattling at his windows. Rain lashed the glass. It was
getting dark as night outside, and it was barely four o’clock.
He wasn’t the kind of kid who scared easily, but he was
scared now.

    He pulled the curtains shut, took out the ornament, and
laid it on his bed.

    It made his skin creep to look at it. A fearsome, squid-like
monster stared at him with a gray, dead eye. Its stone tentacles were clutched tightly around an egg-shaped piece of
whitish, cloudy mineral.

    It sat there in the gloom, unremarkable except for its ugliness. Lightning flickered outside the curtains. In the distance,
a cat was yowling.

    Slowly, he reached down and picked it up. It was cool to
the touch. He peered at the egg, clutched in the tentacles
of the monster.

    There was a light inside it. A thin worm of brightness that
writhed and twisted like a restless serpent. The ornament
became warm in his hand, and the light became brighter,
until the egg lit up his face like a tiny sun.

    It felt like life. Like there was something alive in there.

    “They’re coming for you, aren’t they?” he said quietly.

    “They’re coming for both of us.”

    2

    Seth snatched up a backpack and hurriedly stuffed in a few
clothes. He wrapped the ornament in a T-shirt and put it
inside. The light faded as soon as it left his hands.

    After that, he dug out the lockbox where he saved his
pocket money. It was stashed behind a pile of junk that
included a baseball bat, a basketball, and the front wheel of a
BMX. Seth had always been an active kid, uninterested in
computer games or TV, but he tended to give up on hobbies
as fast as he started new ones. Nothing excited him enough,
that was the problem. Everything was too regulated and safe.

    Until he’d found out about the world of Malice. A world
inside a comic book.

    He opened up the box and stuffed a handful of crumpled
bills into his pockets. No telling when he was coming back.
Maybe never.

    There was a skittering noise on the roof, as if a horde of
little crabs had gone scampering across it. Seth looked up. Icy
fingers gripped his heart.

    I know that sound.

    There was no more time to delay. Lightning flashed and
thunder boomed again. The storm was almost overhead now.
He shrugged on a waterproof coat and slung his backpack
over his shoulder. He was reaching for the door just as his
mom opened it.

    “Have you 
heard
 this 
storm
7
.”
 she cried happily, bustling

    s

    in. “It’s like the end of the —” She stopped abruptly as she
saw him standing there with his coat and backpack on.
“You’re going out in this weather?” she asked.

    She was wearing a sweatshirt and tracksuit bottoms, her
plump, jolly face wearing an expression of puzzlement.
Her blond hair was graying more by the day, it seemed. She
kept it cut short, so as not to be a bother.

    This is how I’ll always remember her
; he thought sadly.
Looking just like this. Not quite getting it.

    “I have to go,” he said.

    “Go where?” she asked.

    “I don’t know. Away.”

    She stared at him, uncomprehending. He could have
made some excuse, just something to get past her and out
of the house; but Seth prized honesty in people, and he was
no liar.

    “Mom, I don’t have time,” he said. She was blocking the
doorway. “I have to go.”

    He saw tears gathering in her eyes and immediately
regretted his tone. Most of the time, he only thought of his
parents as a boring nuisance. Their lives seemed so dull to
him that he couldn’t imagine they had the same kinds of
feelings as he did. It was easy to forget that they were
people, too.

    “No, you’re not,” she said quietly. Then, louder: “No,
you’re not! Not after what you put us through last time!
You’re not leaving us again!”

    She hurried over to him and began clumsily pulling off
the backpack. He struggled against her, but his arm was
caught in one of the straps.

    “Get off me!”

    “You’re not leaving us again!”

    “Mom, I —”

    He pushed her away, harder than he intended. She stumbled back into his wardrobe, banged her elbow, and burst into
tears.

    “Why are you 
doing
 this to us?” she wailed.

    The sight of his mother crying made Seth feel loathsome.
They deserved a kid they could be proud of, instead of one
who could barely stand to be in the same room as them. He
reached out towards her, to comfort her somehow, but
he stopped before he touched her. How could he make her
understand that he was doing it for them? That whatever was
descending on them would destroy them all? How could he
make her understand, when he didn’t really understand
himself?

    “I’m sorry, Mom,” he said. “I don’t have a choice.”

    He headed through the doorway, onto the landing, and
down the stairs. Mom came out after him, calling for Dad.

    “Mike! Mike! Seth’s running off again! Don’t you
let him!”

    Seth had the front door open and was halfway out of it
when a strong hand grabbed his wrist.

    “No, you don’t!” said Dad. His face was stern and his

    small eyes flashed with anger. Seth felt a surge of anger in
return. He yanked his hand away. Why was his dad only ever
interested in him when there was discipline involved?

    The two of them glared at each other in the doorway.
Mom came halfway down the stairs and paused, her hand
to her mouth, watching the scene. Seth wasn’t old enough to
take on his dad, but he was old enough to defy him.

    “I’m going,” he said. “I’ll be back when I can.”

    “You’re not going anywhere,” Dad warned. “You broke
your mother’s heart last time, you ungrateful little sod.”

    “Some things are more important than staying at home
and watching TV, Dad,” Seth said coldly.

    His dad opened his mouth to reply, but just at that
moment there was a blood-chilling howl from outside, drifting over the village. It was like the lost, agonized hunting call
of a wolf, but a hundred times more terrible. Dad went pale.

    “What was that?” Mom whispered from the stairs.

    “They’re coming for me, Mom,” Seth said. “I have
to run.”

    “Stay inside, eh?” said Dad. His face was slack, and he
was looking out into the storm. The sternness had gone from
his voice. Now he was just a balding, middle-aged man, afraid
of the dark. “Get inside and shut the door. It’s not safe out
there.”

    Lightning stunned the village in white, and the thunder
hit at the same time. The storm was on top of them.

    “It’s not safe anywhere anymore,” Seth said. And with
that, he turned and fled from the house.
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    Seth pulled up the hood of his coat as he ran out into the
street. The rain was coming down hard, washing along
the winding roads of the village. It came pouring from the
gutters of the church up the road, splattering on the windowsills of the old Scout hut, dripping from the rusty climbing
frame in the schoolyard. The storm hissed at him, and
the cats yowled, and somewhere out there was something
dreadful.

    He looked back at his house to see if his parents were following. Mom was calling his name. Dad was holding her
back, to prevent her from chasing after him. “You’ll catch
your death!” Seth heard him say.

    But that wasn’t really why Dad was keeping her inside. It
was because of the cry he’d heard, rising over the rooftops.
Maybe, at last, he sensed that there were things in the world
that didn’t make the papers and couldn’t be explained by politicians. He sensed that, and it made him afraid.

    Seth heard the door closing. His parents had shut themselves in their home, trusting to its safety. He hoped they were
right. With him gone, they shouldn’t be troubled. It was the
ornament the enemy wanted. The Shard.

    The lane where he lived was on a hill, and he followed it
to the top, where it came to a crossroads. He had no idea
where he was going, only that he had to get away. Lightning
split the clouds in dazzling forks, and the storm roared in

    fury. The trees of the churchyard bowed and rustled as he
passed. The shadows in the village were deep and thick, and
he didn’t know what might be hiding in them.

    At the top of the road, he stopped and peered around
the corner. He froze as he saw someone heading towards the
junction. The other residents of Hathern had taken shelter,
but not this man. He was huge, well over six feet, broad-
shouldered and overweight. He was wearing a slicker, and his
face was shadowed by a gray fedora jammed down onto
his head.

    But Seth didn’t need to see his face to recognize Icarus
Scratch.

    Heart pounding, he ran back down the lane a little way
and cut through the churchyard, keeping the ancient building between him and Scratch so that he wouldn’t be seen. The
trees that hung over the old paved path between the gravestones rustled and clattered in the wind, whipped up by the
unnatural storm. Seth couldn’t fight the suspicion that they
were warning his enemies. 
Here he is! Here! Here’s the boy!

    He came out on the other side of the churchyard on to an
empty, single-lane road that ran in front of a row of houses.
Curtains were drawn, and lights shone between them. As he
emerged, the lampposts blinked into life, responding to the
darkness. A yellow glow soaked into the village.

    At the bottom of the road was a junction that led past the
school and the playground, and into the fields and woods
that lay at the back of the village. Seth decided he would strike
out in that direction. It was as good as any.

    He took one last look around for signs of Scratch, then
raced down the road towards the junction. He’d almost
reached the bottom when someone stepped out in front
of him.

    It was a thin woman in a black blazer and pencil skirt,
with blond hair tied tightly in a bun, carrying a leather handbag. She had sharp, pointed features and was hurrying with
her head down, holding up a large umbrella to ward off the
rain. She looked up and saw Seth, who had stopped still at
the sight of her.

    “Foul night,” she said, in a crisp upper-class accent. “You
look drenched. Here, I have another umbrella in my bag if
you’d like.” She came up the road towards him, holding out
her own umbrella. “If you take this one for a moment, I’ll get
it out.”

    She was probably harmless, Seth thought. Just someone
caught out in the storm. He could use an umbrella. He
reached out to take it.

    Lightning blasted the village in blinding white. Just for an
instant, Seth saw something else in the place of the polite
upper-class lady in front of him. A wizened, fanged thing,
with burning eyes, slit horizontally like a goat’s. Something
out of a nightmare.

    Too late, he realized his mistake. His friend Kady had told
him about this woman. Her name was Miss Benjamin. If
Scratch was bad, she was worse.

    Miss Benjamin saw the change in his expression, and her
face twisted into a snarl. She grabbed at his arm, but he pulled

    away from her just in time, and her fingernails only clawed
his coat. He ran from her, plunging headlong through the
rain, and as he went he heard her screeching.

    “There’s nowhere you can go where we can’t find you,
Seth Harper! Give us the Shard!”

    Panic seized him. The shock of staring into those demonic
eyes had rattled him badly. He fled through the village, his
face dripping with rainwater, the storm raging all around
him. His pack thumped against his back with the weight of
the ornament inside.

    He took back alleys, dodging through gardens and along
the sides of houses. Occasionally, he caught a glimpse of a cat,
running alongside him or shadowing him from a rooftop.
The cats were still clamoring and wailing all over the village.
Seth wasn’t sure whose side they were on. Were they telling
his enemies where he was, or were they warning him to
get away?

    At the edge of the village was a patch of allotments
where the local gardeners grew their vegetables. The soil
had turned to glistening mud under the onslaught of the
storm. On the far side, over a narrow country road, were
the woods.

    Seth plowed through the allotments, the mud sucking at
his sneakers, glancing over his shoulder as he went. Away
from the streetlights, the dark closed in. He could hardly see
where he was going as he made his way between rows of bamboo canes, past manure heaps and sheds.

    That was when he heard the cry of the unseen beast. That

    awful, tortured sound that had disturbed his dad earlier.
Except this time, it was much, much closer.

    It sounded like it was coming from within the allotments.

    He redoubled his efforts, forging through patches of vegetables. The wind and rain and mud all conspired to slow
him down. He fought them, pushing on towards the road.

    Lightning flashed, illuminating a clutter of sheds and
fencing. Something large moved behind one of the sheds.
Seth caught only a glimpse of its hindquarters, but that was
enough.

    Dont let that thing see me.

    But it did see him. The beast howled again, a high note
that deepened to a horrible cackle. Seth ran, as hard as his
legs could manage.

    He was almost at the edge of the allotment. The storm
pummeled him. The beast shrieked as it broke cover and
came chasing across the vegetable patches. Seth's lungs were
burning in his chest and his thighs ached, but he knew that if
he faltered for even an instant, the thing behind him would
rip him to pieces.

    He broke out of the allotment and skidded down the grass
to the winding country road. There were dazzling lights, the
roar of an engine, a screech of brakes. He’d landed right in
the path of a car.

    Seth threw himself aside as the beast came leaping down
the grass and into the road. He caught sight of it, just for an
instant, as it was lit up by the headlights. Enough to see that it
was some kind of grotesque, mutated lion, with massive,

    crooked fangs and mad yellow eyes. Plates of bone and twisted
horns burst out of its dirty fur, and it wore a metal mask over
its muzzle that bristled with hooks and nails.

    Then the car hit it, and the headlights went out with a
smash. The beast was thrown several feet down the road, and
rolled to a stop in a heap.

    Lightning flickered again, illuminating the road. He
could see a young brown-skinned man of eighteen or nineteen at the wheel of the car, wearing a stunned expression. In
the back was a girl, half in shadow, mouth agape.

    The beast was still for a moment. Then it began to stir.

    Seth didn’t waste another second. He ran to the car,
pulled open the rear passenger door, and threw himself inside,
next to the girl. Now that he saw her properly, he was surprised to find he recognized her. Her name was Alicia Lane.
She was in the year above him at school.

    “Drive!” Seth shouted.

    The driver turned around in his seat. “Hey,
what’re you —”

    “Drive!”

    The driver floored the gas, responding to the urgency in
Seth’s voice. The car veered around the beast, which was
already getting to its feet. As they passed it, lightning flashed
again. Alicia was pressed against the side window, and she got
a good look at it before they sped away up the road. She
turned from the window and stared at Seth, wide-eyed. Seth
looked back at her for a moment, then slumped back into the
seat and breathed a long sigh of relief.

    /if

  The Lanes
i
“What 
was
 that thing?” cried the driver as they turned off the
country road and headed away from Hathern. He was clearly
upset by the experience. “Was it a dog? That better not have
been a dog!”
The rain was coming down across the windshield as fast
as the wipers could clear it. Streetlamps slid past them, casting bleary daggers of light through the water.
“It wasn’t a dog,” said Alicia quietly.
“What was it, then? A deer? I didn’t even see it! Just came
out in front of me!”
Alicia didn’t reply. She just stared at Seth, as if he could
provide answers. He didn’t have any.
He knew her slightly, but only by reputation. They’d never
spoken. She wasn’t from the village, but from another one
nearby. She had a reputation as something of a brainiac, but
she was pretty and dressed well and hung around with the
in-crowd, so she managed to stay out of the geek pit where
the socially disabled lived. In fact, she was surprisingly well
liked for an overachiever, mainly because she kept quiet about
her grades and never said a bad word about anyone.
She was half Jamaican, with a shock of frizzy brown hair
framing a coffee-colored face. Rectangular glasses from some
designer Seth had never heard of were perched on her nose.
She was wearing a black turtleneck sweater and jeans tucked
into her Uggs.
“You all right, boss?” the driver asked Seth. “You hurt?”
“I’m okay,” said Seth. He’d worked out by now that this
must be Alicia’s older brother, Lemar. He’d left school years
ago. He’d had a reputation for terrorizing the juniors when
Seth had been in year seven, although as far as Seth could
remember they’d never crossed paths.
“That thing was chasing you, yeah?”
“Yeah,” said Seth wearily.
“So what was it?”
“It was dark,” said Seth. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it
was a deer.”
Alicia gave him a look, but she didn’t say anything. She’d
seen what it was, and it wasn’t any deer.
Lemar was satisfied with his answer, though. As long as
it wasn’t a dog. You were supposed to report it if you ran
over a dog.
“Dad’s gonna kill me when he sees the car,” he muttered.
He was looking for a place to pull over, but they were on a
two-lane road and there was nowhere to stop.
“It was an accident,” said Alicia.
“It would’ve been an accident if 
you
 were driving,” Lemar
said sourly. “Since it’s me, it’s somehow gonna end up being
my fault.”
Alicia rolled her eyes and gave up trying to comfort
her brother. She turned her attention to Seth. “You’re Seth
Harper, right? You used to hang out with Kady Blake and that
other kid.”
“Luke,” said Seth.
But Luke was dead. Malice got him.
Kady, though — she was a different matter. Kady was
alive. Kady was still in there somewhere, in the world inside
the comic. Kady and Justin.
He heard his own voice, echoing out of the past. 
I’ll find
you. I’ll get back somehow and I’ll find you guys. I won’t forget.
I promise.
But he 
had
 forgotten. He’d made that promise to Kady,
and he’d broken it. He’d forgotten her. He’d forgotten everything.
When you left the world of Malice, you forgot you’d ever
been there. That was the way it worked. That was how Tall
Jake could keep snatching kids. The ones who made it back
didn’t remember a thing.
But Kady had given him a post-hypnotic command,
using a technique learned from her mother. They knew he’d
forget when he escaped Malice, but he was supposed to
remember when he came across the trigger that Kady had
planted in his mind. That trigger was the Shard.
Except that it had been weeks until he found it. He’d
wasted more than a month drifting around Hathern, unable
to remember what he was supposed to be doing there. A
month! Who knew what might have happened to Kady and
Justin in that time?
Seth took his promises very seriously. He never promised
if he couldn’t deliver. He believed in a world where someone’s
word was their bond.
I have to get back to her. I have to find her and bring her the
Shard.
I have to get back to Malice.
He remembered it all now. The grimy corridors of the
Clock Tower. The polished chrome of the Menagerie.
The Timekeeper, the Conductor, the Chitters. The endless
Oubliette, that choked light and hope. Skarla’s den.
And his friends. Kady. Justin. A clockwork sabertooth
tiger called Tatyana.
The car slowed suddenly as Lemar found a turnout and
pulled off the road. He yanked the hand brake and got out,
then walked around to the front to inspect the damage. Seth
heard him swearing.
“All right, what was it really?” Alicia demanded of him,
the moment her brother was out of earshot.
“What was what?” asked Seth.
“You know what!” She was scared, and it was making her
snappish. “He might not have seen it, but I did.”
There was a fragile look in her eyes. She wanted him to
make it make sense. But he couldn’t. He could only tell her
the truth.
“You ever hear of 
Malice
?”
“Oh, come on 
..she
 said.
He shrugged. “You asked.”
Seth noticed that the storm seemed to be clearing. The
thunder and lightning had stopped, and the rain was easing
up. Outside, Lemar was tugging at the front bumper of the
car, which had come loose. He was muttering angrily to
himself.
“You’re seriously telling me that whatever was chasing
you came out of a comic?” Alicia scoffed.
“You wanna tell me where 
else
 it came from?” he challenged her. “Seen anything like that on any nature programs
lately? Read about it in 
National Geographic
?” She said nothing. “Didn’t think so.”
“I heard you disappeared,” she said at length. “When they
found you, you were all messed up. Couldn’t remember where
you’d been.”
“I’ve been to Malice,” Seth said. “I got out, but my friends
are still in there.” He pulled open his backpack and showed
her the ornament nestling inside a cradle of rumpled clothes.
“I was supposed to find this and bring it to them. I need to
get back to Malice.” He zipped up the pack and slumped in
his seat, his head lolling back, looking up at the roof of the
car. “But I’ve no idea how.”
“Well, how did you do it the first time?” Alicia asked. Her
tone made it clear that she was only playing along for now.
She hadn’t bought into his story yet.
“I said the chant, did the ritual. You know it, right?”
“Course I do. ‘Tall Jake, take me aw —’ ”
He lurched in his seat and clamped a hand over her
mouth. She squealed in surprise.
“Don’t,” he said. “Honestly. Just don’t.”
He let her go. She edged along the seat, away from him.
He was worrying her now.
“I can’t do the ritual again,” he said. “He’s the last person
I want to know where I am. Calling him to come get me
would be pretty stupid.”
She adjusted her glasses and gave an exasperated sigh.
“Don’t you know how nuts you sound, Seth?”
“It’s the truth,” he replied. He looked out of the window,
at the other cars swooshing past them on the road. The rain
had thinned to a drizzle, and the sky was lightening. The
streetlights began to go out as the afternoon sun threatened
to break through the clouds. “Look, I don’t care if you believe
me or not. I’m not trying to convince you of anything.
Because if you saw that creature with your own eyes, and
you still think there’s a rational explanation, then you’re an
idiot.”
Alicia was hurt by his bluntness, but Seth didn’t care. He
had far more important things to worry about than whether
or not this girl thought he was crazy. Lemar threw himself
into the driver’s seat and slammed the door. It was clear from
his expression that the damage to his dad’s car was going to
be expensive. He swore one more time, then twisted around
in his seat to address Seth.
“Listen, is there somewhere I can drop you, boss?”
Seth looked lost. He still didn’t have any idea where he
could go. He belatedly realized that he didn’t have his phone
with him; he’d left it behind when he fled his parents’ house.
He couldn’t even call anyone. Not that there was anyone who
could help him.
“Where do you 
live,
 mate?” Lemar persisted, getting
impatient.
“I can’t go back there,” Seth said quickly.
Lemar threw up his hands. “Then where do you 
want
 to
go? Or you just want to get out right here?”
Alicia leaned forward. “Can you drop us on Narborough
Road?” she asked suddenly.
He frowned. “I thought I was taking you to Sally’s place
to study?”
“Change of plan,” she said.
“Dad’ll roast you if he finds out.”
“Only if you tell him. And I’ll make sure to tell him there
was no way you could have avoided that deer that jumped
into the road. You know he won’t believe you otherwise.”
“Yeah, yeah. Little Alicia, good as gold.” He shrugged.
“Whatever. Narborough Road it is.”
He dropped the hand brake and pulled out of the turnout
and back on to the road. He turned on the radio and began
slapping his hands on the steering wheel in time to the beats.
“What’s on Narborough Road?” Seth asked Alicia, keeping his voice low.
“A friend of mine,” she said. “He’s obsessed with Malice.
If anyone knows anything about it, he does. Maybe he can
help you.”
“I thought you didn’t believe me,” he said.
“I don’t,” she replied. Then she gave him a pointed glare.
“But I’m not an idiot, either.”
Seth sat back in his seat and allowed himself to relax. He
had a destination, then. That was good. He would see where
this new development led. For this brief time at least, he was
safe from those who hunted him.
He looked out of the window. The rain had stopped
entirely, and the sun had emerged, shining on the wet pavement. The leaves of the trees on the roadside glistened.
The storm had passed for now, but Seth was still uneasy.
Because his friends were still in Malice somewhere.
Kady. Justin.
Where are you now?
V
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    “Someone want to explain to me what’s going on?” Justin
demanded impatiently.

    “I have no idea,” Kady said. She was just as shocked as
Justin to find herself being hugged by a stranger with a Boston
accent. She’d been expecting a guarded and suspicious meeting, with lots of questions being asked of her. After all, this
was a member of Havoc, the underground organization that
Kady and Justin wanted to join. Havoc had devoted themselves to bringing down Tall Jake, and their guerilla tactics
and acts of sabotage had made them a painful thorn in the
tyrant’s side. They were a beacon of hope for all those children who had been snatched from their homes by Tall Jake,
and who were now lost in the strange world he ruled over.

    She’d expected someone a bit more impressive, to
be honest.

    3
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    The kid let her go and gave her an uncertain grin. He
looked like he was of Chinese descent, with an open, honest
face that wore a smile easily.

    “What, you forgot me already?” he said. “It’s only been a
year! Well, maybe a little over, but who’s counting?” He
slapped her on the shoulder.

    “Ow,” she said, rubbing the spot where he’d hit her.

    His grin faded and his face became harder as he realized
she wasn’t joking. “Scotty!” he said. “Scotty Chen!”

    Kady made a face to indicate that the name meant nothing to her. “Did I know you from before or something?”

    “What is 
up
 with you?” he asked, getting angry now.
“Scotty Chen! You know!”

    Justin rolled his eyes. “Can I butt in here? Kady, this is
gonna go on forever unless you tell him you’ve lost your
memory.”

    “She 
what
7
.”
 Scotty cried.

    Kady glanced around the Pin and Shackles. They were
drawing attention from the patrons. “Okay, let’s lower our
voices and sit, huh?” she said. “Before we get the Regulators
coming down on us.”

    They did as she suggested. Tatyana positioned herself
next to the booth, erect, guarding them.

    “The Regulators don’t come around here,” said Scotty.
“That’s why I picked this place.”

    “Well, good,” said Justin. “But all the same, we’re kind of
looking to keep a low profile, know what I mean?”

    “Yeah, sure,” said Scotty. “Sorry. I just got excited.” He
looked at Kady. “You really don’t remember me?”

    “I really don’t,” she said with a shrug. “Sorry.”

    It was an unpleasant sensation, to come face-to-face with
somebody she’d obviously met before and not remember
him. She tried as hard as she could, but her brain insisted
she’d never seen him. Yet she knew that there was a gap of
four months in her life, the summer of last year, when she’d
gone missing from her home. She had no recollection of that
time, but she’d guessed what had happened. She’d been inside
Malice, and had somehow gotten out. This was her second
time inside the world of the comic. She still had no idea what
she had done the first time around, but she figured the boy in
front of her did.

    “So were we friends or something?” Kady asked Scotty.

    “Yeah,” he said dismally. “We were really good friends. I
can’t believe you don’t remember.”

    “Hey, don’t feel bad, mate,” Justin said. “It happens to
everyone. When you leave Malice, your mind gets wiped. You
don’t remember a thing.”

    Scotty’s eyes went wide. “Is that true?” he asked Kady.

    “It’s true. Happens to everybody. Why do you think
nobody’s tried to close down Malice from the outside?
It’s ’cause all the kids who escape don’t remember where
they’ve been.”

    She thought of Seth. Seth, somewhere on the outside. Had
her post-hypnotic command been strong enough to bring his
memories back? Or had he forgotten her completely?

    No. She wouldn’t believe that. Seth had promised to come
back, and he never broke a promise, no matter what.

    Scotty was chewing over the new information. “That
explains a lot,” he said. “No wonder nobody ever came back.”
He looked at them helplessly. “We never knew.”

    “Course not,” said Justin. “Who’d tell you? That’s how
Malice works. That’s how it keeps its secrets.” He gave a dry
half smile. “You gotta admit, it’s clever.”

    “Clever?”
 Scotty exclaimed.

    “Justin is just crazy enough to 
like
 living in Malice,” Kady
explained, with a patient glance at her companion.

    “It’s better than Kilburn,” Justin said. “At least my dad
ain’t here.” He sat back and swept out an arm to indicate the
collection of bizarre folk who inhabited the tavern. “And look
at the locals. They’re interesting, you gotta give ’em that.”

    Kady couldn’t argue. 
Interesting
 didn’t begin to cover it.
Ever since they’d arrived in the City, Malice’s great metropolis, they’d come across new people every day. Some were
human, or nearly so; others were not even close. There
were people with scales and tails, with multiple eyes or faces
like horses. There were people who walked on all fours, and
muscly ogres with mechanical arms. There were people who
disappeared in an explosion of leaves when you talked to
them, and others who changed shape as fast as switching a
TV channel.

    Strangest of all was how quickly Kady had become used
to it. Not long ago, she would have said that Malice wasn’t
real. It was just a stupid comic book, another dumb rumor

    for bored kids to spread around the playground at school. But
here she was, sitting in a booth in a rickety tavern in a seedy
part of the City. She could smell cigar smoke and roasting
meat in the air. She could hear the jabber of the bizarre folk
that filled the tables and lounged at the bar. She could feel the
muggy warmth of sweaty bodies and the fires from the kitchens. She was wearing clothes that would have her laughed
off the street back in the States. Here, they didn’t seem odd
at all.

    She was living inside a comic book. And it was every bit
as real as the world she’d come from.

    Justin leaned his elbows on the table. “Before we get into
the reunion,” he said to Scotty, “can you take us to Havoc
or what?”

    “Sure I can!” said Scotty brightly. He looked at Kady.
“We’ll be real glad to have you back.”

    “Back?” asked Kady. “You mean I was part of Havoc
before?”

    Scotty made a stupid face. “
Duh
. You were the leader.”

    Kady was stunned. Justin just stared at her, his jaw on the
floor.

    Scotty got to his feet, suddenly business-like. “I’ll explain
on the way to the hideout. Let’s get going. I think, under the
circumstances, we can skip the new recruit assessment.” He
stepped nervously around Tatyana. “Nice tiger, by the way.”

    “Hey,” said Kady. “You haven’t had some kid named
Seth turn up recently, have you? Maybe he was asking
about me?”

    Si

    Scotty looked blank. “Sorry. No one with that name at
Havoc.”

    Kady looked sad for a moment, then forced a smile on to
her face. “Just wondering,” she said.

    Z

    It had been a long month since they said good-bye to Seth in
Skarla’s den.

    Kady hadn’t been there to see Seth walk through the
doorway that had taken him back to the real world. She’d
been too upset to watch him leave. When he’d gone, Justin
came to fetch her. Skarla, the strange plant-lady who lived at
the bottom of the dreadful dungeon known as the Oubliette,
had led them through a series of tunnels back to the surface
which avoided the traps and monsters they’d faced on the
way down. Once out of the Oubliette, she’d wished them
good luck, pointed them in the direction of the City, and
retreated back to her den.

    They’d found themselves in the countryside, beneath a
pale, cloudy sky. The hills and scattered woods had a sad,
empty kind of beauty to them. After the horrors they’d experienced in the Oubliette, Kady thought it all very peaceful.

    They set off towards the towers of the city that they could
see in the distance. On the way they came to a village, where
strangers took them in, gave them food, and urged them not
to travel at night. So they slept in the barn that the strangers
offered them, and in the morning they set off again. The

    kindness of the villagers encouraged Kady. Maybe Malice
wasn’t all horror and misery, after all.

    Justin found them jobs by the end of their first day in the
City. He’d lived his whole life in inner London, and he knew
how to deal with a metropolis. He walked into a workshop
where they fixed machinery, and with a bit of fast talking
he managed to impress the owner. Justin had skills that the
natives of Malice didn’t. He’d grown up with a mechanic
for a father, working on cars and motorbikes, and he’d picked
up a thing or two that amazed the men in the workshop, who
had no experience with that kind of technology.

    The owner was a man called Shaddly Bletch, who took
Justin as an apprentice on the spot. They shook hands on
it. Justin shook a little too hard and Bletch’s arm came off.
He laughed and told his horrified new apprentice not to
worry. He’d have a new one in a couple of days.

    Shaddly Bletch was a kind fellow, but an unusual sort. He
was permanently wrapped in rags and bandages, and always
looked a mess because bits and pieces of him kept falling off
and regrowing — a nose, an ear, a hand. 
Regenerative leprosy,
he called it. Apparently, it was quite rare. Kady was thankful
for that.

    Bletch also allowed Kady to stay, but she had to work for
food and board as a gofer. She had to take orders, carry messages, and make lunch for the workers, among other things.
Kady had never had a job before, but she found she quite liked
it. The workers were friendly, and she got to explore the city
while out running errands. She would chat with Nibscuttle,

    the baker, who she visited every morning to pick up rolls
for the workers’ lunches. Nibscuttle had six legs and two
heads. She liked the left head more; the other one complained a lot.

    But for all that she’d come to enjoy this place, she missed
home. She missed her family and her cat, Marlowe. She
missed spending hours on Facebook or playing Counter-
Strike. She even missed school, sort of. It was always funny
listening to the girls backstabbing one another in chemistry
class. It was 
normal.
 And there wasn’t a great deal of 
normal
in Malice.

    With food in their bellies, a roof over their heads, and
money in their pockets, they used their free time searching
for Havoc. It was the only way Seth would be able to find
them again, if he made it back to Malice. They’d told him
they would try to seek out Havoc. That meant he would
do the same.

    They hung out in cafes. They listened to gossip and
rumors. They asked questions. It took them a long time, but
finally someone approached them. Someone who’d heard
they were asking questions about Havoc. Someone who could
arrange a meeting.

    That was how they met Scotty.

    3

    Kady was impatient to learn more about Havoc, but Scotty
said it wasn’t safe to talk on the street. “Too many eyes

    and ears,” he said. Justin raised an eyebrow as a creature
with eight eyes and two sets of massive, bat-like ears shuffled past.

    “He’s not wrong,” Justin quipped, proud of his comic
timing. The creature stopped and glared at him, and he hurried on.

    They headed out of Scab’s Row towards Cog Park station.
With Tatyana guarding them, they could walk in safety
through the slums. Soon the streets became cleaner and
wider, and the population was better dressed. The buildings
didn’t lean anymore. Shop windows were full of gadgets and
displays of colored cakes. Carriages passed them often,
and they saw a clockwork automobile that clicked and rattled
as it made its way up the street.

    Following Scotty through the City, they passed the Fire
Gardens, with their rows of beautiful dragonplants that
burst into flame each dawn. In the distance, on the hillside,
was Maze Park, where the were-hounds lived. Behind it was
Foggen Rise, where you could listen to ghosts play their music
when the moon was right.

    Cog Park station stood on four stout pillars that lifted it
above the rooftops. It was a small, suburban stop on the aerial
railway that ran all over the City. Spiral stairs led up to a simple platform inside an arched shell of iron and brass. A few
other people (Kady used the term loosely) waited on the platform with them.

    Scotty gave them both a black ticket. “These are good for
one journey to any station in Malice,” he said.

    “We’ve been here a while,” said Justin. “We know how it
works. Black for a journey within Malice, white for a journey
anywhere. Even back home.”

    “Where did you get these from?” Kady asked, taking her
ticket.

    “I bought them,” said Scotty, with a shrug. “Black tickets
are easy to get. It’s white tickets that are hard.”

    “Didn’t know you could just 
buy
 them,” Kady said.

    “I thought you’d been here a while?” Scotty asked, with
a triumphant look at Justin. Justin mumbled something
unpleasant under his breath.

    “What about Tatyana?” Kady asked, tickling under her
chin. Tatyana purred like a tractor.

    “She’s just a machine. She doesn’t need one.”

    Tatyana snarled, making Scotty jump. Kady folded her
arms. “Tatyana is 
not
 ‘just’ a machine,” she said primly.

    Scotty held out his hands to placate the clockwork sabertooth. “Sorry. My bad. I meant, she doesn’t need a ticket
because she’s not. .. because she doesn’t count as being alive.
Not to whoever makes those decisions, anyway.”

    “She’s luggage.” Justin grinned.

    “Exactly!” said Scotty, snapping his fingers.

    “Can’t you be even a 
little
 sensitive?” Kady was on her
knees next to Tatyana, stroking her neck soothingly. Tatyana
growled. “Don’t listen to them,” Kady told her. “Boys are all
dummies.”

    “What are you complaining about? She gets a free ride,
doesn’t she?” said Justin.

    The train pulled into the station a few minutes later. It
was a nightmare of steel and spikes and steam, with gun turrets on either side and an angled front like a snowplow. The
sight gave Kady a chill. The last time she’d ridden one of
Malice’s trains, it had been taking her to the Oubliette. She
never wanted to think of that place again.

    “All aboard!” said Justin, who was feeling perky after
scoring a point on Tatyana.

    They clambered into one of the cars. It had round
portholes and coiled-metal seats. Two other passengers got
on with them and moved to the end of the car. There was
nobody else.

    The doors sealed shut with a hiss and the train started
to move. Justin looked around the car as the others
sat down.

    “Now where’s that creepy conductor? I bet he’s around
here somewhaaAAAH! ” He yelled in fright as he turned
and found himself face-to-face with the Conductor, who
had apparently materialized out of thin air. The Conductor’s empty eyes were black pits of shadow in his blank
white mask.

    "TICKETS, PLEASE:'

    w

  
    tgc

    !

    It was only twenty minutes’ drive up the motorway from
Hathern to Leicester. Sitting in the back of the car, with
Lemar driving and Alicia silent next to him, Seth felt peaceful. Things made sense at last. For a month he’d been
confused, bored, and listless, but now he knew what he had
to do. He was going back to Malice.

    They came off the motorway, and buildings began to rise
up around them. They were on Narborough Road, heading
into the city. It was a cold and cloudy day, but there was no
sign of the storm that had troubled Hathern. The pavement
wasn’t even wet.

    Seth stared out of the window at the rows of houses passing by. He didn’t like cities. All that tired Victorian brickwork
and peeling paint. All those quietly rotting window frames and
shabby gauze curtains. The trash skipping along the gutters,
the narrow, suspicious glances from people on the street, the
graffiti hidden in every corner like the remains of luminous
spiderwebs. Cities made him feel shut in and trapped.

    Lemar pulled up at the place Alicia told him to, and the
two passengers got out.

    “You gonna be all right?” Lemar asked Alicia, casting a
threatening look at Seth. He knew Seth was behind his sister’s
sudden change of plans, and he didn’t like not knowing why.
“Sure you don’t wanna go to Sally’s?”

    “I’m fine,” she said. “Tell Dad I’ll call him later.”

    “Okay,” he said. “I’ll see you, yeah? You’d better back me
up when Dad asks what happened to his car.”

    “I will.”

    Lemar gave Seth one last glare and drove away.
Alicia sighed and gave Seth an apologetic smile. “He’s very
protective.”

    “So I see.”

    “Come on.” She led him up a side street and then took
him along a cramped, dark brick alley that ran between two
terraced houses. They went through a wooden gate into a
dusty backyard. Alicia knocked on a door that was made of
two big panes of rippled glass set in a plastic frame.

    “This is one of those back-door-is-the-front-door houses,”
Alicia explained. “I used to come over and play when I was
younger. We were friends in primary school.”

    “What about now?”

    “I still see him at school a bit. He’s in my art class. That’s
why I know he’s obsessed with 
Malice.
 He’s always talking
about it.”

    “I didn’t know you did art,” said Seth. “I thought you
were, y’know, a math and science type.”

    She gave him a sharp look, in case he was making fun of
her. When she saw that it was an honest observation, she
adjusted her designer glasses and said: “I am. And that’s 
all
I’d be if Mom and Dad had their way. It’s all ‘doctor’ this and
‘professor’ that with them. But I do art because I want to be
an illustrator. Not that it matters to them what I want.”

    A light came on behind the door, and she shushed him,
even though she was the one talking. It was opened by a
dumpy, tatty-looking woman with brown hair in a lank
ponytail.

    “All right, Alicia?” she said. “Haven’t seen you in a long
while.”

    “Hi, Mrs. Gormley. Is Philip in, please?” Alicia asked
politely. She was very well-spoken, Seth had noticed. It was
hard to believe she and her older brother were related.

    “He’s always in,” Mrs. Gormley replied. She stepped aside
to let them past. “Up the stairs. Follow the machine guns.”

    Alicia thanked her and went inside. Seth trailed after.
As he passed over the threshold, he slowed suddenly and
frowned.

    “What’s wrong?” Alicia asked.

    He shook his head. “Nothing,” he said. How could he
explain the strange feeling of dread that had settled on him
the moment he set foot inside the house?

    He tried to tell himself it was just his imagination, but he
didn’t 
have
 much of an imagination. Besides, the feeling was
too strong for that. It was as if an icy blanket had been laid on
his shoulders.

    I want to get out of here,
 he thought. But he couldn’t do
that. Alicia had said that Philip could help him, and he needed
all the help he could get right now. If this kid Philip knew all
about Malice, then Seth had to see him.

    They went through the kitchen into a small hallway and
up a cramped set of stairs to a darkened landing. They could
hear machine guns now, as Philip’s mother had promised.
There were screams and explosions coming from a bedroom
at the end of the hall. The white light of a computer monitor
shone beneath the door.

    Alicia knocked. The machine guns stopped as the game
was paused.

    “What is it, Mom?” came the irritated reply.

    “Philip?” she called. “It’s Alicia.”

    “Who?”

    She glanced at Seth and looked embarrassed. “Alicia
Lane,” she said.

    Seth heard the creak of a chair and the sound of footsteps
and huffing. Then a bolt was drawn back and the door
opened.

    Philip Gormley filled the doorway, lit only by the sharp
glow from the screen behind him. He was fat (Seth couldn’t
think of any nicer way to say it, because he was 
really
 fat) and
he wore an outsize Ramones T-shirt. A mop of scruffy blond
hair fell across his brow. He brushed it back and looked at
them uncertainly, puzzled at having his house invaded.

    “Hello?” he said.

    “Seth, this is Philip,” said Alicia. “Philip, Seth.”

    They greeted each other warily. “I think I’ve seen you at
school,” Philip said.

    “I’m in the year below you.”

    “Right.”

    Before the moment could get any more awkward, Alicia
began to explain. “We were wondering if we could ask you a
favor?” she said. “You know how you’re always talking about
Malice
 in art class?”

    Something skittered across the attic, tiny clawed feet tapping on the ceiling. Seth looked up, alarmed. He felt the icy
blanket beginning to soak into his bones. Something was
very wrong in this house.

    “It’s just a mouse,” Philip said, noticing his reaction. He
looked at Alicia. “What about 
Malice
? I don’t have a copy, if
that’s what you’re after.”

    “You said there was a forum or something that you sometimes posted on. Where people swap hints and rumors about
Malice
.”

    “Not a forum,” he corrected her. “It’s an IRC channel.”
He saw Seth’s blank look and elaborated for his benefit.
“Internet Relay Chat. It’s like Instant Messenger but dozens of
people can talk at the same time.”

    “Oh, okay,” said Seth, still not sure where this was
going. “I don’t know much about computers,” he added
apologetically.

    “Do you think you could show us the forum . .. uhh . ..
the 
channel
?” Alicia asked.

    Philip frowned. “Look, what’s this about?”

    Seth stepped in. “Alicia says you’re interested in Malice.
That right?” Philip nodded. “Well, I’ve been there.”

    Philip snorted in disbelief. “Sure you have.”
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    “Sure you are.”

    “I need to get back there.”

    “Sure you do.”

    Alicia looked exasperated. “Philip! I’m just asking you if
you wouldn’t mind showing us this IRC channel you’re always
talking about.”

    Philip sighed and shambled over to his computer. He lowered himself into a well-worn office chair. “Come in, then,”
he said. “Lock the door. Mom’s always barging in.”

    It was a big room, and every surface was covered in mess.
A dozen dirty mugs stood in various places. Plates were covered in cookie crumbs. Comics lay on the floor. The bedsheets
were rumpled and tangled, and the curtains were drawn to
close out the last of the afternoon light. The air in here was
stale and smelled unhealthy, but Philip didn’t seem to notice.

    “You’re gonna have to perch on the bed,” Philip said,
twisting his monitor so they could see it. Alicia locked the
door behind them and they made space on the bed to sit. Seth
had to move a candy wrapper that was occupying his spot.

    Philip began booting up programs and clicking through
menus. “I better warn you, we might not find it. The channel
opens and closes in different places, moves about, comes and
goes. It’s weird. Doesn’t happen on any other channel.” He

    clicked through a few more menus and then grinned. “It’s
your lucky day. There it is.”

    £

    * Now talking in #Grendel

    * Topic is “Only Malice talk here. Type /umode-mH for

    private chat. Ops, deop when you leave. No AOLers,
we hate you guys.”

    * Set by angel_buster on Sun Oct 12 16:11:56

    * jester_003 (tongkay@121.120.7.aM475=) Quit (Ping

    Timeout)

    <angel_buster> sure y not?

    <Griff> I mean, he’s gotta have some hidden away
<Griff> It’s a comic shop
<angel_buster> you’d think

    * jester_003 (tongkay@121.120.7.aM475=) has joined

    #Grendel

    <jester_003> i swear guys, my router borks like all the
time on this chan
<jester_003> gremlins

    <angel_buster> i bet it doesn’t work like that tho
<angel_buster> its not like mail ordering a copy of
the Hulk

    <saffron> gremlins
<ka_787> gremlins

    <Griff> Well, someone’s gotta have one

    <saffron> don’t feed your router after midnight
<ka_787> or get it wet
<jester_003> well duh
*jester_003 rolls his eyes

    * tintype (benaQi@117.47.81.vT256=) has joined #Grendel
<tintype> waaaaaaasssssssuuuuuuuuuuupppp????
<saffron> shhhhhuuuuuuuuuuuutttttuuuuuuppppp
<tintype> downer :(

    <saffron> hugs!!!

    Seth and Alicia exchanged a glance.

    “Do you 
understand
 any of that?” Alicia asked Philip.
Philip laughed. “It’s a bit confusing at first, I suppose.
You’ve gotta learn to keep your eye on who’s saying what.
There’s usually two or three conversations going on at once.
And ignore all that computer gibberish; it’s for techies.” He
slapped the desk. “So here it is. The famous IRC channel.
Impressed? Didn’t think so.”

    “Can you ask them questions?” Seth asked.

    “Course I can. What do you want to know?”

    “I want to know how to get to Malice.”

    “Pffft. That’s easy.”

    “No, I mean without doing the ritual.”

    Philip thought about that for a moment. “I heard you can
get there if you get yourself a special ticket. I mean, they say
the kids in the comic have to find these tickets that are scattered around Malice to escape. Stands to reason they’d work
both ways.”

    The rumors were right. Kady had done exactly that, when
she followed Seth into Malice. But Seth didn’t have any idea
where to get one. “Can you ask them where I can find a
ticket?”

    Philip studied him closely with his dark eyes. “You don’t
really buy all this stuff, do you?”

    “Don’t you?” Seth asked. “I mean, you seem to know a lot
about it.”

    “Well, yeah, but y’know . . . it’s interesting. I’m 
into
 it and
stuff. I’d like to get my hands on a copy of the comic to see
what all the fuss is about. But you’re saying you’ve 
been
there?” He waved it away.

    Seth didn’t chase the matter. It was strange how
people could believe in something so strongly and yet they
didn’t 
really
 believe. They couldn’t take that last step.
They didn’t want it to actually happen. You could spend
your whole life believing in fairies, but if you 
saw
 one,
you’d check in to therapy. If Jesus made a second appearance he’d be mocked and hated for claiming to be the son
of God.

    Philip had gone back to the keyboard. “My nick is Breaker,
in case you’re wondering.”

    “Nick?”

    “Nickname,” Philip sighed. “Try to keep up, eh?”

    <breaker> all right all
<jester_003> sup breaker
<saffron> hey hey

    <breaker> got a noob here says hes been to Malice and
come back
<saffron> ORLY?

    * Griff scratches his chin
<ka_787> is he telling the truth?

    <Griff> Of course he’s not, you moron
<ka_787> ok ok, calm down

    * jester_003 (tongkay(a)121.120.7.aM475=) Quit (Ping

    Timeout)

    <breaker> he wants to know how to get back again
<breaker> without saying the chant
*jester_003 (tongkay@121.120.7.aM475=) has joined
#Grendel

    * jester aims a hammer at his router
<mim> whos the noob?

    <mim> ASL noob

    <tintype> oh god you woke up mim
<tintype> thought she’d fallen asleep
<mim> I never sleep
<breaker> ANY SUGGESTIONS KTHX?

