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INTO THE LIGHT

PEOPLE think I'm crazy because | see lights. I've seen them all my life. Strange,
multicolored patches of light swirling through the air. The patches are different sizes,
some as small as acoin, others as big as a cereal box. All sorts of shapes — octagons,
triangles, decagons. Some have thirty or forty sides. | don't know the name for a
forty-sided shape. Quadradecagon?

No circles. All of the patches have at least two straight edges. There are a few with
curves or semicircular bulges, but not many.

Every color imaginable. Some shine brightly, others glow dully. Occasionally a few
of the lights pulse, but normally they just hang there, glowing.

When | was younger | didn’t know the lights were strange. | thought everybody saw
them. | described them to Mom and Dad, but they thought | was playing a joke,
seeking attention. It was only when | started school and spoke about the lightsin class
that it became an issue. My teacher, Miss Tyacke, saw that | wasn't making up
stories, that | really believed in the lights.

Miss Tyacke called Mom in. Suggested they take me to somebody better qualified to
understand what the lights sig-nified. But Mom's never had much time for
psychiatrists. She thinks the brain can take care of itself. She asked me to stop
mentioning the lights at school, but otherwise she wasn’t concerned.

So | stopped talking about the lights, but the damage had aready been done. Word
spread among the children —Kernel Fleck isweird. He' s not like us. Stay away from



him.

| never made many friends after that.

My name’s Cornelius, but | couldn’t say that when | was younger. The closest | could
get was Kernel. Mom and Dad thought that was cute and started using it instead of
my real name. It stuck, and now that’s what everybody calls me.

| think some parents shouldn’t be allowed to name their kids. There should be a
committee to forbid names which will cause problems later. | mean, even without the
lights, what chance did | have of fitting in with any normal crowd with a name like
Kernel — or Cornelius — Fleck!

We live in a city. Mom'’s a university lecturer. Dad’'s an artist who also does some
freelance teaching. (He actually spends more time teaching than drawing, but
whenever anyone asks, he says he's an artist.) We live on the third floor of an old
warehouse which has been converted into apartments. Huge rooms with very high
ceilings. | sometimes feel like amunchkin, or Jack in the giant’s castle.

Dad's very good with his hands. He makes brilliant model airplanes and hangs them
from the wooden beams in the ceiling of my bedroom. When they start to clutter the
place up, or if we just get the urge one lazy Sunday afternoon, the pair of us make
bombs out of apples, chestnuts — whatever we can find that’s hard and round — and
launch them at the planes. We fire away until we run out of ammo or all the planes
are destroyed. Then Dad sets to work on new models and we do it all over again. At
the moment the ceiling’ s about athird full.

| like it here. Our apartment is great, we're close to lots of shops, a cool adventure
playground, museums, movie theaters galore. School’s OK too. | don’'t make friends,
but | like my teachers and the building — we have a first-rate lab, a projection room,
a massive library. And | never get beaten up — | roar automatically when I'm



fighting, which isn’t good news for bullies who don’t want to attract attention!

But I’'m not enjoying life. I'm lonely. I’ve aways been a loner, but it didn’t bother
me when | was younger. | liked being by myself. | read lots of books and comics,
watched dozens of TV shows, invented imaginary friends to play with. | was happy.

That changed recently. | don’t know why, but | don’t like being alone now. | feel sad
when | see groups of friends having a good time. | want to be one of them. | want
friends who'll tell me jokes and laugh at mine, who | can discuss television shows
and music with, who'll pick me to be on their team. | try getting to know people, but
the harder | try, the more they avoid me. | sometimes hover at the edge of a group,
ignored, and pretend I’'m part of it. But if | speak, it backfires. They glare at me
suspiciously, move away or tell me to get lost. “Go watch some lights, freak!” The
loneliness got really bad last month. Nothing interests me anymore. The hours drag,
especialy at home or when | have free time at school. | can’'t distract myself. My
mind wanders. | keep thinking about friends and how | don’'t have any, that I'm aone
and might always be. I’ ve talked with Mom and Dad about it, but it’s hard to make
them understand how miserable | am. They say things will change when I'm older,
but | don't believe them. I'll still be weird, whatever age | am. Why should people
like me more then than now?

| try so hard to fit in. | watch the popular shows and listen to the bands | hear others
raving about. | read all the hot comics and books. Wear trendy clothes. Swear and use
all the cool catchphrases.

It doesn’t matter. Nothing works. Nobody likes me. I’'m wasting my time. This past
week, I've got to thinking that I’'m wasting my entire life. I’ve had dark, horrible
thoughts, where | can only see one way out, one way of stopping the pain and
loneliness. | know it’swrong to think that way —Ilife can never be that bad — but it's
hard not to. | cry when I’m alone — once or twice I’ ve even cried in class. I'm eating
too much food, putting on weight. I’ ve stopped washing and my skin’s gotten greasy.



| don't care. | want to look likethe freak | feel | am.

Late at night. In bed. I'm playing with the patches of light, trying not to think about
the loneliness. I’ ve aways been able to play with the lights. | remember being three
or four years old, the lights all around me, reaching out and moving them, trying to fit
them together like jigsaw pieces. Normally the lights remain at a distance of several
feet, but | can call them closer when | want to play with them.

The patches aren’t solid. They’re like floating scraps of plastic. If | look at a patch
from the side, it's amost invisible. | can put my fingers through them, like ordinary
pools of light. But, despite that, when | want to move a patch, | can. If | focus on a
light, it glides towards me, stopping when | tell it. Reaching out, | push at one of the
edges with my fin-gers. | don’t actually touch it, but as my fingers get closer, the light
moves in whatever direction I’m pushing. When | stop, the light stops.

| figured out very early on that | could put patches together to make patterns. I've
been doing it ever since, at night, or during lunch at school when | have nobody to
play with. Lately I’ve been playing with them more than ever. Sometimes the lights
are the only way | have to escape the miserable loneliness.
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| like making weird shapes, like Picasso paintings. | saw a program on him at school
a couple of years ago and felt an immediate connection. | think Picasso saw lights
too, only he didn’t tell anyone. People wouldn’t have thought he was a great artist if
he said he saw lights — they’ d have said he was a nutcase, like me.

The shapes | make are nowhere near as fabulous as Pablo Picasso’s paintings. I’m no
artist. | just try to create interesting designs. They’re rough, but | like them. They
never last. The shapes hold as long as I’ m studying them, but once | lose interest or
fall asleep, they come undone and the pieces drift apart, returning to their original
positions in the air around me.

The one I'm making tonight is particularly jumbled. I'm finding it hard to
concentrate. Joining the pieces randomly, with no real purpose. It's a mess. | can't
stop thinking about not having any friends. Feelin

g wretched. Wishing | had at least one true friend, someone who' d care about me and
play with me, so | wasn't completely alone.

As I'm thinking about that, a few of the patches pulse. No big deal. Lights have
pulsed before. Usually | ignore them. But tonight, sad and desperate to divert my
train of thought, I summon a couple, study them with a frown, then put them together
and call for the rest of the flashing patches. As | add those pieces to the first two,
more lights pulse, some slowly, some quickly.

| sit up, working with more speed. This new, flashing shape is curious. |’ ve never put
pulsing patches together before. As | add to the cluster, more lights pulse. | quickly
slot them into place, working as if on autopilot. | have no control over myself. | keep



watching for a pattern to emerge, but there isn’'t one. Just a mass of different, pulsing
colors. Still, it's worked its magic. I'm focused on the cluster of lights now, dark
thoughts and fears temporarily forgotten.

The lights build and build. This is a massive structure, much larger than any I’'ve
previoudly created. I’ m sweating, and my arms are aching. | want to stop and rest, but
| can’'t. I’m obsessed with the pulsing lights. This must be what addiction islike.

Then, without warning, the patches that I’ ve stuck together stop pulsing and all glow
a light blue color. | fall back, gasping, as if I'd gotten an electric shock. I’ ve never
seen this happen. It scares me. A huge, blue, jagged patch of light at the foot of my
bed. It’s like awindow. Large enough for a person to fit through.

My first thought is to flee, call for Mom and Dad, get out as quick as | can. But part
of me holds firm. An inner voice whispersin my ear, telling me to stay. Thisis your
window to a life of wonders, it says. But be careful, it adds, as | move closer to the
light. Windows open both ways.

As it says that, a shape presses through, out of the panel of light. A face. I'm too
horrified to scream. It's a monster from my very worst nightmare. Pale red skin. A
pair of dark red eyes. No nose. A small mouth. Sharp, grey teeth. As it leans farther
forward into my bedroom, | see more of it and the horror intensifies. It doesn’t have a
heart! There's a hole in the left side of its chest, but where the heart should be are
dozens of tiny, hissing snakes.

The monster frowns and stretches a hand towards me. | can see more than two arms
— at least four or five. | want to pull away. Dive beneath my bed. Scream for help.
But the voice that spoke to me a few seconds ago won't let me. It whispers quickly,
words | can't follow. And | find myself standing firm, taking a step towards the panel
of light and its emerging monster. | raise my right hand and watch the fin-gers curl
into afist. | can feel a strange tingling sensation, like pins and needles.



The monster stops. Its eyes narrow. It looks around my bedroom uncertainly. Then,
dowly, smoothly, it withdraws, pulling back into the panel of light, vanishing
gradually until only its red eyes remain, staring out at me from within the surrounding
blueness, twin circles of an unspoken evil. Then they’'re gone too and I'm alone
again, just me and the light.

| should be wailing for help, running for my life, cowering on the floor. But instead
my fingers relax and my fist unclenches. I’'m facing the panel of blue light, staring at
it like a zombie fixed on a fresh human brain, distantly processing information.
Normally the patches of light are transparent, but | can’'t see through this one. If |
look around it, there’s my bedroom wall, a chest of drawers, toys and socks scattered
across the floor. But when | look directly at the light, all | seeisblue.

The voice says something crazy to me. | know it's madness as soon as it speaks. |
want to argue, roar at it, tell it to stuff itself. But, as scared and confused as | am, |
can't disobey. | find my legs tensing. | know, with sick certainty, what’'s going to
happen next. | open my mouth to scream, to try and stop it, but before | can, aforce
makes me step forward — after the monster, into the light.

FUGITIVES

NEXT thing | know, I’'m on the floor of my bedroom, my baby brother Art cradled to
my chest. Mom and Dad are shouting at me, crying, poking and clutching me. Dad
gently takes Art from my arms. Mom crouches beside me and hugs me hard, weeping
over my bald skull. She's moaning, calling my name over and over, asking where
I’ ve been, what happened, if I’'m all right. Dad’ s staring at me like |’ ve got two heads,
only looking away to check on Art, his expression one of total bewilderment.