    <saffron> mememe

    * Griff calls for silence
<mim> ASL noob?

    <tintype> for gods sake will someone cut off her fingers?
<saffron> kid I know told me a story
<saffron> theres an abandoned factory near where he
lives

    <saffron> all kind of spooky stuff goes on there

    <saffron> some older kid went there with his g/f one
night

    <saffron> came back scared out of his wits face all
scratched up

    <saffron> g/f never came back
<saffron> police and everything

    <saffron> he said there were like all these creepy people
down there

    <saffron> says they took his g/f

    <saffron> they didn’t find anything in the factory so they
arrested him

    <saffron> in his pocket they found a ticket
<saffron> WHITE ticket
<saffron> he said he found it in the factory
* jester_003 (tongkay@121.120.7.aM475=) Quit (Excess
Flood)

    <ka_787> brrr

    <Griff> So this was a “friend of a friend,” right?
*jester_003 (tongkay@121.120.7.aM475=) has joined
#Grendel

    <jester_003> aaaaaaaargh
<saffron> just saying

    <saffron> doesn’t it seem like there’s more and more
stuff like this happening lately?

    <angel_buster> you mean like the old train yard in
Lewisham?

    <saffron> yeh

    <tintype> they reckon two kids got killed there

    <mim> hey noob, what’s your name?

    <tintype> they said it looked like dogs had got them

    <tintype> but the autopsy said the bites weren’t dogs

    <tintype> more like human bites

    * ka_787 is scared

    <mim> NOOBY NOOBY NOOBY

    <saffron> breaker, your friend should check it out

    Philip sat back into his office chair and swiveled to face
Seth and Alicia. “They’re always talking about stuff like this,”
he said. “You know how people say that Tall Jake is behind
these kids that are disappearing all over the place? Some
of these guys jump on every little unexplained thing and say
it’s about 
Malice
.”

    “They’re probably just urban legends,” said Alicia. “Like
the one about the scary guy who keeps calling this girl when
she’s alone in the house. They trace the call, and it turns out
to be coming —”

    “—from inside the house!!!”
 Philip cried in a fake wail of
terror. “Yeah, like that.”

    “What does ‘noob’ mean?” asked Seth, reading the conversation on the screen. “Why’s everyone calling me that?”

    “It means newbie. New kid,” Alicia said.

    “Who’s that Mim person?” Seth asked, pointing. “Does
she want to talk to me or something?”

    Philip groaned. “Mim. She’s always around, being annoying. She keeps trying to make friends with people, trying
to get them to meet up with her in real life so they can

    swap notes on 
Malice.
 She’s pretty desperate. Nobody likes
her much.”

    “Can you ask where that factory is?” Seth prompted.

    <breaker> saff where’s the factory?

    <Griff> It’s MADE UP! Doesn’t anyone get it? Only the
COMIC is real. The rest of it is all hype!

    <saffron> shut it, griff, go back to FunChat
<saffron> Mackenzie Street in Birmingham
<Griff> You’re all falling for the hype, losers.

    * angel_buster sets mode +b Griff*!*@*.*

    * Griff has been kicked by angel_buster (smite all

    doubters!!!)

    <angel_buster> bored of him

    * ka_787 claps

    <mim> noob I bet I can guess your name
<saffron> Go at night tho
<saffron> or don’t

    <saffron> that’s when he saw the creepy people
<ka_787> yes! yes! guess the name
<ka_787> breaker you have to tell us if we’re right
<ka_787> I bet it’s . . . Paul!

    <mim> I bet it’s Seth Harper

    Seth felt an unpleasant jolt at seeing his name on the screen.
A mouse ran across the attic. Alicia was staring at him. Philip
turned in his chair.

    “Is that your name?” he asked. Seth nodded.

    “Can she 
see
 us or something?” Alicia asked. “Have you
got a webcam running?”

    “I don’t have a webcam,” Philip said.

    Alicia leaned closer to the screen. The lines of text were
reflected in the lenses of her glasses. “Then how does
she know?”

    Philip typed something. At the last moment, Seth lunged
forward to stop him. Suddenly, he was struck with an awful
certainty. Telling this Mim person who he was would be a
very bad idea. “Don’t!” he cried, but Philip had already hit
RETURN.

    <breaker> you must be psychic
<ka_787> omg

    <ka_787> mim how you know that?

    <mim> hello Seth

    <mim> I have a message for you

    <ka_787> wait how you know who it was?

    * ka_787 (moomin@219.64.126.TR69=) Quit (Excess

    Flood)

    * saffron (saffypoo@121.97.202.Fr384=) Quit (Excess

    Flood)

    * jester_003 (tongkay@121.120.7.aM475=) Quit (Excess

    Flood)

    * angel_buster (angelo008@125.163.11.DM554=) Quit

    (Excess Flood)

    * tintype (optimustwine@219.159.67.Rg523=) Quit (Excess

    Flood)

    <mim> there’s nowhere you can run Seth

    <mim> you have something that belongs to us

    <mim> we’re going to kill anyone that helps you

    <mim> we’re going find you

    <mim> and then we’re going to

    <mim> RIP

    <mim> OUT

    <mim> YOUR

    <mim> EYES

    * Disconnected

    Seth stared at the screen. He couldn’t breathe. The mouse in
the attic had been joined by several friends (although Seth
thought they sounded more like rats than mice). He was so
cold that his legs were trembling.

    “I’ve got to go,” he said.

    “Hey, wait, does she 
know
 you or something?” Philip
asked, aghast. “She’s never done anything like that befo —”

    “I’ve got to go!” Seth said again, getting to his feet. He felt
like the walls and ceiling were pressing in on him. Alicia got
up, too, a worried expression on her face.

    “What’s up with you? She’s just some weirdo.”

    “I’d stay off that channel if I were you,” said Seth. “And
I’d stay away from her.”

    “Pfft. As if I’m scared of Mim,” Philip said scornfully.

    “You should be,” Seth replied.

    “Right. Whatever.”

    Seth got up and unlocked the door. Alicia said a quick

    good-bye to Philip and followed him. In the doorway, Seth
stopped and looked back at Philip.

    “Why don’t you believe?” he asked.

    “’Cause I did the ritual, and I said the chant, and nothing
happened,” Philip replied. There was a note of bitterness in
his voice. He felt cheated. “It took me weeks to work up to it.
After all that, it just turned out to be some stupid story.”

    There was a skittering noise from overhead. Seth looked
up, his heart sinking.

    “Was that when you first heard the rats in the attic?”

    “Mice,” Philip corrected. He frowned. “I don’t know. It
was around that time. Why?”

    Seth shook his head. “I have to go.”

    With that, he hurried away. There was nothing he could
say to Philip that would make any difference. He knew now
what was wrong in this house. Philip had called on Tall lake.
He hadn’t come yet, but he’d been called. Maybe he’d never
come. Maybe it would be ten years from now. But once you
said the chant, you were under Tall Jake’s shadow until he
chose to take you. That kid wouldn’t last an hour in Malice.

    Philip was doomed. He just didn’t know it.

    The moment Seth was out of the house, he felt a weight
lift from him. He didn’t stop until he was some way up the
street. He sat on a low garden wall and took a few breaths.

    “What’s wrong?” Alicia asked. “Seth, what is it?”

    “Couldn’t you feel it? Couldn’t you feel. . . the 
evil
 in that
house?”

    Alicia looked helpless. “I didn’t feel anything.”

    “He called on Tall Jake. I could 
sense
 it hanging over that
house. One night, when he’s alone, he’s just gonna disappear.
And there’s nothing anyone can do about it.” Now that he’d
gotten over being scared, Seth was beginning to get angry. It
was all so unfair.

    Alicia was horrified. “You mean there’s no way to take it
back? After you’ve called on Tall Jake?”

    Seth shook his head. “That’s why we’ve got to stop him.”

    Alicia sat next to him on the garden wall. She hung her
head, frizzy curls falling over her face. It was dark now, and
the streetlights tinted everything in yellow.

    A middle-aged couple walked up the street. The woman
stared at them with a sour expression as she passed. She suspected they were somehow up to no good. Kids their age
always were.

    Seth couldn’t help remembering that moment when he’d
met Miss Benjamin, when that flash of lightning had revealed
the demon behind the mask. What if there were more of her
kind, watching him right now? How would he ever know,
until it was too late?

    “Promise me you’re not making this up,” said Alicia
quietly.

    “Sorry?” Seth didn’t understand her at first.

    “Promise me you’re not lying. That you really went to
Malice. That Tall Jake is real.”

    There was something desperate in her voice that puzzled
him. “I promise,” he said. “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s
true. Malice is real.”

    S7

    She took a shuddering breath and sat up. She bunched
her hair back and slipped a hairband over it to keep it in
place.

    “We’ve still got time to get to Birmingham and back
tonight.”

    It took Seth a moment to work out what she was saying.
“You want to go check out the factory?”

    “We have to, don’t you think?”

    Seth shook his head. “J do. Not you,” he said firmly.
“You’ve already done enough. They said they’d kill anyone
who helps me. I can’t put you in any more danger.”

    She got off the wall. “I called on Tall Jake,” she said.

    Seth closed his eyes in despair.

    “I just did it for a dare. It was a bit of fun, that’s all. But I
don’t suppose that matters.”

    “It doesn’t.”

    Alicia looked down the street. She was scared and trying
to hold it together. Seth knew that her bravery was fragile.
She didn’t want to get involved in this. She wanted to turn
her back and go home and forget all about it.

    But she couldn’t. Because she’d seen the monster that
chased him. She’d read those terrible threats on the screen.
She believed him now, and Seth knew what that meant. It
meant she would spend every night of the rest of her life
afraid that Tall Jake was coming to get her.

    That, or she could try to do something about it.

    “You sure?” Seth asked.

    “Of course I’m not sure!” she said. “So come on, before
I change my mind. Birmingham’s only an hour on the
train.”

    Seth slid off the wall and adjusted his backpack. The
Shard felt heavy now.

    “Let’s go,” he said.

  
    Tdlon Fells
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    The train took Kady, Justin, Scotty, and Tatyana out of the
City. Kady watched through the portholes of the car as
the metropolis fell away behind them, to be replaced by a
grand, empty wilderness of rocky hills and valleys. The train
ran on an elevated track, supported by pillars. The weak light
of the Malice sun gave the scenery a somber tint, but the view
from so high up was breathtaking. She marveled at it for a
short while, before the rocking of the train sent her to sleep.

    Some time later, the train pulled into a stop. Scotty signaled that it was time to get off. It was an elevated platform,
like the one they’d embarked from. The metal sign on one of
the pillars read:

    (oO

    They stepped onto the platform, along with several other
passengers. Too late, they spotted two Regulators waiting by
the exit.

    Justin swore under his breath. Kady froze. She wondered
whether they should jump back on the train before the doors
closed. Justin grabbed her arm and urged her forward.

    “Keep walking,” he said. “They’ll chase us if we run.”

    They set off down the platform towards the stairs that led
down to ground level. The Regulators were standing on either
side of the exit. They were scrawny and dressed in battered
black uniforms, and their faces were half covered by grimy
visors. They carried gas-powered spearguns, which fired
four-inch slivers of metal like bullets.

    “Are we in trouble?” Scotty asked. “Are you wanted or
something?”

    “Not sure,” said Justin. “Let’s just say we’ve been staying
out of their way just in case.”

    There was no way to avoid them, and nowhere to run to.
The train doors closed and it moved off with a hiss of steam.
They kept walking, closer and closer to the stairs.

    Now they were close enough to see the tight white skin of
the Regulators’ faces. Their jaws and mouths were visible
beneath the visors of their helmets. They looked bloodless
and dried up, lips thin and cheeks hollow.

    Don’t let them be waiting here for us,
 Kady prayed.

    She kept her eyes fixed on the exit. She was doing her best
not to seem nervous or suspicious, but she found that it made
her worse. Her stomach was tied in knots. She could smell

    (cl

    them, even at this distance: a dusty, earthy smell, like mold
and graves. And beneath that, a vinegar scent, sour and
sharp.

    One of the Regulators hissed through his teeth. It came
stalking up the platform towards them, its companion close
behind.

    Kady’s heart sank. The game was up. So close to reaching
Havoc, and they’d been caught. She squeezed her eyes shut.

    When she opened them again, the Regulators had passed
by. Ahead of them, the exit was clear. A set of spiral stairs lay
beyond.

    She blinked in surprise and looked over her shoulder. The
Regulators were heading towards a small, elderly passenger
who had gotten off farther down the car. He had reddish,
wrinkly skin and wore goggles and a smock.

    “Don’t stop,” Scotty muttered. “Don’t look.”

    But Kady couldn’t help it. The elderly man began to back
away as he saw the Regulators were coming for him. They
bore down on their victim, seized him, and threw him to the
ground.

    “I haven’t done anything!” he protested as he scrambled
away from them. “What is this about? I haven’t done
anything!”

    The Regulators weren’t interested. They raised their guns.
The man gaped in terror.

    “Wait! This is about my book, isn’t it? I’ll write a retraction! I’ll tell everyone I was wrong to say those things about
Tall Jake!”

    Kady turned away, unable to watch. Behind her, the man’s
begging was cut short by the hissing clatter of spearguns.

    Kady felt sick.

    That could have been me.

    The stairs were made of metal, and wound around one of
the pillars that supported Talon Fells station. Tatyana went
down first, padding gingerly step by step. Nobody said a word
about what they’d seen. They were all numb. It wasn’t the
first time they’d witnessed the Regulators murder someone
in cold blood. It happened often in the City. The death sentence was applied to any crime, from stealing bread to feed
your children to begging in the wrong neighborhood. Kady
had swiftly learned to walk on by. Best not to get involved.
She’d only end up dead herself. Each time, she bit her lip and
promised herself that, somehow, they would destroy Tall Jake
and end all this. But it never made her feel any better.

    At the bottom of the stairs was a crude road that led
towards a village in the distance. “There used to be people in
that village,” said Scotty. “Then someone spoke up against
Tall Jake. They took everyone to the Deadhouse. Every one of
them. Women and children, too.”

    Scotty struck out in the opposite direction, towards the
brow of a stony hill. The sun was sinking and it was getting
chilly. Wind blew through the grass and rustled the unfamiliar shrubs of Malice. The plants that grew here were tough
and hardy, and many of them had thorns or nettles. They
reminded Kady of thistles, with colored petals hiding amid
the sharpness.

    Scotty pulled up the hood of his cloak against the wind.
“I feel sorry for them, sometimes,” he said.

    “Who? The Regulators?”

    “Yeah.”

    “You feel sorry for 
them
7
.”
 Justin said.

    “It’s not their fault,” Scotty said. “It’s what Tall Jake does
to them in the Deadhouse. Nobody 
volunteers
 to be a
Regulator, you know. They’re prisoners. He has the Meat-
Men cut out all their pity and mercy. They become slaves to
his will.” He spat on the ground angrily. “If I had my way,
we’d be hitting the Deadhouse instead of—”

    He stopped suddenly. Justin raised an eyebrow. Scotty
had a guilty look on his face. He’d said more than he was supposed to.

    “The Deadhouse is Tall Jake’s seat of power,” Scotty
explained. “It’s where he builds his armies. Makes sense to
mess it up.”

    “I didn’t know that,” said Kady.

    “Before he took over all of Malice, each of the Six had
their own domain and they ruled the land between them,”
Scotty said. He seemed happy to be showing off his knowledge. “Tall Jake was master of the Deadhouse. Crowfinger
lived in the Crags. The Cripplespite had the Black Arbors.
The Lack was down in the Oubliette, the Queen of Cats had
the Acropolis, and the Shard ruled from the Burning Lakes.

    “Then Tall Jake ambushed them all. Crowfinger’s dead,
we know that much. The rest are hidden or in exile.”

    “Skarla mentioned the Six, back when we were in the
Oubliette,” Kady said. She frowned as she remembered
the words of the strange plant-woman who lived at the bottom of that terrible dungeon. “She said that once we find the
Shard we might be able to get the rest of the Six to join us
against Tall Jake.”

    “You went to the Oubliette?” Scotty was aghast. “And you
survived?”

    “Barely,” said Justin. “We had a brush with the Mort-
Beast.”

    “I heard about that thing,” said Scotty. “He sent it to
destroy the Lack’s temple and her followers, but he lost control of it.”

    “Well, it did the job,” Justin said. “Mate of mine killed it,
though. .Re-killed it, I suppose you’d say.”

    “He killed the Mort-Beast?” Scotty cried. “I gotta meet
this guy!”

    “You will,” said Kady, but her voice was more certain than
her heart. “You will.”

    2

    On the far side of the hill was a gnarled old wood. Scotty led
them into it.

    It was an eerie kind of place. After only a few yards, the
trees closed up behind them, sealing them in. There was a
damp hush everywhere, broken by distant, lonely cheeps and

    caws. The ticking of Tatyana’s clockwork gears seemed unusually loud. Kady caught glimpses of things darting through
the underbrush, but they disappeared too fast to see what
they were.

    The trees here were not like oaks or elms. Some were like
colossal thornbushes, with many thin trunks that tangled up
in one another, and sharp spikes three inches long. Others
were big, shaggy things that rustled their leaves menacingly
when the intruders got too close. They followed Scotty as he
picked a path through the wood.

    “So how about we talk about me?” Kady said, to break
the silence. “Like, what I was doing in Malice when I was
here the first time. I don’t think we need to worry about being
overheard now.”

    Scotty looked over his shoulder at her. “Yeah, I suppose
I’d better bring you up to speed.” He thought for a moment,
then began.

    “Havoc, well, it wasn’t much to start with. A bunch of
kids who’d all found their way out of Tall Jake’s traps and
gotten loose in the City. A lot of them were just troublemakers at first, you know. The kind of kids that just wanted to
cause a problem.”

    “I like ’em already,” Justin said, from the back of the
group.

    “So why did you join up?” Kady asked. “You don’t seem
like the sort.”

    “I’m not. But I was smart enough to know I wouldn’t have

    made it long in Malice on my own, and they sorta liked me, I
guess. So I stuck around.” He grinned. “But then you showed
up one day, and straight away you started bossing everyone
around.”

    “Sounds like Kady,” Justin agreed.

    “Hey!” Kady protested. Then she thought about it a
moment and said: “Actually, that 
does
 sound like me.”

    “God knows why, but they listened to you,” Scott went
on. “’Cause you had ideas. You got them to see how pointless
it was, just smashing up things for the sake of it. You got us
organized.”

    “I did?” Kady was bewildered.

    “So we started looking out for other kids to rescue. We
got talking to other groups who had a grudge against Tall
Jake. They’re everywhere in Malice, hidden all over. He did a
lot of damage when he took over this land, made a lot of enemies. Pretty soon, we had a bunch of members, and we had
good relations with the rebel gangs.”

    “I really organized everyone like that?” Kady asked.
“Seems more like something my mom would do.”

    Justin sighed. “When you were in London you tracked
down Icarus Scratch and Black Dice Comics. You found
your own way to Malice and rescued us from the Oubliette.
I think you’re just about capable of organizing a bunch
of kids.”

    Kady gave him a pixie smile. “That was dangerously close
to a compliment.”

    “Yeah, well, it’s as close as you’re gonna get,” Justin
muttered.

    Kady had a new bounce in her step. She supposed she’d
never really been tested back home. You never knew what you
could do until you had to.

    It was something Seth used to complain about. “We’re
never 
tested
,” he’d say. “Everything’s too 
easy.
 Our great-
grandparents went to war, for God’s sake. We went to World
of Warcraft.”

    Well, Kady wasn’t averse to an easy life. But it was nice to
know she’d risen to the challenge, even if she couldn’t remember anything about it.

    “Okay, so now we’ve established how awesome I am,”
Kady said, “what happened next?”

    Scotty looked over his shoulder towards Justin, who rolled
his eyes. “Yeah, she’s still the meek and modest girl you knew,”
Justin said sarcastically. Tatyana shook her head in despair
and grumbled deep in her throat.

    Kady beamed at them all, unfazed. “Well, come on! Me,
me, me!”

    Scotty brushed aside a creeper that was trying to get a
hold on his arm. “Through our contacts we got intelligence
that there was a weapon we could use against Tall Jake. It
was supposed to be hidden in an old temple, but there was
something guarding it. You set off to get it, and you never
came back.”

    Kady frowned. She remembered having bad dreams back
in Hathern, after Luke disappeared. Dreams of running

    through a temple, chased by a hunched and cowled thing. It
had cool blue lenses for eyes and carried a flamethrower. She
remembered the smell of burning hair.

    “There 
was
 something guarding it,” she said. “I found the
Shard, but afterwards. . . somehow I found my way out of
Malice. There must have been an exit, like the one in Skarla’s
den that Seth went through. I must have escaped, to get away
from the guardian. . .

    “And you turned up at home,” Scotty finished.

    “I must have thought I could get back . . .” Kady said. “I
mean, I had a ticket with me. I just didn’t count on having my
memory wiped.”

    “And so the Shard ended up sitting on your bookshelf,”
said Justin. 
“Now
 I get it.”

    Scotty’s eyes went wide. “So you 
do
 have it?”

    “Not with me. Seth went back to get it. He’ll bring it to
us. You have to look out for him. He’ll be searching for
Havoc.”

    Scotty’s excitement suddenly faded. “I’ll do what I can.
But Jan’s not keen on too many new faces. He gets
paranoid.”

    “Jan?”

    “He’s leader now. Swedish kid. Since you left, we lost
direction. It’s not like it was. It’s more like a gang now. A lot
of kids have drifted away. The others.. . well, we get by.” He
made an apologetic face. “I don’t think he’s gonna be very
happy to see you back, Kady.”

    3

    The shadows were long and the sun had almost left the sky
when they reached the lake. The woods surrounded it, crowding up close, and there were mountains visible in the distance.
The water was still and dark, and nothing disturbed it.

    Scotty led them down to the shore, where they found
a small boat hidden in the undergrowth. Justin eyed it
uncertainly.

    “Let me guess,” said Kady. “You can’t swim.”

    “I’m thinking of the cat,” he said. “If we tip over, she’s
going straight to the bottom.”

    Scotty studied Tatyana, who sat on her haunches, patiently
waiting for them to sort out the problem. “You know, I can’t
see her getting into the hideout anyway, even if Jan would let
her in. She’s too big to get down the ladders.”

    “Ladders?” Justin asked. “Where are we going, anyway?”

    “Over there,” said Scotty, pointing. Kady squinted. It was
just about possible to make out a smooth hump breaking the
surface of the water, out in the lake. A round metal island in
the twilight.

    “That’s your hideout?” Justin asked, unimpressed. “It’s
kinda 
bare,
 isn’t it?”

    “It’s under the water, doofus,” Scotty replied. “That’s just
the hatch.”

    Kady had knelt down in front of Tatyana and was stroking the side of her face. “Are you gonna be all right out

    here for a while?” she asked. “We’ll come back as soon as
we can.”

    Tatyana butted her in the shoulder and purred.

    “Ah, she’ll just go to sleep,” Justin said. “She’ll be okay.”

    “You sure? I guess so,” said Kady, giving the tiger an
uncertain look. “Well, let’s get going.”

    They climbed into a boat. Scotty took up the oars and
began rowing them over to the island. Tatyana settled down
on the shore, yawned hugely, and closed her eyes.

    “Told you,” said Justin.

    As they got out into the lake, Kady saw that there was a
metal landing on the far side of the island. There, a dozen
more boats floated, tethered to mooring poles.

    They moored their own boat and got out. The island was
wide and smooth and featureless, except for a small hatch in
the middle. There were several dials set into the hatch, with
numbers on them. A combination lock. Scotty worked the
dials until the entrance code was right, and the hatch popped
open with a hiss.

    Inside, a narrow ladder led down. Kady could see why
Scotty thought Tatyana would have to stay outside. She
searched for the sabertooth on the shore, but it was too dark
to see her now.

    “Everyone in!” Scotty said. “Ladies first. Welcome to the
Bathysphere.”

    Kady climbed down, and found herself in a chamber with
riveted metal walls. It was like being inside a submarine.
There was a sighing sound, like bellows, from deep beneath

    her. Dim oval lights glowed. A pressure door, with a wheel in
the middle, stood ajar. She could hear footsteps approaching
from behind it.

    Justin came down after her, and Scotty. Scotty was just
pulling the hatch shut when the pressure door opened.

    The newcomer was a tall, handsome blond boy dressed in
a heavy jacket and boots. There were several other boys with
him, some almost as old as eighteen. All of them were large
and none looked especially friendly.

    “Jan, you remember Kady,” said Scotty nervously.

    The blond boy stared at Kady in surprise.

    “Hi!” Kady said.

    Jan looked over his shoulder at his companions. “Grab
them,” he said sharply. “Throw them in the brig!”

    “Hey!” yelled Kady as the boys crowded in to seize them.
“Get off me!” She was dragged out of the room.

    As she left, she saw that Justin wasn’t going quietly. He
punched one of the boys hard on the jaw. His attackers wrestled him to the ground. She didn’t see what happened after
that, but she could still hear them punching and kicking him.
Tears of anger sprang to her eyes as she was manhandled away
down the corridor.

  Birmingham
i
It was almost dark by the time Seth and Alicia arrived in
Birmingham, even though it wasn’t yet six o’clock. The nights
were getting longer. They’d get a lot longer yet before the day
began to fight back.
Seth had bought his ticket with the savings he’d taken
from home. Alicia paid for her own with her pocket money.
The car was only half full when they got on. They took their
seats next to each other and watched the station slide away as
the train began to roll.
They sat in silence for some time. Neither was sure what
to say to the other. Before this afternoon, they’d been virtually strangers. Now they were traveling together to explore an
abandoned factory, in an unfamiliar city, in the dark. It would
have been frightening at the best of times. The fact that there
might be something dreadful waiting for them made it even
worse.
Somehow, they’d ended up being in this together, Seth
thought. That was what happened when you started messing
with Malice. People got tangled up in it. Luke hadn’t wanted
to get Seth involved, but he did. Seth hadn’t wanted to get
Kady involved, but it happened anyway. And now, just because
Alicia’s brother happened to be driving down a country road
at the wrong time, Alicia had been sucked in, too.
Then there were the families. Seth thought of his mom
and dad, who had probably called the police by now, even
though he’d only been gone a few hours. He felt a stab at
the memory of his mom’s teary face. Even Dad, who had the
emotional range of a wheel of cheese, would be upset in his
own strange way. He hated having to hurt them.
But it wasn’t only them. What about Kady’s parents,
ruined by her disappearance? What about Luke’s mom?
They’d all suffered terribly after their children vanished.
He had to stop it. He had to stop Tall Jake.
Seth didn’t want to be responsible for Alicia. He didn’t
want her getting hurt. But he was glad of her company all
the same.
“I can’t believe this is happening,” she said eventually.
Seth didn’t know what to say to that. He’d found it hard
to believe himself, at first.
“It’s all crazy. This whole thing is crazy,” she went on.
She shook her head sorrowfully. “I lied to my parents. I 
never
lie to my parents. If they knew I was skipping study and
going to Birmingham with some boy I barely know, they’d
kill me.”
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Seth laughed. “After everything that’s happened tonight,
that's
 what you’re worried about? I nearly 
was
 killed! 
Actual
death, by the way, not just a stern telling-off.”
“I don’t like lying,” she said fretfully.
Seth became serious. “Me, neither. But sometimes you
have to. This is something your parents will never understand. They’ll try to protect you by grounding you, or they’ll
send you to therapy, but they’ll never 
believe
 you. That’s why
we have to keep them out of it. They’ll just get in the way.”
Alicia looked out of the window at the night-shrouded
countryside. “I always did what I was told,” she said. “Lemar
was such a rebel, and I was the good one. I was the one that
got the grades. I was the one who was going to be a scientist
or an engineer or something.” She took off her glasses and
cleaned them with the edge of her pullover. “It’s not that
they’d be mad. They’d be 
disappointed.
 That’s worse.”
Seth let his head tip back against the headrest and looked
up at the ceiling. “Wow. I disappoint my folks all the time.”
She gave him a sharp glare, and he realized he sounded flippant. “Look, you said you wanted to be an artist, right?”
“Illustrator.”
“Right. And you’re good at it?”
She shrugged. “I get A-pluses in art.”
“So be an illustrator. It’s all very well your parents telling
you what they want you to be, but it’s 
you
 that has to live with
it. Not them. There’s more to life than grades, y’know.”
“Yeah,” said Alicia grimly. “I learned that tonight.”
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Seth and Alicia bought a map of Birmingham from Tourist
Information and some flashlights from a hardware store,
then headed off in search of Mackenzie Street.
As they left the city center behind, the streets became
quieter and more desolate. Mackenzie Street was a long, curving road that ran between two large fenced-off areas. One
was a building site, where dump trucks and cranes sat idle in
the glow of the streetlights. The other was a tumbledown factory surrounded by scrub ground.
“That’ll be it, then,” said Seth. “You want to wait here, or
are you coming in?”
Alicia looked like she didn’t much want to do either. With
no houses nearby, the road was spookily quiet.
“I’ll come,” she said.
The fence was easy enough to climb over. Seth went first
and helped Alicia down the other side. They headed towards
the factory.
It had been abandoned for some time. Most of the
windows were broken, the roof had holes in it, and the brickwork was crumbling. No developer had wanted the land, so it
had been left standing. It happened a lot in places like this.
Empty buildings stood like rotten teeth that nobody could
afford to pull. lust one more reason why Seth didn’t like big
cities.
The scrub ground around the factory was scattered with
debris. Chunks of rubble, crushed beer cans. A bit of police
tape flapped by, caught in a breeze.
Seth was getting that icy-blanket feeling again. As they
neared, it became stronger. At first, he hoped it was his imagination, but soon it became impossible to ignore. It was the
same feeling he’d had at Philip Gormley’s house, except it was
even stronger here. A sense of waiting evil.
“There’s something in there,” he said.
Alicia stopped. “What?”
“Can’t you sense it?”
“I’m scared, that’s all. I don’t 
sense
 anything.”
“I do,” he said. “Look, it’s a long story, but when I was
back in Malice I was . . . well, I used a bow that belonged to
some kind 
of..
 . well, she’s like a goddess or something, I
suppose. They called her the Lack. And 
it...
 it sort of 
affected
me. I don’t know how. I just know that I could sense there
was something wrong in Philip’s house long before he told me
he’d called on Tall Jake. And I know there’s something wrong
with that factory.”
Alicia studied him carefully. “Are you going in anyway?”
“Yeah,” said Seth. “Are you?”
Alicia took a deep breath. “Yes.”
Abandoned places never stayed secure for long. Local kids
and vagrants always got in sooner or later. It didn’t surprise
Seth to find a side door hanging ajar. Beer cans and cigarette
butts lay around the doorway.
He pulled open the door and peered inside. There was a
corridor beyond. The walls were peeling and the floor was
dusted with chunks of plaster and stone. Light from the road
provided a dim yellow illumination.
He went in. Alicia followed him closely. So closely, in fact,
that she was almost pressed up against him.
Doorways led off the corridor into empty rooms. Some
were old offices, with desks bolted to the wall or filing cabinets turned on their sides. Others were larger rooms, with tall
windows that had been smashed by bricks, and holes in the
floor where machinery had once stood.
“So were looking for some kind of ticket, right?” Alicia
asked.
“That’s right. The way you beat Malice is to escape it.
Nobody would want to play Tall Jake’s games if there was
no chance of winning. So there would be tickets hidden in
certain places. 
Dangerous
 places. Some were black, which
meant you could go to another domain in Malice — to try
again, if you like. Others were white, which meant you could
go home.”
“So we’re looking for a white ticket?”
“Right. The white tickets work both ways. My friend Kady
used one. It can get me back to Malice.”
Seth hefted the weight of his backpack again. The Shard
seemed to be getting heavier and heavier. He wasn’t sure if it
was wise to carry it into a place like this, but he didn’t dare
leave it somewhere. He couldn’t be certain it would be safe.
“You know, we’d search quicker if we split up,” said Seth.
“No, thanks!” Alicia exclaimed with panicky haste. “I’m
not in a rush! Haven’t you ever seen a horror movie? I don’t
n
care if it takes twice the time, I’m not walking around this
place on my own!”
She caught the grin on Seth’s face and realized he’d been
joking.
“Ha-ha. Side-splitting,” she murmured sullenly.
“Sorry,” he said, not sorry at all. He’d needed to do something to lighten the mood. Otherwise he feared he might just
turn and run, overwhelmed by the awful atmosphere that
clung to this place. Whoever that Mim character was on the
IRC channel, she’d seen the others giving Seth advice on
where to go. She might be on her way here. She might be lurking in wait.
Might
 be, he reminded himself.
They explored some of the rooms off the corridor, but
there was only rubble and junk to be found there. Nothing
stirred, and the only sound was the scuffing of their shoes as
they poked about. They returned to the corridor, and a little
farther along, Seth found a fire door. He pushed on the bar
and let it swing open.
Beyond was a stairway, leading down into blackness. A
rush of foul air blew up from below, the faint scent of rancid
meat. Alicia turned her head aside and covered her face with
her hand.
“Oh, God . ..” she murmured. “What is that?”
Seth turned on his flashlight and shone it down the stairs.
He saw only a concrete floor at the bottom. He took a step
inside, and Alicia grabbed his arm.
“You’re not going down there, are you?” she whispered.
Seth just stared at her. She saw the determination in his
gaze. “You really haven’t ever seen a horror movie, have you?”
she said weakly. “You 
never
 go down to the basement.”
“I never was much for TV,” Seth said, and went down.
Alicia turned on her own light and followed, muttering under
her breath.
An underground corridor led away, with pipes running
along the ceiling. There was no light from outside. Beyond
the beams of the flashlights, it was pitch-black.
He hesitated at the bottom of the stairs. The darkness
brought back uncomfortable memories of his time in the
Oubliette. He felt his scalp prickle.
Alicia looked back up the stairs, towards the fire door at
the top. “We can go back,” she suggested. “There might be
another way to get a ticket.”
“There’s no time,” said Seth. He swallowed down his fear.
“I’ve got friends in there. I need to find them.”
They advanced up the corridor to a T-junction. Two identical blank corridors led away. Seth took one at random. They
came to a doorway, and he shone his light in. The beam
played over a huge, rusty boiler that had been partly disassembled. They moved on.
They came to another T-junction shortly after, and
another after that. Each time they were faced with more blank
corridors. Seth could hear Alicia quietly reciting the route
they needed to take to get back. 
Left, right, right.
 Seth found it
strangely comforting. He dreaded to think what would happen if someone closed the fire door and shut them in down
here. There would be no hope of rescue then. They would be
left in the dark until their lights went out.
Seth couldn’t handle that again. Not after the Oubliette.
Once in a lifetime was enough.
Come on, where are you? I know there’s something
down here.
The smell of rancid meat was getting stronger. Seth heard
rats scrabbling in the corners, and once he caught one in his
flashlight beam, nibbling on a beetle. It sat up and stared at
them, its nose twitching. Alicia gave a loud yelp of surprise
when she saw it, and it fled. The sound echoed away into the
silence.
“Sorry,” she whispered.
But there was no further sound, and no indication that
anyone — any 
thing
—had
 heard them. After a while Seth
realized he was holding his breath, and he let it out slowly.
They followed the corridors farther. More doorways
opened into empty storerooms and supply closets. 
Right, left,
right, left, left, right, left, right, right.
Then they saw a light up ahead.
It was only faint, a dull glow that spilled into the corridor
from around a corner at the far end. Seth turned off his light,
and Alicia did the same.
“What’s that?”
Seth didn’t reply. He crept closer. The light was just
enough to see by. There was a distant clanking sound, like
machinery. The air was rank, and a sense of dread clutched
at him.
It’s around that corner. Whatever it is, it's around that
corner.
Then Alicia grabbed his elbow. “The walls,” she said.
“Look at the walls.”
He saw what she meant immediately. The walls were no
longer blank concrete, and the rusty pipes had disappeared.
The walls, ceiling, and floor of this corridor were made of a
grimy, tarnished metal, like copper.
“Did you notice when it changed?” he asked. She shook
her head.
A loud screech, close by, made them both jump. It was the
shriek of metal on metal, like the hinges of some huge gate.
Alicia’s eyes were wide with fright. “There’s something
down here,” she said.
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Left, right, left, right, left, left, right, left, right, right.
Seths heart pounded hard in his chest. Flashlight beams
wheeled crazily in the darkness.
“Right!” Alicia cried as they approached another junction. There was a roar from behind them, and the heavy
clump of boots. Seth turned right. He could barely see
where he was going. He only caught glimpses of floor and
wall and ceiling. It was hard to keep the light still when
sprinting.
“Left!” Alicia shrieked. She was on the verge of hysteria,
driven by pure fear. If she’d had any doubts left about Malice,
they were gone now.
The walls were no longer metal but concrete. They’d
changed again, without Seth noticing. The eerie feeling of
being watched had faded, too.
They were out of Malice. But they were not safe yet. The
ogre was close behind them.
“Right!”
It was a maze in the corridors beneath the factory. He
silently thanked her for memorizing the route, and at the
same time wished she would run faster. He was forced to slow
down to her speed. Knowing what was behind them, he
wanted to flee at full speed. But he wouldn’t leave her. Besides,
without her, he’d be lost.
He flashed his light over his shoulder to check on her. He
w
saw her terrified face for a moment. Behind her, something
huge lumbered into the corridor with a snarl.
“Which way?” he called as they approached another
junction.
Left, right, left, right, left, left, right, left, right, right.
“Right! No, left!”
“You’re sure?”
“Left!”
They went left, and left again soon after. They turned and
turned again, each corridor looking the same as the one
before. Seth could hear that the sounds of pursuit were fading. The heavy footsteps became fainter.
“It’s taken a wrong turn,” he said. “It’s lost the trail.”
He looked back at Alicia. A desperate grin flashed across
her face. She knew why. Because she’d memorized the route
out of there, and the ogre didn’t know it.
Left, right, left, right, left, left, right, left, right, right.
Suddenly, they were at the stairs. Seth felt a rush of giddy
relief as he saw that the fire door at the top was still open.
They flew up the steps into the glow of the streetlights and
slammed the door behind them.
Seth leaned against the metal, panting. Alicia was bent
over, leaning on her thighs, out of breath.
There was an echoing roar from the corridors below. They
exchanged a glance and bolted. Through the derelict factory and out, over the scrubland. They clambered over the
fence and kept running. They didn’t stop until they’d left
the factory far behind.
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HAVQC
Prisoners
1
Kady was shoved into the cell hard enough to make her trip.
She stumbled and fell to the cold metal floor of the brig.
When she got back to her feet, Jan’s thug was standing in the
doorway, his arms crossed.
The brig was a small room, divided in half by a row of
bars. Kady stood on one side, inside the cell. The thug stood
on the other. There was a rhythmic sighing of air from the
walls, as if the Bathysphere were breathing.
“What are we supposed to have done?” she cried. After
searching for Havoc for so long, she hadn’t expected to be
met with violence. “We’re here to join you!”
“Shut your mouth” came the short reply. His name was
Parker. She’d heard the others call him that. He was a Brit,
short and stocky, with squashed, blunt features. The shadows
were thick on his face in the weak glow from the oval lights in
the walls.
There was a commotion, and Justin was dragged in by
two older boys. His face was bleeding and his eye and lip were
swollen. They brought him into the cell and dropped him to
the floor. Kady knelt down next to him, frantic.
“Are you all right? Justin? Are you okay?”
Justin slowly and painfully rolled over on to his back.
He raised himself on his elbows and spat blood over his
shoulder.
“That’s the best you got?” he sneered at his tormentors.
“My mom punches harder than you.”
One of the thugs lunged at him, but his companion held
him back. “Not worth it, mate,” he said. They stepped out
of the cell. Parker slid the barred door shut, locked it, and
took the key.
Kady helped Justin to his feet. They’d worked him over
pretty good. She wished Tatyana were here. The sabertooth
would have shown them a thing or two.
Jan walked into the brig and stood on the other side of
the bars, looking in at them. The sight of his calm face enraged
her further. She got up and stormed over to the bars.
“What are you doing?” she demanded. “Is this how you
treat all your new recruits?”
“It’s how we treat strangers,” he said, nodding at Justin.
Then he turned his ice-blue gaze to Kady. “And possible
traitors.”
“Traitors?” Kady cried in disbelief.
“How long has it been since you went off to recover the
Shard, hmm?” he asked. “A year? More? It took you a long
time to find your way back, didn’t it?”
“I’ve been back home,” she said. “Back in the real world.”
“This 
is
 the real world, Kady,” Jan replied. He spoke in a
maddeningly reasonable tone, in perfect English with a slight
Swedish lilt. “At least, it is for us. You still don’t have the
Shard, I see.”
“It’s on its way.”
“I’ll bet it is,” he said. He didn’t believe her for a moment.
“So where have you 
really
 been?”
“I told you, I —”
He spoke over her. “Yes, yes, you said. And now you’re
back, one year later, as if nothing has happened. I suppose
you expect to be leader again, do you? You think I’ve been
holding the position open for you?”
“I don’t expect anything!” Kady snapped. “I definitely
didn’t expect to be attacked by a bunch of meatheads.”
“Even if they do punch like princesses,” Justin added,
with a red grin. You just couldn’t keep him down.
Jan ignored him. “I suppose you can prove your story?”
he asked Kady.
Kady went blank. Everything she still had from home —
her climbing gear, her purse — had been left in her backpack
at the workshop. She hadn’t given it too much thought. It had
all seemed pretty useless until now.
Then she had an idea. She pulled off her beanie hat and
turned it inside out to show him the label. It had washing
and care instructions on it. “Look!” she said. “Where did I
get this, then? Huh? The Malice Wal-Mart?”
“To be fair, they probably do have a store here somewhere,” Justin quipped.
“You could have taken that from any kid in Malice, Jan
said dismissively. “The fact is, we don’t know what has happened to you this last year. Maybe Tall Jake got hold of you,
hmm? Maybe he’s got you under his power even now? He’s
sent you here to spy on us?”
“Don’t be an idiot,” Kady said. “Where’s Scotty? He can
vouch for me.”
“Scotty’s not the leader here,” said Jan. I am.
Kady bit back a reply. Getting mad wouldn’t do her any
good against this guy.
Her mother had been obsessed with psychology — it
came with the territory of being a hypnotist. Kady had picked
up a lot from the magazines that were always lying around
the house. She’d learned that sometimes you had to step back
and figure out why a person was acting the way they were. So
she took a breath, and she thought for a moment.
Jan saw her as a threat to his power. He was frightened
that Kady’s return would mean a challenge to his leadership.
All those people like Scotty, who didn’t agree with the way
he ran things, would see Kady as a way out. A return to better times. Under Jan’s calm facade, he was insecure and
paranoid.
“That’s right,” she said. Now she was calm, too. “You 
are
the leader. And I’m not. That’s all in the past. I’m not inter-
ested in taking over, Jan. I just want to be part of Havoc. I
want to help fight against Tall Jake.
Jan’s eyes narrowed slightly. He was suspicious.
“Things are different now. We do things my way,”
he said.
Kady held up her hands. “That’s fine. Whatever. We do
things your way. I’m not looking to cause a problem here. I
just want to pitch in.”
Jan’s gaze switched to Justin. “What about him?”
Justin shrugged and wiped his swollen lip with the back
of his hand. “Hey, I’m just along for the ride. As long as we
stick it to Tall Jake, I couldn’t care less who calls the shots.”
“Just give us a chance to prove ourselves,” said Kady.
“That’s all I’m asking.”
Jan appeared to consider that. He must have known that
he couldn’t keep them locked up forever, and he couldn’t let
them go, either. Despite their unpleasant welcome, Kady
didn’t believe things had gotten so bad that Jan would consider killing them. So Kady was trying to reassure him that
his only remaining option — to let them join — was a safe
one. She really 
didn’t
 want to lead Havoc. Taking over a gang
of rebel kids was the last thing on her mind.
Maybe Jan would have let them out, maybe he wouldn’t.
But they never found out, because just then the door crashed
open and a stranger loomed into the room.
His sheer size was striking. He was only sixteen or seventeen, but he was almost seven feet tall and built like a concrete
bunker. He was black, his hair forced into cornrows, and he
had a stern, glowering expression on his face.
“What you think you’re doing, eh?” he snarled at Parker.
Justin recognized a London accent and called out happily. “All right! An East End boy! Give us a hand here, mate.”
The new kid turned on Jan wrathfully. “Someone wanna
tell me why you got Kady locked up in there?”
Jan and his thugs were visibly intimidated by the newcomer. “We don’t know where they’ve been or —”
“It’s 
Kadyl
” he roared. “She pretty much 
made
 Havoc. If
it weren’t for her, none of us would be here!”
“Look, Dylan, you can’t just —”
But Dylan wasn’t listening. He snatched the cell keys off
Parker, unlocked the door, and slid it open. He beckoned to
the prisoners. “Come on, then.”
Parker grabbed Dylan by the shoulder. “Oi! Who put you
in charge?”
Dylan swiveled, picked him up by his shirt, and slammed
him against the wall. One huge fist hovered under Parker’s
nose. “Don’t put your hands on me, man,” he threatened. He
looked around at the others. “Any of you wanna try it?”
Nobody did. “Thought not,” said Dylan. He let
Parker go.
Ian and his boys backed away as Kady and Justin emerged
from the cell. Justin couldn’t resist a smirk and a cheeky little
salute as he passed them.
“See you around,” he said. He could still hear them
muttering swearwords as he pulled the brig door closed
behind him.
2
The infirmary wasn’t much larger than the brig, but it had
one interesting feature: a lozenge-shaped window that ran
along one wall. Outside was darkness, but in the darkness
there were lights.
Some were distant, bobbing globes of white, like lamps.
Others were streaks of red that rushed across the blackness
like meteors. Some floated past the window, flashing and
strobing. Others were luminous patterns of yellow and green
that flowed and shifted and melted away.
“It’s the fish in the lake,” said Scotty, who was applying
ointment to cuts on Justin’s face with a cotton swab. “This
place was a marine observatory. No one knows what happened to the scientists. It was empty when we found it.”
Justin was sitting on the edge of a surgical fable, trying not to wince as Scotty attended to his wounds. He was
holding an ice pack to his head. Kady stood nearby, observing. Dylan was by the door, a brooding, silent presence in
the room.
“You look like you’ve done this before,” Kady said to
Scotty.
“I’m sort of the resident medic,” he said. “Eldest of six
boys. Lot of fighting, lot of knocks. I spent my childhood
patching up my kid brothers.” A sad expression crossed his
face. “I miss the little brats.”
“So why not go home?” said Justin.
“No ticket,” he said. “Black tickets are easy enough to get,
but a white ticket? You wouldn’t catch me going after a white
ticket. The places you find them are the places you get killed.
The Labyrinth? The Crags? No way! And unless someone has
a spare to give me, well...” He trailed off.
“How did you end up here in the first place?” Kady asked.
“I didn’t know the comic got out as far as the States. Or
Sweden, for that matter.”
“It doesn’t, as far as I know,” Scotty said. “At least, I never
saw a copy. Nor did anyone I knew, although a couple of
kids pretended they had one. It’s the internet. Someone
tells someone, they tell someone else. Rumors. I was friends
with some kid on MySpace and he pointed me to some chat
room. That’s how I learned all about it.” He stood back from
Justin and examined his handiwork. “You’ll live,” he said.
“Thanks, doc,” Justin replied, getting off the table. “It was
touch-and-go for a minute there.”
Scotty resumed his story as he put the medical supplies
away in a cabinet. “So anyway, one day I did the ritual. The
crow feather, the twig, the cat fur and all 
that..
 . Just to see.”
He made a sweeping gesture to indicate the room. “Turns out
it’s all true. Who knew?”
Kady looked over at Dylan. “I owe you a big thanks,”
she said.
Dylan shrugged it off. “Scotty says you don’t remember
nothin’.”
“Dylan was the one who got everyone listening to you,
when you first turned up,” said Scotty. “He had your back
from the start. Jan might have the other kids scared with his
goons, but the goons are scared of Dylan.”
Kady was trying to think of some words of gratitude for
his support in the past, but it was difficult to be genuine when
she didn’t recall what he’d done.
“Why didn’t you take over? After I was gone?” she asked
in the end.
“Ain’t my thing,” he said. “I ain’t one for telling people
what to do.”
“No, that’s definitely her department,” said Justin.
“I do not boss people around!” Kady protested. “Much.”
Just then, a face appeared at the door. It was Parker. He
swept the room with a sour glare, which settled on Kady and
Justin. “Jan wants to talk to you. Just you two.”
Justin indicated the bruises on his face. “He already talked
to me.”
Parker rolled his eyes. “I’m just the messenger. You
wanted a chance to prove yourselves? Go see him.” With that,
he left.
“He might be thinking of clueing you in on our next
raid,” said Scotty.
Justin raised an eyebrow. “Seems like your little chat loosened him up a bit,” he said to Kady.
“Seems so.” She indicated the door. “Shall we?”
“Ladies first.”
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“I’m going to London.”
Alicia looked up from her coffee. Seth was counting
money out onto the table in the Starbucks where they sat.
Bus timetables were scattered between them. Through the
window behind him, she could see the busy platforms of
Birmingham New Street station.
“Now?” she asked.
“I can get a bus from down the road. I’ll be in London
before midnight.”
“And then what?”
“The tube might still be running, I don’t know. I’m pretty
sure there are buses that run all night, though. I’ll figure
it out.”
“No, I mean ... what’s in London?”
Seth sat back in his chair, satisfied that he could afford a
ticket. It would all but wipe him out, but he could afford it.
“Three things,” he said, counting on his fingers. “First,
m
Black Dice Comics. That’s the shop where Scratch works,
where I got my first copy of 
Malice.
 Maybe I can find something there. Second, there’s a house in Kensington. Kady went
there. She told me the address. That’s where Scratch was staying. She found another copy of 
Malice
 there. Either of those
places might be somewhere I could find a ticket, or a clue, or
something
.”
He might also find Icarus Scratch there, the sinister comic
vendor who collaborated with Tall Jake. Scratch was a dangerous man, and Seth wanted to stay out of his way if possible,
but he might have to take the risk if he wanted to find a way
into Malice.
“What about the third thing?” Alicia prompted.
“The old train yard in Lewisham. You remember, they
mentioned it on that chat forum?”
“Is Lewisham in London?” Alicia asked blankly.
“Yeah,” said Seth. “In the south. Kady used to live in
Greenwich before she moved to Hathern. It’s pretty close by.”
He picked up the pen he’d borrowed from her and scribbled
down some letters and numbers on the back of one of the
timetables. He pushed it across to her. “This is a license plate
number. It’s Scratch’s car. Kady made me memorize it before
I left her. I don’t know how much use it’ll be — I mean, I
don’t know how to trace a car from its license plate, and I’m
pretty sure the police won’t do it for us.”
Alicia held up her hands. “Seth. Stop.”
“Stop what? ”
“Have you thought about this at all? You’re just going to
London? Just like that?”
Seth didn’t see her point.
“Seth, we’re ... I mean . .. face it, we’re just kids! I mean,
you know, nobody likes to think of themselves as a kid,
but...
 be real!” She tapped her fingers on the table, agitated.
“That’s all your money, isn’t it? How are you going to eat?
Where are you going to sleep tonight?”
Seth was bewildered by her argument. He couldn’t see
any reason why being young should stop him from doing
anything. Besides, planning ahead was never his strong suit.
“I’ll sleep on the bus,” he said. “Or I’ll find a park or
something.”
“You know how dangerous it is to sleep in a park in
London?” she cried.
“No,” he said. “Do you? You didn’t even know where
Lewisham was till a minute ago.”
Alicia didn’t have an answer to that. “Look,” she said.
“Come home with me. I’ll sneak you in. You can stay at my
place for the night. Then in the morning we can —”
But Seth was shaking his head. “I can’t. I don’t want your
family involved in this. God knows what I might bring down
on them.”
Alicia had a desperate look on her face. “Seth,” she said.
“You can’t do this. You can’t take on all of this.”
“I can,” said Seth. “I can, because I have to.” He leaned
forward, his face grim. “Don’t you get it? There’s no way home
for me. Anyone who helps me is in danger. The only way is to
keep going forward.” He picked up his backpack and put it in
his lap. “I have a responsibility now. What’s in this bag could
save lives. Every day I delay, that could be one more kid
snatched up by Tall Jake. Next time it could be your friend
Philip. It could be 
you.”
Alicia’s eyes filled with tears behind her glasses. He hated
having to remind her that she’d condemned herself by inviting Tall Jake to take her away. Maybe one night she’d end up
back in the Deadhouse, snatched out of her bed while she
slept.
“You know. ..” he said, “I spent my whole life wishing
that I had the chance to do something 
worthwhile.
 To be like
Lewis and Clark, or Neil Armstrong or Columbus or something. Not like winning some stupid reality show and selling
a load of records. Something 
real.”
 He met her gaze and held
it, letting her see the determination there. “Well, this is it.
This is my chance. So don’t tell me I can’t do it because I’m
not old enough. If I was an adult, I wouldn’t even believe in
Malice. This is something only a kid can do.”
Alicia dropped her gaze to the table. She took off her
glasses and wiped her eyes with her knuckles. “I can’t,” she
said. “I’m sorry.”
“You can’t what?”
“I can’t do this. I can’t take the world on my shoulders
like that. I’m scared to death.”
“I’m not asking you to —”
“God, the things we 
saw\”
 she said. “It’s not even 
possible
!” Her voice was trembling, and just for an instant he saw
how close to the edge she was. She’d been pushed far enough
for one day. Maybe for one lifetime.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I get it.”
Her eyes brimmed again, and she said in a tiny voice: “I
have to go to school tomorrow.”
He laid his hands over hers. “It’s okay,” he said softly. “I’ll
take it from here.”
“I’m just not like you,” she said, and the tears spilled
down her cheeks.
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Seth saw Alicia to the train, and they said their good-byes. He
took her cell number and promised to let her know how he
was. There was no point giving her his number. He’d left his
phone at home when he fled the house, and he wasn’t going
back there until all this was over.
Once she’d departed for Leicester, he went to the bus station and caught the last bus to London.
As the bus was winding its way out of Birmingham
towards the motorway, he tried to get some sleep. But sleep
wouldn’t come. There were too many thoughts whirling
around in his head.
How had they gotten into the Deadhouse from that factory? How could it have happened? Neither of them had a
ticket. Neither of them had been taken. He wondered if it
might be something to do with the strange power he’d
received from the Lack during his first visit to Malice. But
m
that couldn’t be right, because other people had done it, too.
Like that couple that they’d talked about in the chat room.
The girl had disappeared, and the boy was left talking about
“creepy people” who had taken her. Only he had come out,
with scratches on his face.
Could Malice be leaking into the real world? In the lonely
and abandoned places, places like the factory and the old
train yard in Lewisham, was the comic bleeding through?
Seth didn’t want to think about what that might mean.
He was sorry to see Alicia go, but a little relieved, too. It
had made him nervous having her along. Putting himself in
danger was one thing; putting someone else in danger was
quite another. Now he hoped she would be safe, at least for a
while. But if someone didn’t stop Tall Jake, she wouldn’t be
safe forever.
Alicia had wanted him to slow down, but there wasn’t
time
 to slow down. He’d wasted so much time already. How
many kids had been taken during that month after he
returned from Malice? That month when he’d drifted listlessly around Hathern, bored, waiting for his missing friends
to come back?
What kind of trouble was Kady in now? What if he was
already too late? He couldn’t live with himself if she’d been
hurt, or worse, and he hadn’t been there to protect her.
Sir Knight
, she used to call him. She liked to make fun of
his old-fashioned ideas of right and wrong. He missed her
making fun of him.
So, what now, Sir Knight?
m
He couldn’t deny that his experience in the Deadhouse
had frightened him. Enough so that he didn’t dare go to the
train yard yet. He might be able to find Black Dice Comics
from memory, but he couldn’t do it in the dark. So that left
the house.
It wasn’t a very attractive choice, but it was the best of
the bunch. He had an address memorized. He would find
it, somehow. He didn’t know the city at all, but he’d find that
house. Perhaps there would be something there that would
help him get back to Malice. If not. .. well, one thing at
a time.
He allowed himself to relax in his seat. Now that he had a
plan (or as close to a plan as Seth ever managed), his limbs
felt suddenly heavy. It had only been six or seven hours since
he’d touched the Shard and brought that dreadful storm to
Hathern. A lot had happened in that time. He was worn out.
Holding his backpack to his chest, he closed his eyes for a
moment. He didn’t open them again until they’d reached
London.
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Seth was woken by the rustle and movement of people getting
up around him. He blinked and looked around. The bus had
pulled into an unfamiliar station. Beyond the station lights, it
was dark, and there was condensation on the windows.
“London Victoria,” the driver announced over the PA
system. “All change.”
no
Seth unzipped his backpack and peered inside, to check
that the Shard was still with him. Then he wiped his bleary
eyes, got off the bus, and went into the station. It was almost
empty now. A digital clock showed 00:06. Cleaners were
mopping the floor as the last of the passengers headed off to
other destinations. Unsure of what to do next, he followed
them out of the bus station.
He came out on to a street. It could have been any street.
He had no idea where he was. The city surrounded him,
maze-like.
He followed the passengers up the road to the Victoria
tube station, and there he found a kiosk that could sell him a
map. He’d always been good with maps. Orienteering was
one of the many outdoor pursuits he’d tried and discarded
when he was younger.
He didn’t like London. But after the Clock Tower and the
Oubliette, he wasn’t scared of it. It was just a challenge.
By the time he figured out where he was supposed to be
going, the tube station had closed, so he walked over to a
nearby bus stop and asked passersby for directions. One of
them pointed him to another bus stop on the other side of the
road, where he could catch a night bus. It would take him
close to where he needed to go. He found the stop and consulted the timetable. The bus wouldn’t be here for another
♦
ten minutes.
There was a pay phone nearby. He should call his parents,
he decided. They would be in bed, but that didn’t matter. He
felt awful about the way he’d run out on them. He knew
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they’d never understand, but at least. . . well, at least he
should let them know that he was all right. Especially Mom.
The thought of her crying over her missing son gave him a
pang of sorrow.
He dropped in some change and dialed the number from
memory. His parents’ house was just about the only number
he knew by heart.
It rang for a long time. He was about to hang up when the
handset was lifted with a crackle.
“Hello?” came a weary voice.
“Mom?”
“Oh, Seth!” she said, her voice full of relief. “I knew it
would be you. No one else would call at this time! Where
are you?”
“Don’t worry, Mom,” he said. He couldn’t help a big grin
on his face. Just hearing her voice eased his mind. “I’m okay.
Everything’s okay.”
“Why did you run off like that?” she asked. Her
voice was getting tearful already. “Why did you leave us
again?”
“It’s . . . it’s complicated,” he said, his grin fading. “I wish
I could explain, I really do, but. . . 
just...
 I just wanted to
let you know that I’m okay. That’s all. I’ll come back as soon
as I can.”
She was crying now. Seth bit his lip in frustration. He
wanted to tell her everything, but he knew her too well. It
wouldn’t sink in. She wouldn’t get it.
“There’s something really important I have to do. It’s
more important than school, or anything like that. It’s .. ”
He ran out of words. “It’s important.”
“Then let us help you!” Mom said. “Do you need money?
Is that it?”
“Please, Mom,” he said. This was getting more and more
difficult. “You’ll understand one day.”
“Just tell me where you are!” she begged. “I’ll get in the
car right now and come get you.”
Seth felt a cold sensation flood through him. His throat
went tight. He swallowed.
“You’ll drive over and pick me up?” he asked, his
voice weak.
“Yes!” she cried. “Yes! Wherever you are! Just tell me
where you are and I’ll be there.”
Seth squeezed his eyes shut and gritted his
teeth. “Mom?”
“Yes, dear?”
“You never learned how to drive.”
There was silence on the other end of the line. A long,
drawn-out silence. The kind when you know that someone is
there, but you can’t even hear them breathing.
“Nice try,” Seth snarled.
He heard a chuckle. A horrible little chuckle that became
a loud, cruel cackle and finally a deafening screech. Seth
slammed the phone down in the cradle and backed away,
heart thumping in his chest.
Are they at my house? Do they have my parents? Or is it just
some kind of trick? Are they just trying to lure me home?
He was trembling. He wanted to go home, right now. He
wanted to make sure his parents were all right.
But that was exactly what they wanted him to do.
The bus pulled up to the stop. Numb, dazed, he climbed
aboard.
Mom. Dad. I love you. I’m sorry.
The bus pulled away,
and took him onward
into
the
night.
m
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    As soon as the meeting was over, they were escorted by Parker
to a tiny room and locked inside.