There' s no panel of blue light. No monsters. And no memory of what happened when
| stepped through after the snake-hearted creature.



| learn that I've been missing for several days. Mom and Dad thought I'd been
kidnapped, or wandered out and got lost. The police have been searching for me.
They put my photo in newspapers and questioned all the people who knew me. Mom
and Dad were frantic. Mom keeps weeping, saying she thought | was dead, that she'd
lost another of her babies. | don't like the way she refers to me as a baby, but this
isn’t the time to correct her!

| can’t remember what happened. Up to the moment | took that step forward into the
blue light — total recall. After that — nothing.

Mom and Dad don’t believe me. They think I’m lying or in shock. They ply me with
hot chocolate in our kitchen and quiz me ruthlessly, sometimes gently, sometimes
harshly, neither of them in complete control of themselves. They pass Art back and
forth, asking me questions about how he ended up with me. | guess he must have
gone missing too, after | did.

“Can | hold Art?’ | ask, during a brief lull in the questioning.

Mom passes him to me, watching us suspiciously, perhaps afraid we'll go missing
again. | had a younger sister once —Annabella. She died when she was a baby. |
can’'t remember much about her — | was only four. But I'll never forget Mom and
Dad's tears, the misery, the loss | sensed in the air around me. | wasn’t much more
than a baby myself, but | knew something terrible had happened, and | could see how
upset Mom and Dad were. | guess they never really got over that. It's only natural
that they’ re more upset and worried now than most parents would be.

| bounce Art up and down on my knee, cooing to him, telling him everything’s OK.
“You're my little brother. I'll ook after you. It's fine.” He doesn’t take much notice.

He looks more sleepy than afraid. Too young to catch the bad vibes.

Mom and Dad stare at each other wordlessly, then leave us alone for a while, going



out into the hallway to discuss the situation. They don’'t shut the door behind them,
and call out to me whenever | stop talking to Art, making sure we're still here.

They let me go to bed at one in the morning. Their faces are strained and red. Mom
tucks me in and lets Art sleep beside me. She rubs his face tenderly as she pulls the
blanket up around him. Starts to cry again. Dad tugs her away, kisses me, then takes
Mom back to their bedroom, leaving me and Art to sleep.

| wake in the middle of the night. Mom and Dad are arguing. | don’t know about
what. Mom’s saying, “Let’s give it afew days. Watch. Wait. If nobody says anything,
or looksfor him..."

Dad shouts, “You're crazy! We can't! It'swrong! What if the police...?

| drift back to Sleep.

Morning. More questions. Mom sits Art on her lap and feeds him, smiling and
laughing wildly every time he gurgles at her. It's a good thing I’m not jealous of my
little brother, as she hardly notices I’'m here.

Dad’s upset. He keeps glaring at Mom and Art. Throws more questions at me. Tries
to help me unlock my memories. Asks me to take him through the night | vanished,
step by step. | tell him | was in my bedroom, | was playing, and that’s al | remember.
| don’t mention the lights or the monster. The inner voice that spoke to me that night
tellsme not to. Says I’d only get into more trouble if | told the truth.
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“Did you go to bed?’ Dad asks.

“No.”

“Did someone come into the room?’

“No.”

“Woas there somebody at the window?’

A pause while | think back. “No.”

“What about . . . Art? Can you remember where. . . how you got h

im?" “

No.”

He curses and tugs at his hair with both hands. Looks at Mom and Art again. Mom
stares back at him sternly, holding Art against her like ashield. | don’t know what her
look means, but I'm glad she’s not looking at me that way — her eyes are scary!

Dad phones the police and they come over. He sits with me while they ask lots of
guestions. Mom stays in their bedroom with Art. Dad said there was no need to talk

about Art with the police. It would only complicate things. Since Art’'s too young to
tell them anything, they want to focus on what happened to me.



| tell the police the same things | told Mom and Dad. The police are nice. They talk
softly, make jokes, tell me stories about other kids who were lost or kidnapped. They
want to know if | remember anything, even the smallest detail, but my mind is a
complete blank. | keep apologizing for not being able to tell them anything more, but
they don’t lose patience. They’ re much calmer than Mom and Dad.

| don’t go back to school. Mom and Dad keep me in. Won't even let me go out to the
park. Things feel strange and awkward. It’s like when Annabella died. Lots of crying,
sorrow and uncertainty. But it’s different. There's fear too. Mom’s especially edgy.
Hardly lets go of Art. Snaps at Dad a lot of the time. | often find her shaking and
crying when she doesn’t think I’ [l notice.

Days pass. The police come back, but they’'re not too worried. The most important
thing is that I’'m safe and back home. They recommend a good psychiatrist to Dad,
and suggest he takes me to see her, to try and figure out what happened to me. Dad
says he will, but | remember what Mom was like when Miss Tyacke suggested a
psychiatrist all those years ago. I’m sure | won’'t be going for counseling.

That night they have a huge fight. Mom’s screaming and cursing. I’'m in my room
with Art. They think we can't hear them, but we can. I'm scared. | even cry a bit,
holding Art tightly, not sure why they’re behaving this way. Art’s not bothered. He
gurgles happily in my arms and tries biting a hole through the new bib that Dad
bought yesterday.

Mom yells, “We ve been given a second chance! | don’t care how it happened or who
gets hurt! I’'m not going to suffer the loss of a child again!”

| can't hear Dad's reply, but it seems to do the trick. Mom doesn’t shout after that,
though | hear her crying later. | hear Dad crying too.

The next morning, Dad calls me into his study. He has Art on one knee, a picture of



Annabella on his other. He' s looking from Art to the picture and back again, chewing
his lower lip. He looks up when | enter and smiles — a thin, shaky smile. Tells me
we're leaving. Immediately, this very night.

“We're going on avacation?’ | ask, excited.

“No. We're moving.” Art tugs at Dad’s left ear. Dad ducks his head and chuckles at
Art. “Your mom doesn't like it here anymore,” Dad says quietly, not looking at me
directly. “Annabella died here. You went missing. Art . . . well, she doesn't want
anything else to happen. To Art or to you. She wants to go somewhere safer. To be
honest, | do too. I'm sick of city life.”

“But what about school?’ It’ s the first question to pop into my head.

“The hell withit,” Dad laughs. “You don't like it that much, do you?”’

“Well ... no...butit'smy school.”

“We'll find you another.” He fixes Art in his left arm, then extends his right and pulls
me in close. “I know you haven't been happy here. Mom and | have been thinking
about it. We're going to move to a place we know, a village called Paskinston. The
children will be very different there. Nicer than city kids. We think you' Il be happier,
maybe make some friends. And you'll be safe. We al will. How does that sound?”’

“Good. | guess. But .. .” | shrug.

“It's for the best, Kernel,” Dad says, and hugs me tight. Art laughs and hugs me too,
and that’swhen | feel sure that Dad’ sright. Everything’ s going to be better now.

My last glimpse of the city iswhen | get into our car |ate that night. | don’t know why
we don't wait until morning —Dad hates driving at night — but | haven’t had time to



ask. It's been a rush, packing bags, going through all of my toys, books, comics,
clothes, records, choosing what to bring and what to leave behind. Dad says we'll get
the rest of our belongings sent later, but | don't want to leave anything precious
behind, just in case. | bombed all of the planes in my bedroom at nine o’ clock. Mom
and Dad helped me. We destroyed them completely. It was cool! Even Mom enjoyed
it.

Aswe're getting into the car, Dad asks if | want to play a game with Art, to keep him
quiet. | say sure. So he makes me sit on the floor behind Mom'’s seat, with Art
between my legs, and he drapes a blanket over us. “Pretend Art and you are fugitives.
You're a pair of vicious, wanted criminas, and we're sneaking you out of the city.
There are roadbl ocks, so you have to hide and be quiet. If you' re found, you'll be sent
to prison.”

“Children don’t get sent to prison!” | snort.

“They do in thisgame.” Dad laughs.
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| know it's just away for Mom and Dad to keep Art — and me — quiet for some of
the journey. But part of me thinks it’s real. The fact that we're leaving so quickly, at
night, in secrecy. . . . | hold Art tight in my arms and whisper for him to be quiet,
afraid we'll be caught by whoever’s after us. | fedl like crying, but that’s because
we're leaving home. I’ ve never lived anywhere else. It’s scary.

Mom checksthat Art and | are OK before settling in. She lifts the cover of the blanket
and peersin at us. We're parked close to a street light, so | can see her face pretty
well. She looks worried — maybe she’s sad to be leaving our old home, like me.

“Take care of your brother,” she says softly, stroking Art’s left cheek. He gazes at her
quietly. “Protect him,” Mom says, her voice cracking. Then she kisses my forehead,
replaces the blanket, and we set off, leaving behind everything I’ ve ever known.

THE WITCH

PASKINSTON'S a sleepy place, with a couple of tiny shops, a crumbling old school,
a stumpy, ugly, modern church, and not much else. It's in the middie of nowhere,
miles away from any town or city. Electricity cuts are common. Television and radio
reception are poor. Cars are mostly ancient wrecks. The sort of place where you
expect to find loads of old people, but in fact most of the villagers are youngish
parents and their children.

WEe've been here almost a year. It's not a bad place to live. Quiet and clean. Lots of
open space around the village. No pollution or crime, and people are very relaxed and
friendly. A few commute to cities or towns, but most work locally. Quite a few are
craftspeople and artists. We don’t get many tourists in Paskinston, but our artisans (as



Dad calls them) supply alot of tourist shops around the country. Musical instruments
are the village's specialty, traditionally carved, lovingly created and packaged, then
expensively priced!

Dad's got a job painting instruments. It doesn’'t pay very well, but you don't need
much money in Paskinston. He's happier than he ever was in the city, finaly able to
call himself areal artist. Mom helps out kids with learning problems, and does some
teaching in the school when one of the regular teachers is sick. She's happy too, the
happiest I’ ve seen her since Annabella died.

Mom and Dad never talk about the time Art and | went missing. It's a forbidden
subject. If | ever bring it up, they change the topic immediately. Once, when |
pressed, Mom snapped at me, swore, and told me never to mention it again.