    “I’m sure you understand. It’s best if everyone gets some
sleep tonight,” Jan said as they were taken away. “I don’t want
them distracted by the excitement of having you back.”

    Kady went along with it. Jan was keeping her away from
the other kids in case she bad-mouthed his plan, and he
wanted to make sure she didn’t try to escape. She knew too
much now.

    The room was bare except for a ratty bunk bed and a door
into a minuscule toilet cubicle. Still, it was better than going
back to that cell. Dylan had saved her once, mainly because
the other kids were so surprised. But if she acted up too much,
Jan would have no choice but to imprison her. Dylan might
not be able to help her a second time. There were more on
Jan’s side than on hers.

    “I don’t like this at all,” she said to Justin.

    He was lounging on the top bunk, looking smug even
with the bruises on his face. They’d both scrambled to claim
top bunk the instant Parker closed the door on them, but
Justin was faster. Now he was basking in his victory.

    “What you gonna do?” he said. “We ain’t got much choice.
If we don’t go along with the plan, Jan’ll never let us stay.
And if we don’t stay with Havoc, Seth’ll never find us.”

    Ill

    “You don’t care,” Kady accused. She was leaning against
the wall with her arms folded. “You 
want
 to go on the mission. You’re just happy to get the chance to be a pain in the
side for Tall Jake.”

    Justin laced his fingers behind his head and lay back. “If
you ain’t being a pain in 
someone’s
 side, you ain’t living right,”
he said philosophically.

    “How’s your face?”

    “A little less handsome than it was this morning. And
that ain’t saying much.”

    Kady snorted a laugh. Justin could drive her mad at times,
but his spirit was hard to break. Even after the beating he’d
suffered, he was still joking. He was a good guy to have in
your corner if things got tough.

    “Look,” he said, “you just gotta bide your time. In borstal,
we always —”

    “Borstal? What in the world is 
borstal
?”

    “Like a youth custody center. Prison for kids.”

    “Oh, juvie hall. You were in juvie? Ligures.”

    “Long story. Anyway, listen. In borstal, you’d get these
kids. They were used to being top dog in their neighborhood
or whatever. They’d get to borstal and they reckoned the best
way to get respect was to take top spot, right off the bat. But
they got beat down, ’cause the guy at the top, he was 
established.
 He had other kids to back him up.”

    “So what?”

    “So the smart ones took it slow. They built up respect,

    built up a group around themselves, and waited for an opportunity. Sooner or later, the top dog would slip up. That was
when they went in and took him down.”

    “Who says I want to take 
anyone
 down?” Kady cried.
“Why does everyone think that I want to be the leader
again?”

    Justin smirked. “Oh, come on. I saw you in there. You
think his plan is dumb. You had to bite your tongue to stop
yourself from arguing.” He sat up and looked down at her.
“You can’t handle it when someone else is in charge.”

    “It’s 
just...
 those kids we passed in the corridor, did they
look like a well-trained army to you?” Kady said. “Or a band
of experienced guerilla fighters? They’re just a bunch of kids
trying to survive.”

    “Sometimes you need to do more than survive,” Justin
said. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and leaned
forward, elbows on his knees. “You know why they stay in
Havoc? It’s ’cause it’s all they’ve got. They 
need
 to fight back
against Tall Jake, even if it’s like a fly biting an elephant.
Otherwise, it’s like admitting they’re scared and helpless.” He
rolled his jaw and winced. “Me, I’m the same. That’s why I
was looking for Havoc. I’d rather be in on Jan’s plan, no matter how dangerous it is, than hiding in the tunnels under the
Clock Tower, where Seth found me.”

    Kady thought about that. Maybe Justin was right. Maybe
she 
did
 want to lead these kids again, if only to protect them.
But first she had to get through the attack on the Terminus.

    m

    Nothing she could do would stop them from going ahead
with that. She could only hope that nobody got hurt.

    At least she had one fact in her favor. Jan still didn’t know
that she’d lost her memory. And unless Scotty or Dylan
talked, nobody else did, either. As far as they were concerned,
their formidable leader was back.

    She just had to bide her time and wait for her moment.

    “I don’t like it,” she said again.

    Justin lay back on his bunk and closed his eyes. “Well,
suck it up. You’ll get your chance sooner or later. Night.”

    Kady stood there thinking for a while.

    “I wonder how Tatyana’s doing?” she mused.

    “She’s asleep,” said Justin. A moment later, he added: “So

    .

    Kady took the hint. She lay down on the bottom bunk. It
had been an exhausting day.

    “I wonder how 
Seth’s
 doing?” she said quietly.

    Justin didn’t reply. But she could tell he’d heard her. And
he was wondering just the same thing.

  dumber 
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The house was dark.
Seth didn’t have any idea of the time. Past one o’clock,
surely. The street was asleep. At least, he hoped so. He wasn’t
certain that the people who lived at number 6 
ever
 slept.
He hid around the corner of an arched brick alley. This
was a secret place, a row of narrow mews houses, tucked away
out of sight of the main road. The city was hushed here, flat
and dead in the streetlights.
This was the street that Kady had found when she followed Icarus Scratch from the comic shop. There was number
6, the house where she was almost caught by Miss Benjamin.
Crouching on the landing, she’d heard the voice of Tall Jake
below. Kady had told him the whole story after she’d rescued
him and Justin from the pit in the Oubliette. It seemed so
long ago now.
Seth took a deep breath. He didn’t want to go in there. He
wanted to be able to do what Alicia had done, to turn his back
Wo
on it and go home. But he couldn’t. He didn’t even know if he
had a home to go back to. He didn’t even know if his parents
were all right.
He forced those thoughts away. 
Concentrate
, he told himself. 
Concentrate on Kady.
Just thinking about her made things clearer in his mind.
He wanted to save and protect 
everyone
 — Mom and Dad,
Alicia, Justin, Kady — but that was impossible. He couldn’t
be everywhere. So he’d save 
her.
 He’d protect 
her
 If he could
just do that, then it would be enough.
There would be a ticket inside that house. If there was one
anywhere, it’d be in there. He just knew it.
He slipped across the street and tried the barred iron gate
at the side of the house. At first he thought it was locked, but
a quick examination revealed a small bolt at ground level. He
reached through the bars and pulled it up, and the gate swung
open. It obviously wasn’t built for high security.
He sneaked down the covered alley and into the paved
backyard. There was a clay trough full of decaying plants
against one wall. It was overlooked by several other houses,
but there was no sign of life.
He peered in through the windows of number 6, but the
curtains were drawn. He went to the back door and tried it,
but of course it was locked.
How did Kady get in?
 he thought. Then he remembered
that she’d said she’d climbed an iron drainpipe to get in
through an open window on the first floor. He found the
drainpipe immediately, but the window at the top was closed.
When Kady had been here, it was the end of summer. Now it
was too cold to leave windows open.
He was wondering whether he should climb up and try
the window when he heard a soft meow from behind him. He
turned around. There, in the clay trough among the shriveled plants, was a black tomcat. It stared at him, then pawed
at the dirt and looked back him, intently.
The sight triggered a memory. Hadn’t Kady said she’d
had help from a cat to get inside? Hadn’t Seth himself been
led to the Shard by her cat, Marlowe? In fact, hadn’t Marlowe
also warned Kady of approaching danger by spelling out
“RUN” in pens on her desk?
Seth peered at the cat. The cat peered back.
“Are you Andersen?” Seth whispered.
The cat mewled. Seth was no wiser. In fact, he felt a bit
stupid for expecting a yes-or-no answer from a cat. It didn’t
stop him from trying again, though.
“Do you work for the Queen of Cats?”
The cat mewled again. Then it began to scrabble in the
dirt once more.
Seth moved slowly closer. “Hey, kitty,” he said soothingly.
“Are you trying to help me out?”
The cat paid him no attention, just carried on digging.
He reached out to stroke it, to show he was friendly. But the
instant that his hand touched its back —
— 
a city of temples; a broken arch; a tower; a boulevard; a
domed building; a plaza; a column; a canal; a bridge
 —
m
Seth pulled his hand away, shocked. The pictures had
come like a barrage, pounding into his mind. The cat recoiled
from his touch. It arched its back and hissed at him. Then it
was gone, racing down the side-alley and away.
Seth blinked, unsure what had just happened. It felt
like ... like ... well, he didn’t know. As if something had
pulled those pictures out of the cat’s mind and thrust them
into his. The cat didn’t seem too pleased about it, that was
for sure.
He wondered what it meant. Had he seen something he
wasn’t supposed to see? Was this all part of the strange gift
that the Lack had given him in return for destroying the
Mort-Beast in the Oubliette?
I have need of a champion
, she’d said. 
I choose you.
A champion? To do what?
Too many questions, too many questions. He had a task
to do. Drawn by curiosity, he looked in the clay trough. Where
the cat had been digging, there was a glint of dull metal. He
pulled out a key.
“Looks like you 
do
 work for the Queen of Cats,” he said to
himself.
But what did that mean? Seth had come to understand
that the Queen of Cats was one of the Six, but he didn’t even
really know who the Six were, except that Tall lake was one,
and so were the Queen of Cats, the Lack, and the Shard.
They’d ruled Malice together once, until Tall lake had
ambushed them and taken the world from them.
Could he really trust them?
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He dusted off the key. Now wasn’t the time. He slid the
key in the back door and turned it.
The lock clicked. The door opened. He was in.
The kitchen area was long and narrow and covered in dust
and dirt. The linoleum floor had come up at the edges. There
were crumbs and muck under the cupboards. Unwashed pans
of beans congealed on the grubby stovetop. The countertop
was covered with open ramen noodle cartons and Coke cans.
Seth wrinkled his nose. The same feeling of dread came
over him that he’d experienced at Philip Gormley’s place, and
later at the factory. He’d expected that and was prepared for
it. But he wasn’t prepared for the smell of rancid food and the
tinny taste in the air. There was something else, too ... a
musky, animal scent. A cockroach scuttled into hiding as he
pushed open the door.
He listened for sounds that the house was occupied.
Nothing.
He left the door open and the key in the lock. Beyond the
kitchen there was a short hallway. On the right was an alcove.
It was supposed to be for hanging coats, but the pegs were
empty. Seth took that as a good sign.
He moved into a foyer. The front door was set opposite a
stairway, with a tatty pea-green carpet moldering on the
steps. Beyond was a doorway that led into a dim living room.
Yellow light from outside seeped around the drawn curtains.
m
There was a creak from upstairs.
Seth froze. He looked up the stairs. At the top, he could
only see the end of the landing.
Was it just a night noise? The sound of the floorboards
cooling?
As if in answer, there was more creaking. This time it was
more purposeful and definite. The sound of someone — or
something
—moving around up there. But it didn’t sound
like footsteps. The rhythm was wrong. It was like . . .
Seth suddenly remembered. Kady had spoken of a 
fourth
occupant in the house besides Scratch, Miss Benjamin, and
Tall Jake. Something that was locked in one of the upstairs
rooms. Something she’d only spied through the keyhole.
Something with a slitted eye, that had been staring back
at her.
Get out
, he told himself. 
Just get out now.
But he wouldn’t let himself run. Not yet. He was here
now. He should at least check out the downstairs area.
Besides
, he told himself, 
that thing upstairs might still be
locked in its room.
He didn’t believe it, but it made him feel better.
The creaks stopped. Whatever that creature was, it was
no longer moving. He crept onward.
The living room was a mess. A battered sofa had been
jammed against one wall. Magazines and old newspapers lay
about everywhere. Dirty plates were stacked in corners. Fully
half the room had been turned into a kind of makeshift office.
Two tables — the kind you got in school cafeterias — had
been pushed together for desk space. There were plastic chairs
placed nearby. On one table was a cheap-looking computer,
currently turned off. Next to it was a combined phone/fax
machine, its READY light shining green. On the other were
piles of paperwork and files bursting with documents.
Seth looked around helplessly, not knowing where to
begin. He didn’t dare turn the computer on in case it beeped.
Besides, he needed Kady to find anything useful in there —
he knew next to nothing about computers. He went over to
the table full of papers and began looking through them. He
had to peer closely in the dim glow from beyond the curtains.
He didn’t want to use his flashlight in case someone saw the
light.
Delivery receipts. Purchase orders for packing boxes.
Notices for overdue rent. Lawyers’ letters. All in the name of
Icarus Scratch.
Seth shuffled through the documents and was amazed.
They were really running a 
business
 here. The process of
creating, printing, and distributing a comic wasn’t a simple one.
But he still didn’t know 
why.
 It couldn’t be for profit. As
far as he knew, 
Malice
 wasn’t even sold for money. The comic
found its way to those kids who investigated hard enough,
through a shady system of recommendations, or through the
shop in London. Maybe there were other ways Seth didn’t
know of. In any case, it was costing Scratch a lot of money to
put out the comic, and he was getting nothing back.
Again: 
Why?
 Why did Tall Jake want to steal kids away at
all? Was it only for his own sick amusement? Why was Scratch
involved in all this? What was he getting out of it?
Seth remembered Kady telling him about the conversation she’d overheard in this house, between Tall Jake, Miss
Benjamin, and Icarus Scratch. They were probably standing
in this very room at the time. Tall Jake had wanted to increase
the circulation of the comic, but Scratch had refused.
Keep it a rumor,
 Scratch had said. A 
rumor is more
powerful.
What did that 
mean
?
There was a series of creaks from upstairs. Something
four-legged, on the move. Seth held his breath. The creaks
stopped again.
I hope that thing is still locked in its room. I really do.
He picked up an envelope that was lying on the desk. It
was addressed to this house, and it had been opened and was
empty. Seth turned it over. On the back was a sticker with a
return address:
The Printworks
Matham Industrial Estate
Stevenage
Herts
Seth’s eyes widened. This must be the address of the printers
who manufactured the comic! He stuffed the envelope into
his pocket. Even if he didn’t quite know what to do about it, it
was an important clue. If he could trace the origins of the
comic, he might be able to get to the heart of the mystery.
He looked down at the desk and saw a train ticket. It had
been covered by the envelope. His heart leaped and he
snatched it up. But his joy lasted only an instant.
The ticket was black. It was just the same as a white ticket
but in negative. White ink on black paper.
This is no good. A black ticket only works inside Malice. I
still need a white ticket to get there.
He took it anyway. He’d flicked through all the documents now, and he still hadn’t found what he needed: a way
to Malice.
There must be something else!
 he thought.
There was a loud electronic ring next to him, shocking in
the silence. He jumped a mile. The phone. It rang twice, two
shrill warbles, and then cut off.
The silence ached. His pulse thumped in his ears.
There was a slow creak from upstairs.
It’s just the phone, it’s just the phone.
 Seth addressed his
thoughts to the unseen thing above him. 
You don’t need to
come down and check it out. See? It’s over now.
But it wasn’t. Suddenly, the fax beeped and chattered.
There was a piercing whine as it began to print. The ink cartridge thumped back and forth.
Seth began to panic. After the hush, the noise seemed
deafening. If the creature upstairs was loose, then surely it
would come and investigate the racket?
Time to go.
Then he saw what was printing out. A page from the
Malice
 comic itself. Scrawled on the top of the first page was
a note:
New Artwork frow Grervtel. 
It 
Will in Ike
next 
issue,
 I Assutne? PP
Below it was a page of comic art. Right there, on the first
panel, was Kady.
He recognized her, even in comic form. She had the same
loose blond pigtails and beanie hat she’d been wearing when
he saw her last. She looked like she was inside some kind of
submarine or something. There was Justin, too! His face was
battered and bruised and he looked awful.
He felt a surge of pure joy at the sight of them. They were
alive! They were okay!
Then the floorboards creaked overhead, and his joy
drained away. The creature was moving again. Slowly, but it
was moving. Sauntering towards the top of the stairs.
Seth was trapped. He wanted to run, but he needed to
know where Kady was. He needed to know what had happened to them. But he was very aware that there were no exits
from this room, except the one he’d come through. That
meant he had to go past the stairs to get out.
If whatever was upstairs came down, he would be trapped.
He glared at the fax machine, willing it to print faster.
The paper continued its steady crawl outwards. The first page
fell onto the desk. Seth snatched it up and skimmed it. There
were no clues there that could help him, except that his
friends were in some kind of underwater laboratory.
His senses shrieked at him. 
Run! Run, before the thing
upstairs gets you!
Another page was coming out of the fax. What if 
that
page told him where Kady was? What if it turned out she was
in danger? He needed to know!
The creaking stopped. Maybe it had reached the door of
the room that it was locked inside? Maybe it couldn’t go any
farther?
Come on! Come on!
 He wanted to scream at the fax
machine. The page was showing a conversation with a blond
boy Seth didn’t recognize. They were talking about an operation they were planning. Could it be that they’d found Havoc?
Every second was giving him precious information!
The creaking began again. No question this time. It was
moving down the landing. It wasn’t locked up at all. It was
roaming around up there.
Every muscle in Seth’s body was tensed to flee. 
Go! 
Go!
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        But still he wouldn’t. He had to know if Kady was safe.
The creaking upstairs faded a little. Moving away. Into
another room, perhaps?
Now’s your chance!
Seth’s teeth were gritted with the effort of resisting his
instincts. Another page dropped out of the fax. He gathered it
up while it started working on a third. He skimmed it.
The creaking got louder. Coming down the landing.
Seth’s scalp crawled.
It was at the end of the landing now. Right at the top of
the stairs.
Seth stared desperately at the fax. It was still grinding
through the third page. In the middle of a page was a speech
bubble.
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        The topmost stair creaked.
Seth ripped the half-printed page out of the fax and bolted
for the doorway. He flew past the bottom of the stairs. Out
of the corner of his eye, he saw it: fang and bone and horn,
fur and metal, leaping off the stairs towards him, claws
outstretched.
His reactions saved him. At full speed, he dropped to his
knees and slid along the carpet, passing underneath it as it
leaped. The beast landed on the floor of the foyer and skidded into the wall.
Seth spared it only a glimpse. It was the same beast that
had chased him from Hathern — the same horrifying mockery of a lion. That was what Kady had seen locked up in here,
that August night.
He raced down the hallway. The beast was quick. In the
blink of an eye, it was back on its feet and after him. But
he had a few paces’ head start, and over such a distance, it was
enough. He ran through the kitchen and pulled the back door
closed just as the monster came crashing in after him. He
turned the key in the lock. The beast threw itself into the
other side of the door, making the windows of the house
shake.
But the door held.
Seth retreated, breathing hard. He stared at the house,
then at the crumpled-up fax papers in his hand.
He wasn’t sticking around to see what happened next.
He ran.
5
“Alicia. It’s Seth. I suppose you’ve got your phone off; I mean, it
is something like two o’clock in the morning after all. God, I
hate voicemail. . . .
Listen, I found out something tonight. My friends are alive.
But they’re in big trouble. I saw them in the comic. But if I can
read the comic, Tall Jake can read the comic. My friends didn’t
know that Grendel was . . . well, he was watching them,
 seeing
them somehow. And he drew them while they were making these
plans. But now everybody knows what they’re going to do!
Alicia, they’re walking into a trap!
“I can’t afford any more delay. I have to go to Malice, right
now. I’m heading to the train yard.
“I gave you Icarus Scratch’s car license plate number. I
also found an address. It’s where they print the
 Malice 
comic.
W
The address is: The Printworks, Matham Industrial Estate,
Stevenage, Herts.
“Now listen, Tm telling you this because, one way or another,
I probably wont be coming back. I’ll either be in Malice or . . .
well, I don’t want to think what else I might be. So someone
needs to know. Someone needs to do something about it. And
you’re the only one I can tell.
“I know this is asking a lot. I wish I didn’t have to. But even
if you don’t want to do anything about it yourself, you have to
get this information to someone who will. Don’t ask in that chat
room, ’cause they’ll know we’re onto them then. I don’t know
what, but. . . you have to do
 something 
with it. This comic has
to be stopped.
“I gotta go, Alicia. My bus is pulling in. Please don’t ignore
this message. There’s too much at stake.”

    The Twin 
yard

    1

    Seth stood behind a wire fence at the top of a gravel bank that
was overgrown with weeds and tough bushes. To his right
was a road. Before him, the ground sloped down to a wide,
stony cutting, at right angles to the road. Tracks ran along the
bottom, splitting into a complicated tangle before they disappeared into three arches, under the road and into the hillside.
Disused train cars sat on the tracks, waiting to be repaired or
taken apart.

    I wonder what’s down there?

    Dawn was still hours away, and in the darkness nothing
moved. Seth didn’t feel the slightest bit tired, even though
he’d only slept for a couple of hours on the bus. There had
been too many scares tonight. He was keyed up and alert.

    He didn’t want to brave the train yard. What if he came
across the thing that had supposedly eaten those kids? What
if he got to Malice and ended up in a place even worse than
the Deadhouse? What if the rumors were wrong, and there
was nothing here but forgotten trains?

    no

    What if? What if?
 he thought to himself in disgust. 
You
don’t have time for what ifs.

    He shifted his backpack to sit more comfortably on his
shoulders. He could feel the weight of the Shard inside.

    “Whatever you are, Shard, you’d better be worth it,” he
said grimly.

    He waited until there were no cars on the road and then
clambered over the wire fence. Gingerly, he made his way
down the gravel bank, but halfway there he felt the ground
shifting under his feet. He skidded, slipped, and slid down
the rest of the bank, scraping himself painfully on the way.
Finally, he crashed into some bushes at the bottom with a
noisy rustle. A pair of crows, disturbed from their roost in
a nearby tree, exploded from hiding in a flurry of wings.
Their angry caws echoed away into the silence.

    Seth didn’t move for a moment. He listened, wondering if
his clumsy approach had alerted anyone. All he could hear
was the 
swoosh
 of cars on the road overhead. A now-familiar
sense of oppression settled on him, a sense of wrongness in
the air. He felt his stomach sink.

    There’s something here, all right,
 he thought. The rumors
could be true, then. This might be a place like the factory in
Birmingham, where the world of Malice was leaking into the
real world. It should have made him pleased, but it just made
him more wary. There was no telling what might have come
through.

    He picked himself out of the bushes. At ground level, the
train cars blocked his view of the yard. Shadows clustered

    thickly beneath them. There were a hundred places where
something might be hiding.

    Seth took out his flashlight. He didn’t turn it on, because
he didn’t want anyone to know where he was. He could see
well enough in the wash of light from the road overhead. It
just made him feel better to have something in his hand to
use as a club.

    Of course, if there was something here like the creature
he’d encountered at the house in Kensington, then a flashlight wouldn’t be much use at all.

    He crept into the yard, stepping over train tracks, ears
straining for a sound. Everything was still. The cars were
coupled together in rows of two or three, forming aisles and
barriers. The tracks disappeared into the black mouths of the
archway tunnels.

    The tunnels. Seth didn’t want to go in there. Not until
there was no other choice. He resolved to check out the yard
first.

    He peered around the end of a row of cars. Nothing. Only
the hush of the night. He moved to the next row of cars,
treading softly.

    Then he heard something. A whimpering noise, like a
hurt dog. Coming from behind the cars he was approaching.

    He went closer to investigate, clutching the flashlight
tight. He slipped between two cars, clambering over the couplings. Careful to keep himself hidden, he looked out.

    A few yards away from him was a girl. She was sitting on

    m

    the step of a car door, wrapping a rag around her shin. In the
shadow, for a moment, she might have been Kady: She had
long blond hair and wore a woolen hat against the cold. But
no, this girl was unhealthily thin, all skin and bone, buried
inside a dirty orange jacket. The whimpering was coming
from her. She was crying. He watched as she tied the rag
around her leg. She flinched as she pulled it tight.

    What’s she doing out here?
 he thought. He was unnerved
by her presence and the feeling of dread that hung over this
place. By her appearance, she looked like she was homeless,
even though she was only Seth’s age. But Seth didn’t trust in
appearances since encountering Miss Benjamin.

    He watched her as she lifted herself off the step and tried
to put her weight on her leg. Her face screwed up in pain. She
made it three steps before her leg gave out and she fell to one
knee with a cry.

    It was too much for Seth. He couldn’t stand by and watch
someone in trouble without trying to help. He wasn’t that
kind of person.

    “Hey!” he said quietly. She heard him and looked up,
startled. When she saw him hiding in the gap between two
cars, she scrambled to her feet and backed off, panic in
her eyes.

    “Hey! I’m not going to do anything!” he said, trying to
reassure her.

    She stopped backing off and stared at him suspiciously.

    “How’d you get hurt?” he whispered.
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    “I got bit,” she snapped. “Why are you whispering?”

    He made a lowering motion with his hand, telling her to
keep her voice down. “Where’d you get bitten?”

    “On my leg, stupid,” she sneered. Now that she’d gotten
over her fright, she was a thorny customer.

    “No, I mean, where in the train yard?”

    She waved vaguely back towards the tunnels. “I think it
was a dog. Didn’t see it in the dark.”

    Seth looked. He remembered the story of the kids who’d
been eaten here. Had they gone into the tunnels?

    “You should go to the hospital,” he said.

    “I don’t do hospitals.”

    Seth came out of hiding.

    “You stay back!” she warned.

    He held up his arms, the flashlight in one hand. “Okay,”
he said. She hopped back to the metal step of the car and sat
on it, keeping an eye on him. “What are you doing here?” he
asked.

    “Why’s that your business?”

    “lust asking,” said Seth.

    She sighed. “Too cold to sleep,” she said. “You keep on the
move at night. Keeps you warm. I’ll sleep in the day.” She
shrugged. “I was just poking around.”

    “It’s dangerous here.”

    “Yeah, I know that now,” she said, rolling her eyes.

    Seth wondered at this girl. He’d read somewhere that a
hundred thousand kids a year were reported missing in
England. A hundred thousand like her. All the kids taken
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    away to Malice would be a drop in the ocean. Who would
notice?

    “You need to get somewhere safe,” Seth advised.

    “Well, I ain’t going anywhere on this leg,” she said. “Don’t
you worry about me.”

    He had to get going. Kady needed him. But it felt wrong,
leaving her like this. Who knew what else was in the train
yard with them?

    “Is it bad?” he asked, indicating her bandaged leg.

    She shrugged. “I dunno. Hurts.”

    “Can I have a look?”

    “If you like.”

    She watched him carefully as he put the flashlight aside
and knelt down in front of her to undo the rag around her
shin. She smelled of stale sweat and dirt. Seth wasn’t sure
what he could do about the bite, but at least he could see if it
was something that needed hospital treatment. He wouldn’t
feel right if he didn’t try to make her go. She probably needed
a tetanus shot or something.

    He undid the rag. Beneath was smooth, pale, unbroken skin.

    “Where’s the —?” he began.

    Then she sprang on him.

    Z

    Seth was taken totally off guard. He saw only a flash of mad
yellow eyes and crooked fangs where there hadn’t been fangs

    before, but it was enough to give him an instant to react.
Enough so the bite that had been meant for the base of his
throat sank into his shoulder instead.

    The agony was colossal. He yelled at the top of his voice
and shoved the girl away from him, hard enough to send her
slamming back into the side of the car. She bounced off and
fell in a heap as he staggered away, clutching his shoulder.
Pain, so intense he could hardly breathe. He could feel hot,
wet blood soaking into his T-shirt under his coat.

    The girl was getting slowly to her feet. But she was hardly
a girl anymore. She was changing before his eyes. As if something on the inside was pushing out through the skin,
shedding its disguise. Her hair was growing out rapidly and
dropping off in clumps. Chunks of her scalp came out with it,
revealing moist gray skin underneath. Her nails were getting
longer, turning into filthy claws. Her face was changing, features twisting into a new and horrible formation.

    “This is
 my 
train yard, meat!”
 the ghoulish thing said, in
a voice that bubbled and gurgled like someone drowning
in tar.

    Seth ran. The ghoul was blocking his escape, so he fled in
the other direction, towards the arches. There was a hiss from
behind him, and she lurched off in pursuit. She ran hunched,
with a limp. That injured leg really was lame. She was still
changing into her true form, leaving bits of sloughed-off skin
and hair behind.

    Seth ducked between a pair of cars and scrambled over
the couplings. His shoulder thumped and stung. He was

    muttering under his breath, calling himself all kinds of names
through his gritted teeth. 
Stupid, stupid!
 He should never
have tried to help that girl. It was too risky. But he just had to
play at being Sir Knight, didn’t he?

    He emerged on the other side to find himself hemmed in.
Before him was another row of cars. To his left was a pile of
gravel and junk that blocked his way. To his right, the cars
disappeared into a tunnel.

    He stared into the darkness. His flashlight was gone; he’d
put it down just before the girl had bitten him. He didn’t want
to go in there, but his instincts told him that was where he
had to go. If he wanted a way into Malice, he would find it
in the deepest, most secret part of the train yard. Just like in
the factory. That was where the crossing points existed: in the
forgotten, in-between places of the world.

    He realized suddenly that he couldn’t hear his pursuer
anymore. He looked around frantically. She could be anywhere. She could be crawling under the cars, reaching out to
grab his ankle. She could be circling around to cut him off.
She could be clambering on top of a car to pounce on him.

    Breathing hard, he backed away towards the tunnel. There
was no sign. That was even worse than if he could see her. He
wanted to get out as fast as possible, back to the road and the
cars and the safety of the streetlights.

    But if he did, he would only have to come back tomorrow
night. And by then it might be too late for Kady.

    Kady.
 He thought of her. It was what gave him the strength
to run towards the black mouth of the tunnel.
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    He passed under the arch. A few dozen paces in, the cars
came to an end. Faint light from behind him illuminated
tracks that ran on into darkness. They were choked with
weeds, scattered with small stones and rubble. He looked
back and saw nothing but an empty train yard. All he heard
was the stirring of a sour breeze and the sound of a truck
rumbling overhead.

    Maybe she’s gone,
 he thought. 
Maybe she’s just going to
leave me alone.

    He put his hand to his shoulder. How bad was it? How
deeply had he been bitten? It felt terrible, but that didn’t mean
anything. Small cuts could feel huge. Was he bleeding a lot or
a little?

    No time, no time. He hurried on. The light dwindled
behind him. He made his way to the side of the tunnel and
ran his hand along the rough wall. He would need to navigate
by touch, when his eyes became useless.

    Very soon, there was no light to see by. He slowed down,
so as not to trip over. It would be easy to step on a rock
and fall.

    His heart was fluttering against his ribs. He was remembering the Oubliette, and the awful, crushing weight of the
dark. It took all his courage to keep going forward.

    He looked back towards the mouth of the tunnel. The
arch, and the train yard beyond, was the only thing left to see
in a world of blindness.

    In the archway, he saw something move. A silhouette.
Something scrawny and ragged, something hunched over and
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    naked, with straggly bits of hair and long, sharp nails. It
looked this way and that, and then craned its head forward,
into the tunnel.

    “I know you’re in here, meat! I have your blood on my
tongue
/” The gargling voice drifted up the tunnel. 
“I can
taste you!”

    The ghoul came on, into the tunnel.

    Terror clutched at Seth. He stumbled along as fast as he
could. His fingertips dragged along the stone. A rock turned
treacherously under his foot with a loud scrape. A wet cackle
came back. It sounded frighteningly close, but that could
have been a trick of the echo.

    Could it see in the dark? Was it catching up to him?
Would there be an end to the tunnel?

    Seth pushed away from the wall. If the ghoul was as blind
as he was, then it had less chance of finding him in the middle of the tunnel. It might walk by him and never know.
He was freezing cold. (Blood loss? Or straight-out fear?) He
wanted to curl up and hide. He expected at any moment to
feel the ground disappear under his feet, to fall headlong into
a hole.

    His shoe found the edge of a rail. The tracks! He could
follow the tracks! He stepped over the rail and found a tie. He
felt for the next one, and stepped to it. The next was the same
distance, of course: It was a little easier. And the next, and the
next. Quickly, he had a rhythm. He couldn’t see, but he could
feel how long his strides were. Sometimes he had to stop and
adjust, when he felt the edge of the tie through his soles, but

    overall the movement was much faster than stumbling along
the wall.

    He didn’t dare look back. He didn’t dare find out if the
ghoul was right at his shoulder.

    Then, in the distance, he saw light.

    His eyes fixed on it desperately. Light! Electric light!
Somehow ... he didn’t know how, but somehow . .. light!

    He increased his pace, stepping recklessly from tie to tie.
The end of the tunnel was brightening, and soon he could
make out the outlines of the tracks at his feet. He broke into a
run, throwing caution to the wind, racing up the tunnel.
Once, he stumbled as he missed his footing, and he almost
fell, but nothing would slow him down now. The terror of the
creature behind him and the welcoming promise of light propelled him onward.

    His panting breath was loud in his ears. His shoulder
throbbed. The tunnel bent to the left, the light brightened,
and suddenly he saw a platform ahead of him. A train platform! There was a station here! He rushed up to the platform,
clambered onto it, and ran into the comfort of the light.

    The platform was run-down and abandoned. Dank bricks
were greened with mold. Electric lights buzzed and crackled.
There was a passageway leading off the platform, a way out,
but it was secured by a folding gate. Seth ran up to it and tried
to pull it open, but for all the rattling and screeching of the
metal, it did no good.

    He backed away from the gate. Next to it was a patch of
lighter-colored stone, where a sign had once been fixed. The

    sign was gone now, and someone had painted a crude replacement. Two words:

  
    c^rsue 
mill

    Gristle Mill? He’d never heard of it. Was it an old tube
stop? He’d heard that there were many old tube stations in
London, closed down and lost to memory. It certainly fit
the London tradition of strange station names, like Mudchute,
Hatch End, Gabions Reach, and Blackfriars.

    He spun around, feeling trapped. Beyond the end of the
grimy platform, the hungry dark waited. Out there somewhere was the ghoul. Here in the light, Seth couldn’t see out,
but his pursuer could see in. He searched around for a weapon,
suddenly wishing that he’d picked up a rock when he was
down on the tracks.

    Where is she? Where did she go?

    A sound came to his ears. A distant, rhythmic clacking
noise. Getting louder.

    That can’t be what I think it is.

    Warily, he went to the edge of the platform and looked
into the tunnel. There was a light growing from the direction
he’d come. The sound swelled until it was unmistakable.

    A train was coming. Which was clearly impossible,
because the only thing in that direction was broken-down
cars blocking the tracks, and an old train yard. There was
nowhere for the train to come 
from.
 Unless ...

    Unless he was in Malice.

    His hand went to his pocket. He had a black ticket! A
black ticket, stolen from the house in Kensington. Now that
he was inside Malice, he could use it. That meant he could
catch this train to Kady!

    His attention was fixed on the approaching light. So
much so that he didn’t see the ghoul until it was far too late.

    She’d crept past in the dark and slipped up onto the platform on the far side. Seth was looking back towards the train
yard, not the other way. He only realized she was there when
he heard her bare feet slapping on the platform tiles, an
instant before she pounced on him.

    Seth yelled as he was knocked to the ground. Suddenly,
the creature was all over him, snarling and snapping, scratching at his arms and face with her dirty nails. He fought to
keep her teeth away from his throat, trying to get a grip on
her to push her off. She writhed and gargled in a frenzy, her
fangs gnashing closer and closer with each lunge.

    The sound of the train had swelled to fill the station.
Everything was chaos, noise, and motion. Seth strained desperately, but the ghoul thrashed and flailed, scratching him
everywhere, and he couldn’t get her off him.

    Then: a flash of memory. Kung fu classes. Yet another
activity he’d started and given up because it wasn’t exciting
enough. Children in white 
gi
 suits watching the instructor
demonstrate a move.

    Use your opponent’s weight against him.

    Seth drove his knee into the ghoul’s thin ribs. She squealed

    and bucked, enough for him to get a toe wedged against her
bony hip. She bit at his face, and he rolled backwards, straightening his leg to launch his opponent away. The ghoul flew
through the air, over the edge of the platform and onto the
tracks. She scrambled to her feet, shrieked once —

    Then there was only the rushing metal thunder of the
train.

    Seth lay on his back, panting. There were scratches on his
cheek and chin, which burned. He was a mass of pain.

    But he was alive.

    He picked himself up as the train came into the station
and settled in a cloud of steam. If he’d needed any more proof
that he’d really made it to Malice, the train provided it. It was
all spikes and armor. Not like any you’d ever see rolling
through the English countryside.

    The doors hissed open and lifted away from the cars.
Standing in the doorway before him was the Conductor. Seth
managed a wry smile.

    “How is it you manage to be everywhere at once?” he
asked. “Are there hundreds of you or something?”

    “There’s only one of me, sir,” said the Conductor.

    “And yet you’re always there when anyone gets on a train,”
Seth said. He was feeling silly and giddy from his narrow
escape. “Do you know Santa Claus? You have a lot in common. He visits every house in the world, all in one night.”

    “Remarkable,” said the Conductor, in a voice that suggested it wasn’t very remarkable at all.

    Seth stepped onto the train. The Conductor’s blank face
turned to follow him. “Where to, sir?”

    Seth handed over his ticket. “The Terminus,” he said.
Then he remembered his manners and added: “Please.”

    The Conductor studied the ticket, then nodded. “Very

    good, sir. The Terminus it is.”

  The Terminus
1
The doors of the train car hissed open, and passengers leaked
onto the platform. They came in all shapes and sizes: swarthy men with insectile eyes; obese blobs that had to squeeze
to get out; scrawny groups of impish boys with sharp little
teeth.
That was to name only a few. Inside the Terminus, there
were thousands.
Kady gawked as she got off the train, her head tipped back
to take in the pillared roof. It looked like a collision between
a medieval palace and a 1930s jazz bar, with some of the dark
Gothic grandeur of London’s Houses of Parliament thrown
in for good measure. Grand Central gone crazy. It was heavy
and frowning and magnificent, and it made her feel small to
be there.
“Could you not look quite so much like a tourist?” Justin
said, at her shoulder.
Kady waved her hand to indicate the enormous hall.
“Could you not be a little bit impressed?”
“It’s just a building,” Justin grunted. “Big whoop.”
Kady let it drop. Justin wasn’t the cultural type. She
located the other members of Havoc, who were getting off
different cars. Tatyana slunk up to her and butted her leg with
her head.
She tickled behind the tiger’s ear. Tatyana clattered in
pleasure. What a place the City was, where they could walk
around with a clockwork sabertooth in tow and nobody
would bat an eyelid. It was a comfort to have her there.
Tatyana was her only protector in this wild and strange world.
Well, unless you counted Justin, which she didn’t.
They regrouped at the end of the platform, which was one
of many. They could see at least six other trains in this hall
alone. Kady had been told that there were other halls, too,
with many more platforms. The Terminus was the transport
hub for all of Malice. Its trains ran all over the City and outward to faraway destinations. There were so many people
here, boarding, disembarking, changing trains or waiting for
arrivals. The hall echoed with the ringing of voices.
How big is Malice?
 she found herself wondering. As 
big as
the United States? Bigger? How much is there?
Even after all she’d seen, she still thought of this place as
a handful of different zones — 
domains
, Justin had called
them — linked by a railway network. But she really had no
idea of the true size of Malice. The City was the great metropolis, but she’d seen villages, too. That meant there were other
towns and settlements, with people living in them. And
beyond that? Could she take a train all the way to the edge of
Malice and end up by the sea? She didn’t know. She’d never
seen a map, nor had anyone else she’d met.
Once they were all together, Jan muttered some quick
instructions. “The maintenance door is on the other side of
the hall,” he said. “Follow me, and don’t act nervous.”
He cast a wary glance at Tatyana before heading off. Jan
didn’t like the idea of having the sabertooth along, but
Tatyana wouldn’t take no for an answer. She’d appeared that
morning, as they walked through the wood to the train station. She followed them and ignored all attempts to put her
off. Eventually, Kady persuaded Jan that she should come.
She would be a fearsome ally.
Jan reluctantly agreed. She was a fearsome ally, all right,
but she was 
Kady’s
 ally. He didn’t like that. He was already
mad at Scotty and Dylan for breaking Kady out of the brig,
but they’d been part of the plan from the start, so he had to
bring them along.
There were thirteen of them in all. Jan’s three thugs had
come, too, and four kids Kady didn’t know (or rather, didn’t
remember).
 The rest of Havoc had been left back at the
Bathysphere. There was no need for everyone to be here. Jan
had only brought the toughest and most levelheaded.
Kady was relieved that at least 
some
 of Havoc was safe.
She didn’t like this plan one bit. Sure, if it worked, it would
make a heck of an impression. But if it went wrong, the consequences could be terrible.
She kept her eye out for danger as they picked their way
through the crowd on the platform. Regulators stood in pairs,
overlooking the hall from high vantage points, their spear-
guns held ready. Others moved through the crowd, keeping
an eye out for trouble.
Kady looked up at the ceiling and spotted a Reaper there,
hanging motionless from a chain. A mechanical spider, armed
with spearguns slung under its body: heavy-duty security. It
was wrapped up in its own legs. Only its red lens-like eyes
moved, scanning the crowd.
She shivered. Not for the first time, she thought how
many people were in this hall, and how many might be hurt
if a firefight began.
“They’re not 
people
,” Jan had said, when she’d voiced her
concerns. “What do you care about them? They’re not even
human!”
But Kady remembered Shaddly Bletch, and old Skarla
from the Oubliette, and Nibscuttle. They’d all been kind to
her. It didn’t matter if one kept on losing body parts and one
was mostly plant and the other had two heads. They may not
have been human, but they were people to her.
They followed Jan across the hall to an out-of-the-way
spot behind an enormous pillar. There they saw the maintenance door. It had three rotating dials set into it, like you
might find on a safe. Parker snapped at them all to gather
around, to block the maintenance door from sight. They pretended to look at a timetable and acted confused while Jan
fiddled with the dials behind them. A pair of Regulators
passed by. One of them turned his head and stared at the
group, but they walked on without stopping.
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Jan turned with a triumphant grin, flashing white teeth.
“Our information was good,” he said. “The door’s open.”
He spun back towards the door, but Kady grabbed his
arm. His eyes blazed as he glared at her.
“Jan,” she said. She’d tried to keep her mouth shut, but in
the end it was impossible. She couldn’t let this go on without
trying to reason with him. “It’s not too late. This plan is 
so
dangerous. If the slightest thing goes wrong . . .”
“Nothing is going wrong,” he said coldly.
“What if it does? You don’t even have an escape plan!”
she said.
“We won’t 
need
 an escape plan!” Jan said, through gritted teeth. “I knew you were going to be a problem, Kady. I
should never have let you come. You just can’t take it, can
you? You’re jealous! All that time you were leader of Havoc
and what did you do? Nothing like this! This is going to be
spectacular,
 Kady! Everyone in Malice will be talking about
Havoc after this.”
“And then what?” she asked. “Right now, we’re a minor
nuisance. After this, Tall Jake will make Havoc his number
one priority. He’ll hunt us down with everything he’s got.”
She looked wildly around the group. “Are you all ready
for that?”
They started to look nervous. Jan saw that they were
beginning to doubt him, and he snarled, “It’s too late for talk,
Kady. I’m sick of your negative attitude.”
“I’m not negative about 
good
 plans,” Kady pointed out,
but he spoke over her.
“You obviously don’t have the courage to be part of this,
so you can stay here as lookout. Make sure no one comes in
after us.”
Kady opened her mouth to protest, but Jan held up his
hand, one finger raised. “Shut up,” he said firmly. He looked
at Scotty. “You stay with her. Make sure she doesn’t run off
and warn the guards or something.”
“Oh, come on!” Scotty said. “It’s Kady!”
“She’s not to be trusted!” Jan insisted. “And that tiger
stays out here, too. Everyone else, with me. Anyone who
doesn’t feel up to it can start packing their bags as soon as
they get back to the Bathysphere. Havoc doesn’t have time for
cowards.”
That settled it. Dylan patted Scotty on the shoulder as he
walked past. Justin gave Kady an apologetic look. Kady glared
at him. She knew he had to go, or get kicked out of Havoc,
but it still felt like he was taking Jan’s side. Besides, she suspected he would have gone anyway. Jan’s plan excited him.
The thought of causing so much chaos was too tempting to
turn down.
Then they were gone, and the door closed behind them.
Tatyana watched them leave without much interest, then lay
down on the floor and went to sleep. Kady fumed. Scotty
eyed her nervously.
“He might pull it off, you know,” Scotty said. It was meant
to reassure her, but it just made her more angry.
“He’s playing with everyone’s lives!” she said. “And for
what? This is one big ego trip for him!”
m
“It’d show everyone that there’s someone fighting back
against Tall fake.”
“There are better ways to do it,” she said. “Less dangerous
ways. He’s got them convinced that they’re some kind of
guerilla army, but whichever way you cut it, Havoc is just two
dozen kids. Sure, this is one daring plan, and if it works it’ll
bring the house down. But fan just wants to show everyone
how great he is. That’s what this is about. A good leader
doesn’t risk the lives of his friends on a glory hunt.”
Scotty looked down at the floor and shrugged. “That’s
why we need you back, Kady.”
Kady sat down against the pillar, and Scotty sat next to
her, looking for all the world like a pair of tired travelers and
their mechanical pet. For a time, she was silent, thinking
about what Scotty had said.
She didn’t come here looking to be leader. She’d just been
tagging along with Justin, really. When Seth left, Kady had
nowhere to go, so she went with justin. He was the one who
wanted to find Havoc.
But now she’d learned that she used to lead this ragtag
group. And that some people had admired and respected her
for it.
She was becoming exactly what Jan feared she would
be. Just by being here, she was becoming his rival. Sooner or
later, she would be forced to challenge him for leadership.
Because she didn’t like him. He was an insecure bully, and he
was playing a deadly game without respect for the consequences. He was going to get someone killed.
1(o1
She was looking out into the crowd that swirled around
the platforms, not really paying attention, when suddenly she
caught sight of someone she recognized.
She sat up. It 
couldn’t
 be.
She was on her feet and pushing into the crowd a moment
later. Scotty was on his feet, shouting “Hey!” after her. Tatyana
opened an eye, decided that the fuss wasn’t worth waking up
for, and closed it again.
“ ’Scuse me! ’Scuse me!” Kady said as she barged through
the denizens of Malice. Big ones, small ones, fat and thin,
scaly and feathered. Had she been wrong? Had it been a trick
of the eye?
Then there he was, right in front of her, looking around
as if lost. He was wearing a backpack and facing away from
her, so she grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him
around. The expression of surprise on his face was comical.
“Seth!”
 she squealed.
She flung her arms around him and he gave her a breathtaking hug. For long seconds they stayed like that, her head
against his chest, crushed together. She could feel his heart
bumping against his ribs. The sound of his life. She could
hardly believe that he was really here.
“You came back,” she said. “You found me.”
“Promised you I would, didn’t I? I’ve got the Shard, too.”
She blinked back tears. “Sir Knight never breaks his
promises,” she said.
Then he broke off the hug and became urgent.
“Where’s Justin?”
For the first time Kady noticed that his jacket was ripped
at the shoulder, and the material was stained with blood.
“You’re hurt!”
He waved away her concern. “Looks worse than it is. I
checked it out on the train. It’s messy, but it’s not deep.”
“What happened?”
“Something tried to eat me. The usual.” He grinned.
“Now where’s Justin?”
Kady thumbed in the direction of the maintenance
door. “He’s gone on with Jan. They’re heading for the control room.”
Seth’s face fell. “We have to stop them!” he said.
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“They’re walking into a trap!”
Z
“We’re going in after them,” Kady said to Scotty. Scotty stared
at her, bewildered. He looked over at Seth, who was on his
knees in front of Tatyana, his arms around her neck in a hug.
The sabertooth had leaped to her feet at the sight of him and
was nuzzling him enthusiastically.
“Who is that?”
“That’s Seth,” she said. “He’s got the Shard.”
Scotty’s jaw dropped. “He does?”
Kady didn’t have time to explain. “Listen. They know
about Jan’s plan. Seth saw it in the comic, so that means Tall
Jake must have seen it, too.”
m
Scotty’s eyes went wide in alarm. “Then why are you talking to me? Get in there after ’em!”
“Aren’t you coming?”
“Someone needs to watch the door,” he said. “Otherwise
you might come out right in front of a bunch of Regulators.
Knock three times on the other side. I’ll let you out when the
coast’s clear.”
Kady patted him on the arm. “All right. Good thinking.”
She looked over her shoulder. “Seth! Come on! We’re going!”
Seth hurried over to her, Tatyana padding alongside.
He nodded at Scotty in greeting. They scanned the nearby
crowd, but there was no sign of any Regulators. Nobody was
paying them any attention. Scotty opened the door and ushered them through.
Beyond was a spiral staircase. Cool, wet air came up from
the bottom. They hurried down, and the door clicked closed
behind them.
Tatyana was in the lead, Seth behind her, with Kady
bringing up the rear. She was still dazed by their reunion, but
the joy of seeing him was mixed with disappointment. She
felt cheated. They had only had a few brief moments to hold
each other before plunging off in pursuit of Justin and the
others. She’d been looking forward to that moment for so
long, hoping, waiting to see him again. But when it finally
happened, it was nothing like she imagined it would be.
The stairs ended in a suspended metal walkway that
stretched across a huge, echoing chamber. Above were dank
brick arches, supported by enormous pillars that rose to either
side. The floor of the chamber was flooded, a rectangular
black lake. A train rumbled overhead and the lake began to
shiver. The electric lamps hanging from the walkway rocked
back and forth, and a million little wavelets glinted beneath.
They hurried along. There was no time to be cautious.
They had to catch up with the others.
They could see something lying on the walkway, halfway
across the cavern, and slowed as they approached it. It looked
somewhat like a large brass crab, with a domed, shiny shell
and little pincer arms hanging down. Small round lenses surrounded its body in a ring. They were dark.
“I think it’s, like, a security drone or something,”
Kady said.
Tatyana growled and sniffed at it.
“Can she smell anything?” Seth asked. “Having a mechanical nose and all?”
Suddenly, the drone moved, sliding a few inches across
the floor to bump into Tatyana’s muzzle. She yowled and
backed off. The drone came with her, stuck to her nose.
Kady and Seth grabbed it and pulled it off her. It took
some effort.
“Magnetized,” said Kady. “They must have hit it with a
frazzler.”
“A 
what?”
“Electromagnetic grenades. Bad news for machines.”
“Tatyana, you’d better be careful,” Seth advised. The
sabertooth flounced off ahead of them with an air of
hurt pride.
“She doesn’t like being called a machine,” Kady
whispered.
“But I didn’t mean —” Seth began, and then gave up.
“Girls are so 
sensitive
,” he complained.
The walkway ended in a gate, which was standing open.
Through the gate they came to a corridor, leading left and
right.
“Which way?” Seth asked.
“I don’t know. Pick one!”
So Seth did, and a few dozen yards farther on they saw
another broken drone and realized they were on the right
track. Seth raced ahead while Tatyana stepped gingerly
around the magnetized wreckage.
“Seth! Wait up!” said Kady, and chased after him.
The corridor turned and turned again, and ended in a
doorway. The door was open, and beyond was a small antechamber with another door on the far side. That door was
closed.
Kady caught up to him as Seth slowed down. There was
something amiss. All the other doors had been left open.
Why not this one?
He stepped into the room. Kady saw a quick movement
to his right. He turned his head just in time to see an iron bar
swinging down towards him. Kady’s hands went to her
mouth. She shut her eyes —
— but the impact didn’t come.
“Seth?”
She opened one eye. The iron bar hovered a few inches
above his head. On the other end of it was Justin.
“Can you please get that thing out of my face?” Seth
asked.
Justin laughed with glee, flung the iron bar aside, and
hugged his friend. Then Kady punched him in the arm.
“You idiot, you nearly smashed his brains out!”
Now that she’d come into the room, she could see the
other boys, Jan and Dylan and Parker and the rest. They’d
been hiding on either side of the doorway.
“We heard someone running after us,” said Justin,
scratching the back of his neck sheepishly. “So we thought,
you know, whack ’em with an iron pipe.” He shrugged.
“Seemed like a smart idea at the time.”
Seth didn’t seem to care. He was grinning like a fool. “It’s
good to see you,” he said. “Even if you do look like someone
punched you silly. One too many wisecracks, eh?”
“Something like that.” He eyed Seth’s bloodied shoulder.
“You’re not looking too hot yourself, mate.”
“Who 
are
 you?” Jan demanded of Seth. He looked angry.
“This is Seth,” said Kady. “Everyone, listen up. He’s got
something very important to tell you.”
“I can do better than that,” he said. “I’ll show you.” And
he pulled out some sheets of fax paper. He handed them to
Jan. Two and a half pages of artwork by Grendel. The last
one — a splash page of the Terminus — had been ripped
off halfway.
Jan stared at them. The others crowded around. He
heard them murmur in amazement. There was Jan, and
Justin, and Kady, in the Bathysphere. They were talking about
the plan.
“He could see us,” Dylan said. “Grendel could see us,
right inside the Bathysphere.”
“If he can see the Bathysphere, he could be heading there
right now!” Parker snarled.
“I dunno,” said Dylan. “I mean, it looks like we’re only
seeing it from the inside. Maybe Tall Jake don’t know what
he’s looking at. He don’t know everything.”
“Still,” said Kady. “We should be careful when we head
back there. Just in case.”
“Yeah,” Dylan agreed. “Keep on our toes, like.”
Justin peered over Dylan’s shoulder, then looked up at
Kady. “Here, you don’t look half bad in this, Kady,” he said.
“Much better than in real life.”
“1 think there’s still some unbruised bits on the left
side of your face,” said Kady. “Want me to take care of ’em
for you?”
“It’s a trick,” said Jan quietly.
Everyone looked at him.
“It’s a trick!” he said again. He scrunched up the fax
papers and held them up in his fist. “This! It’s a trick!” He
threw them on the floor.
“It’s not a trick,” said Seth, bewildered at his reaction.
“Look, if 
I
 knew where to find you, then Tall Jake certainly
does. You’ve got to get out of here right now!”
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“The control room is just beyond that door!” Jan said,
indicating the metal door on the other side of the antechamber. He was addressing the other boys in the room now. “My
contact — the one who gave me the plans and the code to the
door — 
he
 says it’s not guarded. That means we just have to
walk in there, throw a frazzler into the works, and the whole
system shuts down. Permanently.” He pointed at Kady.
“Nobody knows where she’s been all this time! Nobody knows
if she can even be trusted!” He pointed to Justin and Seth. “I
don’t even know who they are!”
Jan was getting more and more worked up. He couldn’t
handle the idea that he might be denied just at the moment of
triumph.
“I dunno, man,” said Dylan in a deep voice. His eyes were
on the crumpled papers that lay on the floor. “Seems like a lot
of trouble to go to, just to stop us doin’ this thing. If Kady was
a traitor, they didn’t need to make up no fake comic pages or
nothin’. They could’ve caught us as soon as we stepped off
the train.”
“Yes!” said Jan. “They could have caught us straight off
the train. But they didn’t, because they don’t know we’re here!
Or maybe they know but they haven’t had time to get here
yet. Whichever, let’s get in there and do this! Every moment
we waste arguing is —”
“You’re walking into a trap!” Seth cried. “They’ll be waiting for you in there!”
Jan’s face was flushed with fury. “This is 
my
 operation
and we 
will
 succeed!”
Kady could see that this was going to turn bad, fast. She
pushed into the argument. “Listen, everybody. Remember
why I left? I left to find the Shard. We’d heard it could be a
weapon against Tall Jake, right?”
There were nods of assent from those who remembered
her. She unzipped Seth’s backpack, dug in, and pulled out the
strange ornament. The ornament that had been sitting on her
bookshelf for a year.
“Here it is,” she said.
“That’s it?” sneered Jan, unimpressed.
“How’s it work?” Dylan asked.
“We’ll figure that out,” Kady said quickly. “The point is,
it’s here. I brought it to you like I said I would. Trapped inside
this ornament is Tall Jake’s greatest enemy. The only one who
can defeat him.”
There were whispers of wonder from the other boys. Jan
fumed as he heard them.
“We’ve got something worth fighting for now,” she said.
“Wrecking stuff for the sake of it is no good at all. Taking out
the train system isn’t going to 
hurt
 Tall Jake. It’s just going to
get on his nerves. With the Shard, we can hurt him. We can
stop
 him.”
“You’re not the leader here!” Jan cried. He appealed to the
group. “We’ve planned so long! We’re so close! Nobody is
turning back now!”
“Don’t go through that door!” Kady urged them. “Tall
Jake knows you’re coming!”
“It’s not your choice!” snarled Jan. “It’s mine! And were
going!”
“I ain’t,” said Dylan.
Jan stared at him. There was a glint of something manic
in the Swedish boy’s eyes. “What?”
“I ain’t goin’,” Dylan said. “Kady says it’s a trap, it’s a trap.
I ain’t walking into no trap.”
“Then you can leave,” said Jan. “You can leave Havoc. See
how well you do on your own.”
Dylan shrugged. “Maybe you won’t be leader no more
when you get back.” He walked over to stand with Kady, Seth,
and Justin. The others hovered uncertainly around Jan.
Jan glared at Kady, eyes blazing. “See what you’re doing?
You’re tearing Havoc apart!”
“Maybe that’s what needs to be done,” she replied. She
looked at the rest of the Havoc kids. “Whoever wants to get
out of here right now, come with me.”
There was a beat of silence. Then one of the kids, a boy
she didn’t know, stepped over from Jan’s side to hers.
“You’re out, too!” Jan snapped.
It didn’t stop them. Three more kids crossed over, their
heads down, not meeting his eyes. Soon there was only Jan
and his cronies left. Even Parker wasn’t looking all that
confident.
Jan spat on the floor. “Cowards,” he said. “Filthy cowards. I’ll deal with you when I get back. 
We’ll
 be the heroes!
Let’s see how many kids follow you 
thenl
”
“Jan, don’t.. Kady said, but it was useless. He stalked
over to the metal door and pulled it open a crack. Then he
motioned to the three boys who still followed him. They
gathered around him.
“It’s clear,” he said. “Go!”
They slipped past him, through the door. Parker hesitated
on the threshold. He looked back at Kady and opened his
mouth as if to say something. As if he was thinking of changing his mind. Jan smacked him on the arm and told him to
get going. Parker scurried through.
“Cowards,” Jan said again, staring hatefully at Kady. Then
he went after them, pulling the door shut behind him.
Kady breathed out. She felt drained by the confrontation.
She put the Shard back into Seth’s pack and zipped it up.
“Well, I guess we’d better —” she began, but she was cut
off by a sudden, loud ringing, coming from all around.
Its an alarm! ’ someone cried, and then from beyond
the door they heard the sputtering, chattering sound of automatic spearguns. Spearguns, and screams. Kady felt her
stomach knot, and she felt weak and sick.
“Oh, God 
...”
 she said. “Oh, God .. .”
“
Run
/” Justin cried, and they fled out of the antechamber. Back into the corridors, back across the flooded room,
back up the spiral stairs towards the boarding hall.
And still the alarms kept ringing.
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        Perspectives
1
The next few days in the Bathysphere were slow and strange.
Days for recovery and contemplation, to lick their wounds
and mourn the dead.
Jan hadn’t been well liked, nor had his cronies, but their
absence was felt by the survivors of the massacre at the
Terminus. Nobody in Havoc had died for a long time. Now
they’d lost four at once, and they’d come close to losing many
more. It sobered them. The game of tormenting Tall Jake
didn’t seem quite so much fun anymore.
But Havoc lived on. That was the important thing. Havoc
lived on, and Havoc was all they had left. Havoc was their
family, their reason to exist. Without it, they would be lost
and alone in this unfamiliar world.
Upon hearing Seth’s story, some of the kids were uneasy
about staying in the Bathysphere. They were worried that
Tall Jake could see them. They posted extra guards, but Seth
told them not to worry. If Tall Jake hadn’t come by now,
Seth didn’t think he would. And if Grendel was watching
them, Seth would be able to sense it, like he had in the
Deadhouse with Alicia. He’d sensed Grendel’s eye on them in
the Terminus, too, but he’d been too busy to do anything
about it.
Some believed him, some didn’t. Either way, they had
nowhere else to go, so they stayed put.
Kady was the leader now. Nothing official was said, and
she herself never claimed the title, but it was assumed. She
spent time talking to all the kids, getting to know them.
She learned how the Bathysphere worked. Scotty told her how
he’d been stripping the place of valuable lab equipment and
selling it in the City, in exchange for supplies to keep them all
fed. Dylan told her stories of trading expeditions to keep good
relations with other groups like them. He didn’t say much
most of the time, but he was the son of a market trader in the
East End of London. He knew how to bargain. That was how
they’d gotten hold of the frazzlers.
Kady did her best to settle into her new role, but she found
it an uncomfortable fit. She’d been eager to get rid of Jan,
because she felt he was endangering these kids; but now that
she was in his place, she was crowded with doubts. Her first
impressions when she arrived in the Bathysphere were proved
right: These weren’t a group of warriors, but a bunch of
frightened kids playing grown-up games. Deadly games.
Whoever this Kady was that they all remembered, she seemed
like a stranger. Kady was good at organizing people, yes.
But to be 
responsible
 for them? That was a different matter entirely.
m
She wasn’t sure she wanted this. But there was no one else
willing to take up the role.
She found herself thinking more and more about her parents with each passing day. Whatever doubts and fears she
was going through, they were dealing with worse. Their
daughter was still missing. Her last sight of them had been
when they caught her running away from home. She’d
been angry and bitter when she’d left. Since then, they’d had
no word. The agony of not knowing must have been terrible.
Mom. Dad. I’m sorry.
She started taking long walks, away from the lake and
through the woods. Tatyana would go with her, a silent
guardian. But there was nothing dangerous hiding in the
trees. The woods were empty and dreary. Kady felt the same.
Her favorite route took her out of the woods, up a hill,
and along its stony ridge. From there, she could see for miles
across the land. Malice was a world of deep greens and soft
browns and pale grays: an autumn, watercolor world. The
sun seemed smaller and fainter than the one she knew from
California. Hills and valleys swooped and plunged. In the
distance was a crumbled aqueduct of white stone, protruding
halfway across a valley.
Somebody made this place,
 she thought. 
How is that possible? How can a world in a comic book be real?
One afternoon, as she was standing there, she heard footsteps coming up the ridge behind her. It was Seth. Tatyana
padded off to greet him, and accompanied him back to her.
“How do you do it, Seth?” she asked, still looking out
m
over the vista. “How do you go around feeling responsible for
everybody all the time?”
“I dunno,” said Seth. “I just do.”
“I can’t lead Havoc,” she said. “What if I screw it up?
What if I end up like Jan?”
“I saw what Jan’s boys did to Justin,” he replied. “You’re
not like Jan.”
“But how would I know?” she said. “I mean, sometimes
you can’t see it. He thought he was doing the right thing.
He did it for the wrong reasons, and he didn’t account for
the consequences, but in his head he was doing right by
those kids.”
Seth didn’t answer for a while. He just stared out over the
land. Finally, he spoke. “You just do the best you can, Kady.
Sometimes it’s not enough, but most of the time it is.”
Kady gazed at him helplessly. “I should have tried harder
to stop him,” she said.
Seth didn’t reply to that. He just put his arm around her,
and she leaned into his shoulder.
“I’m really happy you’re back, Seth.”
“Me, too.”
2
“Doesn’t look like much,” Dylan said.
The Shard sat in the center of the table. Gathered around
it were Seth, Kady, Justin, Scotty, and Dylan. They were in the
Bathysphere’s laboratory. Outside, it was night. The glowing
m
marine animals of the lake flashed and flitted beyond the
observation window.
“So how’s it work?” Scotty asked.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Kady said. “Seth, didn’t
you do some mumbo-jumbo to wake it up?”
“I touched it, that’s all!” Seth protested. “I don’t know
what I did.”
“Remember back in Skarla’s den, when she had that scrying orb thing, and Seth made it work?” Justin said. “I bet it
was like that.”
“Yes!” said Seth. “It’s something to do with the power the
Lack gave me.”
Dylan and Scotty awaited an explanation.
“In the Oubliette ... I kinda killed the Mort-Beast with
the Lack’s bow and arrow. And in return, she decided I was
going to be her champion.”
“Whatever 
that
 means,” Kady added.
“Right,” Seth continued. “But ever since then I’ve had
weird things happening. I could sense the places where Malice
had touched our world, like where Tall Jake had been, or the
places where you could cross over. Other things, too. Like
how I can tell when we’re being watched.”
“Try touching the Shard,” Scotty suggested. “See if you
can wake it up again.”
“Better not,” said Seth. “Last time it brought Tall Jake
down on me. I think he can sense when it’s awake.”
“Oh well,” said Justin. “We can use it to bash Tall Jake’s
head in, if nothing else.”
“So what now, then?” Scotty said.
“When we met Skarla in the Oubliette, she said that once
we had the Shard, the rest of the Six might join us,” Kady
said. “Maybe one of them knows what to do with it.”
“Anyone know how to find ’em?” Dylan said.
There were blank looks around the table.
“Well, what do we know about the Six?” Kady asked, pacing around. “We know Tall Jake is one, and he’s out. We have
the Shard. So that leaves four.”
“The Lack has already gotten involved,” said Seth. “I get
the feeling that if she was going to show herself, she would
have done it when we killed the Mort-Beast. I don’t think she
wants to be found.”
“They’re all still scared of Tall Jake,” said Scotty. “If he
works out where they are, he’ll destroy them, like he did with
Crowfinger. At least, if you believe the stories.”
“Let’s say we do,” said Kady. “That’s two left, then. You
mentioned another: the Cripplespite?”
“No idea about him,” Scotty said. “Rumors are he disappeared and was never seen again. I’ve never heard anything
different.”
“Which leaves the Queen of Cats,” Kady said. “And she’s
had her hand in this from the start.”
“Her 
paw,”
 Justin corrected.
“Whatever. The fact is, her cats have been helping us out
all along.”
“But we still don’t know where to find her.”
“We can look,” she said. She turned to Scotty. “You said
m
she used to rule from the Acropolis, right? Why don’t we start
there?”
Scotty shook his head. “Tall Jake wasted that place. It
used to be this amazing city of temples, where cats were
served and worshipped by people. But Tall Jake destroyed it
and put some kind of curse on the ruins. The way I hear
it, the Acropolis is haunted. The living don’t go there.”
Seth frowned. A 
city of temples
 . . .
“This Acropolis,” he said. “Would it have, like, columns
and plazas and domes and arches and things like that? But all
smashed up?”
Scotty shrugged. “I’ve never seen it, but sure, that sounds
right.”
“I’ve seen it,” Seth said. “I saw it when I stroked one of
her cats. It was the Lack’s power again. It pulled those pictures out of the cat’s mind and showed them to me. The cat
wasn’t too pleased by it, either. I think I saw something I
shouldn’t have.”
They were all looking at him strangely.
“What if the Queen of Cats never went anywhere at all?”
he asked. “What if she’s still hiding in the Acropolis? The last
place Tall Jake would look would be a place that he’d already
demolished.”
“Well, I guess it’s possible 
...”
 Kady said doubtfully.
“It’s more than possible!” Seth said. “I 
saw
 it. The Lack
showed me the way through the Acropolis.” He slapped the
table excitedly. “I know how to find the Queen of Cats!”
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        TWO TRAILS

    The Printworks

    i

    “Please don’t ignore this message. There’s too much at stake.”

    Alicia took her phone from her ear and put it back in her
pocket. Her mom gave her one of those crinkly frowns as
she did.

    “On your phone at breakfast? Didn’t I bring you up better
than that?” she asked in her bouncy Jamaican lilt.

    “Just checking my messages,” Alicia replied.

    “Have some toast, hmm?”

    “I’m okay, Mom. I’m not hungry.”

    “Well, eat anyway! I’m not having you going to school on
an empty stomach.”

    “Oi, Mom, give us the butter!” Lemar called.

    “No more phone at the breakfast table, eh?” Mom told
Alicia. “Heaven forbid you grow up with manners like your
brother.”

    “Yeah, heaven forbid Miss Goody Two-shoes should end
up like the Big Bad Wolf. Can I have the butter now?”

    Mom tutted loudly and passed the butter. “I don’t know
what’s become of him,” she said, shaking her head.

    Alicia nibbled at the corner of her toast. Breakfast time at
the Lanes’ house. Dad was reading the paper, Lemar was
being loud and annoying, Mom was clucking over everyone.
Just like every other day.

    Except everything was different now.

    She’d barely slept these last five days. She went to school
in a daze, sat in her classes, and mechanically completed her
tasks. Her friends worried about her, but she didn’t know how
to tell them what was wrong, so she avoided them. She listened to the message that Seth had left her, over and over. She
knew it by heart now. Every pause, every stumble, every quiet
crackle on the line.

    She listened, and still she did nothing.

    “I gave you Icarus Scratch’s car license plate number. I
also found an address. It’s where they print the
 
Malice 
comic.
The address is: The Printworks, Matham Industrial Estate,
Stevenage, Herts.”

    She’d looked up the address on the Net. She’d put it into
Google Earth and stared at a satellite photo of the location,
seen from above. Just a bunch of low rectangular buildings
and a few parked cars. Nothing special about it at all.

    “Someone needs to do something about it. And you’re the
only one I can tell.”

    She wished she’d never gotten a lift with Lemar to Sally’s
house last Sunday. She wished she’d never met Seth. She
wished she hadn’t decided to help him.

    m

    Because now she knew about Malice, and she could never
go back.

    Every night she lay awake, terrified of going to sleep.
Malice was real. Tall Jake was real. And she’d called on him.
It didn’t matter that it had been a dare, a bit of fun to get a
scared giggle from her friends. One night, when she was
alone, he would come for her. She’d end up in a place like the
Deadhouse. Except this time, it wouldn’t be half so easy to
get out.

    How could she carry on with her life, knowing that? What
was the point of doing well in school when, sooner or later,
you were just going to disappear?

    “Someone needs to do something about it.”

    Nobody could. Nobody except her.

    “You look tired, Alicia. You still not sleeping well?” asked
Mom, pouring tea from a pot. “Did you try drinking hot milk
before bed?”

    “I tried,” she said. “It didn’t do any good.”

    Mom made a sympathetic face. “It’s just growing up,
honey. All kinds of weird things happen. It’ll pass.”

    Alicia managed to smile. “I’m sure it will.”

    “Just as long as it doesn’t start to affect your studies,” said
Dad, from behind his paper.

    Alicia felt a surge of anger. As if 
that
 was the most important thing in the world! The house could be burning down
around them and Dad would still insist she did her homework before he let them out. Mom wasn’t quite so bad, but
she had to support Dad. They’d given up on Lemar; Alicia

    m

    was their last hope for a brilliant child. Except she didn’t want
to be a brilliant child. She wanted to draw.

    Mom passed the cups of tea around. She was a tall, elegant, graceful woman, and everything she did was precise
and smooth, even when she was distributing breakfast.

    “Well, anyway, it’s break next week,” she said. “A whole
week off. You’ll have plenty of time to rest.”

    Dad harrumphed and rustled his paper, which was
Dad-ese for “Better not rest 
too
 much. There’s homework to
be done!”

    “That reminds me,” said Lemar. “Mom, I’m borrowing
your car tomorrow, okay?”

    “After what you did to your dad’s?” she cried. “I don’t
think so!”

    Lemar looked at Alicia expectantly. Alicia was slow to
catch on, but then she remembered the deal that she’d made
with him on the night of the crash.

    “Oh, come on, Mom,” she said. “It wasn’t his fault. I was
there, remember? There was no way he could have avoided
that deer.”

    Mom pursed her lips disapprovingly. “And where would
you be wanting to take my car?”

    “London, ’ he said. “Record shopping.”

    “What’s wrong with the shops in Leicester?”

    Lemar made a face. “Mom, they don’t have 
anything
 in
Leicester. London’s got all the rare stuff.”

    “Isn’t Stevenage on the way to London?” Alicia said
suddenly.

    “No!” said Lemar.

    “Yes, it is.” Dad sighed from behind his paper. It was tiring to be right all the time. “You get off the Ml at Luton.”

    “What’s in Stevenage?” Mom asked Alicia.

    “A friend,” Alicia replied, almost before she knew what
she was saying. Then, because she had to cover up the lie, she
added, “A friend of mine from school. Her family moved
there a few months ago. I promised I’d go visit her when I
could. Just for the day, I mean. I don’t want to stay overnight
or anything.”

    “Oh, no! Don’t be thinking 
I’m
 taking you!” Lemar said.

    “Young man, if you’re borrowing my car, you can take
your sister, too,” Mom said firmly. “You can get her on the
way back.”

    Lemar threw up his hands in disgust. It was useless to
argue when Mom took on that tone.

    “Your brother will drop you off in the morning and pick
you up in the afternoon,” Mom told Alicia. “It’ll do you good
to take a trip, see your friend. You study so hard. Maybe you
just need a little break.”

    Alicia nodded dazedly. It had all happened so fast. One
minute she’d been despairing about the rest of her life, the
next she was going to Stevenage. It was almost as if the decision had been made for her.

    Something had to be done. She couldn’t hide from Malice.
All she could do was try to help stop Tall Jake and his terrible
comic. So she was going to the printworks.

    That night, she slept like a baby.

    w

    Lemar sulked the whole way there. He put on a CD of music
she hated and played it at deafening volume just to annoy
her. She didn’t rise to it. She just looked out of the window.

    When they got to the edge of Stevenage she started giving
him directions off a printout from RouteFinder. The industrial park was easy to find, since it stood on its own in the
middle of nowhere. When they got to the entrance, she told
Lemar to stop and got out.

    “You sure?” he said doubtfully. There was nothing around
except for a cluster of long, ugly buildings walled with gray
sheets of galvanized metal. A few cars were parked around
the place, but no other signs of life were evident. The sky was
heavy with cloud, and it looked ominously like rain.

    “Her dad’s got a meeting here. He’s picking me up on his
way out,” Alicia said. “We’re early.”

    Lemar looked uncertain. He was caught between being
angry at her and worrying about his little sister. “I can wait,”
he said reluctantly.

    “It’s fine,” she said. She held up her cell. “Look, it’s okay.
I’ve got my phone. I’ll just call her if there’s a problem.”

    Lemar hesitated a moment more, then shrugged. “All
right. I’ll phone you when I’m on my way back, yeah?” Then
he gunned the engine and drove off.

    Alicia watched him until he was out of sight. Suddenly,
she felt very alone. She felt awful about lying to everyone.

    Now here she was, miles from anywhere, and she was stuck
here all day.

    She’d heard stories about terrible things happening
to kids who lied to their parents and sneaked out to some
party, or to meet someone they only knew over the internet.
She’d always wondered how they could be stupid enough to
get themselves into that situation in the first place. Now
she knew.

    A short road led into the industrial park. There was a
small parking lot off to one side, after which the road split to
wind its way through the group of buildings. She followed it
in. It was a Saturday, and the place was quiet. Most people
wouldn’t be at work, but there were a few cars in the lot, so
someone
 was here.

    She’d turned it all over in her head before they set off.
What if she got there and nobody was there? What if the door
was locked and she simply couldn’t get in? Well, if that was
the case, then she had a long day ahead of her. She’d brought
a book, and her sketch pad, and her MP3 player in her bag.
She would read, or draw, or listen to music until her brother
came back.

    But she hadn’t counted on rain. “Great,” she muttered as
she felt a cold drop on her nose.

    She made her way into the industrial park. Covered forklift trucks and heaps of pallets lay idle. Plastic-coated wire
fences bordered the lots. Weeds and scrub grass grew in
untended corners. The boxy buildings had high, small windows. Some of them had billboards on the side that proclaimed

    the name of the company that owned them: 
stormont cabinets; Johnson’s timber; imagination, inc. 
None of them
was what she was looking for.

    She investigated those buildings that had no signs, and
discovered they all had a small plaque by the main door to
identify them. As she wandered, she was spotted by two men
in hard hats, carrying a long beam of newly cut wood between
them. They asked her if she was lost.

    “I’m fine,” she said, and hurried on. She didn’t want to
mention the printworks. They didn’t look like Tall Jake’s sort,
but you never knew.

    The rain became a drizzle, and Alicia hugged her coat
tighter, scampering from building to building with her
head down.

    She found the printworks near the back of the park. It
was a building like all the others, with a small sign outside.
The faint whir of machinery came from within. Printing
presses, she guessed. Printing copies of 
Malice,
 perhaps.

    She hesitated at the door, but the rain was getting heavier,
and her thick hair was getting wet. She might have hovered
outside for a long time, building up her courage, but the rain
drove her onward.

    It was only as she was stepping into the building that she
realized she had no idea what to do or say if she was stopped.
What would she say to the receptionist? What excuse did she
have for being there? She’d been so concerned with getting
here that she hadn’t really worked out the details.

    The door opened into a shabby reception area. It was like
the waiting room for a doctor’s office, except that nobody had
vacuumed in years. Only one of the striplights was working.
The others had gone out, and nobody had replaced them.

    She felt fear creep into her as she stood there. There was
no heating on, and it was chilly. No ordinary office would be
so neglected. This was a place that didn’t expect to get any
visitors.

    No question about it. She was on the right track.

    There were two doors leading out of the reception area.
One had narrow glass sections set into it, to see through
to the other side. Beyond was a long corridor. She listened
at the other, and heard nothing but the crunch and whine of
the machines. She pulled it open and peered through. Behind
was a dim stairwell. She crept up it.

    At the top, one story up, was another door. She listened
again. The machines were louder here. She peeked out.
Beyond was a concrete walkway. It spanned the floor below,
with another door at its far end. Seeing nobody on the walkway, she slipped carefully through and looked over the edge.

    The sound of the printing press filled the room, loud
enough to hurt her ears. There was a miniature factory floor
beneath her. The press was the largest of the machines, but
there were also several that Alicia couldn’t identify, along
with various computers and printers and photocopiers.
Everything looked old and cheap — a secondhand production line.