And me? Well, I'm OK. Dad was right. The kids here are nicer than in the city. They
chat with me at school, include me in their games, invite me to their houses to read
and play, take me on day trips into the local countryside on weekends. Nobody
bullies me, says nasty things to me or tries to make me feel like I'm a freak. (Of
course, it helpsthat | don’t mention the secret patches of light!)

But | still don’t fitin. | feel out of place. It's hard to talk freely, to join in, to behave
naturaly. | always fedl as though I'm acting. Most of the kids in Paskinston were
born here or moved here when they were very young. This is the only world they
know, and they believeit’s perfect.

| don’'t agree. While I’'m certainly happier now than | was in the city, | miss the
movie theaters and museums. Except for not having any friends, | liked being part of
a big city, where there was always something new to see or do. The village is nice,
but it's a bit boring. And although the kids are nicer to me, | still haven't made any
real friends.



But it’s not that important, because I’ m not miserable anymore. I’ m not sure why, but
| don't feel lonely these days. I'm happy just to be with Mom, Dad and Art.
Especially Art. He might only be a baby, but | love dragging him around with me,
explaining the world to him, telling him about books, television and life, trying to
teach him to speak. He should have started by now, but so far not a word. Dad and
Mom don’'t mind. They say Einstein was older than Art is before he spoke. But |
don’t think Art’s an Einstein — he likes tugging ears, biting people and burping too
much to be a genius!

Art's al | really need from the world right now. He keeps me company better than
any friend ever could. As Dad once said when | was lonely and he was trying to cheer
me up, “Who needs friends when you have family?’

To get to schoal, | have to pass the witch’'s house.

The “witch” is Mrs. Egin. There are thirty-seven families and six single people in
Paskinston, and everyone's on friendly terms with everybody else. There's a real
sense of community. They al take an interest in and see a lot of each other, chat
amongst themselves when they meet in the street or at church, hold big parties every
few months that everyone attends.

Except Mrs. Egin. She lives by herself in a dirty old house and almost never has
anything to say to anybody. She comes out for a long walk every day, and to draw
water from the well. (There's running water in Paskinston, but Mrs. Egin and a few
others prefer to get theirs from an old well in the center of the village.) But otherwise
we rarely see her. She spends most of her time indoors, behind thick curtains, doing
whatever it is that witches do.

I’'m sure she's not realy a witch, but all the kids call her the Pricklish Witch of
Paskinston. Some of the adults do too!



Thereisn't areal school in Paskinston, just a converted stable that’s being used as a
school until the villagers manage to build a proper one. There are three teachers (two
are volunteers), crappy old desks, wobbly chairs, afew tired blackboards, and nothing
el se except the ancient toilets out back. A big change from my school in the city!

The school’ s down the street and around the corner to the left from where we live. To
get there, | walk past Mrs. Egin’s house. | could go the opposite way and circle
around the backs of the houses if | wanted. But Mrs. Egin has never done anything
bad to me. She hasn’t even spoken to me in the year that I’ ve lived here. She doesn’t
frighten me.

Today | set off for school as usual. Classes start at nine-thirty, but | normally get
there at nine, to play some games with the other kids beforehand. Trying hard to fit
in, to be like they are, to have them accept

me. Not that I’ m too bothered if they don't.

“Off to school?” Mom asks as I’ m heading out.

“Yes.

“Want to take Art to the nursery?’

13 Sl_jre.”

The makeshift nursery school isin another converted stable, right next to the schooal. |
often drop Art off.

Art’s small and skinny. A large head though. Dad says that’s a sign that he has lots of
brains, but | think it’s because he has a thick skull — all the better for head butting!



| stop Art from trying to bite the hands off a soldier doll and pick him up. He
struggles, eager to finish off the soldier. “Stop,” | grunt. Art calms down
immediately. He always does what | tell him. He's more obedient for me than Mom
or Dad. Mom says that’s a sign that he really loves me. It makes me proud when she
says stuff like that, though | usually scowl — don’t want her thinking I’ m soft.

Art’s pale, like Mom, with dirty dark hair that looks like it's never been washed.
Mom aways complains about Art’s hair. She regularly threatens to shave him bald
like me. (Not that | need to shave — I’ve been bald since birth.) She says every guy
should be bald — makes life much simpler for the women looking after them.

| throw Art up in the air and catch him. He laughs and gurgles for me to do it again. |
compare my skin to his as | toss him up a second time. I'm much darker, a nice
creamy brown, more Dad’s color than Mom’'s. We don’'t look like brothers. Mom
saysthat’ s good — people won't confuse us for one another when we're older.
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| settle Art down and head for the door, carrying him under one arm like a
skateboard. He swings his fists around, looking for something to hit. He almost never
hits or bites me, but I’'m the only one who's safe around him. He's given Mom a
black eye afew times, and bit one of Dad’ s finger-nails off once. He'll be areal terror
when he's a couple of years older.

We set off down the street. There' s nobody else around. A quiet spring day. Birds are
twittering in the trees. A cow moos in the distance. | feel warm and happy. Looking
forward to summer. Dad said we might go to the beach for a week or two. We
haven’t been on avacation since we |eft the city. I’ m excited about it.

“You’'ve never seen a beach, have you?’ | say to Art. “It’s great. More sand than you
could imagine. Salt water, not like the ponds here. Seaweed. We can swim and make
sand-castles. Eat ice cream and cotton candy. You'll loveit. And if we can’t go, well,
we'll camp around here instead. Find a lake, maybe near a small town, with a movie
theater and amusement arcades and —"

“Thief!” someone screeches.

We've just passed the witch's house. | look back. The front door’s open. Mrs. Eginis
standing on the doorstep. Her eyes are wild and she's trembling. Her hair’s normally
tied in a ponytail, but today it's hanging loose, strands blowing across her face in the
light breeze.

“Who'’sthe thief 7" she mutters, staggering towards me.

“Mrs. Egin? Are you all right? Do you want me to get help?’ | set Art down to my



left and step in front of him, shielding him with my legs, in case she falls on top of
him.

Mrs. Egin stops less than a foot away. She's mumbling to herself, strange words, no
language that | know. Her lips are bleeding — she’s bitten through them in several
places. Her fingers are wriggling like ten angry snakes.

“Mrs. Egin?’ | say softly, heart racing.

“Such a beautiful baby,” the witch says, eyes fixed on Art. He's staring up at her
slently. Mrs. Egin bends and reaches for Art, cooing, smiling crookedly.

“Leave him alone,” | gasp, shuffling Art back with my left foot, standing firmly in
front of him now, blocking her way.

“Not yours!” she snarls, glaring at me. I’ve never seen an adult look at me that way,
with total hate. It scares me. | feel like | have to pee. Clench my legs together so |
don’t have an accident.

But, scared as| am, | don’t move. | stand my ground. | have to protect Art.

“Areyouill, Mrs. EQin?’ | ask, my voice alot calmer than | fedl.

“Find him!” she shouts in reply. “Find the thief! Beautiful baby.” She smiles at Art
again, then mumbles to herself, like a minute ago, but gesturing at Art this time, as
though she's casting a spell on him.

| look for help but we're all alone. | can’t just stand here and et this go on. No telling
what she'll do next. So, without taking my eyes off her, | stoop, grab Art and
awkwardly hold him up behind my back. Art squeals happily — he thinks I’'m giving
him a piggyback ride.



“We have to go now,” | say, edging away. Mrs. Egin’s still looking at the spot where
Art was. | notice that lots of the patches of light around us are pulsing. They’re closer
than they normally are, as if hedging us in. But | can't worry about the lights. Not
with Mrs. Egin acting like areal, mad witch.

“Soon!” Mrs. Egin barks, and her eyes snap upwards. “All will be happening soon.
They thought | didn’t haveitin me. Said | was weak. But they were wrong. | have the
power. | can serve.” Her hands go still. Her eyes soften. “You will see me die,” she

says quietly.

Tears of confusion and fear come to my eyes. “Mrs. Egin, | ... I'll get help ... I'll
get someone who can —”

“Thief!” she yells, silencing me, wild and twisted again. Her hands come up and
wave angrily at me. “Find the thief! Soon! You'll see. The mad old witch going up in
apuff of smoke. Boom, Kernel Fleck. Boom!”

She laughs hysterically. When you hear a witch laugh in amovie, it's funny. But this
isn't. The laughter hurts my ears, makes them ring from deep inside. | half expect

them to start bleeding.

“1 have to go now,” | say quickly, turning away from her, sliding Art around so he's
in front of me, al the time protecting him from her.

“Kernel,” the witch says in a cold, commanding tone. Reluctantly | stop and look
back. “Y ou won't tell anyone what you' ve seen today.” It’s not a question.

“Mrs. Egin...youneed help ...l think..."

She spits on the ground by her right foot. “You're afool. I'm not the one who needs
help — you are. But never mind that. You won't tell anyone. Because if you do, I'll



creep into your room late at night when you’re asleep and dlit your throat from your
left ear to your right.” She uses a trembling index finger to illustrate.

That’s too much. | lose control and, to my shame, feel the front of my pants go wet.
Fortunately Mrs. Egin doesn't see. She's already turned away. Walks back to her
house. Pauses at the front door. Looks up. There's a six-sided patch of pink light
pulsing rapidly just above her head. She reaches up and strokes it. The pulse rate
slows, asif the light was afraid and she calmed it down.

“Thought you were the only one who could see them,” she says as | stare at her in
shock. “But | can too. Now. For awhile. Until they take me.”

Then she goes inside and shuts the door.

For along moment | stand, fighting back tears, ears still ringing, wanting to run away
and never return. But | can't do that, and | can’'t turn up at school with wet, stained
pants. So | hurry home, clutching Art tight to my chest, steering as far wide of the

witch’'s house as | can.

MARBLES
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ILIE to Mom. Tell her Art peed on me. She's surprised —he's never been a wetter.
She wants to change him. | tell her it's al right, I'll take care of it. | hurry to my
bedroom and change my pants. I’'m amost out the door before | remember that Art
should be changed too, so | quickly find clean clothes for him.

| consider telling Mom about Mrs. Egin’'s behavior. Recall her threat — “dlit your
throat from your left ear to your right.” Don’t say aword.

The day passes uncomfortably. | can't forget what Mrs. Egin said, her wicked
expression, stroking the pulsing patch of light. “You will see me die.”

| should tell someone. It doesn’'t matter that she threatened me. She won't be able to
sneak into my room if | tell someone and they lock her up like the mad old witch she
IS.

But | wet my pants. If | tell about the rest, I’ [l have to tell about that too. And | don’t
want people knowing. So | say nothing. | pretend it didn’t happen, that it doesn’'t
matter. And all day long | fedl as if a thousand eels of terror are wriggling around
inside me.