    Pages of comic art were sliding out of the press into a
drop tray, where they were picked up by one of the workers
who attended the various machines. There were six of them,
men and women, all wearing ink-smudged orange boilersuits.
They had a listless, dreary look about them. The women had
lank, greasy hair and the men were unshaven and haggard.
None of them spoke.

    She crouched on the walkway and watched them. They
carried the pages to a machine that punched staples into the
pages and bound them together. Though she was too far away
to see, she was in no doubt that she was watching copies of
Malice
 being printed. In this dingy, cold, dim room, these
strange, silent people were assembling the new issue. A new
collection of terrible tales. When it was done, it would be distributed, by secret, underground ways, until it fell into the
hands of the kids who thirsted for it. They would tell their
friends, and their friends would dare one another to call on
Tall Jake, just to show they weren’t scared.

    By the time they realized they 
should
 be scared, it was
too late.

    She heard a door open and footsteps approaching along
the factory floor. As she hunkered down farther, an enormous man strode into the room, carrying an artist’s folder.
He was wearing a long gray coat, with matching vest and
trousers, and there was a fedora on top of his head that
blocked her view of his face.

    As he walked beneath her, she noticed that his hat and
shoulders were wet. That meant he’d just arrived, because the
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    rain was heavier now. She could hear it drumming on the
roof. She felt a little surge of pride at the deduction. Being
observant was what being an artist was all about.

    The man walked over to a desk, opened the folder, and
pulled out several large sheets of paper. They were covered
with black-and-white panels and illustrations. Pages of art for
the comic. They would be reduced in size when they were
printed onto the page. Alicia craned closer, trying to catch a
glimpse, but even at this size they were too far away.

    “New artwork from Grendel,” the man called. “You hear
me, you pestilent bunch? I want this in the next issue!” His
voice was high and he had a slight lisp: not at all the voice she
would have expected from someone so large.

    Nobody had paid any attention to him until that point.
Now one of the workers came shuffling over and began to
examine the pages.

    “Make sure you get them in the right order this time, you
moronic little scab,” the man instructed. The worker merely
nodded, as if he hadn’t heard the insult. He picked up the
sheets and carried them over to a battered scanner.

    The man in the fedora surveyed the room. “Pathetic,
all of you,” he said. “I’m heading back to Crouch Hollow
now. Not that anyone cares.” He waited for a response, but
he was ignored. “Yes, Mr. Scratch!” he said, talking to himself in a falsetto voice. “Thank you for bringing us some
new artwork, Mr. Scratch!” When nobody answered, he
reverted to his usual tone. “Odious mongrels!” he snarled,
and stamped off.

    Alicia’s heart was in her mouth. So that was Icarus
Scratch! She recognized the name — Seth had given her the
license plate number of his car. He was heading to some place
called Crouch Hollow. By the sound of it, that was where
Grendel was, and even 
she
 knew that Grendel was the artist
behind 
Malice.

    She found herself seized by an idea. If Scratch was here,
that meant his car was here. And if his car was here . . .

    She had no time to debate it in her head. If she didn’t act
now, the chance would be gone. The trail would end here. She
hadn’t learned enough to stop the comic yet.

    She hurried to the door that led back into the stairwell,
pulled it open, and almost screamed as she found herself face-
to-face with one of the workers.

    Her hand flew to her mouth. She was caught!

    He was a thin, unhealthy-looking man in his thirties,
with thatchy stubble and hair that looked like he’d just gotten
out of bed. He was wearing the same boilersuit as the rest
of them.

    There was no trace of surprise on his face. He gazed at her
blankly with watery gray eyes. Alicia, terrified, didn’t dare
to move.

    Then the man’s gaze shifted away, and he walked past her,
without saying a word.

    Alicia couldn’t believe it. She stared at his back as he
ambled slowly along the walkway. He’d just ignored her. As if
it was perfectly normal to find a stranger wandering around
inside the building.

    She remembered that she’d never heard any of them
speak. Not even when they were being abused by Scratch.
What was 
wrong
 with these people?

    Then she saw the long, puckered scar on the back of his
head. It ran along the base of the skull and up, disappearing
into his hairline. She knew then why these people were so
blank and docile. They were like the man she’d seen with the
cage on his head. They’d come from the Deadhouse. They’d
been 
operated
 on.

    Suddenly, she couldn’t stand being here a moment longer.
She fled, down the stairs, back to reception, and out of the
building.

    5

    The rain was falling hard outside. She put her head down and
ran, her feet splashing on the tarmac road as she fled towards
the entrance to the industrial park. As she went, she fumbled
in her pocket and pulled out the bus information leaflet that
Seth had given her back in Birmingham. On it was written
the license plate number of Scratch’s car. She memorized
it, then stuffed it back in her pocket so the rain wouldn’t
make the ink run.

    The parking lot only had a few cars in it. One of them was
a beaten-up silver Citroen Estate. The number matched.

    She looked back up the road, towards the printworks. No
sign of Scratch yet. Quickly, she raced up to the car, wiped the
rain off the windshield, and looked inside. Maybe there was a

    clue left on the dashboard, or on the seat. . . something that
might tell her where Crouch Hollow was. She saw candy
wrappers, discarded potato chip bags, and open Coke cans,
but nothing that would help her.

    Move it, Alicia! Get out of here! What if he catches you?

    But she couldn’t go yet. She couldn’t let him drive away
without finding out more. She hurried around to the backseat. Maybe there was something there.

    There wasn’t. Only a shabby tartan wool blanket thrown
behind the passenger seat, big enough to cover a horse.

    There must he something!
 A 
picture, an address, anything
like that!

    That was when she noticed the doors were unlocked.

    A thought occurred to her. One so reckless and stupid
that she couldn’t believe it had come from her own head.

    You cant he thinking about getting in the car.

    But she was. She tried the door — just to see — and it
came open. She was amazed. Scratch was either lazy, absent-
minded, or didn’t care if his car got stolen (possibly all
three).

    “What are you doing, Alicia?” she asked herself, with a
note of despair in her voice.

    She looked up the road and saw Scratch emerging from
the doorway of the printworks. No more time to deliberate. It
was now or never.

    She pulled open the door, jumped inside, and closed it
behind her. Almost immediately, she began to panic.

    This is criminal! You’re a criminal! You’ve broken into

    someone’s car! Not to mention what he’ll do to you if he catches
you! What’s Dad going to say?

    It was too late to run. If she tried to get out now, he’d
surely see her. And where would she go? She was miles from
any help.

    Alicia had never been a risk taker. She never took an exam
without thoroughly preparing herself, and she never did anything that might make her teachers or parents mad. She’d
never really failed at anything important, mostly because
she never tried things she thought she might fail. But Daddy’s
little golden girl had really gotten herself into trouble now.

    There was only one thing to do: hide. She burrowed down
behind the passenger seat, then pulled the old blanket over
her so that she was buried beneath. The blanket stank of animal musk, foul and sharp. She suddenly wondered if the last
thing using this blanket had been the monster that she saw
that night near Hathern, when Lemar had accidentally hit
a deer.

    She didn’t want to think about that. She made herself as
small as she could and lay there. She could imagine Scratch
getting closer and closer, striding across the parking lot. What
if he’d seen her get in? Could she expect the door to be flung
open, to be seized by strong hands?

    Suddenly, she remembered her phone. She dug it out of
her bag, switched it off, and shoved it back. Then she heard
footsteps and went still, like a frightened rabbit.

    A door opened; she couldn’t tell which one. Alicia
squeezed her eyes shut and held her breath.

    Don’t let him see me! Please don’t let him see me!

    A weight landed across her back, and she nearly
shrieked. But it was only something light. Something light
that rustled ...

    His coat. He’d thrown his coat on top of her.

    The door closed and another opened, followed by a creak
as Scratch eased his bulk into the driver’s seat, huffing. He
murmured curses about the weather as he pulled the door
shut. She heard the hiss of a Coke can and then some thirsty
gulping.

    Curled up in the stinking dark of the blanket, she trembled and wished desperately that she was anywhere but here.

    Scratch stuffed the can into the inside pocket of the door
and fired the engine. “Back to Crouch Hollow,” he sighed to
himself. He released the hand brake, backed out of his parking spot, and they were on their way.

  
    Crouch 
Hollow
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    It might have been an hour they traveled, or it might have
been four. Alicia was locked in her private little nightmare,
motionless, not daring to move. It seemed impossible that
Scratch wouldn’t notice her, crouched behind the passenger
seat, only a foot or two away from him. Even if he didn’t, he
surely would when the journey ended. He would pick up the
coat that lay on top of her, and she would be discovered.

    Until then, she hid. Her body ached and there was a sparkling numb feeling in her thighs, but she didn’t move a
muscle. She took shallow, quiet breaths, trying not to take in
too much of the musky stench. She prayed, wildly and
desperately.

    With her eyes closed, she had only her ears to tell her what
was going on around her. She listened to the engine as the car
sped up and slowed. She heard when the road surface changed
and went from bumpy to smooth. Soon they were making a
steady pace, and she realized they were on a motorway. Every
minute that passed took her a mile farther away from safety.

    Ill

    What would happen if Lemar called, and her phone was
off? What if she couldn’t get home by tonight? How would
her parents feel if she went missing?

    She couldn’t worry about them now. She could only stay
still — very, very still — and hope.

    Icarus Scratch talked to himself. He flicked through radio
stations restlessly, commenting on this song and that one,
never settling. He discussed the bad driving of other road
users. Occasionally, he sang in a high, reedy monotone.

    After a time, unable to find anything he liked, he switched
off the radio and drove in silence. It wasn’t long before he
began talking to himself again, and this time what he said
was so extraordinary that Alicia found herself listening to
every word.

    “I should have strangled him when I had the chance,” he
murmured. “I wish I’d never laid eyes on that wretched
place.”

    Who does he mean? What place? Is he talking about Crouch
Hollow?

    “Just my luck, I suppose. Poor, poor Icarus. Nothing ever
goes right for him. Nothing comes without a struggle.
Nothing’s ever simple.” He paused, interrupting the flow of
bitter self-pity. Then he blurted: “Whoever knew dear Daddy
owned a place like that? Whoever knew the withered old rot-
bag would will it to me when he died? Sounds wonderful,
doesn’t it? I could have sold it off, made a million! But no!
Things don’t work out that way for Icarus Scratch, do they? I
bet he planned it, that twisted, incontinent so-and-so. I bet
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    he 
knew
 Grendel was there, up in the attic, waiting for poor
Icarus to stumble across him.

    “I should have strangled him and sold the house. At least
I’d be rich then. At least I’d be rich!”

    There was silence for a time. Then he said: “This had all
better be worth it. Because that’s 
my
 money paying for that
stupid shop and that stupid printworks and that stupid comic,
and I’m not seeing a penny back! Not a penny! We’re making
a comic and 
giving
 it away! And it’s poor Icarus humping back
and forth with those accursed scribbles, poor Icarus who has
to stand day after day in that awful shop, poor Icarus who
keeps the wolf from the door! Well, it had better all be worth
it. Tall fake had better keep his promises and give me what’s
mine. Because we Scratches have long memories, yes we do.
You don’t want Icarus Scratch coming after you!”

    He huffed angrily, but the outburst seemed to calm him
down a little. Shortly afterward, he said, “I suppose it’s not all
bad. At least the staff is cheap,” and burst out in a high giggle.
Then he turned on the radio and found some jazz he liked,
and he didn’t talk much after that.
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    The rain kept coming. Eventually, they pulled off the motorway and onto bumpy, uneven roads. Alicia felt the car
turn often, and it sped up and slowed down more frequently. She decided that they were in the countryside, driving
down winding lanes. It was important to observe all she
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    could. The cool, clinical process of deduction kept her from
total panic.

    Then, quite suddenly, the car swung to the right and
stopped. Before she knew what was happening, there was a
loud rustle and movement around her, and her heart leaped
in terror. The coat was gone from her back. But nobody pulled
away the blanket to reveal her.

    Scratch was grunting and creaking in the front seat,
struggling to put on the coat while still inside the car. He
must have reached over and picked it up, without really looking. Alicia could hardly believe her luck. She began to think
that maybe, just maybe, the stowaway might go undetected.

    But what then?

    Scratch got out of the car and slammed the door behind
him. Alicia heard footsteps and muffled voices. She steeled
her nerve and poked her head out of the blanket.

    After so long in the dark, even the dull light of a rainy day
made her blink. She listened to the voices, to assure herself
that Scratch wasn’t standing nearby. They were too far away
to make out any words through the sound of the rain. Very
slowly, she raised her head and looked out of the window.

    The car was parked on a drive in front of a big wrought-
iron gate, which was set in a high wall of red brick. It was like
the entrance to a stately home, except that the gate was patchy
with rust and vines had crept through the metalwork. To the
left of the gate was a small, run-down cottage — a gatekeeper’s lodge. Trees concealed the drive from the road, and there
was a wood beyond the wall.
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    By the door of the lodge, she saw Scratch and another
man, blurred by the rain. She guessed the other man was the
gatekeeper. He was wearing a raincoat with the hood pulled
up. But it was Icarus Scratch who fascinated her. His pudgy
white face, without eyebrows or lashes. He looked like a shop-
window dummy or a doll.

    Then the gatekeeper turned his head, and she saw the face
beneath the hood. Or rather, the 
faces.

    The gatekeeper’s face kept changing. At one moment, it
would look perfectly normal: a little ugly, with a long face
and a hook nose. But then the rain would wash down the
window, and just for an instant, she would glimpse something 
other
 underneath. Through the distorting lens of the
water, she saw something monstrous. A wizened, wrinkled,
fanged face, with goat-like eyes and leathery skin.

    Scratch gestured at the wall and the trees beyond, and
suddenly they both came walking towards the car. Alicia
ducked down in fright and buried herself in the blanket
again.

    The door opened and Scratch got in, still talking to the
gatekeeper.

    “I want you to be especially vigilant, you hear? Someone
got into our house in Kensington, and who knows what information they gathered. I don’t want anyone finding Crouch
Hollow.”

    “Don’t trouble yourself,” the gatekeeper assured him in a
pinched, nasal voice. “There’s things in that wood that’ll pull
you limb from limb in half a tick. Anyone tries to get over
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    this wall, they’ll be food. Only way in and out is up the drive,
and I’ll be watching.”

    “See that you are,” said Scratch, and closed the door.
There was a clanking and scraping as the gates were opened,
and then Scratch drove slowly through.

    Alicia stayed huddled and motionless. Her eyes were
squeezed shut, but the image of the gatekeeper’s face was
burned on her mind. Not for the first time, nor the last, she
wished she’d never gotten into this.

    The car traveled on for a minute or two before Scratch
killed the engine, opened the door, and got out. Alicia listened as the door slammed, and then she heard shoes
crunching away across gravel. After that, there was silence,
except for the rain.

    She didn’t move for some time. Worn out by fear. She
could hardly believe she’d made it the whole way without
being noticed. She didn’t want to get out of the car. Whatever
was outside might be even worse.

    But she’d only gotten through the first part. She couldn’t
give up yet. She would have to be brave again.

    When she was certain that Scratch had gone, she took off
the blanket and looked out of the window. The car was parked
in front of a huge red brick building. It looked like it had once
been a hospital or something like that. Now, the windows
were grimy and vines grew on the walls. The bricks were covered in patches of lichen and damp, and the windowsills were
crumbling. There was a shattered roof slate on the driveway.

    In front of the building was a vast lawn that had grown

    wild. Grasses and weeds were waist high. The lawn ended at
the edge of the wood, where the trees were shaking and hissing under the assault from the skies.

    Alicia eased herself up onto the backseat of the car and
checked the area. There was no sign of life anywhere.

    She got out of the car and scampered over to the porch,
out of the rain. The front door opened with the slightest of
creaks. Gathering her courage, she stepped inside.
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    Alicia found herself in a large semicircular room that she
guessed was once a reception area. Bits of paper stirred on
dusty shelves behind a counter. It was cold and dark and
smelled of mold. Water dripped from the ceiling and pooled
in corners.

    There were several doors leading away from the reception
area. A trail of wet footprints and drips led through one of
them. That was the way Scratch had gone. It seemed stupid to
go following after him, but then again, the whole reason she’d
gone to the printworks was to find out what was happening
in the secret world of the comic. So follow him she did.

    The door was plated in metal. On the other side was a
corridor, with plaster peeling off the wall and dirty floors.
Halfway up, the corridor was divided by bars, like a prison.
There was a door set into the bars. It stood open now, but
once it had been locked, to keep whatever was on the other
side from getting into the reception area.

    What sort of place was this?

    Just beyond the bars, there were several cells on either
side. The cell doors had circular portholes in them, to allow
people in the corridor to look in. The cells were fitted with
fixed beds, but no mattresses, and the grimy walls were
scratched with graffiti. They were not occupied.

    Alicia could hear faint voices coming from up ahead.
They echoed in the empty spaces of the building. She crept
closer. If she could hear where they were, then at least they
couldn’t jump out at her.

    She passed by a small room that looked like a nurses’ station. Beyond, the corridor turned a corner. She peered around
and saw that the corridor ended in a half-open door, leading
into a common area of some kind. The common room was
dim and shadowy, the daylight choked by filthy windows. As
she looked, a bulky figure crossed her line of vision.

    Icarus Scratch. He was in there, talking to someone. She
stayed where she was and listened.

    “I 
know
 it was them! Those vicious little malcontents.
Seth Harper and Kady Blake!”

    “It might have been him, but it can’t have been 
her.”
 A
woman’s voice now, with a clipped, snooty tone. She couldn’t
see the owner. “She’s been in Malice the whole time. Stirring
up trouble.”

    “If only I’d recognized her sooner, that first time I saw
her in the shop! I 
knew
 I’d seen her before, in the comic. It’s
so hard to tell when you’ve never seen someone in real
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    life. .. ” He snorted and paced around the room. “How could
I have forgotten her? She was the leader of Havoc!”

    “And will be again, if her performance in the Terminus
was anything to go by.”

    Scratch muttered something foul under his breath.

    “At least we know they’re both in Malice now,” said the
woman. “They won’t bother us here for a while.”

    “But what if there are 
more
 of them? Seth got away from
the Stalker somehow, when we almost caught him in Hathern.
He couldn’t have done that without help, Miss Benjamin.”

    The Stalker? Is that what that terrible thing is called? And
who's Miss Benjamin? Oh, I wish I’d talked to Seth about all of
this when I had the chance. But I just didn't ask, because I didn't
want to know.

    “He had help when I caught him using the chat room,”
Miss Benjamin agreed.

    Alicia’s eyes, widened. So this Miss Benjamin was actually
Mim from the IRC chat room. The one who had threatened
to kill Seth.

    She remembered Philip’s response when they asked who
Mim was. 
“She's always around, being annoying. She keeps trying to make friends with people, trying to get them to meet up
with her in real life so they can swap notes on
 Malice. 
She’s
pretty desperate. Nobody likes her much.”

    If only they knew. She wondered what became of the kids
who 
did
 meet up with her in real life.

    “If they broke into the house, they could find the
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    printworks,” Icarus Scratch was saying. “And that could lead
them here. If they learn enough, they might get adults
involved, and then we’ll have all kinds of problems.”

    — They hdve The Thdf concerns me deeply, —

    A shiver ran down Alicia’s spine. That voice! It was like
the breath of the grave.

    “The Shard is in Malice, Tall Jake,” Scratch said. “That’s
your department, not mine. My concern is the comic.”

    Alicia’s knees went weak. 
Tall Jake? Tall Jake is in
that room?

    “If the adults find out what we’re doing, there’ll be no
more comic,” Scratch continued. “No more comic means
no more rumors. No more rumors means no more brats
believe in you. And you want them to believe, don’t you? You
need
 them to believe.”

    “What can the adults do?” Miss Benjamin asked. “How
can they stop us now? You’re being preposterous.”

    “Do 
you
 want to explain how we got our staff at the printworks? A mob of brain-dead zombies who’ve been altered by
the Meat-Men in the Deadhouse to work twenty-four hours a
day, without the need for sleep or food? I’m quite sure we’re
breaking some labor laws there!”

    “Your world and its foolish laws,” sneered Miss Benjamin.
“Your leaders have no strength.”

    Scratch ignored that. “Rumors work both ways, Miss
Benjamin. If the parents get a whiff of scandal, if they think
their precious darlings are being corrupted by a comic, they’ll
find a way to shut us down. That’s how this country works.
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    The British thrive on outrage. They’re never happier than
when they’re foaming at the mouth.”

    “What a ridiculous notion!”

    “It’s a fact. You’d know that if you came from here. But
you don’t, which is exactly why you need me.”

    — fou hdve mg confidence, 5crdtch. four
methods have worked well thus fdr. Alredcty so
mdng children believe in fAdlice thdt it hds begun
to
 le^h into this world. And mg power grows with
edch new believer. —

    A tall, thin shadow passed across the room, behind the
half-open door. Alicia gasped. She glimpsed him for only
the barest instant, with his tricorn hat like a highwayman
and his long coat, its collar hiding his face. Just the sight of
him was like a hammer to the senses. He was a dent in reality.
A thing that shouldn’t exist.

    — It is onty 
a
 matter of time before I dm
strong enough 
to
 bridge the gdp between here
and
 rAdlice, 
to
 bring through mg drmg of flegiildtors,
Vihen I open mg Deddhouse 
to
 spill into this
world, when dll their ogres dnd 
demons
 dre mdde
flesh ... the^ will dll believe in me then—

    “And I will have 
my
 reward,” Scratch reminded him.
“You’ll give me the British Isles?”

    — As we dgreed. fou mdg rule them 
as
 gou
see fit. —

    Scratch giggled like a girl. “I think the first thing I’ll do is
round up everyone who went to my old school. I’ll pluck

    every hair from their bodies and make them walk naked
through the streets with everyone laughing at them. Then
we’ll see who’s bullying who!”

    “Your petty dreams of revenge are so tiresome,” Miss
Benjamin sighed.

    A sudden movement, as Tall Jake lunged across the room.
There was a strangled squeak from Miss Benjamin.
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    “Forgive ... me 
...”
 Miss Benjamin choked.

    “You’re forgiven,” said Scratch airily. “Tall Jake, please
don’t kill her. This place is messy enough without corpses
lying around.”

    There was a thump, and the sound of Miss Benjamin
gasping air.

    Alicia slipped away. Her shredded nerves couldn’t take any
more. She wanted to get some distance between her and the
terrifying specter that lurked on the other side of the door.

    Besides, she had somewhere to go now. This was the second time she’d heard mention of the attic. She was pretty sure
there would be something worth finding up there.

    Ill

  
    The Ar
fists

    i

    Alicia turned the key and opened the door slowly. She found
herself at the foot of a long, narrow wooden staircase. The
dark lay thick on the steps. She couldn’t see to the top.

    The attic. It had to be the attic.

    Crouch Hollow was a big place, but it was virtually
deserted. She’d heard no other voices as she crept around
the top floor of the building. Apart from the people downstairs, it seemed that the only living things here were
spiders and mice. All that remained were awful reminders of
the past.

    If this place had been a hospital, it wasn’t like any hospital
Alicia recognized. There were cells and bars everywhere.
She’d seen a table with restraining straps. A grimy autopsy
room, with drains still flaky with old blood. An old Victorian
machine that looked like a cabinet with gauges and dials,
attached by wires to a metal cap. They used that to administer jolts of electricity to a patient’s brain.

    The atmosphere in this place was heavy with suffering.

    Alicia felt as if she could still hear the screams of the tormented patients, if she listened hard enough.

    She reached inside the doorway and felt for a light switch.
An old brass thing. She flicked it on.

    The shadows fled. Literally. Instead of being annihilated
by the brightness, the darkness 
retreated
 from it, like a swarm
of cockroaches scuttling for cover. And the noise! A racket of
clicking and tapping, like a million tiny claws.

    Or 
like the mice in Philip Gormley’s attic.

    Alicia caught her breath. The shadows had pressed themselves into the corners now, hiding in the creases of the
stairway. There was a door at the top. A single bulb hung on a
wire, sputtering unsteadily.

    She really didn’t want to go up those stairs. For a while,
she just stood there, unable to make herself move. She was
trapped in Crouch Hollow, and downstairs was Tall Jake
himself. Her only hope of escape was to hide in Scratch’s car
again and hope she went unnoticed when he left. But she
didn’t think she’d be so lucky a second time.

    The only way is to keep going forward.
 Seth had said that
to her when they said their good-byes at the train station in
Birmingham. At the time, she hadn’t understood him. But
she understood him now. Just like him, she’d committed herself, and there was no way back.

    It ll be all right,
 she told herself. 
It’s just like when you were
a little girl. Fear of the dark. IPs not far to the top.

    She took a deep breath and put her foot on the first step.

    Nothing happened. There was a soft, restless clicking
from all around her, but nothing happened.

    She took another step, and another. The shadows stayed
pressed in their corners.

    One more step. One more. One more after that.

    Just keep going. Don’t turn around now. You’re nearly
there.

    Every instinct she had urged her to turn and run, to
plunge down the stairs and out into the safety of the
corridor.

    Another step. Another. Another.

    The door behind her slammed shut.

    Oh, no.

    The clicking grew in volume. A terrible, predatory, hungry sound. She looked around the stairwell in horror and saw
that the dark was spreading from the cracks and hollows,
welling up like ink.

    Panic seized her. She ran down the stairs. The oozing darkness sucked at her boots, trying to slow her. She
grabbed the handle of the door and turned it, but the door
stayed shut. She threw her shoulder into it. The door held
fast. Immovable.

    This isn’t happening! This isn’t happening!

    The tapping, rustling dark was swelling to consume the
stairway. It spread along the ceiling and crept down the wire
towards the bulb. It began to spread across the glass, swallowing the light.

    Alicia screamed. She couldn’t help it. With nowhere else
to go, she ran up the stairs towards the door at the top. She
was only halfway when the bulb went out with a loud 
ping.

    The darkness was total. She ran blindly, desperately, but
without the light she missed her footing and fell hard onto
the stairs. Her bag went flying from her grip. Her fingers
came down onto something, something 
moving
, like a thick
carpet of tiny mites. She pulled away with a shriek, but they
were on her hand now, swarming. She scraped at herself
frantically, but instead of coming off her they spread to her
other hand.

    She became hysterical. There didn’t seem to be enough
air in her lungs to get out all the terror and panic inside her.
Flailing clumsily, she crawled up the stairs towards the door.
The clicking things were making their way up to her elbows
now. They were on her feet, pouring into her boots. They
were in her hair, busy like insects. Coming towards her face.
The noise in her ears was deafening.

    Alicia had never known what it was like to be close to
madness. Not until now.

    One wild arm slammed into the door at the top of the
stairs. She pawed for the handle and found it. There was
movement beneath her palm: The handle was coated in the
repulsive things that lived in the dark. She gripped hard and
turned it, but her hand slipped on the metal. It was as slick
as ice.

    She pounded at the door, howling. All reason had left her
now. She felt something come flooding over her cheeks and
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    lips. She gagged and choked. Her mouth was filled with a
million little mites, racing about, pouring over her tongue
and into her throat. The dark was inside her, filling her lungs.
She was drowning in it.

    She was going to die.

    Then she was falling forward, as the door she was pounding on was pulled open. Beyond was light, dim light but light
all the same. Her eyes couldn’t seem to focus. A hulking shape
reached in and grabbed her by the arm, then yanked her
through with painful force. Her glasses slipped from her nose
and skittered across the wooden floor.

    She fell to her hands and knees. The door slammed shut
behind her. She tried to take a breath, but nothing would
come. Then there was a surge in her guts, and she threw up.
What came out wasn’t vomit but darkness. Darkness like tar,
heaving up out of her and splattering on the floor.

    The sight of it was too much. Another kind of darkness
took her, and she fell unconscious.
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    Alicia woke in an unfamiliar place. There was a dusty, sour
scent in her nostrils and a vile taste in her mouth. There was
softness underneath her. She was entangled in rough woolen
blankets.

    She blinked and looked around. Without her glasses,
anything farther than a yard away was a blur, but she could
tell she was in a bed. Well, maybe calling it a 
bed
 was a bit

    generous. It was just an old mattress that lay on the floor,
without a sheet.

    The mattress was in the corner of a room, in the angle
where the sloping roof came down to meet the floorboards. It
was screened off from the rest of the room by a row of easels
and canvases, all leaning together. A makeshift little den.
Untidy heaps of art supplies surrounded her: pots and tubes
of paint, jars of dirty water with brushes in them, pens and
crayons and piles of rolled-up sketches. It smelled of sweat
and paint and moldy things.

    Still, it was better than the nightmare she’d woken up
from. The thought of that clammy, clinging darkness ... it
was more than she could bear.

    It’s over now,
 she told herself. 
Wherever yon are, whatever
happened, it’s over.

    She lay there for a while, just breathing. Several places
ached where she’d banged them, and her shoulder hurt from
being pulled so violently to safety.

    Safety,
 she thought. 
Someone saved me. But who,
and why?

    She could hear a scratching noise coming from the room
beyond the screen. The sound of a pen darting across paper.
There was a grunt, like an animal.

    Gingerly, she pushed aside the blankets. Frightened as she
was, she made herself stay logical. If she was in danger, why
had they bothered to save her? Why put her to bed with such
care? Whoever was on the other side of that screen probably

    meant her no harm, she decided. But it was the 
probably
 part
she was worried about.

    She tried to find her glasses, but they weren’t anywhere
nearby. She remembered them falling off, just before she
blacked out. With no other option, she got quietly to her feet,
picked her way through the junk, and looked around the edge
of the screen.

    She was in the attic. It was a big room, with a sloping roof
that peaked in the middle. Skylights ran along its length. It
sounded like it had stopped raining, and by the gloom Alicia
judged it to be evening.

    Beneath one of the skylights there was something moving. At this distance, it was little more than a smudge, but
Alicia could make out enough to tell that it was a man. A
huge man, like a boulder. He was sitting on a stool in front of
a canvas. Drawing.

    That's him
, she thought. 
It must be. It’s Grendel
..

    A chill ran through her. She was suddenly aware that she
was deep in forbidden territory here. Of all the secrets of
Malice, this was the most closely guarded of all. The identity
of Grendel had been the subject of furious debate among the
Malice
 faithful ever since she’d first heard of the comic. Now
she was in the same room as the mysterious creator of 
Malice.
She wondered if anyone outside Tall Jake’s inner circle had
ever seen him.

    Alicia looked around the rest of the attic. There were
balls of crumpled paper everywhere, stained rags, plates of
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    decaying food. Across the room, she could make out the
brown rectangle of a wooden door. It seemed to be the only
way out, but she knew what lay beyond. The stairway, and the
dark. Nothing would persuade her to go through that door
again.

    Grendel grunted suddenly, snorting like a pig. Alicia
jumped. He still didn’t seem to have noticed her.

    Unable to think of what to do next, she said, “Hello?”

    At least, she tried to say it, but her throat was too
dry and all that came out was air. She swallowed and tried
again.

    “Hello?”

    Grendel snorted and carried on drawing. He was paying
her no attention at all.

    Puzzled by this reaction, Alicia went closer. He didn’t
seem like a threat, and she wasn’t sure why he’d saved her
from certain death only to ignore her.

    As she walked warily over to him, he started to come into
focus. He was seated with his back to her. She saw that he had
massive shoulders and a great big belly. He was leaning close
to the canvas. He seemed to be concentrating furiously, like a
giant trying to thread a needle. His pen nib danced and
scratched.

    She hesitated. Grendel was misshapen. His back was
humped unevenly and he sat awkwardly, as if his spine wasn’t
quite right. His arms were like tree trunks and he looked
monstrously powerful.

    “Hello?” she said again. Then: “Are you okay?”

    He didn’t reply at all, or make any motion to chase her
off. She plucked up courage and went to stand by his shoulder. As she got closer, her eye was drawn by what was on the
canvas.

    Malice.
 He was drawing 
Malice.
 He was inking panels
with frantic speed. There was no pencil sketching or preparation at all. Alicia had to sketch everything before she drew it,
to make sure she got the perspective and proportions right,
but Grendel was just putting it right down onto the paper.

    A boy with long brown hair was climbing a cliff. His
expression was terrified. A monster was climbing up the cliff
after him. It was something like a cross between a praying
mantis and a scorpion, except that it was the size of a tiger.
Alicia’s eyes skimmed across the panels as the boy grabbed a
handhold, the handhold crumbled, the boy fell. ...

    She looked away. This wasn’t just a story. Somewhere,
right now, that boy was plummeting to his doom. She didn’t
want to see the next panel.

    Grendel had his face about a foot away from the canvas.
The shiny, steel-tipped pen scratched around right in front of
his nose. His head was tiny, hunched down between his
shoulders, with a little thatch of black hair on top. His skull
wasn’t round but lumpy, and it bulged on one side.

    She felt a sudden pang of sympathy. He was cruelly
deformed. She wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

    Still he paid her no attention. It was like he was in a
trance.

    “Hey,” she said quietly, touching his shoulder.

    He reacted immediately, turning his face to her with a
sudden snarl. The sight of him was a jolt. His whole face
sloped to the side. One tiny eye drooped under a great folded
brow, while the other was large and glaring. His jaw was set
wrong, so that his teeth didn’t fit together. He had a cleft palate, a crevasse in his face between his upper lip and his nose,
so that he looked like he was permanently sneering.

    He stared at her, angry at the interruption. But despite his
great size, Alicia wasn’t frightened. There was something
about him that told her he wasn’t a monster, whatever his
appearance. Her eyes welled with tears at the sight of him.

    “You poor thing,” she whispered.

    Grendel’s anger faded and he frowned at her, puzzled.

    “I’m Alicia,” she said.

    Grendel studied her a moment longer. His mismatched
eyes roamed her face. Then he grunted and went back to
his work.

    Alicia searched the attic until she found her glasses.
Miraculously, they’d survived undamaged, and she slipped
them back onto her nose. Now that she had her sight back,
she saw that the attic was bigger than she’d first thought.
There were canvases and sketches everywhere.

    She looked at some of them. Buildings, landscapes,
people, and monsters, all of them from 
Malice.
 Some were
hastily scribbled, some were carefully painted. They were done
in charcoal, in ink, in watercolors or pencils. Everything in a
muddle. A mind spilled onto paper: Grendel’s cluttered imagination forcing its way out.

    Against one wall was a huge canvas, eight feet wide and
five high. It was a landscape in watercolor, a mournful valley
with all kinds of strange buildings in it. Next to it was a portrait of a frightening figure. A tall man in a coat, wearing a
tricorn hat, his collar covering his face. Sinister eyes glittered
in the shadow of his hat. It was painted life-size and looked
real enough that the figure might step out of the painting and
grab her. She shivered and turned away.

    She wished she had her phone with her. She could call for
help then. But she’d lost her handbag on the stairs. The
thought of attempting to retrieve it was more than she could
deal with at the moment.

    She began to feel restless. The attic was secure, with only
one way in or out. She was safe, for the moment. But Grendel
was still ignoring her. He was lost in his work. She would
have to wait till he was finished to try and get any sense out
of him.

    With nothing else to do, she picked up some paper and a
pencil, and she drew. She sat cross-legged on the floor and
sketched Grendel as he worked. At first it was just an idle way
to pass the time, but after a while she began to concentrate. It
was a challenge to get his proportions to look right. She
became obsessed.

    The discipline of art calmed her. The rules of light and
shadow, lines and angles. It made sense of the terrible shock
she’d had on the stairwell. Here in the world of her picture, she was in control.

    At some stage, she became aware that she could no longer

    hear Grendel’s pen strokes. She looked up from the paper and
saw that he’d turned on his stool and was staring at her, with
a curious look on his twisted face.

    She brandished the sketch. “Look,” she said. “What do
you think? I don’t think I got your hands right, hands are
really hard, 
but... well...”

    He took the sketch from her and stared at it, then at her.
He didn’t seem to know what to make of it.

    “It’s you!” she said, pointing at him.

    Grendel’s mouth curved into a crooked grin. Then he
opened his mouth and honked like a seal. Laughing with
delight. Alicia was surprised enough to laugh, too.

    They heard the handle of the door rattling at the bottom
of the stairs.
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    Grendel’s expression changed from happiness to alarm in an
instant. He seized Alicia roughly by the arm and pulled her
over to where a pile of easels was covered by a sheet of dirty
cloth. He raised the cloth and gestured frantically. Alicia got
the idea. She scrambled underneath, between the legs of the
easels.

    Footsteps were coming up the stairs. 
My bag!
 Alicia
thought. 
My bag is still on the stairs!

    Grendel dropped the cloth, concealing Alicia beneath. He
lumbered back across the room just as the door opened and
Miss Benjamin came in.

    “You left the door unlocked again, Scratch!” she was saying over her shoulder. “Why can’t you remember to lock
anything?”

    She held the door open as Scratch huffed up the stairs.
“My mind is occupied with higher things,” he replied as he
passed her. Then he saw Grendel, who was standing guiltily
in front of the easel. “You’ve been wandering around!” he cried.
He strode across the room and slapped Grendel around the
back of the head. “Get back to drawing! I don’t feed and clothe
you just so you can idle about, you repulsive grotesque!”

    Alicia, from her hiding place, could see under the hem of
the cloth as Grendel cowered and sat on his stool. Scratch
came and stood by him, studying the canvas he was working on.

    “Who’s this?” he demanded. “Some boy falling off a cliff?
Why does he matter? Don’t you know that Havoc has the
Shard now? Show us the Shard! Show us more of their hideout! Show it to us from the 
outside,
 so we can 
find
 it!”

    Grendel stared at him fearfully. He didn’t understand
what was expected of him. He grunted and pointed at the
canvas, as if to say: 
There! Look! I’m drawing!

    “Moron!” Scratch exclaimed, and threw his hands up in
exasperation.

    Alicia was horrified by what she was seeing. Nobody
deserved to be treated like that! Then she remembered her
bag. Surely they’d seen it on the stairs? Unless ... unless it
had 
gone.
 Unless it had been consumed by the hungry things
in the dark.

    23S

    If not for Grendel, that could have been her.

    “Do you think he chooses what he sees?” asked Miss
Benjamin, walking over to look at the canvas. “Is he capable
of that? Or does he merely flick from one point of interest to
another, like an animal?”

    “God only knows,” said Scratch. “Pathetic creature! In all
this time — ever since I inherited this ramshackle old asylum
and found him up here, drawing in the attic — he’s never
spoken a word. All he does is draw. Nothing else, except when
he eats and when I have to take him to see to his vile bodily
needs. I don’t know who he is. I don’t know how he got here.
A former patient, perhaps.”

    “And yet you cared for him, Scratch. How touching.”

    “I thought I could make some money from him,” he
sniffed. “Sell his drawings, perhaps. Instead he’s cost me
almost everything I have.”

    “Stop complaining. You’ll get your reward.”

    “I’d better.”

    Miss Benjamin studied Grendel, who had returned to his
work. He seemed to have lapsed into a trance again.

    “He created Malice. He created my master, who created
me,” she mused. “He imagined it, and it became real.” She
looked at Scratch. “Do you suppose he really is a god?”

    “I think he’s a freak.”

    Miss Benjamin turned away from the canvas. Her eye fell
on something lying on the floor. She bent down and picked it
up. A sheet of paper.

    Alicia’s picture.

    Alicia felt a thrill of dread as Miss Benjamin raised it to
her pointed nose and sniffed it. Her face took on a wicked,
hungry look.

    “What’s that?” asked Scratch, peering over her shoulder.
“He’s doing self-portraits now?”

    “I think not,” said Miss Benjamin. She dropped to her
hands and knees and sniffed at the ground, like a bloodhound
after a scent.

    “What is 
wrong
 with you, you ridiculous woman?”
Scratch demanded.

    Miss Benjamin was sniffing along the floor. Closer,
closer . .. then she raised her head and looked directly at the
spot where Alicia hid. Right into her eyes. She grinned
horribly.

    “I think we have a visitor,” she said. She lunged towards
Alicia, grabbed her by the wrist, and dragged her,

  
    SHRIEKING,

    into the open.

  
    The Acropolis

    i

    “I’ve had just about enough of this!”

    Justin threw down his machete into the dirt. The others
stopped hacking their way through the thick undergrowth
and looked back at him.

    Kady wiped sweat from her dirty cheeks. “What’s the
matter?” she teased. “Don’t you like the great outdoors?”

    “I’d like it better with a roof on it,” Justin panted. “My
clothes are damp, I’m cold, I’m knackered, and my feet are
ninety percent blisters.” He swept his arm around to indicate
the rainforest that surrounded them. The leaves still glistened
from the last downpour, and there were dark clouds overhead. “There 
has
 to be an easier way than this.”

    Seth wished there was, but if so, nobody knew about it.
There was no easy way to the Acropolis. Craggle Spur, the
nearest train station, was at the foot of a forbidding mountain range, which was covered in dense rainforest. 
Cold
rainforest. Seth didn’t know such things existed. At least if it
had been a jungle, the rain would have been warm.
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    Stumps, their guide, appeared from the undergrowth to
find out why they weren’t following. He was a strange little
man they’d hired in the village near Craggle Spur. He was
short and squat, with a long brown beard and a shaggy pelt of
fur all over his body. With his yellow eyes and sharp teeth, he
looked like a cross between a dwarf and a wolf. Since his
name was an unpronounceable snarl, Justin dubbed him
Stumps, and it stuck.

    “What is problem?” he barked.

    “Justin thinks there must be an easier way,” said Kady.

    Stumps glared at Justin. “Lazy,” he said. “Lazy, lazy.
Nearly there.”

    “We’ve been 
nearly there
 for the last three days!”

    “Nearly there,” Stumps insisted, and scampered ahead
again.

    Justin shouldered his pack, picked up his machete, and
shook his head. “I hate that guy,” he muttered, and slogged
onward.

    Seth, for his part, was enjoying the journey. He could tell
Kady was, too. She was a veteran of camping expeditions with
her mother, although the terrain in Yosemite was a little
friendlier than this endless rainforest. Seth liked the feeling
of exerting himself, making his muscles work. Best of all, he
liked the feeling of being an explorer. Out here, they had only
themselves to rely on. Any help was days away.

    Back home, you were never out of cell phone range of an
air ambulance. You really had to work hard to get yourself
into trouble. Not like Livingstone, trekking through darkest

    Africa. Not like Scott and Amundsen, racing each other to
the South Pole. Seth never felt more alive than when he was
risking his neck. And he’d never felt more dead than when
he’d been stuck in Hathern, watching stupid people doing
stupid things on stupid TV shows. Even if he could find an
adventure back home, he couldn’t afford it. But here in
Malice . . . here, he felt like what he did 
mattered.

    I’m so glad to be back,
 he thought. 
This is where I
belong. Not at home. Right here. And I don’t ever have to leave
again.

    That thought made him happy, and a big smile spread
across his face.

    Justin slapped a mosquito on his neck and swore. “What
are 
you
 smiling about?” he demanded. “Sodding mozzies are
eating me alive!”

    “Look on the bright side,” Seth said. “Last time you saw
mosquitos, they were three feet long, clockwork, and trying
to kill us.”

    Justin’s eyes took on a distant look as he remembered
their journey through the Timekeeper’s deadly Menagerie in
the Clock Tower. “Good times, good times,” he said wistfully.
“Nice and warm in that place. I don’t remember what it’s like
to be warm and dry.”

    Thunder rolled across the sky, and the first droplets of a
new downpour splashed onto their heads.

    “Now you’ve made it rain!” Kady said irritably.

    Justin rolled his eyes and looked at Tatyana. “Can you
believe her? Everything’s my fault!”

    Tatyana just grumbled to herself and plodded along with
her head down.

    2

    “There,” said Stumps, standing on the dizzying heights of a
cliff and pointing down. “Acropolis.”

    Seth stared. Far below them, in a great forested mountain
valley, was the city of temples. It sprawled across the valley
floor, hidden from the world, white like a bone. Seth saw
domes and aqueducts, pillars and boulevards. It must have
been awesome once, but now the domes were shattered, the
aqueducts crumbling, pillars broken, and boulevards cracked.
Not a thing moved that he could see. The Acropolis was
deserted.

    Justin wheezed his way up to the cliff edge and looked
down. “Anyone else get the impression the Queen of Cats
doesn’t 
want
 to be found?” he said.

    Kady was petting Tatyana. “Well, tough. We need her to
help fight Tall Jake. She’s gonna get found whether she likes it
or not.”

    Seth was still gazing at the Acropolis, drinking in the
sight of it. “Did you ever think you’d do anything like this?”
he said. “A lost city. Look at it. We found a lost city.”

    “You know, it 
is
 pretty cool,” Kady admitted, regarding
the view with her hand on her hip.

    Justin rolled his eyes. “Great. Stuck in the jungle with
Indiana Jones and Tomb Raider. What’s that make me?”

    “You can be the sidekick,” Kady replied. “Comic relief.”

    “I’ll sidekick you,” Justin growled.

    Seth ignored them. “You know, back home, this would be
crawling with tourists. No matter how hard it was to get to,
there’d be someone in a Hawaiian shirt walking around taking photos.” He took in a deep breath and sighed happily.
“We just might be the only living beings here.”

    “Let’s hope so,” Justin said.

    “What is down there, it do not live,” said Stumps.

    Their guide pointed out a way down into the valley, but
he refused to go any farther. “Bad ghosts,” he said. “I wait. Set
up camp.”

    “You’d 
better
 wait for us, Stumps,” warned Justin.
“Remember, you get the other half of your pay when we’re
safe back at Craggle Spur.”

    Stumps grunted. “I wait,” he said. “But if you not back by
tomorrow, you not coming back at all.”

    They unloaded their packs to lighten their loads, taking
only what they needed for a couple of days. Stumps began
setting up camp as they made ready to depart.

    “One thing,” he said as they were leaving. “Ghosts come
at night. Best you leave before sun go down. Otherwise, you
hide. If you can.”

    3

    The Acropolis was a strange place.

    At first, it didn’t seem so bad. Most of the buildings were

    still intact, and the city felt peaceful. Vines had made their
way up the walls and weeds pushed through the flagstones,
but the Acropolis still kept its majesty. It looked to Seth like
ancient Rome, or Athens in the days when the Greeks were
the greatest civilization in the world. But this was even
grander. There were pillars everywhere, courtyards paved
with flagstones, plazas with elaborate fountains that had long
dried up.

    Everywhere there were mosaics. Every plaza and boulevard was decorated in pictures made up of tiny chips of stone,
and sometimes with gems. They depicted scenes of worship,
of great meetings, of battles. Men knelt before cats, offering
gifts. The cats were not the small, domestic kind, but fierce-
looking things that resembled leopards and cheetahs and
panthers, except that they had strange markings. They fought
with one another. They led armies into battle. There were
mosaics that showed meetings between two obviously important cats, with human servants in attendance. Each one told a
story, but most of them Seth didn’t understand.

    “The history of the city,” said Kady as they passed another.
“This must have been an amazing place, once.”

    But as they made their way into the Acropolis, they
became increasingly uneasy. There was a feeling of 
oddness
 in
the air. Kady commented that she couldn’t hear any birds,
not a single one, and after that the silence was no longer
peaceful but creepy. Their voices echoed down the empty
streets and made them uncomfortable. They talked less
and less.

    2^3

    “I feel weird,” Kady announced at one point. “Does anyone else feel weird?”

    “Yeah,” said Seth. “I’m getting it, too.”

    “It’s like ... we walk down a street, and I can see how
long the street is, and it feels like it’ll take us a minute to get
to the end. But suddenly we’re at the end of the street, and I
realize it was much shorter than I thought. My perspective is
all off.”

    “That’s right,” said Seth. He’d been noticing the same
thing, but didn’t know how to put it. “It’s like you’re looking
into a fish tank.”

    “This place makes me seasick,” Justin complained. “You
sure this is healthy?”

    “No.”

    “Oh. Okay,” said Justin. He scratched his ear under his
hoodie. “Are we just walking around for fun, or are we looking for something?”

    Seth shaded his eyes and checked the sun’s position.
“We’re looking for a huge arch, broken in the middle. It rises
above the other buildings. I saw it from above, when we were
on the cliff, but it’s not so easy to find from the ground.”

    “And you saw that in your mystical vision?”

    Seth gave him a long stare. “Yes,” he said flatly. “My mystical vision.”

    Justin grinned. “Just saying, is all. You got directions
from a cat.”

    Tatyana growled.

    “Oh, come on, Luggage. I didn’t mean you. I’m sure you’re
great at directions.”

    The clockwork sabertooth slunk away angrily to investigate a nearby alley.

    Seth tipped his head back and surveyed the rooftops. “We
should get some height. See what’s what.”

    “I’ll go,” said Kady. “You guys climb like elephants.” Off
she went, scaling the side of a pillar, using the tough vines as
handholds. The boys watched her as she clambered fearlessly
upward.

    “Thanks for taking care of her while I was gone,”
said Seth.

    “I said I would, didn’t I? Besides, she don’t need much
taking care of, to tell you the truth.”

    “I suppose not,” said Seth. “Still. Thanks.”

    “Y’welcome.”

    They watched her as she climbed to the top of the pillar,
apparently unconcerned about the drop.

    “Y’know, it’d be ironic if she fell off now, right? After
what we just said.”

    Seth gave him a look.

    “Just saying.” Justin shrugged.

    “Hey,” Kady called suddenly. “Hey, I see it!” She pointed
theatrically, like a sailor in a crow’s nest. “Thataway, boys!”

    Justin nudged his friend. “She’s quite something,
ain’t she?”

    “Yeah,” said Seth distantly. “She’s something, all right.”
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    The day wore on as they followed Seth’s directions into the
Acropolis. The sun climbed to its zenith behind a hazy veil of
cloud, and then began to decline.

    From the broken arch, they headed towards a tall tower
that Seth had seen in his vision. They climbed the stairs on
the inside, and once they were above the city they spotted a
long, wide boulevard with pillars on either side and fountains
running down the middle.

    “That way,” said Seth, and they went.

    After the boulevard they found another spot that Seth
recognized. This time it was a domed building with a statue
of a lion-like animal rearing on top. Seth studied the
statue, frowning.

    “Seems like it wasn’t just a bunch of random images you
pulled out of Andersen’s head,” Kady mused. “This was his
route home. The route to the Queen of Cats.”

    “Remember I told you about that thing that chased
me out of Hathern? That I saw later in the house in
Kensington?”

    “Course I do. I think it was the same thing that chased
me
 out of Hathern a while back.”

    Seth squinted up at the statue. “It looked kinda like 
that.
I mean, all messed up and everything, with spikes and armor
and some kind of metal mask, but. ..” He trailed off.

    “Maybe you’re right,” said Kady. “Maybe Tall Jake got

    hold of one of the Queen of Cats’ subjects, took it to the
Deadhouse, and let his Meat-Men work on it.” She looked
over at him. “You think that’s what happened?”

    “I don’t think I wanna know,” said Seth. He shook his
head. “This place is getting to me.”

    Kady put a hand on his arm. “It’s getting to all of us,”
she said.

    Seth couldn’t deny that he was getting jumpier the longer
he stayed here. The quiet was getting deafening. Tiny noises
alarmed him. He had the unsettling feeling that they were
being watched. Sometimes he thought he caught a quick
movement on the edge of his vision, but when he looked,
there was nothing. Then there were the sounds: tiny sounds,
amplified by silence. A little fall of pebbles from a rooftop; a
rustling in the grass; distant, low laughter, almost too faint
to hear.

    Imagination? The wind? Or something else?

    “Scotty warned us about this, remember?” said Kady.
“Tall Jake nuked the Acropolis with sorcery. There’s bound to
be some weirdness left over. Like radiation or something.”

    “But look at this place!” Seth said. “It’s hardly damaged.
All this decay is because it was deserted. He didn’t 
destroy
 it.
It’s like everyone just disappeared.”

    “My dad — Greg, I mean, not my biological dad — he
went to Hiroshima for a tech conference once. You know,
where America dropped the first atomic bomb? They’ve got a
museum there, all about what happened. In it, they’ve got the
steps from this building that was standing in the blast; I think

    it’s the library or whatever. They actually cut them out and
put them in the museum. And if you look, you can see the
shadow of the man who was sitting there when the bomb
went off. Burned into the stone.” She blinked as her eyes
became suddenly wet. “People, turned into shadows, just
like that.”

    Seth put his hand on her shoulder. “Let’s go, huh? The
sooner we get out of here, the better.”

    Justin had taken to leaving marks as they walked, so they
could find their way back again. At each corner, he scratched
an arrow into the wall with a sharp stone. None of them
needed reminding of Stumps’s warning. None of them wanted
to be here after dark.

    Tatyana seemed as uneasy as the rest of them. Normally,
it was a comfort to have such a powerful companion at their
side, but it wasn’t bandits or raiders they were dealing with
here. They didn’t know 
what
 they were dealing with. Maybe
the ghosts were just rumors. Maybe not. Either way, they
didn’t want to find out.

    According to the cat’s route, their next destination after
the dome was a large plaza. They couldn’t see it from the
rooftops, so they had to scout the surrounding streets.
Nobody wanted to split up, so they traveled together. Presently,
they came across a particularly large mosaic that took up one
whole side of a building. It was a massive piece, depicting city
folk and cats running in terror. Looming over the city, his
arms outstretched, was Tall Jake. His face was half hidden by

    the high collar of his coat, but the mosaic was so detailed that
they could see the scarring on one side of his face, where he’d
been wounded by the Shard during their last battle.

    The sight reminded Seth of the weight in his pack. The
ornament containing the Shard. What if the Queen of Cats
didn’t know what to do with it? What if all of this was a waste
of time?

    But Seth didn’t pay much attention to what ifs. He preferred action to worrying. 
Let’s just find her first, huh?

    “Is this what happened when the city was destroyed?”
Kady asked, studying the mosaic.

    “Must be,” said Seth. “I guess these are the last moments
of the city. After this, all the cats and their worshippers disappeared. It’s been deserted ever since.”

    Tatyana gave a low growl. Seth looked down at her. She
was glaring at the mosaic, her teeth bared in a snarl.

    “What’s up with her?” Seth asked.

    Justin stared at them in amazement. “I can’t believe the
cat
 got it before you did.” He gestured at the scene in front of
them. “You think they stopped to knock up a quick art project while they were running for their lives?”

    Seth was still puzzled. “What do you mean?”

    Justin patted the sabertooth on her back. “I think what
Fleabag is trying to say is: If this place is so deserted, and
those are the last moments of the city, then 
who made
that mosaic
?”

    5

    They found the plaza, and another landmark after that,
but the next proved very hard to find. It was a dried-up canal,
an old waterway through the city. Because it was set lower
than street level, they couldn’t locate it from above. They
searched and searched, but it was hidden in a district of mazy
streets, and they kept on getting lost. The sun was going
down, and tempers were fraying.

    “We’ve 
been
 this way!” Kady cried.

    “We haven’t,” Seth insisted.

    “I recognize that mosaic,” she said, pointing.

    “But we haven’t been down this street. I swear I’ve never
seen those decorated columns.”

    “And I’d have marked it with an arrow if we’d been here
before,” added Justin.

    “Maybe there are two identical mosaics?” Seth
suggested.

    “Oh, sure,” Kady scoffed. “Have you seen two alike since
we got here?”

    Seth had to admit that he hadn’t. But he was certain they
hadn’t been down this street, either.

    Justin checked the sun. “Look, I hate to say it, but I think
a tactical retreat would be good about now.”

    “No!” Seth cried. “There’s two more landmarks we have
to find. The last two in the vision. The canal leads to a bridge.
We go under the bridge and we’re there!”

  2
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“We could search for hours and not find that canal,” said
Kady, who liked Justin’s idea. “It could be anywhere around
here, and this is a big place.”
“Listen, mate,” Justin reasoned. “Were all knackered and
it’s a long trek back. Let’s go meet Stumps, start again early.
We can follow the arrows to this spot. It’ll be much quicker,
since we don’t have to search for the landmarks. We’ll be here
by midmorning, then we’ve got all day to find the canal and
the bridge. No hurry, eh?”
Seth’s jaw was set in frustration. After tramping around
all day, he felt cheated. They were so close. He knew that
Justin and Kady were only being sensible, but he was hurt by
their lack of faith all the same. They didn’t trust him to lead
them to the Queen of Cats before sunset. They didn’t want to
risk it.
“I’m pretty tired, Seth,” said Kady, her voice softening.
“And I don’t want to be stuck here at night.”
Seth shrugged. “Okay,” he said, with childish resentment
in his voice. “If that’s what you both want.”
“Right, then,” said Justin, clapping his hands together.
“We’re agreed. Unless the cat has anything to add to the
debate?” He looked expectantly at Tatyana, who stared back
at him blandly, as if to say: 
I know you’re making fun of me,
but don’t forget I have fangs the size of your forearm.
They began to retrace their steps, using Justin’s arrows.
Seth found that, despite his disappointment, his heart lifted
at the thought of getting out of there. The feeling of being
watched had gotten stronger as the day headed towards
sunset. The thought of a campfire, food, and sleep was a welcome one.
They’d not gone far before Justin stopped at a corner.
“Urn,” he said.
“What?”
Justin studied the wall. “This ain’t right.”
Kady frowned. “Where’s the arrow mark? ”
“What do you think I’m lookin’ for, genius?”
“You sure you put one here?”
“I’ve been putting one on every corner for hours!” he
snapped. “Yes, I put one here.” He seemed angry, though Seth
suspected he was angry with himself rather than Kady. Maybe
he’d made a mistake. He could easily believe it. Being in a
place like this messed with your head.
“Doesn’t matter, anyway,” said Justin. “We just came up
this road a few minutes ago. I remember it.”
“He’s right. I remember it, too,” said Kady.
“So do I,” said Seth. He pointed. “That way.”
“There’ll be an arrow on the next corner,” Justin
assured them.
There wasn’t.
Justin slapped his hand against the wall in frustration. “I
put one here!”
“It’s this way!” Kady said, indicating a street that led off
to the left. “I remember that mosaic. The one with all the
people at the market.”
“Wait, though,” said Seth, looking to the right. “It wasn’t
that street, it was 
this
 one. I remember there were vines all
over that building. Look, there they are.”
“It wasn’t! The mosaic! I remember it!”
“Well, I remember the vines!”
“One bunch of vines looks just like another!” Kady
cried.
Justin indicated Tatyana. “What about her? Doesn’t 
she
know the route back? Aren’t cats good at that stuff or
something?”
Tatyana just groomed her paw with a mechanical
tongue.
“She’s not a homing pigeon, Justin,” Kady said. “Cats get
lost just like everyone else.”
“Well, which way? Left or right?” Seth asked. He wished
Alicia was here at this moment. She would have remembered the way out. “Justin, you get the deciding vote, I
suppose.”
Justin looked left and right, but it was obvious he didn’t
remember either street. In the end he said, “Left.” Kady
beamed in triumph. Justin looked at Seth apologetically.
“One bunch of vines looks just like another,” he said, with a
shrug.
Within half an hour, they were completely lost. Nobody
recognized any of the streets or the mosaics, and there was
still no sign of Justin’s arrows. They were hot and tired from
hurrying, and they were getting scared. The sun was dipping
fast. Time was running out.
“Look, we can forget about picking up the trail,” Kady
said eventually. “The arrows are gone, or we lost them somehow, but either way we’ll never retrace our steps.”
“All right,” said Justin. “Let’s pick a direction and stick to
it. We’ll walk to the edge of the city.”
Kady climbed a column so she could see out across the
rooftops.
“That way!” she said. “It doesn’t look too far!”
Kady was mistaken. When she climbed up another column half an hour later, to get her bearings, it seemed that
they were no closer to the edge of the city. But it still looked
like the most direct route out, so they kept going. It was
another hour before Kady admitted that her eyes had probably been tricked. The warping effect of the magical fallout
had made the distance seem much less than it was.
Seth looked up at the sky. The sun was falling towards the
horizon. Shadows were getting longer, and the light took on
the candle-glow texture of dusk.
“We should find somewhere to hole up,” said Seth.
“Night’s coming.”
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    The Devils in fhe Vtalls

    1

    “We can’t go out there, Seth!” Kady protested. “
They’re
 out
there!”

    Seth wasn’t listening. He had his shoulder under Justin’s
stone arm for support and was helping him down the corridor towards the entrance of the building. Justin stumbled
and tripped next to him, barely able to keep his head up.
Kady and Tatyana followed.

    Outside, they could hear the sinister rumbling of the devils in the walls, the sound of the mosaic-creatures moving
about the city.

    “He needs help!” Seth said.

    “Just wait till dawn!” Kady said. “They don’t come out
during the day.”

    “Can’t you see that stuff is spreading up his arm? By dawn
he’ll be a mosaic himself!”

    “But —”

    “Will you shut up for five minutes?” he snapped. Kady
was shocked into silence.

    It wasn’t really Kady he was angry with. It was his fault
that lustin was like this. He’d brought them to this place. If
Justin died, it would be on his head.

    He’d lost one good friend to Malice already. He wouldn’t
lose another.

    He pushed open the door, and they went out into the
moonlit streets of the Acropolis.

    The grinding sounds were louder out here, like the rolling of great boulders or the noise of distant landslides. So 
this
was what happened to the people of the Acropolis. 
This
 was
Tall Jake’s punishment for worshipping the Queen of Cats.
These creatures had come out of the walls one night and stolen them all away.

    Well, now he knew why they kept getting lost. The mosaics had been moving around. No doubt they’d been erasing
Justin’s arrows as fast as he made them. They’d wanted to
keep the intruders here till nightfall. Once it was dark, they
could come out of the walls again.

    On the doorstep of the building, he paused and looked
both ways up the moonlit boulevard. Everywhere, there was
the sense of movement in the shadows.

    He was still shivering from the encounter with the
mosaic-creatures. The Lack’s power had left him freezing
cold and exhausted. He was overwhelmed with a terrible
sense of emptiness and desolation. The touch of the Lack was
like being exposed to the endless cold and loneliness of deep
space.

    He had no idea how he’d unleashed it. It just came out of

    him. He had to hope that the mosaic-creatures were scared
of him now. Scared enough to give them passage through the
Acropolis. Because, if he was honest, he didn’t think he would
be able to pull that trick twice.

    Justin’s stone arm was a huge weight across Seth’s shoulders. Justin’s breathing was ragged and labored, and he could
barely pick his feet up. Seth didn’t know how far they’d get
with both of them in such bad shape.

    But he didn’t want to think about failure. He wanted to
be doing something. He couldn’t just sit back and watch his
friend turn to stone.

    He headed out into the streets, Justin with him. Kady
stuck close, her eyes fearful. Tatyana loped alongside, growling quietly.

    “Where are we going?” Kady demanded.

    “We’re going to find the canal,” said Seth. “We’re going to
get Justin to the Queen of Cats. Maybe she can help him.”

    Now Kady understood how desperate his plan was. “The
canal could be anywhere!” she cried. “We must have walked
an hour away from the last landmark, and we can’t even navigate in the dark. You’ll never find it!”

    “We’re gonna try,” said Seth.

    “You can’t drag him across the whole of the Acropolis in
his state! You’re killing him!”

    “I’m 
saving
 him!” Seth snarled, and there was such fierceness in his expression that Kady backed off. “I’m going to
save
 him.”

    Kady gave him a worried look. Seth knew that look. It
said: 
You’re crazy. You’re not acting sane.
 And maybe that was
true, but he didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything but
saving his friend’s life. No matter that it was a one-in-a-
million chance to find the canal in the dark. One in a million
was still a chance.

    “Hey, you two . . .” Justin croaked. “No need to fight over
me. Plenty... plenty of Justin to go around.” He grinned
weakly.

    Even now, Justin was joking. You just couldn’t break his
spirit.

    “You hear me, whatever you are!” Seth shouted into the
night. “You stay away from us! Anyone tries to stop us, you’ll
end up like your friends did. You hear me?”

    There was an angry rumbling from all around, loud
enough to shake the ground. Tatyana crouched and bared her
fangs. But there was no attack. The mosaic-creatures were
wary enough to leave them be for the moment.

    “Take his other arm ” he said to Kady, and she slipped
under Justin’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”

    Seth set a cruel pace. Justin stumbled and staggered along
between them as they carried him through the deserted
boulevards and plazas. Tatyana darted here and there, snapping at shadows, guarding them as best she could. The
mosaics stayed just out of sight, swift glimpses of movement
in the night, making that awful sound like the grinding of
stone teeth.

    Just keep moving,
 Seth thought. His back and legs ached
from carrying the weight of Justin’s arm, but he firmed his
jaw and kept on going. 
Just keep moving.

    Justin was becoming heavier and heavier, as he took
less and less weight on his own feet. Even with Kady
and Seth helping him, he couldn’t put one foot in front
of the other. His head lolled and his eyes kept fluttering
closed.

    “Justin!” Seth snapped. “Stay with me! Keep going!”

    Justin couldn’t. The last of his strength had gone out of
him. They dragged him halfway up the next street, but
the going was slow and Kady wasn’t strong enough to do it
for long.

    “Mate 
...”
 Justin murmured. “Mate, stop it. I’m done for.
Put me down.”

    “No!” Seth cried. “No, I —”

    “Put him down,” said Kady. Her eyes were filled with
tears.

    Seth sagged, defeated. There was something in her weary
tone that got through to him at last. It was hopeless. He
understood that now. There was nothing he could do.

    He eased Justin down and sat him against a pillar. Justin’s
head rolled. He was fighting the urge to give in to unconsciousness, but it was a battle he couldn’t win. Seth could see
how the stone chips had spread up to his shoulder now, to
meet those spreading down his neck from his face. He was
slowly drying out, cracking, turning to stone.

    Seth felt a fury like he’d never felt before. He was so

    helpless! Right then he could have wept with frustration. But
tears didn’t come easily to him. He kept it all inside instead.

    “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

    “What for?” Justin breathed.

    “I brought you here,” he said. “It’s because of me that
you’re —”

    Justin half laughed, half coughed. “Don’t. . . don’t flatter
yourself, mate. I do what I like. I’m here ... ’cause I wanna
be.” He took a ragged breath. “You 
know...
 what I had at
home? Brother who’s a murderer ... a dad who kicked seven
shades of Sunday out of me every . .. every chance he got. No
education . .. looking forward to a lifetime of. .. scraping a
living.” He gave Seth a broken smile. “We had some adventures, didn’t we?”

    Seth took up his good hand and held it in his own. Justin’s
grip was pathetically weak. 
This can’t he happening. This cant
be happening. I won’t let you die.

    “Now don’t get mushy on me,” Justin murmured. “I ain’t
much one for good-byes.”

    Kady was sobbing in the background. Tatyana came up
to Justin and nuzzled him.

    “Wow. Things .. . things must be bad,” Justin wheezed.
“Even the tin moggy . .. wants to make nice.”

    His eyes flickered and closed, he let out a long sigh, and
then his chin fell forward onto his chest.

    m

    Seth just stared. A numb feeling was spreading through him,
worse even than the touch of the Lack. There was disbelief on
his face. He was waiting for Justin to open his eyes, to shake it
off, to grin at the joke he’d played. But it wasn’t any joke.
There would be no more flippant comebacks from Justin. No
more complaining.

    Seth was so stunned by the thought that he didn’t pay any
attention to the noise coming from up the street. It was only
when Kady cried out that he tore his gaze away from the still
face of his friend.

    “What?” he snapped.

    “Marlowe!” she said. “It’s Marlowe! It’s my cat!”

    It 
was
 him. Kady’s cat, from her parents’ house. A silver
tabby tom, sitting there in the middle of the street in the
moonlight, meowing at them. As Seth looked up, he ran away
a few steps, then stopped and looked expectantly over his
shoulder.

    Kady wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “He wants
us to follow!” she said.

    Follow him where?
 Seth thought. Suddenly, it dawned on
him. The Queen of Cats! He would guide them to the Queen
of Cats! And that meant. ..

    “Justin!” he shouted. He knelt down in front of his friend
and shook him. “Justin! He can take us to the Queen of Cats!
Don’t give up yet!”

    But Justin wouldn’t wake. Seth felt his throat. A fluttering
pulse under his fingertips.

    “He’s not dead!” Seth said. “He’s not dead yet! Justin!
Wake up! Wake ... up!” He slapped Justin hard across the
side of his face that wasn’t yet stone.

    Justin didn’t move for a moment. Then his face screwed
up slowly in pain. “Ow,” he said.

    “Help me get him up!” Seth told Kady. She ran to help,
and together they got him to his feet. “Put him on my back!”

    “He’s too heav —”

    “7 
don’t care!”

    He knelt down and Kady struggled to tip Justin onto
Seth’s back. With his stone arm he was a crushing weight.
Seth linked his arms under Justin’s legs, and with a grunt he
got to his feet, Justin riding piggyback.

    “That’s...
 a bit more . .. like it,” Justin gasped.

    “Hang on,” Seth said. “You’re not dead yet.”

    “Think I’d .. . 
prefer
 it at this stage.”

    “I mean it, Justin. I’ll kill you if you die on me.”

    They went after the cat, hurrying as fast as they could.
Marlowe would run on a little way, stop to check that they
were still following, and then allow them to catch up before
racing off again. In such a way, he led them through the
Acropolis.

    The rumbling of the mosaic-creatures and the restless
movement of the dark was still all around them, but Seth had
no time for that now. He was concentrating. One foot in front
of the other. After the first effort of lifting Justin, he quickly

    got used to the weight and decided it was bearable. Soon, his
muscles began to complain, and his legs started to ache, and
the strength began to drain out of him.

    But he wouldn’t stop. He didn’t care about the consequences. He didn’t care if it crippled him. You could push
your body as far as you liked as long as you didn’t care.

    So he gritted his teeth, and he carried his friend.

    The journey might have been long, or it might have just
seemed that way. Seth didn’t think any farther ahead than
the next street. 
I just have to make it to that corner
, he would
tell himself. When he got there and saw that there was another
street ahead of them, he would tell himself: 
I just have to make
it to
 that 
corner.
 And so on, over and over.

    “You still here?” he asked.

    “Just about,” said Justin. “You?”

    “I think you gave me a hernia.”

    “What are friends for?”

    But Seth’s heart lifted, because Justin’s voice sounded a
little stronger. He redoubled his efforts. Even though the pain
in his legs and back was enough to make him want to scream,
he increased his speed.

    I
. . . 
will 
not..
 . give up!

    Suddenly, before them, there was a stone trench cutting
across the street, deep and wide enough for a small river. The
canal! A set of steps led down from street level, and sitting on
the wall near the steps was a familiar black cat. Andersen. Seth
could have sworn the cat took on an expression of disdain
when he laid eyes on the boy who had stolen his memories.

    Seth took the steps down to the canal slowly, careful not
to topple over. Andersen watched them pass, then darted
down after them when they were safely at the bottom.

    The rumbling of the mosaic-creatures was muted here.
With the two cats leading the way and Tatyana guarding him,
Seth staggered onward. The muscles of his legs protested at
their treatment. His lower back was aflame and the bones of
his spine felt like they were being ground together. He was so
exhausted that he barely knew where he was. Only the pain
kept him from falling over.

    One foot in front of the other. Just one step. Just
one more.

    Ahead, there was a bridge that he recognized, and a tunnel leading under it.

    I just have to make it to that tunnel.

    He kept going, step after step. Once they got to the tunnel
the canal sloped gently down into the darkness. It wasn’t
much of a hill, but in Seth’s condition it was heartbreaking.
With the weight on his back it shifted all the effort to his
shins and thighs, and he had to brake all the way down.

    I just have to make it to the bottom of this hill.

    He walked in a trance. Kady was saying something, but
he couldn’t tell what. He guessed by her tone that she was
encouraging him. It was almost pitch-dark, and he followed
the green lamps of Tatyana’s eyes.

    At some point, light grew ahead of them. The ground
became level. It was so much easier to walk on level ground that
Seth wanted to smile, but he was too tired even for that.

    The way ahead was blocked by a huge, round sewer gate.
Red weeds and vines wrapped through the bars. The cats ran
ahead and slipped through the gate, and it opened with a
screech before their slower companions got there. Seth was
grateful he didn’t have to stop. He wouldn’t have been able to
start again.

    They trudged onward. Maybe twenty yards, maybe a
hundred. There was the end of the tunnel, coming closer with
each step.

    I just have to make it to the end.

    He did. And there, on the other side of the tunnel, was
the temple of the Queen of Cats.
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    The tunnel opened out into an enormous underground
hall, shaped like an old Greek amphitheatre but much more
grand. It was built in a semicircle, with great stone steps rising up and back. Water ran along the steps in little channels,
spilling down the levels until it came to the circular pool
in the middle of the hall. Enormous, exotic trees surrounded
the pool. They grew right out of the stone floor, without sunlight or soil. In their branches were shining white globes.
More light came from fire pits: two trenches of glowing coals
that filled the chamber with a sweltering heat and tinted
everything red.

    Then there were the cats. Cats everywhere, of all kinds,

    lazing across the steps, drinking from the pool, loafing in the
branches of the trees. Most of them were breeds the visitors
didn’t recognize. Some were bigger than lions, though none
was smaller than a house cat. There were slender cats the size
of cheetahs, with red and yellow fur like flame, and spiky
manes. There were ghostly white, hairless, flitting cats that
darted through the branches like squirrels. Some were like
chameleons, who could only be seen when they moved, and
turned invisible when they stopped still. Some were massive
and fanged, like the huge cats of prehistoric times. The kind
Tatyana was modeled on.

    Lying before the pool like a black sphinx was the queen of
them all.

    She was enormous, perhaps ten feet high at the shoulder
when she stood. She was like a panther, but sleeker, strangely
slender and feminine. Her eyes were utterly black, even
darker than her fur. All around her hung precious metals,
like beautiful armor. Gold, silver, rubies. Earrings, anklets, a
neck piece that looked like it belonged on an Aztec god. She’d
been worshipped in the past, and it seemed she’d never forgotten that.

    Seth barely took any of this in. He staggered onward, too
weary to feel triumph or fear. He sank to his knees and Kady
helped him as he tipped Justin off his back and onto the floor
of the chamber. Still on his knees, because he couldn’t get up,
he gazed blearily at the Queen of Cats.

    “Help him,” he said. “Please.”

    Justin lay on the floor, his eyes closed, barely breathing.
The Queen of Cats stirred. She shifted her gaze to Kady,
expectantly.

    It took Kady a moment to catch on. She knelt alongside Seth.

    “Please,” she said.

    The Queen of Cats rose slowly with a jangle of precious
metals. She loped over to them. Her huge head lowered and
she sniffed at Justin. Then, with one paw, she scooped him
gently towards her and began to lick him, holding him like
a cub.

    Seth looked on in amazement as her rough red tongue
scraped over his friends unconscious body. At first he thought
she was going to eat him; but as he watched, he saw that with
each stroke of the tongue, flakes of stone were falling away
from Justin’s skin. Little chips pattered on the floor as they
dropped from Justin’s arm and face.

    When she was done, she laid him carefully down. His
arm and the side of his face were pink and raw, and he was
soaked in saliva, but the stone had all gone. Kady rushed to
him and cradled his head in her arms.

    “Justin! Are you okay? Justin!”

    Justin’s eyes opened a little. His nose wrinkled.

    “Why do I smell like tuna?” he asked.

    Kady burst out laughing. A smile spread across Seth’s
face. The warm swell of relief was too much for him. He
fainted.

  Three oT Six
i
Seth awoke to the sound of rain and the smell of wet earth
and leaves. The air was chilly on his skin. Hoots and cheeps
echoed in the distance. Everything ached.
He opened his eyes and found himself lying on a bedspread under a rock overhang. Outside was the rainforest. He
was wrapped in damp blankets on a makeshift stretcher of
tree branches and tarpaulin.
Tatyana slept at his feet. Sitting with their backs to him,
looking out at the downpour, were Justin and Kady, talking
in low voices. Kady laughed at some joke he made and shoved
him playfully. Then she looked back at Seth, and her face lit
up. “Seth!” she cried. “You’re awake!” Tatyana bolted upright
and pounced on him, butting him affectionately in the face.
“Okay, okay, I’m awake,” he groaned, fending off
Tatyana’s mechanical assault. The others hurried over to him.
“Feel like I’ve been trampled by a hippo, though.” He looked
at Justin. “You need to drop a few pounds.”
“So do you.” Justin grinned. “See that stretcher you’re
lazing about on? We’ve been hauling your sorry butt through
the forest all night.”
Seth sat up. Justin hunkered down next to him and
held out his hand to shake. “Owe you one, mate. You saved
my life.”
Seth took his hand and pulled him into a hug. Justin stiffened awkwardly for a moment, then relaxed and hugged him
back. When he was released, his face had gone red.
“Aw, look at him! He’s blushing!” Kady teased.
Justin coughed into his fist. “Just not comfortable with
all these male-on-male displays of affection, that’s all. Go on:
your turn.”
Kady hugged Seth, too, throwing her arms around his
neck. Seth held her tight, burying his face in her neck.
Suddenly, he was desperate to hold her and not let her go.
She drew away, perhaps surprised by the strength of his
hug, and gave him a strange look. “Why are we out here?”
Seth asked, before she could say anything.
“We had to hoof it from the Acropolis,” said Kady. “The
cats, too. It wasn’t safe anymore.”
“I had some tarp and twine in my bag, so we knocked up
a stretcher for you with some branches off those big trees in
the temple,” Justin said. “The cats wouldn’t carry you on their
backs. It’s beneath them, apparently.”
“We’re not too popular with them right now,” Kady said.
Tatyana butted her leg. “Well, except that one.”
“What did we do?” Seth was bewildered at this new turn
of events.
“We gave away their hiding place,” said Kady. “Apparently,
Grendel was watching us last night. The Queen of Cats told
us. That means Tall Jake knows we were in the Acropolis
looking for her. He’ll send his forces to tear that place apart
in the hope of hunting her down. They’re probably there
already.”
“Grendel was watching? I didn’t... I didn’t sense it. I
mean, the whole place already felt so strange.”
“Probably all that leftover magic in the air,” said Kady.
“You’d think those mosaic-monsters might have told Tall Jake
about the Queen of Cats long before we arrived, though.”
Justin shrugged. “Why would they? They’re monsters.
Who says they can speak at all? Tall Jake’s probably never
been back to the Acropolis since he junked the place.”
“So the Queen of Cats had to abandon her temple?” Seth
asked.
“Right,” said Kady.
“And that was our fault?”
“Right.”
“Oh.”
“She wanted to see you as soon as you awoke.”
“Don’t I get breakfast first?”
“I’m worried we’re gonna 
be
 breakfast,” Justin said.
“You don’t want to keep her waiting,” said Kady. “She’s
kind of pompous. A 
queen
, don’t you know? She’s all ‘kneel
before me’.”
“It don’t sit right with me,” Justin complained. “I don’t
like kneeling to anyone.”
“Well, you’ll do it, since we need her, and she saved your
life just as much as Seth did,” Kady told him sternly.
Seth tried to sit up and was rewarded with a back spasm
that took his breath away. “Well, if I have to kneel to anyone,
I don’t think I’m getting back up again,” he said.
Z
The Queen of Cats and her retinue were gathered in a cave on
the mountainside, sheltered from the rain, with vines and
creepers hanging over the entrance. Even in these circumstances, the Queen had managed a touch of glamor: glittering
seams of shiny metal lined the inside of the cave, shining in
the weak afternoon light. The Queen sat in a regal pose, surrounded by dozens of cats of all sizes and types. She was
guarded by silver tiger-like beasts the size of horses.
Kady, Seth, Justin, and Tatyana picked their way through
the busy cave towards her. The gloom was alive with lazy stirring. Cats groomed themselves, yawned, padded this way and
that. Seth spotted Andersen and Marlowe tracking them
through the cave. Suddenly, he knew how a cat’s prey must
feel. There was a sense of casual danger about this place, as if
the cats might tear their visitors apart at any moment, if only
they could be bothered.
The Queen of Cats regarded them coldly as they came
towards her. The guards backed off and made room. As they
approached, Seth saw the ornament that held the Shard lying
next to one of her great paws'.
MO
“You gave it to her?” Seth asked Kady.
“She took it.” Kady shrugged. “I couldn’t exactly stop her.”
Tatyana lay on the floor before the Queen, submissive.
Kady and Justin knelt, Justin wearing a reluctant grimace.
Seth lowered himself to one knee with a struggle. He was stiff
as a board and his thighs were in agony.
A voice rolled around their heads. It was soft, like a purr,
but it carried a tone of bored disdain. The words seemed to
come directly into their minds without passing through
their ears.
Trig 
end has begun,
 
said the Queen of Cats. 
And you
have begun it.
When nobody else spoke, Seth said, “We didn’t mean to
lead Tall Jake to you. Your cats, Andersen and Marlowe, have
been helping us. We thought —”
Yes
, d 
was gracious enough to send my sohdiers to
fiefp you. T’fie one you cad “Andersen, inparticubar, is
a most trusted subject. The has wafhedin many reafms
andyassedthrough many stories.
 
The Queen’s gaze grew
sharp, df 
did not mean
 
d 
wished to be found.
“Then why send your cats to guide us through the
Acropolis?” Seth asked. He wondered if he should be more
polite, but he didn’t know how to behave in front of a queen.
(By then the game was up,
 
said the Queen. 
And you
did have the Shard,
 
dt 
is safer with me than with you,
“But Marlowe helped me 
before.
 He led me to the Shard,
back in Hathern.”
The waited untih Tall Jahe and his minions were
22 f
convinced tfiat you were no tfvreat. T'hat your memory bad been erased. T’hen fie fed you to tfie Sfiard
You were supposed to bring it back to 
<
Mafice quiet fy.
(But tbe Sbard responded to tbe Lacf's power in you
and wofe up. Taff Jake sensed bis ancient enemy
awakening and came after you. ‘After that, be knew
you carried tbe Sbard, and be was on your trad. ‘I
wanted wbat you carried, but it was too dangerous to
make direct contact with you, in case you fed Tad
wbat you did.
Seth winced. “Sorry,” he said. He rubbed his hand
through his hair. “Do you know how to use it?” he asked.
“The Shard?”
A scornful chuckle, 
‘if you mean, do I know bow to
refease tbe Shardf rom bis prison, then yes. Tfobody
uses tbe Sbard. ‘He is an uncontrodabfe force.
“Then will you? Release him, I mean?”
When tbe time is right,
 
said the Queen of Cats. 
T’be
Sbard is hungry for revenge, and be is not known for
bis reasonabfe attitude. He wid go after Tad Jake
immediatefy. I wid not fet him out untif we are ad
ready.
“And when will that be?”
When our forces have gathered and we face Tad
Jake on the fiefd of battfe.
Justin looked up sharply, one eyebrow raised. “You
what?” he asked, rather inappropriately. The Queen’s guards
growled at him. He cleared his throat, gave them a nervous
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glance, and corrected himself. “I mean, you what, 
Your
Majesty
.”
Kady rolled her eyes. “I can’t take you anywhere,” she
whispered angrily.
The Queen of Cats shifted herself and settled. The floor
of the cave was less comfortable than she was used to.
Crowfinger is dead ancf tfie Cripphespite is gone,
she said. 
(But with my army of cats, the Lath's dark
worshippers, the Shard, and whatever smaffforces you
can muster, we have a chance to take hack this reafm.
dt is not a cat's way to work with others, hut you have
heft me hitthe choice. Separatehy, we wihhfahh Together, -
we may not.
“The Lack?” said Seth. “How will you find her?”
oh, 
she’s histening,
 
said the Queen of Cats. She raised
her head suspiciously. 
(Aren't you, my dear?
Seth felt the temperature plunge. The hairs on the back of
his neck stood on end. The gloom thickened, a shadow passed
through the cavern, and out of the darkness stepped the Lack.
He recognized her from the statue in her shrine at the
bottom of the Oubliette. Her skin was silver and gave out a
cold light, like distant stars. Her pupils were the white of bitter frost. Her thick hair was black and gathered behind a
headdress. She wore the clothes of a huntress and carried with
her an elegant bow. Seth knew that bow. He’d used it to
destroy the Mort-Beast.
i
 AM Lf$T€iVl<VG
f
 she said, in a voice like wind
through icicles.
2?3
The Queen of Cats regarded her sternly. 
You fiave
caused me great inconvenience,
 
she accused.
SOM£OV£ HAR TO FORC£ YOOR HAVR. YOO
WOOLR V£0£R HAO£ ACT£R OTH£RWIS£.
So you used these cfiddren?
The Lack smiled faintly, as if at a private joke. 
A (VO RG£
H£R£ AVR TH£R£, VO MOR£. TH£Y ARC
R£MARKA&LY R£SOORC£FOL. 
She walked over to
Seth and looked down at him. 
£SR£CIALLY THIS
0V€. MY CHAMRIOV.
She put her hand on his shoulder, and a numb chill spread
* from it throughout his body. When she took it away, the chill
faded, but so had the aches and pains of last nights
adventures.
STAVR OR, ALL OF YOO, 
she said. 
1 RO VOT
V££R MY SO&JCCTS TO KV££L TO MAK£
ML TOLL SoRCRIOR.
The Queen of Cats growled low at the insult, and the
atmosphere in the cave turned ugly. But nobody contradicted
the Lack, so they got to their feet. Seth was amazed to find
that his muscles didn’t protest in the least.
“What did you do to me?” Seth asked the Lack.
I TOOK AWAY YOOR RAIV
f
 said the Lack. THAT
IS WHAT ♦ AM, CHILR. I AM SARV£SS AVR
£MRTIV£SS, TH£ LOVCLY VOIR, TH£ ACH£
OF LOSS. I RRAW OOT YOOR RAIV, AVR
TAK£ IT OROV MYS£LF. THAT IS WHAT I
OFF£R MY FOLLOWERS. HCALIVG.
ZSH
The Queen of Cats snorted. 
(Be carejuf my guests.
(First sfie’ff take your pain, tfieri sfie’ff take the rest
of you.
The Lack gave them that faint smile again, as if to say,
Believe what you want.
Seth shook his head. “No, I didn’t mean that. I meant,
what did you do to me 
before
? In your temple. Ever since,
I’ve . . . I’ve had these 
abilities
.”
THEY WERE NOT YOOR ABILITIES. THEY
WERE MINE, 
she said. ♦ 
HAVE &EEN HIDING. 
She
put her hand on Seth’s chest, over his heart. 
IN HERE.
Seth just stared at her, not understanding.
TALL JAKE 15 ROwERTOL, ANi> ♦ HAVE
£££N GREATLY WEAKENER &Y MY LAST
BATTLE WITH HIM. I WAS REROCER TO HIDING IN MY BROKEN TEMRLE, TRARRER
IN5I0E MY STATUE, KERT THERE &Y THE
MORT-&EAST. UNTIL MY CHAMRION CAME
ALONG.
She looked into Seth’s eyes. She was beautiful, like
a sculpture, and he felt the power of her gaze and was
drawn to it. He wanted to please her. But there was something terrifyingly inhuman about her, too, and it frightened him.
!
 HIR IN5IRE YOU, A NR LET YOU CARRY
ME OUT OT MY RRISON. I HALE fcEEN WITH
YOO EGER SINCE. IT WAS TOO RANGEROOS
TO COME OUT IN THE OREN, fcOT TALL
m
JAKC WOULI> NOT FIN(> MC If ♦ WAS CON-
CCALCO INSIRC ANOTHCR £01>Y.
“It’s been you? The ... the things I’ve sensed, the way I
pulled Justin from the mosaic, all of that?” He felt suddenly
angry. “It was you who showed me what was in Andersen’s
head, wasn’t it? The route through the Acropolis. You wanted
me to lead Tall Jake to the Queen of Cats!”
♦ HAOC &CCN WATCHING OOCR YOU, SCTH.
KCCRING YOU SATC.
“You didn’t keep me very safe when that ghoul in the
train yard tried to bite my head off!”
The Lack tipped her head slightly, regarding him as if he
were an infant throwing a rather amusing tantrum. He felt
suddenly ashamed.
IN YOUR WORLO, OUR ROWCRS ARC
WCAK. WC HAOC FCW &CLICOCRS. THCRC
WAS LITTLC I COOU> t>0.
“I don’t get it,” said Kady. “What do believers have to do
with anything?”
&CLICF 15 A RCMARKA&LC THING. IT CAN
MAKC THC IMAGINARY RGAL.
j
 