Dad’ s talking with Mom about a craft fair when | come home. She’s listening quietly,
sitting by the piano. (It was in the house when we moved in — none of us can play).
She’s frowning.

“Thisis one of the biggest fairsin the country,” Dad says. “It's held every year, and a
few of the Paskinston artists always go, representing the village. They sell a lot of
work at it, and rack up loads of orders. It's areal honor to be asked. It would be rude



to refuse.”

“But can’t one of us go and one stay here?” Mom asks.

“Yes, but couples normally go together. It’s not just about selling. There are hundreds
of artists and interesting people there. It’s a chance to meet, mingle, get to know other
people. It'll be fun.”

| hand Art to Mom and sit close to her, following the conversation. | learn a bit more
about the fair, where it's held, who's going, how long they’ll be gone for. Dad’s
proud to have been invited and eager to go, but Mom'’s worried about Art and me.
She doesn’'t want to leave us aone. “Can’'t we take them along?’ she asks.

“1t' s not done,” Dad says patiently. “Nobody else brings their kids.”

Mom’s frown deepens. We haven’'t been apart since we |eft the city, not for a single
night. But if they go to the fair, they’ Il be gone for at |east a week.

“They won't be by themselves,” Dad says. “We'll leave them with one of the
neighbors.”

“I know, but . . .”

“Kernel doesn't mind. Do you, Kernel?” He smiles broadly at me, expecting my
support. If this was yesterday, I’d have given it instantly. But Mrs. Egin’s threat is
fresh in my thoughts. | don’t want to be left alone. So | just shrug in answer. “You
OK, big guy?’ Dad asks, surprised.

13 Yeah.”

“If you don’'t want usto go, just say. It's not that important.”



“No. | mean, | don't mind. Not really. It'sjust . . .” | can’'t explain without telling
them the truth. So again | shrug.

“What about Art?” Mom says, kissing his head, looking up at Dad.

“Art will be finetoo,” Dad says, and he sounds a little impatient now.

“I"m not sure, Caspian.”

“Melena. ..” Dad sighs. “Look, if it’s going to be a big deal, we won't go. But thisis
our home now. We're safe here. | don’t think we' ve anything to fear in this place. Do
you?’

“No,” Mom says quietly.

Mom makes a face. “I just don't like being apart from my darling babies!” she
exclaims. We al laugh at that, and everything's fine again.

Mom bounces Art up and down on her knee. Dad smiles and hugs her. | feel happy
and safe. | ask what’s for dinner, and forget about the witch and all the bad thoughts
of the day.

The morning of their departure. Dad gets the car ready while Mom takes Art and me
over to Sally’s house. Sally is one of the villagers who lives alone. A bit older than
Mom. Fat. A great singer. She has two children of her own, but they’ ve grown up and
|l eft.

“We're going to have a great time,” Sally says as we set our bags down in the room
where Art and | are staying.



“1 wish there was a phone, so we could call and check that everything is al right,”
Mom grumbles. There aren’t many phones in the village, and Sally doesn’t own one.

“Relax!” Sally laughs. “These boys can get along fine without you for a few days.
Can't you, Kernel?’
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“Sure.” | smile. Mom smiles back, but shakily.

Dad cdlls for us and we head outside. He's standing by the car. The back seat and
trunk are filled with musical instruments and paintings. Two other couples have
aready left in a caravan with the mgjority of the pieces that they hope to sell. Dad
hugs Art, then me.

“Look after your brother,” Mom says, kissing my cheek.

“Of course hewill,” Dad says. “Kernel’s the best brother in the world. He'll take care
of Art better than you or | could.”

Dad gets in and starts the engine. Mom hugs us one last time, then gets in beside him.
And they’re off. Art, Sally and | wave after them. Mom rolls down her window, leans
out and waves back, until they turn a corner. Although Sally’ s right beside us, | can't
help but think as they roll out of sight — we're alone now. Just Art and me. In a
remote village. With awitch.

The day passes smoothly. School, playing with Art during lunch, dinner with Sally
and some others. The villagers like to share meals. Here, it's not polite to eat by
yourself al the time. We often have guests over to eat with us, or go to a neighbor’s
house.

Art doesn't miss Mom and Dad. He eats, drinks, plays and behaves the same as
aways. Doesn’'t cry when Sally gives him a bath. He does give her a sharp nip on her
left forearm at one point, leaving deep marks, but that’s normal for Art.



“We should stitch his lips together when he's not eating,” Sally says, rubbing her
arm. But she's only joking. Sally loves kids. Of course she'd rather not be bitten, but
the whole village knows about Art’s biting habits. Sally knew what she was getting
herself into when she offered to have us.

It's strange not having Mom and Dad around. Things were different when we lived in
the city. They often went out at night, leaving me with a babysitter. And they’d go on
trips by themselves occasionally. | didn't mind. | enjoyed staying with other people
— | always got loads of treats.

But for the last year we' ve been together all the time. I’ ve gotten used to them being
at home every night. | feel like | did when | lost my favorite teddy bear a few years
ago. It was a scruffy grey bear, nothing special, but I'd had it since | was a baby. It
had been my constant companion, even when I’ d outgrown my other stuffed animals.
| took it to bed, on vacation, even to the movies. | felt like a friend had died when |
lost it.

This is amost the same. Not as bad, because | know Mom and Dad will come back.
But strange. Like something’ s wrong with the world.

I’m uneasy when it’s time for bed. Sally’s spare bed is soft, but it smells damp, like
my socks when they’re wet. Art goes to sleep immediately, delighted to be sharing a
bed with me. But | can’t drop off. I'm tired — | woke early, knowing Mom and Dad
were leaving — but my eyelids won't stay closed.

| think about Mrs. Egin. | haven't seen her since that morning when she witched out
on me. |’ ve taken the long way to school and back every day since. I’ ve tried to laugh
it off, make like it was no big deal. Told myself | imagined the curses and her
stroking the patch of light.

But | know what | saw. | can't pretend it didn’t happen. And although I'm not as



scared as | was that first night, I’m still shaken, afraid to close my eyesin case she's
there when | open them, standing over me, cackling, a knife to my throat.

| turn from my left side to my right, then back again. | try lying flat on my back, then
on my stomach. Nothing works.

Annoyed, | stop trying to sleep, hoping I'll drift off by accident. | look around the
small, cozy room, then focus on the patches of light. They look the same as ever,
various shapes and shades. | count triangles, quadrangles, pentagons, sextants. . . .
No, that’s an instrument. Sextuplet? I'm not sure. | think that’s right, but I'm not . . .
maybeit'sa. . .

| wake suddenly. Hexagon! Of course. Can't believe | had trouble remembering that.
The brain can play funny tricks when you'retired. | turn, yawning, looking for Art.

Heisn't there.

At first | think he's just slipped farther down beneath the covers, but when | lift them
there’s no sign of him.

| sit up swiftly, sensing danger, recalling Mom'’s last words to me — “Look after
your brother.” Flash on an image of Mrs. Egin sneaking in, stealing Art, putting him
in abig black pot and boiling him alive.

My world is never truly dark. The patches of light mean | can see pretty well even on
the blackest night. Mom and Dad used to try to convince me that the lights weren't
real, but if they’ reimaginary, why do | have such fantastic night vision?

| get out of bed and hurry to the door, so certain Art isn’t in the room that my gaze
glides right over him and | almost crash into him. Then my senses click in and | stop.
Blink a couple of timesto properly clear my eyes.



Art’s in the middle of the room. There's a large patch of orange light pulsing just
over his head. He's playing with marbles that Sally gave to me earlier. He's holding
two of them up over his eyes. They’re orange-colored, like the light.

Art sees me and smiles, looking at me through the orange marbles. For a brief second
I’m positive that somebody or something is in the room with us. | think | hear a soft
growling noise. My head snaps left, then right — nothing. | look back at Art. In the
strange orange light, with the marbles covering his eyes, he doesn’t look like my
brother. | start to think that it's not Art, that he's been replaced by some evil spirit,
that the witch has been here. | feel afraid. | back up to the bed.

“Art?’ | say, very softly. “Isthat you? Are you OK?’

A giggle breaks the spell. Art lowers the marbles. And | seethat of courseit’s him.

“Idiot!” | laugh weakly at myself. | go pick Art up and take the marbles away. Sally
said not to let him have them in case he swallowed one. Art grumbles and tries to
grab them back, but | tell him they’re dangerous. He understands that and snuggles
into me, nuzzling my shoulder with his teeth, but gently, not like when he bites
somebody.

| stand there with Art, feeling cold but happy, smiling at how silly | was. Art fals
asleep in my arms. | carry him back to bed, tuck him in, then climb in beside him.
Lying on my side, | stare at the orange light, till pulsing. It seems to have grown
bigger, but that’ s not unusual — the patches often change size.

| don't like this orange light. There' s something creepy about it. It reminds me of the
pink light that Mrs. Egin stroked. | turn my back on it and shut my eyes tight, trying
to fall asleep again. But | can still sense it there, hanging in the cold night air, lighting
up the room with its ominous orange glow. Pulsing.



DING DONG
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TWO days later. The orange light is still pulsing and changing size. Although | can
call it closer like the other patches, | can’'t send it away more than twenty or twenty-
five feet. It's started to bug me, like an insect that keeps buzzing in front of my face.
An uneasiness chews away at me every time | catch sight of it. | know it’'s crazy,
worrying about alight, but | can’'t help myself. | have a bad feeling about this.

It's alovely, sunny day. Our teacher, Logan Rile, decided not to waste the weather,
so we're having lessons outside, in one of the fields around Paskinston. There ar

e thirty-four of us, avariety of classes and ages, sitting in a semicircle around Logan.
He's telling us about tectonic plates. Logan’s not the best teacher. He sometimes
forgets he's talking to children and gets too technical. Very few of us understand
everything he says. But he's interesting, and the bits that make sense are fascinating.
It's also fun when you do understand him — it makes you feel clever.

Some of the younger children from the nursery have come with us. Their normal
caretaker has gone to the fair, and her replacement’s finding it hard to cope with so
many little ones. She was delighted when Logan offered to take a few off her hands
for the day.

Art’s playing with the orange marbles beside me. | shouldn't let him have the
marbles, but he really likes them. Anyway, he hasn't put them in his mouth yet. |
keep a close eye on him, checking every couple of minutes to make sure both marbles
arein sight — not in his stomach.