“Explain,” Justin said with a puzzled frown. “In words of
three syllables or less.”
OCRY WCLL, said the Lack. THOUGH THC
QUCCN MAY WANT TO CLOSC HCR CARS.
SHC RRCFCRS TO &CLICOC THC ILLUSION
RATHCR THAN THC RCALITY. SHC THINKS
MALICC HAS ALWAYS &CCN HCRC
f
 ANI> THAT
YOOR WORLi> IS MGRGLY ANOTHGR
THAT LIGS ALONGSI!>£ OORS. A RARALLGL
WORLl>. &OT SHG IS WRONG.
You /aave 
nothing to say that Q have not heard
hejore,
 
the Queen said stiffly. 
Aaid they were hies
then, too.
The Lack tossed her head and laughed. 
1 SGG YOOR
MINI> 15 NOT TO &£ CHANGGI>. WGLL, THGN.
LISTGN, ANi> YOU MAY LGARN SOMGTHING
NONGTHGLGSS.
She turned to the others. Seth felt his blood cool as he
met her gaze.
OOR WORLI> &GGAN WITH GRGNI>£L. HIM,
ANt> ONLY HIM. 1 {>0 NOT KNOW WHCRG HG
CAMG TROM. I {>0 NOT KNOW GYACTLY
WHAT HG 15. I I>0 NOT KNOW IF YOO WOOLJ>
CALL HIM A GOI> OR A TOOL. &0T HG ROS-
SGSSGS THG M05T GYTRAOR BINARY MINJ>.
A M|NI> THAT COOLi> &OlLJ> A WORLI>
f
 ANR
CRAFT GYGRY INCH OF IT IN GYQOISITG
RGTAIL. HG RAINTGR ANI> SKGTCHGR ANi>
RRGW, TONING ANI> TGSTING. GYGNTOALLY,
HG HAI> IMAGINGS IT SO RGRFGCTLY, HG
&GLIGYGR IT SO MUCH, THAT THG WORLR
INSIRG HIS HGAI> &GCAMG RGAL. IT TOOK
ON A LIFG OF ITS OWN ANI> RASSGR &GYONR
HIS CONTROL.
The Queen of Cats snorted and laid her head on her paws.
m
Lies
, she said simply. Tin's 
worid was born from the
womb of the ‘First Cat.
YOO HAYC RROOF THAT THIS FIRST CAT
CXIST S? 
asked the Lack.
*3 
do not need proof
 *3 
have faith.
THCN WHY 1>0 YOO &CLICYC THAT STORY
AN1> NOT N>INC
f
 WHCN THCRC IS NO RROOF
OF CITHCR?
‘Because my story is the right one.
ANf> WOOLR YOO LAY ROWN YOOR
LIFC FOR THC FIRST CAT? WOOLR YOO
KILL FOR H€R
f
 IF SHC ASKCt> YOO TO?
Of course. Without a second thought.
The Lack turned to her audience and indicated the Queen
of Cats. 
YOO SCC HOW KCLICF CAN £C A i>AN-
GCROOS THING.
The Queen of Cats bared her fangs, but said no more.
“So what about Tall Jake? I mean, 
he’s
 real, right?” Kady
asked. “I heard him talking in the real world.”
AFTGR TALL JAKC t>ROVC OOT THC RGST
OF THC SIX ANt> TOOK OYCR MALICC, HC
&CCAMC O&SCSSCR WITH ONC IRCA
;
 WHO
CRCATCt> HIN>? HC ROLCR THIS RCALM, &OT
HC STILL FCLT THAT HC WAS ONJ>CR THC
ROWCR OF ANOTHCR. SO HC OSCR ALL HIS
SORCCRICS ANJ> ARCANC KNOWLCRGC, ANJ>
HC FOON1> A WAY TO MCCT HIS MAKCR. 
She
2ft£
raised a wry eyebrow. fROM WHAT MY SRICS TCLL
MC, H€ WAS LCSS THAN? IMRRCSSCf>.
“But how is that possible? An imaginary being appearing
in the real world?”
ROSSIBLC OR IMROSSIBLC, <T HARRCN?CI>,
said the Lack. TALL JAKC ARRCARCt> IN? TH€
ATTIC Of CROUCH HOLLOW. H€ STCRRCR
OUT Of HIS OWN? PORTRAIT, SO I AM TOLt>.
AT THAT TlMC
f
 HC WAS LITTLC MORC
THAN? A SHADOW, A CHOST THAT LURKCO
IN? THC ATTIC. UN?T*L ICARUS SCRATCH
fOUN?t> HIM.
“Scratch,” Seth muttered. “That lisping sack of lard. I’m
gonna get that guy one day.”
TALL JAKC N?CCf>Ct> &CLICYCRS. THC
MORC RCORLC THAT fCARCR HIM, THC MORC
HIS ROWCR CRCW. ICARUS SCRATCH UN?I>CR-
STOOJ> HOW A RUMOR, RRORCRLY HAN?OLCI>,
WOULR CAIN? STRCiVGTH UN?TIL IT &CCAMC
TRUTH. SO THC TWO Of THCM STRUCK A
BARGAIN?. THCY TARGCTCt> THC YOUN?G,
&CCAUSC THCIR M|N?j>S ARC MORC ORCN?
THAN? AOULTS. CHILRRCN? WAN?T TO BCLICYC.
AN?1> SO THC COMIC BCGAN?.
“But why is he taking kids away?” Seth demanded.
BCCAUSC If HC t>lt> N?OT, N?0£Ot>Y WOUU>
BC |N?TCRCSTCI>. If MALICC WAS JUST A
2?9
COMIC, NOBOPY WOULP CARG. BUT IT'S
A PANGGROUS COMIC. IT'S A PARK SGCRGT.
TORBTPPGN. SCRATCH KNGW KIPS WOULP
RCAI> IT IT THCY &GLIGVGP THOSG WCRC
RCAL KIP'S TICHTliVC TOR SURVIVAL. IT NOT
TOR THAT, IT WOOLi> BG ONLY ONG COMIC
AMONG MANY, ANi> IT WOULP PISARRGAR
WITHOUT TRACT.
Seth was appalled. “You’re saying that if we weren’t so
hungry to read about horrible things happening to other
people, then Tall Jake wouldn’t be taking kids away at all?”
The Lack’s faint smile was back.
Seth couldn’t believe what he was hearing. All those kids
who had died just to feed the appetite of 
Malices
 readers. He
felt dizzy.
“The ritual. ..” he said, weakly.
AH, YGS. ONG INGRGPIGNT TOR CACH OT
TH€ SIX. A CROW TGATHGR TOR CROwTINGGR,
A TWIG TOR THG CRIRRLGSRITG, TUR TOR
THC QUGGN OT CATS. 
The Queen of Cats snorted
again and narrowed her eyes in displeasure. MING IS THG
TGAR, TOR LOSS ANO SORROW. TALL JAKG
TAKGS A LOCK OT YOUR HAIR TO TINP YOU
&Y. ANP LAST IS TIRG, TOR THG SHARP,
THG GRGAT PGSTROYGR.
“But why? What does it mean?”
NOTHING.
“Nothing?”
no
RITUAL <5 RART OF &GLIGF. IT GIOGS IT
OROGR AN{> SHARG. IT MAKGS IT SGGM
GRAGG ANR IMRORTANT; IT GIGGS IT ROWGR.
AS LONG AS YOU RO THG RITUAL, YOU
RON'T HAUL TO THINK TOO HARR A&OUT
WHAT LIGS &GHINR IT. THG IMRORTANT
THING 15 THAT IT SGGMS TO MAKG SGNSG.
Seth couldn’t take any more. It was like some bad joke.
Scratch had played them all like an expert. He knew exactly
what to do to make his audience sit up and beg. Just thinking
about it made Seth furious.
“What happens if we don’t stop him?” Kady asked.
SOON, He WILL STRONG GNOUGH TO
♦ NGARG YOUR RGALM WITH AN ARMY OF
HIS FOLLOWGRS. ALL THAT YOU LOGG WILL
&G RGSTROYGR. 
There was an odd note of relish in her
voice as she finished. Hunger for all that sorrow. She stared at
Kady. LIKG YOUR MOTHGR ANR FATHGR.
Kady went pale. Her gaze dropped to the floor. When she
spoke, her voice was quiet and firm.
“What do you want us to do?”
(jo hack to \jourpeophe,
 
said the Queen of Cats. 
Spread
the word among those who oppose Tad Jake. There are
many. Ted them a reckoning is at hand. Ted them if
they do not join us now, there wid never he another
chance.
“And you think Tall Jake will face us?” Seth asked. “On
our terms?”
‘lie wiff fiave to. M/e wiff attack tfie ‘Deadffiouse
, 
tfie
seat oj fiis power. ‘lie cannot Cet tfie T)eacffouse faff.
“And you’ll contact us? When the time is right?” Kady
asked.
1 wiff sencf Andersen. thfe wiff teff you wfiere to go.
“He doesn’t speak!” Justin said. “How’s he going to tell
us? Mouse code?”
The Queen of Cats sighed and laid her "head back on her
paws. 
§0
 
away, you strange fittfe creatures. You’re tiring me. One of my sufjects wiff fead you out of tfie
rainforest.
With that, they were dismissed. They picked their way
through the cats and out of the cave, and headed back through
the rain to the overhang.
“Mouse code,” said Seth, shaking his head, and the boys
burst out laughing while Kady rolled her eyes.
in
THE DEADH0U5E
?repmf'ms
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They were unusually quiet on the long journey back. Each of
them was wrapped up in his or her thoughts. When they
talked, it was usually about the battle to come. How would it
be? How could they contribute? They weren’t fighters. Kady
said she wouldn’t let Havoc get involved until they had some
way of defending themselves against Tall Jake’s Regulators
and the creatures of the Deadhouse. Justin said he was just
looking forward to kicking in some heads. Seth didn’t say
much at all.
He was thinking of what would happen afterwards. Kady
seemed to have forgotten what she’d said that night in the
Acropolis, but he hadn’t. She said'she was going home. No
argument. No interest in how he felt about it. It was just like
Kady, to plant her feet like that.
It hurt him deeply. Why couldn’t she see how dull and
boring he found life back home? Why didn’t she feel crushed
by the idea of getting up at the same time every morning,
going to the same school or the same job, day after day? Here
in Malice, you didn’t have to worry about getting good grades
so you could get a good job. Malice was a world stuffed with
wonder and excitement and danger. There wasn’t much of
any of those left back home.
But she was leaving. He resented her for that. He resented
her for making him choose between her and Malice.
They’d left the Shard with the Queen of Cats. Seth was
glad to rid himself of the burden. They’d delivered a great
weapon to Tall Jake’s enemies, who knew how to use it.
Whatever happened now, they’d at least done that much.
They’d struck a blow.
But Seth knew it wasn’t over yet. Not till Tall Jake was
destroyed and those kids who read the comic were safe. Not
till there were no more deaths like Luke’s.
He thought about Alicia then. He wondered if she’d
gotten the message that he’d left before he went to the train
yard. He wondered if she’d done anything about it. Probably
not, he decided. He’d liked her in the short time they’d spent
together, but she was the type who followed the rules. She’d
probably deleted the message as soon as she got it.
They plodded after their new guide — a jaguar —
through the jungle. The walk was hard, and sometimes they
had to hack their way through the undergrowth. Justin made
jokes about what Stumps might be up to right now, whether
he was still waiting for them at the camp or if he’d run off as
soon as they left him. Either way, they’d saved themselves
half his fee, which Justin was happy about.
Seth didn’t feel happy. He felt a strange sense of loss.
Maybe it was Kady, maybe it was just the feeling that things
were coming to an end. But he thought it was something else.
He’d been carrying the Lack around inside him for months,
and now she was gone. There would be no more sixth sense,
no more startling bursts of strange energy. He felt like something had been taken away from him. Her cold, beautiful face
hung in his memory like a portrait.
In some odd way, he missed her.
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They were greeted with rapture back at the Bathysphere.
Many had feared they were never coming back at all. Justin
got a lot of mileage out of his brush with the mosaic-
creatures, and enjoyed the attention it brought. Some of the
girls had decided he’d become suddenly interesting now that
he’d nearly died.
Once the excitement had faded, the reality set in. Most of
them were looking forward to a showdown with Tall Jake,
although some of them were secretly terrified. Kady made
plans with Dylan and Scotty to get in touch with the other
gangs and rebel groups that they knew of. Dylan thought
they’d get behind the idea once Kady explained it to them,
since most of them wanted revenge on Tall Jake for one thing
or another. Everyone had a relative who’d been taken to the
Deadhouse or a friend killed by Regulators. Everyone knew
someone in a village that had been destroyed. Tall Jake had
made a lot of enemies.
m
“But how are we supposed to fight?” Kady asked Dylan.
“Yeah, we can’t go into battle just waving sticks around,”
Justin added.
“Come on,” said Dylan with a grin. “I got something to
show you.”
Dylan, Kady, and Justin went down into the depths of the
Bathysphere, where Dylan opened a heavy submarine-style
pressure door and showed them into the chamber beyond.
“My little treasure room, innit?” he said.
Kady stared. The dimly lit chamber was cluttered with all
manner of things. There were strange ornaments, Regulator
helmets, bits of armor that didn’t look like they fit on
humans. There were little clockwork devices and steam cylinders and all kinds of machine parts. There were metal
pots and tins on the shelves, and small crates piled against
the wall.
“Where did you get all this?” Justin cried, and ran into
the room to poke around. The mechanic in him loved to tinker with junk.
“Swapped, stolen, bought, or begged,” said Dylan proudly.
“I been dealing with the gangs around here for ages now,
and there’s tons of dealers in the city. You just got to bring
them something they want, and you get something 
you
want. Easy.”
“So when the Regulators come to kill us, we’re going to
throw bits of trash at them?” Kady ventured.
“Hey! This is 
not
 trash!” Justin said, surfacing from
behind a heap of gears and sprockets.
“Remember them frazzlers we used back in the Terminus? ”
said Dylan. “They ain’t the only weapons we got. We knocked
over a supply train a while back and robbed the heck out of it.
Got a whole bunch of stuff.”
“I remember!” said Justin. “You took down a section of
the track. That was when they shut down the trains. I was
in the Clock Tower at the time, with Seth.”
Dylan shrugged. “Don’t know about that. But I know we
got 
these
.”
He took down something from the wall. It looked like a
small medieval lance, but shorter and with the end cut off. It
was made of dark and tarnished metal, and thick cables ran
from it to a chunky pack with straps that was obviously meant
to be worn on the back.
“What’s that? A flamethower?” Justin guessed hopefully.
“Nah. Wish it was. These are power lances. Got about
twelve of them in all, which is probably about as many people
in this place as I’d trust on a battlefield. The rest should stay
at home, I reckon.”
“What do they do?” Justin asked. He slipped one of the
packs on his back and picked up a lance. There was a grip
inside the handle of the lance, and a trigger.
“They shoot a bolt of some kind of electricity. Knocks
you out.”
“For how long?”
“Well, one of the kids we took on the raid, he accidentally
shot himself in the foot. Put him down for twenty-four hours
or so.”
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“Why didn’t we have these in the Terminus?” Kady
asked.
Dylan gave her a look. “They ain’t too subtle. You can’t
exactly hide ’em under your clothes.”
“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this place,” Kady
muttered, looking around.
Dylan shrugged. “You were all makin’ plans to go to the
Acropolis. Didn’t think about it.”
There was a shriek of energy and a blinding light. Kady
and Dylan jumped and shielded their eyes. When they
dared to look, they saw a nearby pile of crates crackling with
blue arcs of electricity. Justin was delicately putting the
lance down.
“Oops,” he said. “Well, they work, anyway.”
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Kady spent the next fortnight with Dylan, going from place
to place, drumming up support among the local rebels. She
returned occasionally, but only to sleep and check on preparations. Seth saw little of her. He hung out with Justin,
feeling miserable.
It took him a long time to work out why. At first he
thought he might be secretly scared of the battle to come.
He 
was
 scared, he had to admit that; but that wasn’t it. He
thought that maybe he was depressed because of losing the
Lack, and that sense of loss she’d left behind her; but that
3
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wasn’t it, either. He wondered if it was something to do with
Kady, but even that wasn’t the whole reason.
It was Justin who got it in the end. “Mate, you’re feeling
down because you don’t want it to end. You want to keep
going like you are. If we do beat Tall Jake, what then?”
They were sitting in a small laboratory in the Bathysphere.
Justin was at a workbench while Seth sat on a windowsill,
looking out at the fishes in the lake. Justin had taken to borrowing broken things from Dylan’s treasure room and trying
to fix them up.
“What if we do beat him?” Seth asked. “Does that mean
they stop making the comic? No more comic, no more readers. If kids stop reading the comic, if they stop 
believing
, does
that mean Malice disappears?”
“Well, I ain’t the sharpest tool in the drawer, but the Lack
said that Malice was around 
before
 there was a comic. It was
Grendel who made it happen. Now if 
Grendel
 dies, well, I
don’t know what happens then. But you want my opinion,
I don’t think Malice is going anywhere. It’s 
here
 now. It’s real.
You get me?”
Seth nodded. But he wasn’t convinced. Now that he’d
found this place, he couldn’t bear to lose it. He was scared of
the end of things.
Scotty organized the lancers and drilled them. Nobody
had any idea what to expect in the upcoming conflict, but
Scotty wanted them prepared. As Dylan had said, there were
only twelve members of Havoc who would be worth anything
in a fight. Among them were Kady, Seth, Justin, and Scotty
himself. Tatyana would go as well, of course. The others were
too young, too scared, or not strong enough to run around
with the battery packs on their backs.
Seth drilled for hours each day, until his battery pack was
depleted and he had to charge it again from the generator in
the Bathysphere. It helped him keep his mind off things.
Kady came and went, but there was a wedge between
them now, and she was occupied with other things. She didn’t
ask him to come along on her expeditions, and he didn’t ask
to go. They both sensed the divide, and were careful to stay
away from it.
One day, Andersen arrived. There was a message in his
collar. Scotty took it out and read it, looked at Seth, and nodded gravely.
It was time.
The Before
The 
Ddwn
1
It was several days later that Seth found himself sitting on a
high ridge, looking across broken and blasted plains at the
Deadhouse.
Dawn was turning the night sky blue, but the stars were
still bright, and the moon gazed down on Malice with an
empty, idiot face. A yellowish mist had come with the night,
cloaking the plains in a thick, slow sea of murk that stank of
rotten eggs. Sometimes, a breath of wind would stir the mist,
and vague shadows of 
things
 could be seen moving within.
Under the cover of the mist, Tall Jake’s army was
assembling.
Rising over the mist was the Deadhouse itself. A great
black sprawling building of iron and steel and pipes. A monstrous, dirty factory that seeped smoke from its many
chimneys. It was built on many levels and made up of several buildings, connected by bridges and surrounded by an
enormous metal wall. It glowed a deep, smoldering red from
within. The light came from its many fires, shining out
through the cracks in its dark shell. Its roof bristled with
deadly cannons.
It looked like the forge of the devil.
The ridge Seth sat on was near the foot of a range of
crumbling hills. Somewhere behind him was an army. An
army of cats, humans, and the strange followers of the Lack
known as the Coven. They numbered in the thousands. Too
many to sneak up on Tall fake; his scouts had seen them coming. But would it be enough to defeat him? Seth stared at the
Deadhouse and wondered.
In the morning, they would attack. The thought of what
was to come terrified him. He was afraid for himself, but he
was more afraid for the others. What if Justin died? What if
Kady did? He couldn’t stand to lose either one of them.
Kady had said that he loved danger. Well, maybe he did.
But maybe it was just that he never really thought, deep down,
that it could touch him. He thought he could get through
anything if he was brave and smart enough. Secretly, he
thought he was invincible. Because that’s what real heroes
were like.
But this was war. Down there, he wouldn’t be in control.
Down there, he was just one of thousands, and it was a roll of
the dice whether any of them lived or died.
He heard footsteps behind him, and turned to look over
his shoulder. It was Kady, with Tatyana padding alongside.
She looked weary, but she managed a smile as he saw her.
“There you are,” she said. “Couldn’t sleep.”
Can anyone?
“I guess not.” She came and stood next to where he was
sitting. Tatyana nuzzled him, wanting to be stroked. He
scratched behind her ear and she purred noisily.
Kady gazed out over the plains, the sea of vile mist and
the foul Deadhouse at its center. “What’s out there?” she
asked distantly. “Waiting for us, under the mist?”
“I don’t want to know,” Seth said.
They shared a silence for a time. Seth felt a pressure to
speak, but he couldn’t. Even though this might be his last
chance, he couldn’t. There were too many things he wanted
to say to her, but he was never good with things like that. He
could never find the words to express it properly. It always
came out sounding wrong. Better to keep quiet.
“They want to see you,” she said eventually.
“Who?”
“The Lack. The Queen of Cats.”
Seth got to his feet. “Lead on.”
Kady gave him one of her looks, the kind that said she
knew something was wrong but she didn’t know whether to
ask about it. A look that said: 
Tell me, Seth. What’s going on?
But he didn’t.
They headed back up the hill to the camp. Coven sentries watched them approach, clicking and rattling to
themselves. The Coven made Seth’s skin crawl. He’d first
seen them in the Oubliette, initially as statues and then as
corpses in the Lack’s temple. He still had no idea what they
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looked like under their alien, close-fitting armor. They had
spindly limbs, knees set backwards like the hind legs of a
horse, long skulls encased in smooth helmets of black metal.
They carried pikes with a blade at both ends, and talked in a
horrible ticking, clattering language, punctuated by shrill
whines and shrieks.
Once past the sentries, they picked their way through the
camp. Hundreds of tents had been pitched here, mainly for
the human forces. They gathered around fires, cleaning and
sharpening their weapons and talking in low voices about the
battle ahead. Kady had done a great job spreading the word.
Havoc was made up of kids, but most of Tall Jake’s enemies
were adults. Thousands of them had come flocking at the
prospect of settling things. They were a ragtag army at best:
mountain tribesmen, village militia, intellectuals from the
City. But they all shared a common cause.
Kady had been careful to explain that they would be joining an army led by the Lack, the' Queen of Cats, and the
Shard. The human forces were made up of many groups with
many leaders, and they would never agree on one between
themselves. But the Lack and the Queen of Cats had adopted
Kady as their contact among the human forces. She’d become
the unofficial leader, even if nobody admitted it. No adult
wanted to be led by a kid.
Justin spotted them and caught up with them as they
made their way through the camp. “Mind if I tag along?” he
said. “It gets kinda boring waiting to be chopped into bits by
Tall Jake’s zombie hordes.”
“Yeah, I can imagine how boring that must be,” said Kady,
deadpan.
Z
They found the Queen of Cats and the Lack inside an ancient
circle of standing stones. The stones stood on a bare hilltop,
weathered and leaning inward. Some of them were split and
blackened by lightning. A half dozen great cats prowled
around outside, guarding their queen within.
They stopped at the edge of the circle. Kady turned to
Seth and touched his arm. There was an odd, pleading look
in her eyes.
“You don’t have to do what they ask, Seth,” she said.
“You know me,” said Seth. “Sir Knight, right?” It came
out sounding bitter. He knew it hurt her to throw her affectionate nickname back in her face. He looked away, regretting
it. “I’ll do what I have to.”
He walked towards the stone circle. The others stayed
where they were. The cats looked him over as he approached,
but they let him pass.
The Queen of Cats was sitting sphinx-like. She wore fine
armor now instead of jewels. The Lack was a beautiful statue,
crisp as frostbite.
The Queen of Cats stared at him expectantly. He
stared back.
You sfioufcC 6e (zneefma.
“Should I?” Seth replied. He felt pointlessly defiant. They
could all be dead in a few hours. He wasn’t going to kneel to
her anymore. She wasn’t his queen. To be honest, he probably
wouldn’t have knelt to 
his
 queen, either.
The Queen of Cats turned her head away in disgust. The
Lack favored him with that wispy smile of hers. She approved.
For some reason, that made him glad.
MV CHAMRION. YOU CLCANSCO MV T£M-
RLC OF THC MORT-&CAST ANO VO O
f>£LIV£R£I> 05 THC SHARR. NOW I HAVC
ONC LAST RCQOCST OF YOU.
Seth waited silently.
THC &ATTLC TO COMC WILL NOT ONC
WC CAN ££ 50RC OF WINNING. TALL JAKC
HAS ONC GRCAT AI>VANTAC£. W€ ARC FACING HIM ON HIS TGRRITORY. H€ HAS THC
1>€AI>HOOSG. IT IS AN ALMOST IMRCNC-
TRA&LC FORTRCSS. IF THC TI1>C TURNS IN
OOR FAVOR, HC WILL RCTRCAT INTO IT.
ITS CANNONS WILL CNSORC THAT AN
ASSAULT ON THC 0£AJ>H0OS£ WALLS WILL
&£ . . . COSTLY.
“What do you plan to do?”
WC RLAN TO t>£STROY IT WHILC HIS
ATTCNTION IS CLSCWHCRC. &0T WC WILL
NCCt> VOOR HCLR.
Seth understood. “The route through the factory. You were
with me in Birmingham, when Alicia and I got in by accident.”
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YCS. A &ACK WAY INTO THC OCAi>HOOSC.
TALL JAKC KNOWS YOU COT IN — HC HAS
RCAI> THC COMIC, NO t>0O&T _ &OT HC
l>OCSN'T KNOW HOW.
She held out a small mechanical device, about the size of
a lunch box. Seth took it. It was an assortment of metal tubes,
with a dial in the middle that was obviously a timer. There
were two vials set among the tubes. One fizzed with a blinding white light. The other one was so dark that it felt like it
was sucking Seth in as he stared at it.
THC ONIVCRSC IS MAI>C OR OT MANY
THINGS, 
said the Lack. 
SOMC ARC NOT MCANT
TO MIYCt>. WHCN THCY ARC 
... She
blew into her hand and splayed her fingers, miming an
explosion.
“You want me to take this inside the Deadhouse?”
The Lack nodded. 
WC CANNOT TRAYCL IN
YOOR W0RL1>. WC WOOL1> &CCOMC TAINT
A NJ> ALMOST ROWCRLCSS. NOR CAN WC
SCNt> ONC OT OOR OWN, TOR IT RCOCMRCS
CRCAT ROWCR TO SCNt> SOMCTHING INTO
YOOR WORLt> THAT i>OCS NOT £CLONG
THCRC. ONLY CATS HAYC THC ROWCR TO
CROSS WORLDS ANO STORICS WITH CASC,
AN|> THCN ONLY THC SMALLCST ANJ> NIM-
&LCST CAN l>0 IT.
The Queen of Cats rumbled proudly in the background.
BUT IT IS SIMRLC TO SCNO YOU, SCTH,
TOR VOO ARC FROM THAT W0RL1> AN{> IT
WANT5 YOU &ACK. YOU MOST TAKC THAT
t>CCICC THROUGH THC OLf> FACTORY AVI>
WTO THC t>CAJ>HOOSC. IT WILL £C CMRTY
(VOW; ALL HIS FORCCS WILL &C OOTSIt>C.
YOO MOST RLACC IT IN THC HCART OF
THC &OILJ>ING
f
 IN THC CNGINC ROOM, ANi>
CSCARC THC WAY YOO CAMC. IF WC CAN
t>CSTROY THC l>CAI>HOOSC
f
 TALL JAKC
WILL &C MOCH WCAKCNCO. WITH OOR
COMfc|NCt> ROWCR, WC MAY OOCRCOMC
HIM THCN.
Seth stared at the device in his hands. His heart was
sinking.
“You’re asking me to go back to the real world?”
♦ AM ASKING YOO TO HCLR OS l>CFCAT
TALL JAKC.
That wasn’t all she was asking. Even if he did manage to
do it, he would have to escape back through the factory, and
he would come out in Birmingham. With no ticket back to
Malice.
What if he couldn’t even get into the Deadhouse? What if
Tall Jake had somehow closed the route through the factory,
or it didn’t work twice or something? What if he ended up
trapped in the real world? That thought scared him more
than the battle did.
But even as he debated it, he knew there was no real
choice. This wasn’t about him. It was about Luke and Colm
and all those kids who had died because of Tall Jake. It was
about all those who had summoned him but hadn’t yet been
taken, like Alicia and Philip Gormley. It was about all those
parents and friends and brothers and sisters who had their
lives ruined when some kid disappeared without a trace. He
was the only one who could do it. The only one who’d been
there before.
Sometimes he hated having to do what was right. But that
was just how he was.
“I need to say some good-byes.”
The Lack stared deep into his eyes and spoke aloud. “7
know how this hurts you, Seth. Remember who I am. I can
take away your pain.”
Just for a moment, Seth was tempted. He wanted to forget all about Luke. He wanted to stop worrying about his
parents and what could be happening to them now. He
wanted to stop feeling angry or confused whenever he thought
about Kady.
But that would be giving up, and Seth wasn’t the kind.
Besides, there was something dangerous in her offer. He
remembered what the Queen of Cats had said, back in that
cave in the rainforest. 
(Be carefuf my guests. (First sfie’CC
take your yam, t fieri sfie'fftake tfie rest of you.
“I’ll hang on to my pain, thanks,” he said. “It makes the
happy bits seem better.”
He walked out of the stone circle, to where his friends
were waiting.
“So?” Justin asked.
“They want me to go into the Deadhouse. Blow it up.”
“What did you say to them?” Kady asked. He got the
sense that she’d already known about the plan and was hoping he would refuse. At least she cared that much for him.
“I said yes,” he told her.
Justin clapped his hands and rubbed them together.
“Right, then. When do we leave?”
Seth shook his head. “This one’s just on me. I can’t ask
you to come. It’s too dangerous.”
Justin snorted. “Who says I need to be asked?”
“We’ll have to leave Malice. Go to our world. We might
not get back again.”
That gave Justin pause for a moment, but he soon brightened again. “You’re the only person I know who wants to stay
in Malice even more than me,” he said. “If you think we can
make it back, I’m in.”
Seth was smiling in spite of himself. “Justin, I can’t
ask you —”
“Listen. I’m going with you,” Justin said firmly, poking
him in the chest. “Deal with it.”
Seth’s smile became a grin, and suddenly he gathered up
Justin in a hug. Justin waved his arms and looked awkward.
Seth couldn’t help himself. He hadn’t realized until that
moment how much he didn’t want to face the Deadhouse
alone. Justin had been with him through the Clock Tower,
the Oubliette, and the Acropolis. Together, they could take
on anything. Justin was the kind of friend he’d always wished
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for. Solid as a rock. Always on your side. There weren’t many
like him in the world.
Justin struggled out of his grip and he turned to Kady.
She was gazing at him sadly.
“I can’t go with you,” she said. “They need me here.”
“I know,” he said. It felt like they were always saying goodbye nowadays, and he couldn’t summon the strength to say
something meaningful this time. “See you later, I suppose.”
“Yeah,” said Kady. “See ya.”
Tatyana butted his leg with her head. He knelt down and
rubbed his forehead against hers.
“You have to stay here and take care of Kady,” he said.
“Make sure she gets through the fight okay.” The sabertooth
dipped her head in agreement.
Then he got to his feet, and with one last backwards
glance, he went with Justin back into the circle.
“Can you send both of us?” he asked the Tack.
Y£$.
“Won’t we need weapons or something?” Justin asked.
He was thinking of the power lances they’d been training with.
TH£Y ARC TOO t>£ LICATG. THCY WILL
NOT
 50RY1YG TH£ CROSSING.
Justin cursed under his breath. “All right then. I guess we
just try not to get caught, huh?”
“Will we remember?” asked Seth. “After you send us
back? I mean, I don’t want my memory wiped 
againT
♦ WILL TAKG CARL OF THAT, 
she said.
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Seth and Justin looked at each other. Justin shrugged.
“Well,” he said.
“Were ready,” Seth told the Lack.
Y£$
f
 
she said. 
YOU 
ARC.
Before they could figure out what she meant by that, they
were gone.
3
It was like waking up suddenly from an unexpected sleep.
Seth sucked in a breath, his head came up sharply, and he was
elsewhere.
It took him a moment to recognize the derelict factory in
Birmingham. He was standing on scrub ground inside a
fenced-off area. The air was different here: heavier, oilier,
subtly polluted with car exhausts and chimneys. It was almost
dawn, and the streetlights on the road nearby marched away
towards the brighter glow of the city.
Justin was standing next to him, looking around with an
expression of distaste on his face.
“Ugh,” he said. “It’s worse than I remembered.”
“It’s not the prettiest spot in England, to be fair,”
Seth said.
“You got 
that
 right,” said Justin. He hawked and spat.
“You look like you know this place.”
“I was here before, with this girl. Alicia.” He caught
himself. “I should call her, see if she’s okay. You think we
have time?”
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“No,” said Justin. “They’re relying on us back in Malice.
Let’s get this done, eh?”
Seth nodded. He was right. “Isn’t there anything you want
to do while you’re here, though? Make a phone call, send a
message? I mean, if you could?”
Justin scuffed at the ground with his toe. “Mate, I just
want to get out of here, quick as I can.”
“I wish I could talk to my folks. Just to let them know
I’m okay.”
But he dared not call them. Not after last time. If Tall
Jake had them, it was better if Seth didn’t know. If he knew
they were hostages, he would have to try and save them —
and that was just what Tall Jake wanted.
Justin sensed his train of thought and patted him on the
back. “Look on the bright side. How many times do you get
to blow up the enemy fortress, outside of a computer game?”
Seth laughed. “Never was one for computer games,” he
said. “But I know what you mean.”
“We’ll be heroes!” Justin said.
“Actual
 heroes,” said Seth. “Not the rubbish kind who end
up advertising shaving cream and burger chains.”
Justin picked up a length of broken iron piping from the
ground and swung it experimentally. “That’s the spirit,” he
said. “Beats thinking about getting eaten by zombies, anyway.
Get yourself a weapon, eh?”
Seth scanned the scrub ground until he found a weapon
of his own — a thick wooden chair leg that had come from
God knew where. He handed it to Justin. “Hold on to that for
me, will you? I have to carry this.” He held up the Lack’s
device. The glow from the bright vial lit the underside of
his face.
“Put it in your pack,” Justin suggested.
“We’ll need the light,” Seth said. “It’s dark where we’re
going.”
“Joy,” said Justin sarcastically. He shoved the chair leg
into his belt. “Ready?”
“Ready,” said Seth.
“Lead on.”
To
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        Kady felt sick.
The sun was rising over the dry and cracked plains. At
the base of the hills, an army of thousands had gathered.
Kady stood among them, with the boys and girls of Havoc
around her. She was wearing a heavy battery pack, holding a
power lance in her hands. The smell of nervous sweat was in
the air, the animal musk of the cats, the sour odor of the
Coven. She felt buried among the waiting crowd.
The Deadhouse was a filthy gray-black in the growing
light. The foul yellow mist that surrounded it was burning off
in the sun, thinning steadily. Restless silhouettes moved
behind it. Occasionally, they would catch a glimpse of something huge, like seeing the flank of a great ship slide past in a
fog bank. Then it would be gone, leaving only a promise of
the battle to come.
How had she ended up here? She just wanted to be at
home, wrapped up in a blanket, drinking a mug of her mom’s
fair-trade organic sugar-free calorie-free hot chocolate. She
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wanted to read a book in the bath. She wanted to waste hours
wandering around the Net. She wanted to see her friends at
school.
She had good parents and a great life back home. Things
might have gotten a bit dull sometimes, but hey, it was better
than being here, waiting to run headlong into battle. She
wasn’t a warrior. She wasn’t a leader. She was a modern girl.
The most danger she came up against back home was burning her mouth on microwave pizza.
And where was Seth? Gone, on a mission of his own. The
two of them, always in different worlds. It saddened her that
it had to be this way. But she couldn’t stay here and he couldn’t
stay there. Neither would be happy if they did. It wasn’t fair.
Life wasn’t fair. And there was nothing either of them could
do about it.
A stirring in the ranks interrupted her thoughts. She
looked for the cause, and saw it. There, on the roof of
the Deadhouse, a figure had appeared. Even at this distance,
he drew the eye like a magnet. Towering, thin, wearing a
high-collared coat and a tricorn hat.
Tall fake.
Fearful whispers ran through the army. The mere sight of
Tall Jake had unsettled them.
Then, a great bellow echoed across the battlefield. A sudden wind blasted through the army, blowing Kady’s pigtails
about. It swept down onto the plains and lifted away the
foul mist.
Kady went pale.
Revealed beneath was Tall Jake’s army. No, not an army:
a 
horde.
 A terrible chaos of monstrosities from the Deadhouse.
Flesh was fused to flesh in awful combinations. There were
leering zombies with four arms that ended in meat cleavers.
Fat, grotesque, blind men with lashing tentacles where their
limbs should have been. Massive dogs that had no skin but
were all glistening muscle and teeth. Mixed in among them
were the black uniforms and helmets of the Regulators.
But that wasn’t the worst of it. For among them stalked
the giants. Kady had heard of these. She’d even seen one
before, when she’d faced the Mort-Beast in the Oubliette.
They were Tall Jake’s proudest creations, the true monsters of
the Deadhouse: the Juggernauts.
They were twelve, fifteen, twenty feet tall. Big as dinosaurs. Their huge jaws gaped and their many eyes rolled. One
of them had a stumpy body and two long, snaking necks that
ended in different heads. Another was like a ball of eyes and
mouths, its round body supported by crab legs. One resembled a praying mantis with a head like a decaying horse. They
were abominations, as if someone had taken nature’s construction kit, spilled it out, and fixed everything back together
in a jumble. They were experiments in bone and sinew. Tall
Jake’s living toys.
Kady almost turned and ran then. The army shuffled
backwards, as if they were all thinking the same thing. They
couldn’t fight this!
But then the Queen of Cats roared, and it shook the earth
at their feet. They took strength in that. The Queen of Cats
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was mighty, too, and they felt it in her voice. Her roar was
taken up by the big cats at her command, and the land shivered with their fury. They were joined by the terrifying cry of
the Coven, an awful shriek that sawed through the air. The
strange black-armored warriors thrust their pikes skyward.
The humans took heart, and they shouted, too, yelling at
the tops of their lungs, children and adults alike. Kady felt a
great wave building underneath her, and there was nothing
she could do to stop it. She raised her power lance and yelled
as loud as she could, but she couldn’t even hear her own voice
over the pummeling cloud of sound.
The front ranks broke, and began to spill down the hill
towards the Deadhouse. The rest of the army came after them
like a landslide. Kady felt the surge around her, and she had
to run or be trampled. Swept up, she charged.
The battle had begun.
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Machine oil and meat and the faint scent of burning. Clanks
and cackles and distant screeches.
Seth was ready for the Deadhouse this time. He didn’t
remember the exact route through the tunnels under the factory, and he still didn’t notice exactly when the stone walls
turned to grimy metal. But this time, there was no surprise.
He just stopped and said: “We’re here.”
They turned a corner, into the light of a buzzing electric
bulb set inside a cage. Several iron vats were placed against
m
one wall, with windows in them to peer inside. Seth didn’t
need to. He knew what was in them.
“That’s it?” Justin asked, as Seth put the Lack’s device
into his backpack. “I didn’t feel anything. I was expecting a
kind of mystical light show, like on 
Stargate
 or something.”
“StargateV
’ Seth asked, bewildered.
“You really need to watch some TV sometime,” Justin
said. He put his hands on his hips and surveyed the corridor.
“Well. Flying visit to the real world, then right back to Malice.
Suits me.”
“Keep on your toes,” Seth advised. “This is a bad place.”
He held out his hand, and Justin gave him the crude wooden
club he’d picked up outside the factory.
“Worse than the Oubliette?” Justin asked. “Doubt it. At
least here I can 
see
 what’s trying to bite my face off.”
Seth slapped him on the shoulder. “Come on,” he said.
He felt better about being here now. Justin’s banter always
lifted his spirits.
Or maybe it was just that he was relieved to have made it
back. He’d been afraid he would be stuck out in the real
world, that the bridge to Malice would be closed. But everything had gone according to plan so far.
Kady would say you’re crazy
, he thought. 
You’d rather be in
the Deadhouse than Birmingham.
But that was the difference between them.
The Deadhouse was quieter than he remembered it. The
corridors were empty. Occasional dull booming noises came
from above, and the sound of fire and machinery rumbled
through the walls. They crept along and listened at every corner, but they didn’t hear anything moving.
They’re all outside,
 thought Seth. 
And Kady’s out there
with them.
“Those are cannons,” Justin said, listening to the booming sounds coming from above. “Cannon fire.”
Seth frowned. The battle had already started. “Let’s
move,” he said.
“Move where? What are we looking for?” Justin asked, as
they hurried down another grubby corridor. Rat bones lay
among the dirt in the corners.
“The Lack said we have to find an engine room. The heart
of the Deadhouse. That’s where we put the bomb.”
“Oh, right. We need to head down, then.”
Seth stopped and stared at him. “How do you
know that?”
“I can hear it. It’s below us.”
Seth listened, but he couldn’t make out anything amid
the mess of machine noises, the clanks and squeaks of the
Deadhouse. “You sure?”
“Sure I’m sure. You just got to know how to 
listen
, mate.”
Seth grabbed him suddenly, pulled him into a doorway,
and clamped his hand over his friend’s mouth. A moment
later, something came winging down the corridor. It was
over three feet wide, swimming through the air like a
manta ray, with a wide mouth of short, sharp teeth. It swept
past the doorway where they hid and disappeared up the
corridor.
Seth took his hand away from Justins mouth. He
breathed out.
“Didn’t hear that one coming,” Justin said.
“You just got to know how to 
listen
.” Seth grinned. Justin
hit him.
The journey through the Deadhouse was a nerve-
wracking experience. After their close encounter in the
corridor, they realized that not 
every
 creature that lived here
was outside on the battlefield. Shuffling zombies haunted the
corridors, wearing straitjackets, their heads enclosed in cages.
Some were barely aware of their surroundings; others looked
like they might be violent. Seth and Justin took care to avoid
them all.
At one point, they came across a vast, circular pit with
metal walkways running around the edge. It was too dark to
see to the bottom, but they could hear the wet breathing of
something huge. They beat a hasty retreat when a long, slimy
tentacle came coiling out of the pit and almost snatched
Seth away.
All the time, the cannons boomed atop the Deadhouse.
Seth tried not to think of the artillery falling on the army of
the Queen of Cats. Kady and Tatyana were out there, and
Scotty and Dylan. He gritted his teeth at the thought. Tall
Jake had to be stopped. He wouldn’t let himself fail.
Justin’s ability to pick out different machine sounds was
uncanny, and it came in useful again. He heard the whir
and hum of an elevator and guided them towards it. It turned
out to be a cargo elevator stained with old blood and oily
handprints. Justin ran a finger down the wall and examined
the tip.
“This place 
needs
 blowing up,” he muttered.
“You reckon this’ll take us to the engine room?” Seth
asked.
“One way to find out,” said Justin. He took hold of a lever
and pulled it. The doors slid shut with a shriek.
“Going down,” said Justin. The elevator lurched and
began to descend.
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Kady’s stomach was knotted, her throat closed tight, blood
pounding in her head. Somehow she kept running forward.
All around her was the thunder of feet and paws, the roar of
the big cats, the yelling of their human allies. Over it all
was the screeching of the Coven, like the shrill whine of
microphone feedback.
She looked to her left and right and saw frightened,
excited faces, teeth bared, eyes glittering with fever. The madness of the charge. She was gripping the handle of the power
lance so hard that her knuckles hurt.
She’d never experienced any feeling so terrible.
The foul horde from the Deadhouse washed towards
them like a spilled bucket of guts. Behind them, the cannons
roared. Explosions threw broken bodies into the air. The
ragged holes it tore in the rebel army were quickly swallowed
up in the charge.
The cats had taken the lead as they raced across the plain.
They were bigger, stronger, and faster than the humans. The
Regulators in the front ranks let fly with their spear guns.
Cats fell, crashing to the dusty plain and rolling to a halt.
There were so many targets, it was impossible to miss. The
cats leaped over the fallen bodies of their companions and
kept on coming.
Now the Regulators dropped back and the ogres pushed
to the front, carrying huge clubs and wielding wickedlooking swords. They stood ready to resist the charge. The
two sides collided in a bloody churn of bodies. Claws and
teeth slashed. Ogres roared and swung their blades. Skin
and fur were spattered red.
Kady was carried headlong into the crush. Bodies
thrashed and fought all around her. Kady looked wildly
around in panic. She didn’t know where to go, what to do.
Something that was all teeth and muscle reared up to her left.
She pointed her lance at it, closed her eyes, and squeezed the
trigger. There was a loud shriek of discharged energy. When
she opened her eyes, the monstrosity was lying in a heap,
crackling with electricity.
Suddenly, the Coven swept in and overtook her, and she
was surrounded by beetly black shapes, swarming past.
She was pushed this way and that as they raced by. She
couldn’t see anyone from Havoc, or even another human
face. An explosion nearby showered her with dirt and made
her cringe.
Oh God, oh God, get me out of this! Get me out of this!
She turned around and came face to awful face with a
Deadhouse zombie whose hands had been replaced with
maces. It gaped eagerly and lunged at her, eyes hungry. She
raised her power lance, but the creature swung out an arm
and knocked it from her grip. The other arm swung around
towards her head —
— and then Tatyana was there, a snarling avalanche of
brass and clockwork. Her eyes shone red as she bore the zombie down under her weight. With one crushing swipe of her
paw, the zombie lay still.
Kady rushed to her and flung her arms around the sabertooth’s neck in relief. “Stay with me,” she begged. “Please.”
Tatyana dipped her head in agreement. Kady took up her
power lance again, and together they plunged back into the
battle.
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The elevator doors squealed open in a gust of hot, stinking
air. The sound was deafening: the clanking of pistons, the
hiss of steam, the low bellow of fire. It was dark down here,
but the deep red of the furnaces leaked out of the grates, casting demonic shadows that flickered and lunged. The arms of
enormous engines pumped and swung overhead. Everywhere
was noise and movement, pounding at the senses.
Justin peered gingerly out of the elevator. “I think we
went down a bit too far,” he said. “This must be hell’s
boiler room.”
“Looks right to me,” said Seth. “Let’s find a good place to
stash the bomb.”
They crept from the elevator and into the aisles that ran
between the furnaces. Seth’s nerves crackled with anticipation. The firelight tricked the imagination and made him see
shapes in the shadows. With this amount of noise they would
never hear anything sneaking up on them. He hefted his
chair-leg club. It made him feel a bit better, even though he
suspected it would prove useless. They just had to hope they
remained unnoticed.
A blast of steam suddenly filled the aisle in front of him.
He was three feet away, but even so, it was hot enough to scald
him. He fell backwards into Justin, who caught him and
turned them both away from the heat.
The steam continued venting for thirty seconds or more
before it died down, leaving the corridor sopping wet.
“That has 
got
 to break some safety regulations,” said
Justin.
Seth’s cheek and hand were still stinging from the heat.
He stayed back while Justin went over to examine the iron
valve that had spewed the steam.
“Come here, have a look at this,” he said.
“Is it safe?”
“It is now.”
Seth came over, and Justin showed him a pressure gauge
on the side of the valve. Most of the gauge was colored green,
but there was a red section that signified danger. The pressure
was very low, well into the green.
“When the pressure gets to red, they blow,” he said.
“Someone should probably be looking after these. Controlled
venting, like. But they’re probably all busy at the moment
with the battle.”
There was a loud clank from a nearby aisle: the sound of
something metal falling to the floor.
“Not all of them,” Seth said.
“That could have been anything,” Justin reassured him.
He tapped the gauge. “We should watch out for these.”
They moved farther into the engine room, checking
gauges as they went. Seth wanted to get near the center of the
room before he planted the bomb, to make sure it did what it
should. It wasn’t enough to just damage the Deadhouse. They
had to destroy it. They had one chance, and he wanted to
do it right. But he didn’t know how much longer his nerve
would hold.
Then Justin grabbed his arm and pointed. Up ahead of
them, a furnace grate threw its glow into the aisle. The shadow
of the bars was clear in the firelight. As they watched, something moved across the face of the furnace: a distorted
silhouette, something huge and lumbering.
“Forget finding a good spot. Let’s dump that thing and
peg it!” Justin urged.
Seth was inclined to agree. He crouched down next to a
row of steam pipes and pulled the Lack’s device out of his
backpack. The light vial shone brightly; the dark vial ate
the light. There was a timer dial set among the metal tubes
that linked the vials, but Seth couldn’t make head or tail of
the numbers on it. To be safe, he twisted it until it wouldn’t
turn anymore. When he released it, it began to tick. He
dropped the device back in his pack to muffle the light. Then
he stuffed the pack behind the steam pipes, where it wouldn’t
be seen.
As he did so, he felt an obstruction. There was something
else
 behind the steam pipes. He reached in and pulled out a
little box of black metal.
“What’s that?” Justin asked, peering over his shoulder.
“No idea,” said Seth, stuffing the pack back in. What on
earth was a little metal box doing here? He flicked the catch
and opened it, but just then Justin tapped his shoulder.
“Er, mate. Trouble.”
Seth’s heart sank at his tone of voice.
Standing in the middle of the aisle, looming in the red
dark, was an ogre. The same massive, twisted brute that
had chased them out of the Deadhouse on his last visit.
Roughly human, but only just. Ten feet high. Veins bulging
on a thick neck. Tiny eyes glittering in the blackness. He held
a thick metal club as long as Seth’s leg.
Quivering lips skinned back over rotten teeth. The ogre
growled, low and threatening.
Seth and Justin looked at the pathetic weapons in their
hands. They looked at each other. Then they bolted.
They fled through the maze of aisles between the furnaces and the steam engines. Fiery grates flashed by; machines
crashed and thumped. The noise confused and disoriented
them. As they ran, Seth snatched up what was inside the little
metal box and jammed it in his pocket, then tossed the box
aside.
Shadow and fire, shadow and fire, and the hot reek of the
engine room.
Suddenly, the light was blocked. The ogre had gotten
ahead of them and cut them off. Seth skidded to a halt and
scrambled backwards. It swung its club at his head. He felt
the whoosh of air as it missed his nose by an inch. Justin
grabbed him and pulled him away. The ogre lunged after
them, but it missed its footing and stumbled to one knee.
Justin and Seth ran back the way they’d come.
“I got an idea!” Justin panted.
He slowed down as they approached one of the great iron
valves on the sides of the steam engines.
“What are you doing? Keep going!” Seth cried.
Justin squinted at the pressure gauge, then shook his
head. “No good,” he said, and accelerated again.
They came to the next gauge, and Justin slowed again to
squint at it. Seth looked fearfully over his shoulder. The ogre
was pounding up the aisle, roaring angrily.
“No good,” said Justin again, and ran on.
“Will you stop stopping?”
“Next one’s lucky, I can feel it!” he replied.
They turned a corner, and there was another valve. Justin
ran to it and grinned. “It’s in the red!”
“What?”
“Never mind!” Justin cried. “Get out of the way!” And he
whacked the valve with the iron bar he’d carried all the way
from Birmingham.
Seth hurried over to stand next to Justin. The ogre’s
thumping footsteps were close enough to be heard over the
racket coming from the engines.
Justin whacked the valve again, hard enough to dent the
metal. “Come on!” he cried. “Come on!”
The ogre appeared around the corner. It laid eyes on them
and lunged forward with a roar. At that moment, Justin
whacked the valve again, and finally it gave way and exploded
in a colossal blast of steam.
Seth fell away from the valve, his skin and eyes burning.
Somehow he still had hold of Justin, and he pulled him away,
too. The two of them struggled back, shielding their faces,
stumbling free of the scalding cloud, blinking back tears.
The ogre was caught right in the blast. It roared and staggered, a huge shadow thrashing in the red mist. Bellowing, it
tried to find its way out, but only succeeded in crashing into
a wall. For long, horrible seconds, it flung itself this way and
that, but finally it sank to the ground.
When the blast ended, the ogre lay still, soaking wet and
steaming.
Justin grinned. His face was bright red. “And 
that’s
 how
you boil an ogre.”
Seth blinked and wiped his brow with his sleeve. He felt
like a lobster himself. “Not bad,” he said. “Never took you for
a chef.”
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        Justin shrugged modestly. “One of my many talents.”
Then he remembered the bomb, and his face became serious.
“Enough playing around. Were against the clock. You
remember the way back?”
“Were not going back,” said Seth.
“Were not?”
“No. Were going 
out.
 We’ll find a way out of the
Deadhouse, on to the battlefield.”
Justin stared at him. “You serious?”
“Kady’s out there,” he said. “Besides . . . you really want
to go back home?”
Justin shook his head and smiled. “Knew you wouldn’t let
me down, mate. Malice all the way.” He slapped his friend on
the arm. “Let’s go.”
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A moment of darkness, and they were back in their own world.
Seth looked around, a little startled by the change of scenery. One instant he’d been outside, beneath the weak sun of
Malice, standing in the smoky ruins of the Deadhouse. The
next he was inside, in a large, dusty room with paint flaking
off the walls. The windows were covered with wire mesh. A
TV, also surrounded by mesh, sat dark in a metal bracket.
Moldy chairs were arranged facing it.
Kady and Justin were with him. They were just as
bewildered.
“What is this? A hospital?” Kady asked.
“Looks like the old TV room we had in borstal,” said
Justin, eyeing the room.
It s a prison?
Seth knew what it was. He’d visited this place in a vision
once. Though he’d only seen the attic, he recognized 
the feel.
“It’s Crouch Hollow,” he said.
Kady scratched the back of her neck. “I guess it makes
sense. The Lack must have sent us to wherever Tall Jake went.
And where else would he run to but his base of operations in
our world?”
Something caught her eye. She went over to a doorway,
crouched down, and picked up a button. She studied it for a
few seconds, then tossed it to Seth.
“Looks like it’s from a coat,” she said.
“Tall Jakes?”
“Couldn’t say for sure. I’ve never seen him up close. But
it’s a fair bet.”
Seth shrugged and gestured towards the doorway. “He
went that way.”
He headed for the door, but Justin grabbed his arm to
stop him.
“Listen, I hate to be a drag or whatever, but what are we
going to do when we find him? Even if he 
does
 have only a
tenth of his power, that’s plenty enough to turn us all into
Egg McMuffins if he feels like it.”
“I don’t know,” said Seth. “We’ll work something out.”
“Great,” said Justin sarcastically. He let Seth go. “Well, I
feel better now we’ve got a plan.”
They crept out of the common room and into a corridor.
There were bars and gates everywhere in Crouch Hollow.
Water dripped, doors creaked, and there was no heating. The
cold of a winter morning seeped into them.
Seth knew Justin was worried. He knew they needed a
plan to face Tall Jake. He just didn’t want to stop and think
right now. There was too much to think about.
What if, by destroying Tall Jake, he was destroying the
world of Malice? What if he could never go there again? How
could he go back to school, how could he live a normal life
knowing what he knew?
Malice had taken his best friend from him, but it had
given him a new one in Justin. And it had given him more. It
had given him hope. Hope of a world of adventure, a world
different to this one. A world where they hadn’t polluted the
planet. A world where people 
spoke
 to each other instead of
chatting on the internet. A world where there were still things
to be discovered.
It wasn’t a perfect place — it had good and evil like any
other — but it was a 
new
 one. Seth felt like he’d been born
into a world where everything had been done. In Malice,
everything was fresh, and waiting for him.
They passed by a row of cells, with circular portholes in
them so that people in the corridor could see in. Most of them
were ajar, but one was closed. Seth went up to it and peered
through the porthole. It was empty.
At least he thought so until a face shot into view, inches
from his own, fast enough to make him jump.
He staggered back, stifling a yell of surprise. He was even
more surprised to recognize the face behind the glass.
“Alicia!”
He released the bolt on the cell door, pulled it open, and
there she was. She was thinner than he remembered, her hair
was uncombed, and she looked worn out with fright.
“What are you doing here?” he said dumbly.
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“What are 
you
 doing here?” she countered.
“I asked first.”
“I got your message,” Alicia said.
The message. Of course, the message he’d left on her
phone. She’d done what he asked, and it had gotten her locked
up in here. Once again, Seth had managed to get an innocent
person tangled up in the world of Malice, just like he had
with Kady. He hadn’t wanted to involve her, but in the end
he’d done it anyway, because he had no other choice. At least
now he could try to get her out of it.
She glanced past Seth at his companions. Seth was suddenly aware that their clothes, which were a hybrid of fashions
from both worlds, must look very bizarre. Kady gave a little
wave. “Hi!”
“Oh, right,” said Seth, remembering his manners. “This
is Justin and Kady.”
“You found her?” Alicia asked, suddenly breaking into a
smile. “Well done.”
“How did you end up in that cell?” he asked.
“They caught me. It must have been ... I don’t know, two
weeks? Three? My parents must be —” She looked suddenly
distressed. “Does anyone have a phone?”
“We all came straight from Malice,” Justin said. “Bit hard
to find phone service there.”
“Wait, they kept you here for weeks?” Kady asked Alicia.
“Why? Why didn’t they just get rid of you?”
“Grendel,” Alicia said simply.
m
“Grendel?” Seth asked. “The artist who draws 
Malice
?”
“Right. He’s not what you think. He’s 
just...
 he’s like a
child. They treat him really badly. But he took a shine to me.
I really think they were going to ... um 
.. . get rid
 of me, but
Grendel kicked up such a fuss when they took me away. He
refused to draw, and nothing they could do would make him,
and they were desperate to know what you were up to in
Malice. So they brought me back to the attic, and they let me
sit with him, and he started to draw again. It was his way of
making sure I was okay, you see? And every day since, they’ve
taken me up there. He draws, I draw. It keeps him happy.”
“That’s lovely,” said Justin, deadpan. “Really. Now if we’re
all caught up, can we get on with the job?”
“The job?” Alicia asked Seth, ignoring Justin’s tone.
“We’re here to take down Tall Jake,” Seth explained. “He’s
wounded. Weak. They drove him out of Malice. Now we have
to finish it.”
“How?” Alicia asked. “You can’t just walk up to him.
He’ll kill you.”
Justin pointed at her. “See? That’s what / was saying!”
“Besides, Scratch and Miss Benjamin are here, too,”
Alicia said.
Kady went pale at the mention of Miss Benjamin. “Seth,
maybe we 
should
 think this through a 
bit..
 .” she said.
“I vote we burn this place to the ground,” said Justin, with
sudden enthusiasm.
“No!” Alicia cried. “Grendel’s in the attic!”
“So?” Justin said. “He might be your new best friend,
but he’s nothing to me. As far as I’m concerned, he’s part
of this.”
“He’s not! He’s an innocent! He doesn’t know what he’s
doing!”
Justin drew breath for a comeback, but Seth put up his
hand. “Wait. I’ve got an idea. Maybe we 
don’t
 have to take on
Tall lake.”
Justin crossed his arms and waited for the explanation.
“You think we can get Grendel out of here?” Seth asked
Alicia. “You think you can get him to come with you?”
“Maybe, I mean .. .” Alicia said uncertainly. Then she
frowned and nodded. “Yes. I’m sure he would. I could persuade him.”
“What’s your idea, Seth?” Kady asked.
“We take Grendel,” said Seth. “No Grendel, no comic. No
comic, no more believers. Kids will forget and move on to the
next thing. Tall Jake will be starved of power.”
“Yes!” Alicia said, catching on. “I overheard him talking.
He said he was like a ghost when he first got here.”
“The Lack told me the same,” said Seth. “Perhaps, without the comic, he’ll get weaker and weaker until he just
fades away.”
“So we go after the 
comic
, not the man,” Justin mused.
“Not quite as satisfying, but it does involve me not getting
killed, so I’m all for it.”
“You know where Grendel is?” Kady asked Alicia.
“In the attic,” Alicia replied. “Follow me.”
2
Alicia knew the trick to the attic stairs by now. “You just
have to make sure both doors don’t close,” she said. “I’ve
seen Scratch and Miss Benjamin do it. Someone holds
the door at the bottom, the other keeps the door at the
top open.”
“What happens if you don’t?” Kady asked, looking up the
stairs.
Alicia turned on the light and the shadows retreated,
clicking and clattering like a swarm of cockroaches.
“Something bad.”
Justin swore under his breath. “I remember that
sound,” he said. “From the night when Tall Jake came to
take me.”
“What are they?” Kady asked.
“I don’t know,” said Alicia. She shivered as she remembered the horrible feeling of those creatures in her hair, in her
nose, on her tongue. Drowning in them. It seemed a long way
to the top of those wooden stairs. A single, feeble bulb, hanging from a wire, flickered unsteadily.
“I’ll go first,” she said. “He knows me.” She tapped the
door at the bottom of the stairs. “Just don’t let this door
close, okay?”
Seth held it. “I’ll make sure.”
Alicia crept up the stairs to the top. As she went, she wondered at herself. Strange, to find herself here. She’d been
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imprisoned for weeks now. Her first thought should have
been escape. The old Alicia would have made a run for it the
moment the door was open.
But that was a girl who had known nothing of Tall Jake,
of Malice ... and of Grendel. It was a different girl who
climbed the wooden steps now.
She reached the door at the top of the stairs. The restless
darkness stayed in the cracks and corners. She listened for a
moment, heard nothing, and opened it.
The attic was as she’d left it last night. Morning light
drifted through the skylights onto the paintings and sketches
that were scattered around the vast space. Grendel sat at his
easel, drawing. He was tranced out again, his favorite steel-
tipped pen scratching, scratching, scratching as he detailed
another panel of the comic.
She looked down the stairs and beckoned the others up.
When they were about halfway, the door at the bottom swung
closed. Alicia felt the door she was holding push against her,
trying to shut itself, but she held it open until they were all
through.
They stared in amazement at Grendel. “Does he know
we’re here?” Kady asked.
“He sort of 
goes
 away while he’s drawing,” Alicia said. “He
won’t notice you until he’s back.”
“He’s looking into Malice,” said Seth. “And drawing what
he sees.”
Justin moved carefully closer. His face was a picture of
disgust. Alicia felt a surge of anger at him. She knew why
Justin had that expression. He couldn’t see past the deformity,
the misshapen features and warped body.
“That’s him?” Justin asked. “The guy who created Malice?
This
 guy?”
“Yes. 
That
 guy,” said Alicia, in a tone that dared him to
say anything more. Justin got the hint and shut up.
“So what do we do?” Seth asked. “Can we get him out
of here?”
“We have to wait till he’s done,” Alicia said. “He won’t
move until then.”
“Well, how long’s 
that?”
 Justin asked, exasperated.
“As long as it takes!” she snapped. She’d decided very
quickly that she didn’t like this boy. He’d rubbed her the
wrong way from the start.
She went over to stand by Seth, who was gazing in wonder at the pictures that stood all around the attic, on easels or
resting against the walls. Among the pencil sketches and
charcoal drawings were some enormous paintings. One was a
Malice landscape, showing a valley under a cloudy sky. It
looked real enough to step into.
Next to it was the life-size painting of Tall Jake. Alicia
hated that picture. She always felt that it was watching her.
“So that’s Tall Jake’s portrait,” said Seth. “You know, the
Lack told me that he stepped right out of that portrait,
into this attic. That was how he came into our world that
first time.”
Alicia felt goose bumps on her arms at that, and
hugged herself.
“Thanks,” said Seth. “For what you did. I know it can’t
have been easy, when you got my message.”
She gave him a little smile. “Some 
things...
 I suppose
some things, you can’t turn your back on.”
She looked over at Grendel. Seth followed her gaze. Kady
was standing with him, peering over his shoulder at what
he was doing.
“I s’pose not,” said Seth, but his eyes were on Kady, not
Grendel.
“Hey!” said Kady excitedly. “Come here!”
They walked over to her. Grendel was near the end of a
page now, adding detail to the final panel. Alicia craned in to
see what had gotten Kady so worked up. It showed scenes of
violence that she didn’t much like.
“It’s what happened after!” Kady said. “After we left, I
mean. Look, there’s Dylan and Scotty. And Tatyana!” She
looked closer. “Tall lake’s forces are scattering. They’re being
hunted down and destroyed!” She turned away from the page
with a grin. “We’ve won!”
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    Alicia went cold at that voice. It was the sound of fingernails scraping the inside of a coffin lid.