“S0 these plates are moving all the time?’ Bryan Colbert asks. Bryan's one of the
oldest children, nearly seventeen.



“Yes,” Logan says.

“Then why don’t countries move?’

“They do,” Logan says. “The continents are drifting all the time. It's very slow, but
it's happening. One day Australia will collide with America or Africa— | can never
remember which — and the effects will be catastrophic. New mountains will be
thrust upwards. There' |l be tidal waves. Dust will clog the air. Billions of people and
animals will die. It might be the end of all life on this planet.”

“All life?” Dave English — a kid ayear younger than me — asks.

“Yes,” Logan says.

“But | didn’t think that could happen. Everybody . . . everything . . . can't just die.
Won't God keep some of us alive?’

“No god can prevent the end of life on this planet,” Logan says in his usual serious
way. “Or the end of life in this universe. Everything has an end. That’s the way life
is. But maybe there'll be a new beginning when our world ends. New life, new
creatures, new means of existence.”

“That’ s scary,” Dave mutters. “I don’t want everything to die.”

“Nor me.” Logan smiles. “But our wants are irrelevant. This is the way things are.
We can accept the truth and deal with it, or live in ignorance. Death is nothing to be
afraid of. Once you think it through and get it into perspective, it’s not so bad. In fact,
many people —"

“Now!” a woman screams, cutting Logan off. All our heads turn at once, as if our
necks were connected. | see Mrs. Egin lumbering up behind us, fingers twitching,



frothing at the mouth. “Now it happens! Up the throat, past the gums, look out world,
here it comes!”

The pink light that | saw her stroking a few days ago has grown much bigger and now
seems to be touching her just behind her head. It's pulsing quickly. Other patches of
light around it are pulsing too, and moving towards it, as though drawn to it
magnetically.

“Mrs. EQin?’ Logan says, rising, signaling for the rest of us to stay seated. “Are you
al right?’

“They said | couldn’'t do it! Thought | wasn't strong enough to summon them!” She
laughs her witch’ s laugh, then sings, “Wrong! Wrong! Wrong! Now! Now! Now!”

“Mrs. Egin, | think you should —”

“You will see me die!” she shouts, and her eyes scan the group, fixing on me. “Find
the thief! Who' sthe thief? Find him!”

Fear comes shooting back. I'm not as afraid as when | was alone with her, but I'm
pretty petrified. The others are too. We huddle close together, shuffling into a tighter
group for protection.

Logan steps forward. “Let me take you home, Mrs. Egin. We'll get you to bed, I'll
call for adoctor, and you'll beright asrainin—"

Mrs. Egin roars a word | don't know. Her lips are moving fast now, that strange
language she was speaking before. Logan stops short and hesitates. That scares me

even more —it’ s bad news when your teacher is as frightened as you are.

The pulsing patches of light are moving faster, drawn towards the pink light. They



merge with it, then flow into Mrs. Egin. She's glowing from within now, the lights
beneath her flesh, spreading through her body.

| stumbleto my feet. “Thelights!” | gasp.

L ogan looks back at me. “Cam down, Kernel.”

“But the lights! Can’t you see them?”

“What lights?’

“Inside her! She's swallowing the lights!”
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Mrs. Egin cackles while Logan stares at me dumbly. | glance around. Everyone's
looking at me oddly. They can’t see the lights. There’s nothing any of them can do to
stop this from happening.

| focus on Mrs. Egin. A bulging, pulsing bubble of light has formed behind and above
her, patches melting together, colors mixing, flowing into her. Her eyes are bowls of
light. | can't see her lips — multicolored froth hides them. Her skin appears to be

rippling.
“Mrs. Egin,” Logan tries again, facing her. “Y ou have to —”

The witch shrieks triumphantly. A piercing note of wickedness and victory. | cover
my ears with my hands. Logan covers his too. My eyes scrunch shut, but | quickly
force them open a crack. | see Mrs. Egin stagger backwards. She goes tiff, arms
wide at her sides, head cocked to the left. A gentle, tender smile crosses her lips.

Then the lights explode through her. And she explodes. Scraps fly everywhere —
flesh, bone, guts, blood. Logan and the kids at the front are splattered by the spray.
They squeal with disgust and terror. A chunk of bone hits Logan hard in the face and
he drops, grunting with pain.

| cover my eyes with my left arm, and drag Art in close with my right, turning him
away from the carnage. I'm screaming. Everybody is. But | can still hear Mrs. Egin’s
scream over the sound of all the others, even though she can’t be making any noise
now.

For an uncountable number of seconds the witch’s scream holds, mingling with ours.



Then it stops. All the screaming stops, in the space of a second or two. Eerie,
unnatural silence.

| don’t want to take my arm away, but | must. | have to look. Others are peeping too,
although most are still covering their eyes or looking away from where the witch was
standing.

Mrs. Eginis gone. Nothing of her remains, except a circle of blood and grisly carnage
covering the grass, Logan and many of the children. And at the center of the circle —

apanel of greyness.

The large grey patch of light hangs motionless a foot or two above the ground. It's
three or four feet wide, maybe six or seven high. Jagged around the edges.

I’'m not the only one who can see this light. Others are pointing at it, gasping,
murmuring, “What the hell is that?’ This is a different type of light from the ones |
usually see.

Logan rises, rubbing his head. Stares in disbelief at the gory mess, then at the grey
wall of light. He's an educated, experienced man. But he's seen nothing like this
before.

“She exploded!” aboy yells, excited. “Did you see her? It was amazing!”

“Isshe dead?’ agirl asks, voice trembling.

“What’ s that light?’

“Yeah, what isit?’

“Yeah.”



Logan walks around the panel of light. | can only see his feet when he's behind it.
Then he comes back into view. He's more bewildered than afraid, like most of the
kids around me. The light has made more of an impression than Mrs. Egin exploding.
Perhaps they’re in shock, not ready to deal with the explosion — and her death —
yet.

“We have to get away from here.”

| hadn’t meant to speak, but now that the words have popped out, | know I’'m right.
Everybody gapes at me. “Thisis bad,” | shout. “That light’s dangerous. We have to

run.
“It's OK, Kernel,” Logan says. “This is mind-blowing, but we're in the midst of
something wondrous. I’'m not sure what’s going on, but this is a once in a lifetime
opportunity to experience the miraculous. Mrs. Egin . . . thislight . . . it'sincredible!”
He beams with delight.

Some kids get to their feet and drift towards Loga

n and the panel of grey light. They’re not afraid now that Logan isn’t. They trust him.
They think he knows best.

“Thisiswrong!” | yell. “It's evil! Can’t you fedl it?’

“Y ou shouldn’t be so suspicious, Kernel.” Logan laughs uneasily.

“You're covered in blood!” | roar angrily, unable to believe that someone so smart
can be this stupid. “Mrs. Egin’s dead! Y ou’ re walking through her guts!”

Logan blinks. Looks down at his blood-soaked shirt and trousers. His red hands. The
mess around him. “Oh,” he says quietly. “Oh my —"



Something bursts out of the grey light. It has two long legs, a stumpy, leathery body,
four arms which end in thick, hairy fingers. A dark green head, a cross between a
human’s and adog’s. No mouth. Long, draping ears. Wide, white, evil eyes.

The thing grabs Logan. It somehow makes a hissing, whistling noise. Logan stares at
it in shock. Two of its hands lock on his head. The others clasp his shoulders. The
hairs on its fingers extend, growing at an unnatural speed, digging into the flesh of
Logan’'sface. One hair dartsinto hisright eye, puncturing it. Logan shrieks with pain.

Then the thing’s upper arms jerk apart quickly — ripping Logan’s head off his neck!
The monster tosses it to the ground. Stamps down hard with its right foot. And
Logan’s severed head pops like a melon dropped from a great height.
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The thing looks at the rest of us. Spreads its arms and hisses. And thirty-four kids
scream as one and crap their pants.

KIDNAP

CHAOS. Everyone' s running, crashing into each other, falling, screaming. I’'m part of
the madness. Clutching Art in my arms. Fleeing blindly. Away from the grey light
and the four-armed monster. Trying to stay on my feet. Weeping, partly because
L ogan has been killed, mostly because I’ m terrified.

A girl smashesinto me and knocks me to the ground. | manage to fall with Art on top
of me, so heisn't injured. He' s laughing — he thinks thisis a game. | start to yell at
the girl, but then | see blood gushing from her throat, her arms thrashing. She topples
over. Flops about, then goes very till.

| look away before | can focus on her face. | don’t want to know who she is. Right
now | want to concentrate on the one thing that matters more than anything else —
getting out of here before the monster kills me.

| push myself to my feet, chest heaving. Look for the best way out.

It's hard to tell. I'm surrounded on all sides by panic. | count two, three, four dead
children — then stop. | don’t want to know the numbers.

The monster’s on top of a boy — Dave English, who was so afraid of death. The
beast’s fingers are buried in Dave's stomach. It's gazing around, white eyes darting
from one child to another. Like it’s choosing its next victim. Or looking for someone



in particular.
I’m getting ready to run again when | spot movement in the panel of grey light. A
man steps through. Behind him is a blonde woman. Another woman after her, Indian,

wearing a sari. Then a second, dark-skinned man.

The Indian woman curses when she sees the corpses. Starts after the monster, her
hands coming up, murder in her eyes.

“Sharmilal No!” barks the first man. He's old. He has a short beard and messy dark
hair. A shabby suit.

“We must stop this!” the Indian woman shouts.

“No,” the man repeats, and | can tell by his tone that he's accustomed to being
obeyed.

“Master . . .” the second man says uncertainly. He has the darkest skin I’ ve ever seen,
asif his mother was the night.

“1 know, Raz,” the first man snaps. “But we mustn’t kill him.”

“The children,” the Indian woman snarls. “I will not stand by and let that demon
murder all these children. That would be monstrous.”

“Sheisright, master,” the black man says.

“Oh, very well,” the man in the shabby suit grumbles. “We'll save as many of the
young as we can. We don’t want to be considered barbarians.” He laughs, then makes
a signal for the others to spread out. “Work Cadaver back to the window and force
him through. We'll track him down again later.”



This sudden appearance and surreal conversation have astonished me so much, I'm
standing still instead of fleeing for safety. The monster — a demon, the woman said
— has moved on from Dave English and is lolloping after a girl. She's racing from it
like an Olympic sprinter, but the monster’s legs are longer and it catches up with her
in a couple of seconds. Reaches out with its long, hairy fingers. . . then recoils when
the ground at its feet explodes upwards.

The demon makes a high whistling sound, its head snapping around. It spots the four
humans who came through the panel (or window, as the man called it). It glares at
them, white eyes filled with fury and hate. They're closing in on it from both sides,
leaving a path to the window free. Pale blue light crackles from the black man’s
fingertips — | guess he made the ground explode, distracting the monster and saving
the girl.

Art bites my right arm, hard. It’s the first time he's ever bitten me. | get such a shock,
| drop him and collapse on my butt. He lands with a heavy thud, rolls over, then
crawls towards the demon, gurgling happily. He must think it’s some giant toy. He's
so anxiousto play with it, he bit me so I'd release him.

“Art!” | yell. “Comeback! It's..."

The demon spots me. Its white eyes roll down and fix on Art. It gives a loud, high-
pitched whistle. And then it's running towards us, impossibly long steps. | barely
have time to register fear — then it's on us. It stoops, picks Art up with one hand,
hisses like a nest of snakes.

“No!” | cry, leaping at the demon, forgetting my fear, caring only about Art. | land on
the monster’s left side. From a distance | thought its skin was leathery, but now |
realize it's more like an insect’ s brittle shell. My fists crunch into it, knocking crinkly
flakesloose. I'm yelling wildly, the way | always do when | get into afight.



| tug at its hairy arms — they feel like strands of seaweed — desperately reaching for
Art. The demon hisses again, then knocks me aside. | land hard on my right arm. It
twists beneath me and snaps. | roar with pain, but roll over and force myself back to
my feet, woozy but determined to rescue Art.

But the demon isn’t there. It's racing towards the grey window, Art cradled in its
arms, head down, legs awhirl of motion.

“Beranabus!” the Indian woman shouts.

“Let him go,” the leader of the quartet says.

“But thechild . ..”

“Not our problem.”



Page 11

Source Creation Date: July 10, 2025, 8:00 am

“Art!” | bellow, tears streaming from my eyes. It's hopeless, but | run after the
demon, praying for strength and speed to draw level with it before it reaches the
window.

The demon pauses at the panel of grey light. Looks back at the four adults. It hisses
and shakes Art at them, mocking them. The hairs of its hands wrap around Art’'s
ankles, then snake up hislegs. He' s giggling, tugging at the monster’ s floppy ears, no
idea of the danger he's in. He drops his orange marbles — he's found something
better to play with.

The Indian woman snarls and extends a hand towards the demon. She starts muttering
the words of what sounds like a spell. Before she can complete it, the monster jumps
at the window, hits the grey light and vanishes. Returns to whatever hellish place it
came from — with Art.

| sink to my knees, stunned, staring at the window. Around me — screams, sobbing,
moans. The stench of blood and death. Calls from the village, as terrified adults race
towards their stricken children, too late to help, only in time to mop up the blood.

The four people who came through after the monster have gathered by the window.
The light is pulsing again. The edges are throbbing inwards, turning white. The leader
standsin front of the panel.

“Do you think he’ swaiting for us on the other side?’ the dark-skinned man asks.

The leader shrugs. “Only one way to find out.” He steps forward and disappears like
the demon. The blonde woman follows, then the black man. The Indian woman



pauses and looks around the field of misery. Her gaze rests on me. She winces. Starts
to say something. Changes her mind and steps into the light.

I’m dazed. Shaking from shock and the pain in my right arm. Silently staring at the
grey light asit pulses quicker and quicker, the edges closing in. It's about to collapse,
break apart, become fragmented patches of light again.

Fresh screams as parents find the remains of their children. A chorus of wails,
growing by the second, becoming a wall of anguished sound. Some kids are still
running. They don’t know it’s finished, that the monster’s gone, that the last victim
was Art.

| stumble towards the flickering window, wanting to believe there’s hope, that the
Indian woman will reappear with Art in her arms. Art can’'t be gone forever. | can't
have lost him. He's my brother.

| spot the marbles on the ground by the window. | pick them up, study their orange
centers, then put them in my left pants pocket. I'm numb. Hardly aware of the
throbbing pain in my broken arm.

| think about Mom and Dad, how they’ll react when they return to find Paskinston in
mourning, Art abducted. Mom’ s last words to me echo inside my skull — “L ook after
your brother.” Dad calling me the best brother in the world, saying I'd take better
care of Art than they could.

But | didn’t. | let the demon take him.
Staring into the heart of the grey light. | tune out the screams. Focus on the window.

A voice whispers to me, avoice | haven't heard for ayear. Tells me what | must do.
What it suggestsiscrazy. | should dismissit immediately. But | can't.



The window is closing. Any second now, it’ll be gone. But if | step forward before it
closes . . . chase after the demon . . . perhaps | can find Art, rescue him, bring him
back home.

Madness. Art’'s probably dead already, slaughtered by the demon as soon as it
escaped. Besides, | don’t know what lies on the other side of the window. Most likely
more monsters like the one that took Art. I'll almost certainly be killed. Even if I'm
not, there'll be no way back once the window breaks up. Mom and Dad will lose both
their children. Double the sorrow. | should forget about it. Ignore the voice and its
suicidal suggestion.

But | can’t. Because they’ Il blame me. They won’t want to, but the accusation will be
there, in their eyes. A look that says, “You didn’t take care of him. He was your
brother. Y ou didn’t protect him. You let h

im go. It'syour fault.”

The edges of the window bend inward. The grey light sputters. There’s no more time.
| have to decide.

| start to look back, wanting the window to close before | can act, to cheat myself of
the chance to go after Art. But as my head turns, my feet move forward. Instinct
makes me step through the grey light of the window — into the realm of the
murderous demon.

WALKING ON WATER
THE greyness lasts a few seconds. Like a mist around me, except there’'s no damp or

cool sensation. Then it parts and | find myself surrounded by trees. A forest of
crooked, twisted, pitiful trees.



They’ re howling.

At first | think something else is making the horrible noise, like a mix of car brakes
squealing and somebody sawing through metal. My brain tells me there are workmen
nearby, or a weird animal. But then | see the trees moving, swaying weakly. There
are holes in their dark, mottled bark. And the howls are coming from the holes. No
guestion about it.

| try applying logic to the situation, like Mr. Spock. The howls must be the wind
blowing through the holes. Except there isn’'t any wind. And | know — | know —
that the trees are making the noise themselves. They're dive. In pain. Howling with
anger, hatred — and hunger.

| look for the window but there's nothing. Either you can’t see it from this side or it
broke up into pieces while | was staring at the trees.

| take a hesitant step forward. There's a soft splashing sound. | look down. See water
everywhere underfoot, covering the ground. | look again at the trees. | can’'t see any
roots. They’'re all below the waterline.

| crouch, trying to see how deep the water is. But it’s murky and muddy, and the trees
block out most of the light. | stick afinger in. It slides down to the first knuckle, the
second, the beginning of my palm. | push my hand in up to my wrist without touching
anything solid. Stare at my hand, then my feet. | could be standing on a platform.
Except | know —the same way | knew about the trees — that I’ m not.

I’m standing on the surface of the water!
| rise quickly, fear setting in again, certain I’m about to drop and drown. But although

water splashes when | move my feet, | don't sink. | explore with my right foot,
angling it downwards. It dips into the water. But when | bring it back up, level my



foot and plant my sole down, the surface supports me.
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| take one step. Two. A third. It’s not the same as walking on land. More like walking
across the floor of an inflatable castle. But somehow, impossibly, the water keeps me

up.

| smile at the craziness of it, then gasp as pain flares in my right arm. I’d completely
forgotten about my broken limb. The sudden surge of pain reminds me that I'm
walking wounded. I've never broken an arm before. It doesn’t hurt as much as |
thought it would, but it’s certainly no picnic.

| continue walking, trying to keep my arm from jolting. Easier said than done — the
watery floor is uneven, hard to balance on. | don’t feel asif I’'m going to fall, but | tilt
left and right quite often. | have to use my arms to maintain my balance, which sets
off the pain again.

| deliberately don'’t think about where | am or the impossibility of walking on water. |
can't care about stuff like that. I'm here to find Art. Nothing else matters. | can
marvel at the rest of it once we're both back home, safe.

Y eah, like that’ s gonna happen, an inner voice snickers.

| ignore it. Try not to let the howls of the trees unsettle me. Stagger on in search of
my kidnapped brother.

The water has seeped through my shoes and socks, and is climbing up the legs of my
trousers. | take no notice. | have bigger things to worry about.

There' s no sign of the four humans, the demon or Art. And no way of tracking them.



If we were in a normal forest, perhaps there would be footprints. But apart from
ripples as | move across the water, the surface is smooth, unmarked.

| haven't seen any animals or birds. Only the trees. And there aren’t even leaves on
those. 1'd think they were dead if not for the howls, which echo relentlessly. The
noiseis like needles poking away at my eardrums.

What now? the voice inside my head asks.

“Keep walking,” | answer aloud, trying to drown out the howls of the trees. “They
have to be here somewhere. I'll find them.”

Not necessarily. They might have gone through another window. Or maybe they
didn’t come out the same place you did.

“I’ll find them,” | insist.

What if you don’'t? There’'s nothing to eat. Nowhere to aim for — every bit of this
forest looks the same. And how will you sleep? The water might not hold you if you
lie down. Evenif it does, it’'ll drench you to the bone.

“1 can sleep on the branches of atree.”

Maybe they eat humans, the voice suggests.

“Don’t be stupid,” | mutter unconvincingly. “And there are probably fish in the water.
| can catch oneto eat.”

Orit might catch you, the voice notes. There could be sharks. Underwater monsters.
Waiting. Moving in for the kill. Underneath you right this min —



“Shut up,” | growl.

“Art!” | yel. “Art!”

No answer. The screech of the trees would probably muf-fle his cry even if he was
here and trying to call back. It's hopeless. I'll never find him. He's probably dead
anyway, ripped to pieces by the demon. | should try to find away home. Worry about
myself, not my doomed brother.

But | can’t think that way. | won't. I've got to believe he's alive. The thought of
returning home without Art (even if | knew how) is too awful to consider.

I’ve no idea how long I’ ve been here. My watch isn't working — it stopped when |
came through the grey window. Feels like a few hours. I'm wet, cold, miserable,
aone. Trying hard not to think about Logan and the kids killed by the demon.
Flinching every time my brain recycles an image of the bloodshed. | force myself to
focus on other memories. There's no time to dea with the massacre. | have to
concentrate on finding Art.