    From behind a screen of easels stepped Icarus Scratch and
Miss Benjamin. And out of the shadows, clotting like blood
from the darkness, was a figure she’d hoped never to see. A figure she’d only seen in fleeting glimpses and an awful portrait.

    It was Tall Jake himself.

  
    Crossings

    1

    Tall Jake. Seth stared. Tall Jake was here, right here, in front
of them.

    The very sight of him felt 
wrong.
 He was like a hole
punched in the world, sucking in light and life. He was dislocated, fractured, not quite there. Not quite real.

    But this wasn’t the Tall Jake that Seth knew from the
comics. This wasn’t the same cruel figure that had overseen
the death of his friend Luke. His tricorn hat was gone, and his
head was exposed. It was bald, white, and wrinkled, with
straggly worms of lank hair on one side. The other side was
even more horrible to look at. The skin there was folded and
melted like candle wax: the evidence of his first battle against
the Shard. He bore new wounds from his latest battle, too.
His coat was ragged and torn, and he walked bent over,
clutching his ribs with one hand.

    But though he was battered and blasted, he was still a
fearful creature. His eyes were yellow star-shaped pupils set

    in pools of red, and they blazed with hatred. His lips drew
back over large white teeth.

    — XoU hdve proved to be verg troublesome, —

    he snarled.

    “Thieves and sneaks, all of you!” Scratch accused.
“Vicious little children!”

    Seth was terrified, but the more scared he got, the more
determined he was not to show it. “How did you know we
were coming?” he asked, keeping his voice steady.

    — X did not get to be The ruler oX Malice
without learning 
to
 predict mg enemies
/
 
— Tall Jake
replied.

    “You didn’t predict them blowing up your Deadhouse,”
Justin pointed out defiantly. He was looking around for an
escape route of some kind as Scratch and Miss Benjamin
closed in on them.

    Tall Jake turned his dreadful gaze to Justin. — f^O, —
he said slowly. — 
X 
did
 not, —

    Seth and the others had backed up into a tight circle now,
near to Grendel. The scratch, scratch, scratch of his pen went
on uninterrupted.

    — V/h<*t 
do
 goU Know oX the LdcK, realty? —
Tall Jake asked them. — 
Qr oX the (pUeen oX CdtS?
Do 'jo
u thinK theg will rule Malice better thdn X
did
? 
Do you
 thinK goU tydve ushered in a new age
oX peace and democracy? 
— He sneered at them. —
Foolish children, you meddle with things gou do
not understand—

    “I understand you’ve been snatching children and killing them!” Seth cried angrily. “I understand you killed my
friend Luke!”

    Tall Jake chuckled behind the collar of his coat. — 
Vihy
is if fhdf 
'join Kind
 never fdf(e responsibility for
yourselves? 
Xf
 is only ever someone eise's foulf, —

    “It was your fault!”

    - No. t 
did not fake
 dnyone who 
did not
 ask.
Xf was
 m
ade
 very cledr 
fo
 dll o^ you: XX you
perform the rifUdl, X will 
fake
 you dwdy, And yef
so mdny oX you asked me dnywdy, fou jusf hdd
fo
 risK if, 
didn'f
 you
7
 —

    “That doesn’t excuse you for killing them!”

    — X dm nof 
asking
 for your 
pardon.
 Buf X 
did
nof
 M fhem, X fesfed fKem
/
 ds fKey dsfod,
Some foiled. Some, liKe yourselves, 
did nof.
 
— He’d
come close enough now that Seth could smell the musty stink
of his coat and the skin beneath. The smell of a corpse. —

    fori must be 
a
 bored 
and desperafe
 breed, 
fo
 be
so ed^er for my fricfo 
and fraps
—

    Seth felt a fury building up inside him. All these justifications disgusted him. But what was worse was that he felt this
terrible murderer had a 
point.
 He 
had
 played fair. Everyone
who went to Malice had been warned. It was just that most of
them didn’t believe the warning. And whose fault was that?

    No. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t right! It just wasn’t!

    — four TJnd liKe fo wdfcK, 
don'f
 you
7
 fou fKrill
fo
 fhe risfc oX d gamble 
on a
 ^dme show, fou

    love 
to see
 others humiliate themselves, y^u are
hungry lor 
pain.
 And so you 
read
 my comic, 
and
you make rrie 
stronger. Soon
, 
you
 will have 
made
me 
strong
 enough 
to
 rule this world, 
— He leaned

    forward, grinning, and his smile was hideous. — I'm jUSt

    giving you whdt you 
want.
 V/h
at
 you deserve. —

    Seth thought suddenly of his parents, slumped in front of
the TV, watching mindless light entertainment while their
lives ticked past. God, was that how it worked? If the world
was stupid, boring, violent, and unfair, was it just because
we made it that way? Did we really get what we deserved, in
the end?

    — you 
see
 my 
point
 o! view, 
— Tall Jake
observed. — 
'We're 
not so different
 you 
and
 I, -—

    At that, Seth wanted to cry out in denial. No! He would
never be like Tall Jake! They had nothing in common! But he
didn’t get the chance. At that moment there was a yell from
behind him, and Justin lunged at Tall Jake with a craft knife.

    Seth didn’t know where he’d gotten it from. Presumably,
he’d picked it out of the scattered art supplies and hidden it
away before Scratch, Miss Benjamin, and Tall Jake revealed
themselves. It didn’t matter. He didn’t get within two feet of
Tall Jake anyway.

    There was a rattling sound, the clicking of a thousand
tiny claws, and thick shadows spewed like tar from the folds
of Tall Jake’s coat. Tendrils of darkness shot across the gap
between Tall Jake and Justin. They wrapped around his

    S7i

    limbs and face, spreading over his skin, meeting and joining.
He fell to the ground, thrashing, but his legs were tied and
the darkness was forcing its way through his lips, up his nose,
into his eyes. He tried to scream but he could only manage a
gurgle.

    “Stop it!” Seth cried, and because he didn’t know what
else to do he swung a fist at Tall Jake. But Tall Jake saw it
coming, and the black substance that tormented Justin
enwrapped his fingers. Seth felt himself seized by an icy grip,
and then he was thrown away. Suddenly, the blackness was all
over him, swarming over his skin, a million unseen insects
all ticking and rattling. He fought to wipe them off but they
were already under his clothes, spreading out from his collar
over his chin. He could hear everyone screaming, and then
something forced apart his jaw, and suddenly his mouth was
full of insects. He coughed and gagged but there was no air in
his lungs. The dark shrouded his eyes and he went blind.

    Help me! Help me! 
Somebody help me!

    But there was nobody to help him.

    Suddenly, the darkness was gone, and he could see again.
The insects had disappeared. It was as if they’d never been
there, a nightmare that vanished upon waking. But Tall Jake
was still standing in front of him, so the nightmare was far
from over yet.

    Seth sucked in deep breaths. The memory of the repulsive things that lived in Tall Jake’s darkness made him
want to throw up. To his right, Justin was lying on his back,

    wheezing. The girls were crying. Grendel’s pen had stopped
scratching.

    — 
Xf
 Will 
r\of
 be <^UicK/ children; 
— said Tall Jake.

    — 
you
 hflve 
cost
 me 
too
 much for 
a
 merciful 
deaf K
 —

    Tall Jake held out one hand and clenched it into a fist.
Seth had barely caught his breath before he was wracked with
the most shocking agony he’d ever experienced in his life. It
felt like his lungs and heart and guts were all being crushed
into a tiny ball. What was worse, he could hear Kady shrieking, too. Kady, and Alicia, and Justin, too. All of them were
suffering the same terrible pain.

    Not Kady! Do it to me, but not to her!

    The words never made it through his gritted teeth. The
next wave of pain stole his thoughts away, and this one seemed
like it would never end.

    When it did, they were left gasping, beached on the shore
of a sea of agony. Seth’s ears rang and his eyes wouldn’t focus.
He lay on his back, staring at the pale rectangle of a skylight.
Breathe in, breathe out.

    Gradually, he became aware that one of them hadn’t
stopped screaming. It was a strange sound, like a wounded
animal.

    “Will you shut up, you feeble-minded moron?” Scratch
howled, and Seth realized it was Grendel he was addressing,
Grendel who was screaming. Seth turned his head and saw
that Grendel was kneeling next to Alicia, cradling her head
roughly, trying to hug her to him. His face was twisted
in horror.

    Tall Jake was paying him no attention. He wasn’t finished
yet. — you hdve driven me Xtom 
try
 world/ 
so
 X
shall 
fa)te 'fours.
 
X rn^ 
not
 
Kdve rrr
f
 
armies 
now,
buT 
X 
have m
y
 
believers, 
t\y power y
rows ever/
Time rr?/ ndme is whispered in Xear. 
Soon
 There will
be no one in This wed}< 
and dreary
 realm capable
oX 
stopping
 me' —

    Seth braced himself, but it did no good. The pain tore
the air from his lungs. He curled into a ball on the floor
of the attic. But the pain came from inside him, from
his stomach and guts, and he couldn’t protect himself
against it.

    Nonono this cant go on
 —

    Then, relief. Blessed, wonderful relief. Seth lay on his side,
panting. Close by, he could hear Grendel’s wails. His eyes
refocused and he saw what had interrupted Tall Jake.

    Grendel was howling and beating at Tall Jake with his
fists. Despite Grendel’s size and strength, the attack was
pitiful and had no effect. It was like an infant thumping
his father. Grendel was hysterical, tears running down his
lumpen face.

    He’s defending Alicia.

    His efforts were in vain. Tall Jake’s brow clenched in
anger.

    — V/e have 
induced you yu'&e
 
enough/ MX~

    WiT
;
 — he growled. — X3U will Ipdfn 
yoUr
 place
2
.' —

    He grabbed Grendel’s wrist and flung him across the attic
as if he weighed nothing at all. Grendel crashed to the ground

    in an avalanche of paint pots and broken easels, where he lay
groaning.

    Scratch regarded the fallen artist without interest, then
turned to Tall Jake and sighed. “Will you just kill them so we
can get on with our lives, please? We still have a world to conquer, and you owe me the British Isles.”

    — y&S, — said Tall Jake. — Th^rf? is liTTle 
SQt)S~
faction
 in TormenTing These 
pathetic
 children, — He

    stooped down to peer at Seth, then tutted and shook his
head. — 
L
oo^ at
 
Them, 
how
 
did They come 
to
cciuse me such Trouble? Well, no mdTTer, They will
Trouble me no longer, —

    It was Seth’s last chance, and he knew it, but he found
himself helpless. There was nothing he could do to fight Tall
Jake. He was far too powerful.

    Alicia was right. We’re just kids. What can kids do?

    Then the pain hit, and this time it was the worst of all.
Shocking, terrifying, desperate agony. His insides were on
fire. His ears squealed. He couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t think,
he could barely see. The suffering was unbelievable.

    I wanted... I wanted to save everyone . . . save
 her . . . 
and
I got so close...

    He was dimly aware of the others in the room. His friends,
writhing and shrieking. Scratch and Miss Benjamin, looking
on eagerly. And Grendel.. . Grendel, unseen by anyone, getting to his feet, moving across the attic with something in
his hand ...

    But not towards Tall Jake. Towards Tall Jake’s portrait.

    Seth saw blackness around the edges of his vision. He was
on the verge of passing out. If he slipped into unconsciousness, the pain would stop . . . but so would his life.

    He ground his teeth together and held on. And just when
he thought he couldn’t hold on any longer, the torture stopped
and the attic plunged into chaos.

    2

    Seth lay broken on the floor, stunned by the pain and the
sudden relief. He’d been sure this was it. He’d been sure there
would be no release this time. And yet. . .

    There was shouting and movement everywhere. Grendel
was roaring. Scratch and Miss Benjamin were yelling at each
other. And something else .. .

    Tall Jake. Tall Jake was howling.

    Seth fought to get to his hands and knees. At first he saw
only colorful blurs, but as his vision came back he began to
make sense of what was going on in the room.

    Tall Jake was staggering about in front of him, clutching
his eyes. There was something wrong with his face. Where
there had been wrinkled white skin, now it was black and
smoldering. Terrible cries came from his throat as he fumbled
this way and that, blinded.

    Seth looked past him and saw Scratch and Miss Benjamin
struggling with Grendel in front of Tall Jake’s portrait. An

    angry streak of black had been painted across Tall Jake’s face.
Grendel had a dripping brush in his hand.

    Miss Benjamin and Scratch were trying to hold him back,
but he was too strong for them. He flung Miss Benjamin away
and swiped his paintbrush across the portrait once again.
This time it was across the chest. Right before Seth’s eyes, a
black and smoldering line, thick as a tire track, appeared on
Tall Jake’s body. It looked like paper thrown on a fire that had
crinkled to a dark, glowing mass. Tall Jake shrieked, flailing
at himself.

    — 
5fop
 Kib'ij 
5fop
 
hiR
1
/ — he demanded of Scratch
and Miss Benjamin. His creator was trying to cross him
out, and Tall Jake was desperate to prevent it. They redoubled
their efforts, and this time they managed to wrestle the paintbrush out of Grendel’s hand.

    Seeing that Grendel would be overpowered, Seth looked
around frantically for some way to help. He remembered the
craft knife that Justin had, but he couldn’t see it anywhere.

    The only thing his eye fell on was Grendel’s pen. His steel-
tipped pen, that had been scratch, scratch, scratching all the
while. It lay on the floor near Seth.

    There was no strength in his body. Even getting to his feet
seemed impossible. But then another sound came to his ears.
The sound of Kady crying. She was lying on the floor, curled
into a ball, sobbing into her hands.

    A fury ignited in him. Tall Jake had hurt her. He wouldn’t
allow 
anyone
 to hurt her. He concentrated his hatred, staggered upright, and reached for the pen.

    There was a crash as Scratch and Miss Benjamin pulled
Grendel to the floor. “We’ve got him!” Scratch cried.

    Tall Jake was still stumbling blindly. — 
I'll Kibij I'll

    Kill Kibrd V/here is he
?
 Bring Kirn here' —

    Seth’s hand closed around the pen. “You’ve killed
enough,” he said. He ran at Tall Jake with the pen in his hand
like a dagger. Tall Jake heard him coming, turned towards
him, and Seth plunged the pen through his collar and deep
into the side of his neck.

    Everything in the attic went still. Tall Jake just stood
there, stunned. Blind eyes stared towards Seth from his
ruined and burned face. Scratch and Miss Benjamin gaped.
Even Grendel stopped struggling, as if he sensed what had
just happened.

    Then, from where the pen stuck out of his collar, Tall
Jake began to smolder. The same smoldering that Grendel’s
paintbrush had caused, like he was a ball of paper burning up
in the heart of a fire. Tall Jake staggered back and shrieked as
the smoldering spread out from his collar, up his face, down
his arm, eating him up. He tripped and fell to the ground,
pawing at the floor in soundless desperation. But the smoldering was unstoppable. It spread down his back, to his legs,
charring him head to foot. He fought and wailed and thrashed,
but he was being consumed, and his kicking became feebler
and feebler.

    Then there was a scream from the other side of the room.
Miss Benjamin was staring at her hands, which were turning
to dust and crumbling away before her eyes.

    “No! No, it’s not fair! Not me, too!” she cried. But her
protests did no good. As Seth watched, her disguise fell away,
and the prim Englishwoman with the stern, rat-like face
became the wrinkled, goat-eyed horror that Seth had seen in
a lightning flash that night in Hathern. The moment was
mercifully brief. She was consumed even quicker than her
master, and with a final wail she collapsed in a pile of mud
and blood and dust.

    Finally, there was silence. Where Tall Jake had been was a
heap of ash on the floor. The butt of the steel-tipped pen
stuck out of it.

    Seth looked down at what was left of his enemy. “That
was for Luke,” he said.

    Justin was getting to his feet in amazement. Kady helped
up Alicia. None of them could quite believe their eyes. Was it
really over? Was Tall Jake gone at last?

    “You terrible brats!” cried Scratch. “You’ve ruined me!
All this time I’ve looked after that drooling slob, fed him,
printed his accursed comic, and now I get nothing! I was supposed to be king! I was supposed to rule this land!” His eyes
glittered crazily. In his hand was the craft knife that had fallen
from Justin’s grip earlier. “I’ll carve you all to pieces!”

    He lunged towards Seth with the knife, but before he’d
taken three steps, he was intercepted. Grendel grabbed him
from behind, pinning his arms to his sides. Scratch swore and
struggled, kicking and writhing, but he wouldn’t let go of the
knife as Grendel dragged him backwards and away from
the children.

    m

    “Get off me, you malformed mongrel!” he shrieked. “I’ll
cut their throats! Let me go!”

    Grendel ignored him. He just kept pulling him back and
back, towards the enormous landscape painting of Malice
that Seth had admired earlier. Scratch was trying to work his
arm free so he could stab his captor, but Grendel held him
too tight.

    “Where are you taking me?” Scratch shrieked. “Where
are you taking me?”

    Grendel didn’t reply. His hunched back was almost touching the painting now. He looked across the attic at Alicia.
Behind that huge brow and twisted face, his eyes were sad. In
his gaze was a good-bye.

    Then, with one great heave, he toppled backwards into
the painting, carrying Scratch with him. But the painting
didn’t rip, or tip over. They fell into it, as if through an open
window.

    “Where are you taking meeeee?”
 Scratch wailed.

    And just like that, they were gone.

  
    Destinations

    1

    Nobody quite knew what to do next. They looked at one
another, and then at the empty room, full of silent paintings.
The terror had departed this place now, but so had the life.
There was no power here anymore. It was just a chilly old
attic.

    “Where did they go?” Alicia asked at last.

    Justin went slowly over to the landscape picture that
Scratch and Grendel had disappeared into. He touched it with
his hand. Just canvas. He turned back to them and shrugged.
“I guess they went to Malice,” said Kady.

    “But how?” Alicia looked lost. There were tears in her
eyes, behind her glasses.

    “I guess . . .” Kady began, then realized she didn’t have a
good explanation.

    “Grendel,” said Seth. “He made a world so real that we
could all go there. But he never stepped into it himself. Not
until now.” He smiled faintly at Alicia. “He did it to protect
us. To protect 
you.
 From Scratch.”

    Alicia bit her lip and stared at the painting. It looked
exactly as it had before.

    “Well,” said Justin, dusting his hands together.
“That’s that.”

    That 
was
 that, but none of them seemed ready to accept
it. They were still dazed and shocked from their ordeal. They
stood around listlessly. Everything seemed so 
normal.

    Eventually, Kady said: “We should probably try to find a
phone or something. Y’know, to get out of here.”

    “We have to watch out,” Alicia said. “There was a man . . .
no, something 
else
... he was guarding the gatehouse. And
he talked about things in the trees. And —”

    “You saw what happened to Miss Benjamin,” said Seth.
“When Tall Jake died, those creatures he created died with
him. I don’t think we have to worry now.”

    They left the attic and wandered through the corridors of
Crouch EIollow. The feeling of menace was gone. There were
no shadows on the attic stairs. Their footsteps rang from the
hollow walls of the empty asylum. There was nothing here to
frighten them now. It was only a building.

    “What happens now, you reckon?” Justin asked. “To
Malice?”

    “I don’t know,” he said. “All I know is, no more kids will
be taken away.”

    “What about the ones who are already in there? Scotty
and Dylan and the rest?”

    “I don’t know,” Seth said again. “I suppose, as long as
Malice still exists, they’ll be okay. Everything will keep on

    like it was, except there’ll be no Tall Jake and no Regulators
and all that. Havoc has Dylan to lead them now. There
are still plenty of white tickets hidden all over Malice.
There’s no reason why the trains would stop just ’cause Tall
Jake’s gone. If they want to get out of there, they can still catch
a train.”

    “But if Grendel’s 
in
 Malice somewhere, that means it’ll
never
 end, right? Even if there’s no more comic and kids stop
reading it,” Justin went on. “I mean, how can it end if the
bloke who created it is 
inside
 it?” He was frowning with
the effort of getting his head around that idea.

    “Is that what you think? That Malice will never end?”
asked Seth. He smiled. “I like that idea.”
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    They found a phone in the reception area. It was hidden
behind the counter, an old 1970s plastic phone with a dial on
the front instead of punch keys. Kady snatched up the receiver
and her face lit up as she heard a tone.

    “I need to call home!” she said, and started dialing in
numbers. Seth laid his hand on hers to stop her.

    “Kady, don’t.”

    She stared at him. “Why not?”

    “Think about it. Think about the questions we’ll have to
answer. The police. All of that. How are we gonna tell them
what happened here?”

    “What does it matter? We’ll just say 
..she
 began, then

    trailed off. She was thinking how it would sound when they
told the police about a deadly underground comic and about
Tall Jake. Especially as there was little or no proof left of
any of it. “We haven’t done anything wrong!” she cried,
frustrated.

    “I know,” said Seth. “But they’ll put us in padded cells if
we start talking about Malice.”

    Kady angrily slammed the phone down. “So what 
do
 we
say, genius?”

    “Nothing,” said Seth. “Nothing about Tall Jake or the
printworks or a comic or anything. We don’t need to. Scratch
and Grendel are gone, Tall Jake and Miss Benjamin are dead.
The comic will disappear without our help.”

    “We say 
nothing
?”

    “Because we don’t remember,” Seth said. “Just like all
those other kids who came back with their memories blanked.
Remember how it always happened? The kids who survived
Malice would just turn up at home with no idea where they’d
been. That’s how we do it. If we breathe a word of this, the
whole world will think we’re crazy.”

    Kady reluctantly agreed. So did Alicia, although it took
some persuading to get her to lie to her parents. Justin only
nodded. He’d been getting quieter and quieter ever since
they’d left the attic. Something was wrong with him, Seth
could tell. He was grim-faced, and all the bounce had gone
out of him.

    “Okay,” said Seth. “To make this work, we have to get
home from here without calling the police or anyone we

    know. Nobody can know where we’ve been. We just need to
turn up on the doorsteps of our homes.”

    “How do we do that?” Kady asked. “Even if we had money
for a taxi, we couldn’t call one. We don’t know where we are.
And none of us can drive.”

    “We hitchhike,” said Justin.

    “We can’t do that!” Alicia exclaimed. “There’s no telling
who might pick us up!”

    Justin shrugged. “After what we’ve been through today,
you think I’m worried about that?”

    “He’s right,” said Seth. “It’s the only way. How are we
gonna explain what we were all doing in Crouch Hollow?
We need to get home without leaving a trail.”

    “Hitchhiking is dangerous,” Alicia insisted.

    “We don’t have a lot of choices,” said Seth.

    “There 
are
 four of us,” Kady pointed out.

    “Actually, it’s gonna be three,” said Justin. “I might stick
around here for a bit.”

    They stared at him. “You want to stick around here?”
Kady asked.

    “Why not? Good a place as any.” And he walked out of
the reception area, his shoulders slumped, back into the corridors of Crouch Hollow.

    “What’s up with him?” Kady asked Seth.

    “I’ll go find out,” he told them, and he headed off after
his friend.
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    He caught up with Justin as he was going into an office. It
was as run-down and neglected as the rest of the building,
with paperwork left to rot on the shelves and filing cabinets
that were rusted shut. Justin began rummaging around, turning things over, poking in corners. Seth joined him and
started doing the same.

    “What are we looking for?” he asked.

    Justin didn’t answer. He probably didn’t know himself.

    “You don’t want to go home, do you?” Seth asked him.

    “I got nothing, mate,” Justin said. “I ain’t going back. I’ll
sleep on the street if I have to.”

    “I won’t let that happen.”

    “I appreciate the sentiment, but what you gonna do? I can
hardly stay with you, can I? I mean, there’s Social Services.
I’ll be back with my dad like 
that.”
 He snapped his fingers.
“And I bet he’s got a year’s worth of beatings saved up for
making him worry.”

    Seth laid his hand on Justin’s shoulder. “I don’t mean
that. I mean, we’re going back to Malice. I’m gonna see Kady
home; I’m gonna check that my mom and dad are okay.” He
reached into his pocket and pulled out two white tickets.
Train tickets for Malice. “And then we catch a train.”

    Justin’s jaw dropped. “You got tickets? How’d you
get tickets?”
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    “Found them in the Deadhouse when I was planting the
bomb,” Seth replied.

    “The little box you found behind the pipes!” Justin
exclaimed. “I forgot.”

    “Me, too. I’d have shown them to you then, but that ogre
turned up. After that, I suppose it slipped my mind. I reckon
Tall Jake stashed a couple there for some lucky kid to find
after he’d been sucked into the comic and dumped in the
Deadhouse.” He studied them thoughtfully. “Y’know, considering these things are hidden all over Malice, I’m surprised
it took me this long to find some.”

    “Tall Jake! I always loved that bloke!” Justin beamed.
Then he became serious. “Are you sure about this? I mean,
going back for good? What about your folks? What
about Kady?”

    Seth felt some of the good humor drain out of him. “I
don’t want to leave her,” he said. “I don’t want to leave 
them.
You think I haven’t thought about that? I mean, how can I
explain to Mom and Dad where I’ve gone? How I can’t even
send them a postcard or make a phone call now and then?”

    “That’s rough,” Justin said. “It’s easy for me; I mean, I
don’t have nothin’ worth crying about that I’m leaving
behind. But you 
...”

    Seth sighed. “Kady’s gonna be happy here. My parents are
happy here ... or as happy as they get, I suppose. But this
place, it isn’t for me. I know where I’m supposed to be.”

    Justin nodded. “Yeah. Me, too.” He looked over at his

    friend. “I’m glad you’re coming along, mate. Wouldn’t be the
same without you.”

    “Yeah,” said Seth. “Likewise.”

    4

    It was dark and a wintry wind was blowing when they got
back to Hathern. They’d walked out of Crouch Hollow along
country roads until a passerby gave them a lift to the motorway. From there, it took them a long time to find someone
who would take all four of them. Eventually, they squeezed
into the cab of a truck. When the driver commented on the
outlandish clothes that Seth, Kady, and lustin were wearing,
they told him they’d just come from a music festival. He
seemed to think that was great. He offered them sandwiches,
which they ate ravenously, and he sang Johnny Cash tunes all
the way to the exit to Hathern. They walked from there.

    They said their good-byes to Alicia quickly, since she had
to walk on to the next village and it was getting late. Only
Seth had known her at all; to the others, she was almost a
stranger. And yet she’d played an important part in the downfall of Tall Jake, and Seth would miss her.

    “You don’t have to worry about him coming to take
you away anymore,” said Seth. “Your friend Philip will be
safe, too.”

    “We did a good thing, didn’t we?” she asked. He could see
that she was still thinking about Grendel.

    “You got really fond of that guy, didn’t you?” Seth said.

    “He needed help,” said Alicia. “I just wish I could have
helped him.”

    They hugged briefly, and then she left, walking away
down the road towards her home.

    The next stop was Seth’s house. They crept through the
narrow lanes of the village, taking the back ways. Hathern
was deserted at night, and they went unobserved. Finally,
they came to the church at the top of the hill where Seth’s
house was.

    “Wait here,” he told the others, and he slipped down the
road, keeping to the shadows. He hadn’t forgotten the sinister
voice he’d heard on the phone, pretending to be his mom.
Maybe it was just Tall Jake’s trickery, but ever since then he’d
been afraid that something might have happened to Mom
and Dad. Before he could go back to Malice, he needed to
know. He checked that nobody was around and crept closer.

    The lights were on in the living-room window. The curtains were drawn, but they hadn’t been fully closed. Seth put
his eye to the crack and peeped through.

    There they were. Dad in Dad’s chair, Mom in Mom’s
chair. They were watching a game show. Mom looked worn
and old in her sweatpants; Dad had even less hair on his head.
But there they were, unharmed. Seth sighed in relief.

    So it had been a trick after all. Tall Jake had never been
here. He and his cronies had always been careful about getting adults mixed up in their affairs. He supposed that, with
Tall Jake’s power, intercepting a phone call was child’s play.
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    Well, he wouldn’t be intercepting any more.

    In the living room, Mom laughed at something on the
TV. Even Dad gave a bit of a smile. The sight made Seth smile,
too. Their son might be gone, but they still had the TV. At
least there was that.

    He headed back up the road to the churchyard. Kady’s
face was surprised when he returned. “You’re not going in?”

    “What could I say?” Seth replied. “ ‘Hi, I’m leaving again’?
‘Third time’s a charm’?” He shook his head. “I couldn’t do it.
And I can’t stay.”

    “So, what, you’re not even going to let them know
you’re safe?”

    “I’ll phone them. From the train station. Before I go.”
Seth felt rotten about it. He wished there was some other way,
some way he could make them understand. But they just
wouldn’t get it.

    He didn’t want to be an irresponsible son. It just always
seemed to work out that way, no matter what he did. Maybe
they were just too different, in the end.

    Just like he and Kady were.

    “I guess this is it,” said Kady, catching his thought. “I. . .
I mean, I have to go home. Mom and Dad ... I know they
must have been dying every second I was away. It’s ... I have
to go home.”

    Justin began to shuffle awkwardly. He was aware
that Seth and Kady had their good-byes to say, and he was
in the way. “I’ll get out of your hair, eh?” he said. “Gimme
a hug.”

    He and Kady held each other. “I’m gonna miss you even
more than that stupid tin cat,” Justin said.

    “Hey! You make sure you find that cat when you get
back!” Kady said.

    “Will do,” said Justin. He let her go. “I’ll just be around
the corner,” he said to Seth. He sloped off across the churchyard, hands in his pockets, hood pulled over his head. Then
they were alone in the churchyard, the cold wind rustling in
the trees, the glow of the streetlights falling on them.

    Kady couldn’t meet Seth’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said
at last.

    “For what?”

    “I wish I was like you. I wish I could just throw myself
into things. I wish I loved that world like you do.”

    “Don’t be sorry,” said Seth. “It’s not your fault. And it’s
not mine. We ... we just want different things.”

    “I just wish we wanted them 
together
,” said Kady. “I can
say good-bye to Tatyana and Justin, but you?” There were
tears growing in her eyes. “It just sucks it has to be this way.”

    Seth looked at the ground. “I can’t stay, Kady.”

    “And I can’t go.”

    “I don’t have a ticket for you anyway. I only got two.”

    Kady half laughed, half sobbed. “Such a dummy. Trust
you to be practical at a moment like this.”

    Seth put his arms around her. She squeezed herself against
him, hard, as if she might be able to keep him if she held on
tight enough. But Seth knew this was the last time they would

    hold each other for a long while, and it made his throat tight
and his chest ache.

    “You find some more tickets, and you come visit, okay?”
she said.

    “I will,” he said. “I’ll find a way to get back and forth,
somehow. And when I do, I’ll come back and see you all the
time. I’ll come back and see Mom and Dad, too.”

    “You promise?”
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    1 promise.

    Kady buried her head in his shoulder. “Who’s gonna look
after me now, Sir Knight?” she whispered.

    She stepped away from him and wiped her eyes with the
back of her hand. Then she gave him a kiss on the cheek and
walked away.

    It all seemed too quick. Seth wanted to call her back, to
do this good-bye 
properly.
 But he didn’t. There was no way
they could ever do this properly. No way in which it wouldn’t
hurt. And Kady wasn’t one for good-byes. So she got it over
with quickly, and then she turned her back. She walked out of
the churchyard and was gone. Seth heard her sobbing as she
went down the lane. But he didn’t go after her. He couldn’t.

    His legs felt like lead as he walked the other way through
the churchyard. Justin was waiting around the corner. Justin
saw the way his head hung and patted him on the shoulder.

    “Come on, mate,” he said. “You’ll see her again.”

    “I know,” he said. “I promised her I would.”

    “So what are you miserable about?” said Justin. “Chin

    up! Think of the future, eh? We got all of Malice out there
waiting for us! Which way is the train station?”

    Seth couldn’t help a smile. Justin’s high spirits were infectious. “Loughborough,” he said. “It’s quite a walk.”

    “Well, let’s get going,” said Justin. “We got a train to

    catch!”
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