Some small orange patches of light are flashing several feet ahead of me. They began
pulsing soon after | got here. They move with me as | wander the watery forest,
keeping me company.

| come to a semiclearing. The trees don’t grow so thickly together here. | can see the
sky, gloomy and purplish. The sun shines dimly on my left-hand side — and a second
sun shines weakly to my right!

| rub my eyes and look again. The suns are still there. Not strong like the sun I'm
used to. Smaller, duller. I'm not as amazed by the twin suns as | should be — the
water and howling trees tipped me off to the fact that | wasn't in my own world
anymore. | wonder how day and night work here, or if there evenisanight.



As I'm staring upwards, several patches of pulsing light pass by. Different colors,
shapes and sizes, slowly gliding along in the same direction. | look around and notice
other patches floating through the trees, converging on a point far off to my left.
Without any kind of trail, I've been walking aimlessly. Now | decide to follow the
moving lights.

Maybe an hour later | spot the four humans who came through the window after the
demon. They’'re standing in a clearing, the old bearded man dlightly apart from the
others. | think he's muttering a spell, hands wriggling by his sides. He's the focus for
the moving, pulsing lights. They’'re gathering in the space ahead of him, dotting
together, forming awindow like the onein the village field.

| creep up without them seeing me.
“. .. still say we should have killed him,” the Indian woman is saying. “It was not

right, letting him murder the children and take one of them. We are supposed to
protect people. That is our duty.”
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“The master knows what he is doing,” the black man says. “He would not have let the
demon go without good cause.”

“You'll get used to people dying,” the young blonde woman says. “Beranabus isn’t
interested in saving the lives of a few individuals. He doesn't have time for
trivialities.”

“Triviaities?’ the Indian woman explodes. “Y o

u call the loss of human lifeatrivi —”

“No,” the younger woman interrupts. “That's what Be-ranabus calls it. He says we
serve a greater purpose, that our mission is nothing less than the protection of
mankind itself. He says we can’'t worry about every human killed by demons, or
waste time chasing strays. He doesn’t mind you all doing it, but we —"

“I'm trying to work!” the elderly man — Beranabus —barks, turning angrily. “If
you' d stop chattering like monkeys, maybe | could . . .” He sees me and stops. “Who
the hell isthat?’

The others whirl around defensively. They pause when they see me.

“He doesn’'t look like ademon,” the black man says.

“Some don't,” the young woman growls. “A few can take human form. Y ou have to

be careful.” She raises her right hand. | sense power in her fingertips. Power directed
at me.



“No!” | cry. “Don’t hurt me! I'm not ademon! I'm Kernel Fleck!”

The young woman's fingers curl inward, holding back the magical power which she
was about to unleash. She frowns. “He doesn’t sound like a demon.”

“It is the boy from the village,” the Indian woman says. “He was with the child
Cadaver kidnapped.” She smilesat me. “Hello.”

“Hi,” | squeak nervousdly.

“What’ s he doing here?’ Beranabus huffs.

“1 imagine he came through the window after us,” the In-dian woman says. “In search
of his brother, perhaps?’ She arches an eyebrow questioningly at me.

“Y es. The monster — demon — stole my brother, Art. | came to get him back.”

“Nonsense,” Beranabus snorts. “It will have slaughtered and devoured him by now.”

“Beranabus!” the Indian woman hisses. “Do not say such athing!”

“Why not? It’ s true.”

“You do not know that. And even if it is, you should not say it. Not in front of . . .”
She nods at me.

Beranabus laughs. “If the child was bold enough to follow us, he’s bold enough to be
told the truth. Isn’'t that right, boy? We don’t have to lie. You’' d rather we were honest

about it, aye?’

“Artisn't dead,” | say, my voice trembling. “He s alive. I’'m going to get him back.”



“Steal him back from Cadaver?’ Beranabus laughs again. “Y ou're brave, but stupid.
You couldn’t find him, not if you searched for the rest of your life. So it doesn’t
realy matter if he'salive or not, doesit?’

“Isthat the demon’s name?’ | ask, ignoring his question. “ Cadaver?’

“Aye. But that’s no use to you. What are you going to do — report him to your
police?’

“We have to send this boy back,” the young woman says. “Open another window.
Return him.”

“We don’t have time,” Beranabus says. “Cadaver knows we're after him. He's on the
run. The farther ahead he gets, the harder he'll beto find.”

“That doesn’t matter. We must —”

“You're chasing him?’ | cut in, excited. “You’'re going after the monster who stole
my brother?’

“Aye,” Beranabus says, eyes twinkling.
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“Then I'll come with you. Please. Let me. When you find him, if Art’sstill . . . you
know . . . | can snatch him back. Take him home.”

“No,” the Indian woman says immediately. “It is too dangerous. You do not know
what you would be getting yourself into. . . . Excuse me, but what did you say your
name was?’

“Kerndl. Kernel Fleck.”

“My name is Sharmila” She smiles. “You must go home, Kernel. If we find your
brother, we will return him to you. | promise.”

“No,” | say stubbornly. “I want to help find him.”

“Help?’ Beranabus repeats, cocking an amused eyebrow. “How exactly do you plan
to help?’

“I...1don't know. With the spells? The lights?’

“What lights?’ Beranabus frowns.

| point to the patches of light that are joining together ahead of him. He looks at
where I’'m pointing and his frown deepens. | realize these people can’t see the patches

either. Before | can explain, the black man speaks up.

“Sharmila and Nadia are right, master. This child does not belong here. We must
return him. If we don't . . . if we leave him in this nightmarish world of water and



screaming trees.. . . we will be no better than the demons we seek to stop.”

Beranabus sniffs. “A nice plea, Raz, but | never claimed to be any better than the
Demonata. | say we leave him, and my word isfinal — isn’'t it, Nadia?’

He looks hard at the young woman. She stares back defi-antly for afew seconds, then
drops her gaze. “It wouldn’t take long to open awindow . . .” she mutters. “I could do
it while you search for Cadaver.”

“You're not very skilled at finding your way around,” Be-ranabus says. “What makes
you think you could locate the right place?’

“l could try,” sheingists. “And even if | don’t find the exact spot, | can return him to
our world. He could make his own way home from there.”

Beranabus thinks a moment, then shrugs. “ So be it. Waste your time if you wish. But
keep out of my way, so you don’'t interfere with —”

“I’m not going!” | shout. “I cameto find Art and I’m not going home without him!”

“Kernel,” the black man — Raz — says, “you don’'t know what is happening. Thisis
not a place for children. Y ou must go home. Mustn’'t he, Sharmila?’

“Yes,” the Indian woman says, glaring at me like an angry teacher. “1 gave you my
word that | will return your brother to you if we find him alive. That will have to be
enough.”

“Trust me,” the younger woman — Nadia — says with a sad smile, “you don’t want
to stay here. You've followed us into a different universe — the home of the
Demonata. It's a hellhole. This part isn't so bad, but we're going to encounter far
worse very soon. You don’t want to be with us when that happens. | wouldn’t be here



if | had achoice.”

“lI don't care,” | say, closeto tears. “Art’s my brother. Mom told me to look after him.
I’m not going back alone.” Softly, voice cracking, | add, “I can’t.”

Sharmila’s eyes go soft with pity. “I am sorry, Kernel. We have spoken harshly. But
you have to understand — it is impossible. You cannot stay. Y ou could do no good
here. You must go home. Your parents will be frantic, thinking they have lost you
both. That is not fair, isit?’

“No, but . ..” | can’t find the words to explain.

“Enough talk,” Beranabus grunts, losing his patience. “The boy wantsto stay . . . you
all want to send him home.. . . thisiseasily decided.”

He flicks a hand at me. Suddenly I’m flying through the air. | smack hard into a tree
and cry out with shock and pain, mostly from my broken arm. As | fall to the ground,
the branches of the tree move quickly. Catch me. Wrap themselves around me.
Squeeze.

| catch sight of Sharmila darting to my rescue. Beranabus waves a hand, stopping her.
The branches tighten. The tree howls louder than ever. I’m lifted up. The holes in its
bark are expanding. It means to crush and swallow me. A few seconds more and I'll
be dead, killed and eaten by this monstrous sham of atree.

Something flares within me. | scream at the tree, set my teeth on the nearest branch to
my face, and bite hard. The tree screeches. | chew through the branch, snapping it
loose. Another. My left arm comes free. There’'s heat in my palm. | grab a branch and
feel power shoot through my hand, into the wood.

The tree howls with pain, then abruptly releases me. | drop, hit the water, go under,



come up spluttering and thrashing. | dip under again. This time | stay there, feeling
the water drag me down. | realize the water’s alive too, like the trees. Just as hungry
and eager to kill.

| fight the panic. Force my legs to stop kicking wildly. Direct the power in my palm
down towards my feet. | imagine myself as a rocket, blasting off, breaking free of the
pull of the water. For a few seconds nothing happens. My lungs tighten. My mouth
twitches.

Then, in asudden burst, | explode upwards, out of the water, coughing, shivering, but
free. | land on my feet, and this time the surface of the water holds. There's terrible
paininmy brokenarmas| land, but I quickly use the power to numb myself toit.

| face Beranabus, furious at him for launching me at the tree and nearly killing me.
Ready to attack him, to use my power to smash him to pieces.
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He's laughing. The others are staring at me, stunned, but Beranabus is laughing. “I
thought so!” he cackles. “l guessed there was more to this one than mere flesh and
bone. Ordinary children don’'t step out of their own world into the universe of the
Demonata. Y ou need to be one of usto be that crazy. We'll hold on to him.”

“No!” Sharmilacries.

“But . .. master ... he'sonly achild,” Raz mumbles. “This is a bad idea,” Nadia
adds.

“l don't care,” Beranabus says, waving away their protests. He grins at me, but it's
the smile of a cutthroat pirate. “Y ou want to stay and help us find Cadaver? Y ou want
to search for your brother and rescue him like a knight of old? Very well, boy, you've
got your wish.” He sticks out an arm, even though we're too far from each other to
shake hands. “Y ou’'re one of us now, Kernel Fleck. A demon hunter. Welcome to the
Disciples!”

DEMONSAND DISCIPLES

BERANABUS is still working on his spells. Trying to find Cadaver and open a
window which will lead us to the creature. According to Nadia there are thousands of
demon worlds like this. Cadaver could be on almost any of them.

I’m squatting with the Disciples in a semicircle. We can’t sit down, because of the
water. They look tired and upset. Sharmila argued with Beranabus for a long time,
insisting he send me back. She said he was irresponsible and vile. He just swore and
told her not to tell him his business. He said when she'd lived as long as he had, and



seen all the things he' d seen, she could lecture him — but only then.

| study the Disciples while Beranabus works. Sharmila's the oldest, fifty or more
(though I’'m not very good at guessing ages). She has a painted red spot in the middle
of her forehead. | should know the name for it, but | can’t remember. Wrinkly skin.
Dark, soft eyes. A long sari, many colors, ripped in several places an

d stained around the edges with blood and dirt.

Raz is fat and black. His skin’s incredibly dark. If it was night, no moon, and he shut
his eyes, he'd be invisible. Tight, curly hair. Not overly tall. Maybe in his thirties. He
wears a very fine suit. | think he’'s wealthy — he looks like someone who hasn't
worked with his hands alot. No shoes — none of the Disciples wear shoes or socks.

Nadia is in her late teens or early twenties. She has short blond hair, blue eyes and
very bad skin. Lots of spots and acne scars. A hard, plain face. She wouldn't be
especialy pretty even if she had the clearest skin in the world. Plump, but with bony
legs and arms. She wears jeans and a dark green top. Looks unhappy, as though she's
suffered alot.

Nadia catches me watching her and smiles. Her whole face changes. She looks a lot
prettier. “ Strange days, huh, Kernel Fleck?’

“1 still don't understand it all,” 1 mutter. “Actually, | don’t really understand any of
it.”

Nadia laughs. “At least you're honest.” She chews a fingernail, considering what to
say. Eventually she gestures at the elderly man on his feet. “That’s Beranabus. He's a
magician. There aren’t many of them in the world. Lots of people can do some magic
if the situation isright, but only afew are born with full magical powers.”



“He is our master,” Raz says, gazing at Beranabus adoringly. “He unites us, gives us
direction, shows us the way.”

“He is an egotistical, reckless fool!” Sharmila disagrees, snorting harshly. “He does
not care for any person’s life. He claims to be on a greater mission to save the world,
but | have my doubts. | do not trust him and | advise you to be cautious also, Kernel.”

“But isn't he your leader?’ | ask, confused.

“Yes. But we follow him reluctantly, not out of choice.” She looks at Raz and smiles,
“Well, some of usdo.”

Raz and Sharmila start arguing about Beranabus's faults and strong points. Nadia
listens for awhile, then shuffles away from them and nods for me to follow.

“They’re new to this,” she says quietly when we're out of earshot. “Beranabus has
always been a legendary figure to them. They haven’'t spent time around him, so
they’re not sure how to respond to his... peculiarities. Raz overidolizes him. Sharmila
criticizes. But he doesn't care what people say or think, as long as they obey his
orders.”

“You've been with him a long time?’ | ask, and she nods. “Is he your father or
something?’

Nadialaughs. “No, he'sjust.. .” She pauses and chews another fingernail. “We've all
been where you are now. Sharmila, Raz and | led normal lives once. We sensed we
were different, not completely like other people. But we had families and friends,
jobs and dreams. We were ordinary. Happy. Then, one way or another, we found out
about the Demonata.”

“The demons?’



“Yes. That's their proper name — Demonata. They exist in a multiworld universe of
their own. They’ ve been around as long as mankind, maybe longer. Evil, murderous
creatures, who revel in torment and slaughter. They try to cross over into our world
all the time, but most are either too weak or too strong.”

“Too strong?’ | frown.

“You stepped through a window to get here,” she explains. “Windows are the most
common way of moving between universes, but they’'re limited in size. Larger,
stronger demons can'’t squeeze through. There are other ways to cross — tunnels can
be created — but they’rerare.

“Anyway, demons are real and they like nothing better than to cross into our world
and murder humans. They’re usually unable to stay in our universe more than a few
minutes, so they only have time to kill a handful of people. They’ve saughtered
hundreds of thousands over the centuries, but for the most part we' ve escaped pretty
lightly, protected by laws of physics.”

Nadia glances at Beranabus, still working to find Cadaver. The patches of light have
stopped gliding towards him, but there are lots in the air around the magician, pulsing
at different speeds. As he chants spells, pieces slot together, joining in a panel
forming ahead of him. It’s strange that only | can see the lights, but | don’t comment
on that in case | break Nadia strain of thought.

“Centuries ago, a few mages — people with magical talents, but not true magicians
— decided to actively combat the demons,” Nadia continues. “They studied the
disturbances created in advance of a demon crossing to our universe. If they could
predict their coming, they could stop the beasts or fight them when they entered our
world. They recruited other mages, then approached Beranabus and tried —”

“Wait aminute,” | interrupt. “Y ou said this happened hundreds of years ago.”



Page 16

Source Creation Date: July 10, 2025, 8:00 am

11 Y%.”

“But...” | stare at the elderly, bearded magician. He looks maybe sixty or more, but
nothing like a guy in his hundreds, assuming a man could live that long — which is
impossible.

“Time works differently in the Demonata s universe,” Nadia says. “It can move more
slowly or quickly, depending on where you are. But normally it's slower. An hour
here could be a day or more on Earth. A week could be ayear. You could spend three
or four years here and return to a brand new century. Or spend ten years here and
return to aworld which has only moved on by aweek.

“But humans can’'t survive in this universe. Even real magicians fall victim to the
demon forces. Severa have tried to extend their natural life span by coming here, but
they’ve al been ripped to shreds by the Demonata. Except Beranabus. He's strong
enough to fight the demons as an equal, to survive among them. He's a few hundred
yearsold. At least.”

Raz and Sharmila have stopped arguing. Raz moves close to his master, in case he
needs help. Sharmila comes to squat by Nadia and me, and listens as Nadia continues
her explanations.

“The mages who wanted to fight the Demonata contacted Beranabus. He'd been
fighting demons long before they came along, but usually in this universe. He saw it
as his duty to prevent the stronger demons from building tunnels and crossing over.
He focused on the demon masters — the ones who could destroy our world if they
found away across.”



“Have you ever fought a demon master?’ Sharmila asks Nadia

“Not yet,” she says, and a troubled expression flits across her face. She falls silent
and starts chewing her nails again, biting hard. Sharmila squeezes the younger
woman’ s shoulder, then takes up the story. She has a soft but firm voice.

“The mages asked Beranabus to teach them his ways. They wanted to study his
methods, so they could fight the stronger demons too. He told them he was not
interested in being their teacher. But they were persistent. Dogged him. Begged to
become his students, to learn, to help.

“Finaly, because he was tired of being bothered, or because he thought they might
serve some good, he agreed. He let a few travel with him through this universe,
showed them how to fight, helped them understand more about their enemies. They
passed that knowledge on, teaching others how to destroy windows before they were
fully formed, how to fight demons who made it through. Although often, when a
demon crosses, it is better not to engage them directly, just try to limit the damage.”

She pauses and shrugs tiffly. “ That is not the way we like it, but it is the way it must
be. There are too few of us to take risks. Better we avoid direct conflict and prevent
other crossings, than fight, perish and leave the demons free to come as they please.
Some disagree with that and take the fight to the Demonata, but they do not last very
long.”

“You tried fighting when you were younger,” Nadia says, and Sharmilanods. “That’s
why Beranabus recruited you. You and Raz have fought demons. He knows he can
take advantage of your nobler nature.” She chuckles dryly and shoots Beranabus a
dark look. | realize she doesn’t like the ancient magician. Maybe even hates him. But
in that case, why does she work for him? Before | can ask, Nadia picks up the story

again.



“The mages caled themselves the Disciples, to honor Beranabus. He didn't care
about that, but to them it was important. It still is. Their followers have kept

the name. There are never many Disciples — maybe forty or fifty at any time. They
patrol the world, thwarting the plans of lesser demons, searching for other humans
with powers like their own, to recruit, train and set against the Demonata.”

“Mostly we act independently of the master,” Raz says, and all our heads bob up.
He's standing over me, rubbing his hands together, smiling. “We were not properly
introduced earlier. My name is Raz Warlo. This is Sharmila Mukherji. And Nadia
Moore. We are— I'm sure | speak for us all — delighted to meet you, and will do all
in our power to make you feel that you are among friends and allies.”

Sharmila laughs shortly. “ Always the diplomat, Raz.”

“One of us needsto be.” He laughs back, then squats. “As | said, the Disciples mostly
act without orders from the master. He leaves us free to operate as we see fit.
Occasionally he'll assign one of us a task, perhaps to watch for signs of demonic
activity in a certain area, or to come into this universe with him to fight. But mostly
we follow our own path.”

“Lucky you,” Nadia says bitterly, and shoots another harsh look at Beranabus.

“Areyou his... ave?’ | ask hesitantly.

“I might aswell be,” she spits out, then smiles painfully. “No. Beranabusis area son
of a bitch, but I'm free to leave if | wish. I'm different from Raz, Sharmila and the
rest of the Disciples — more gifted. Not necessarily more powerful, but | can...” She
trails off and glances at Raz and Sharmila, who are staring at her curiously. They
don’t know this bit either.



Nadia sniffs. “It’s not a secret. Beranabus didn't tell you because there wasn't time.
Hewon't mind if | fill youin. And | think | should, because it concerns you and Raz
too. It' sthe reason you're here.”

“1 have been curious about that,” Sharmila says, and though Raz says nothing, | can
see that he' sintrigued also.

Nadia rubs her arms, shivering dlightly. “I’ve been with Beranabus a long time,
maybe seven or eight years — though it’s been a lot longer than that in the human
world. When Beranabus recruited me, talking movies had just come into fashion. It
was 1929.”

We gape at her. Sharmila covers her mouth with ahand. Raz blinks owlishly.

“19297" | echo. “But you're so young.”

“I’ve spent most of those seven or eight years here, where — as I’ ve explained —
time works differently.”

“Y ou mean you missed out on the 1930s?’ Raz asks. “The second World War? Rock
and roll? The Beatles?’

“Beetles?’ Nadia asks innocently.

“The Beatles. The biggest band in the world. They...” He stops, not sure how to
explain The Beatles to somebody from 1929.

“Poor girl,” Sharmila says, tears of pity in her eyes.
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“It' s not so bad.” Nadia shrugs uncomfortably. “When we return to the human world,
we stay in a cave that has been Beranabus's base for many centuries. | haven't seen
the outside world since | joined him. I’'m not jealous or regretful. Not really.”

She tries to make it sound like she honestly feels that way, but it's clear that she's
deeply unhappy.

“Why?' Raz asks softly. “Why did the master ask this great sacrifice of you? What is
your gift?’

“Fortune telling,” Nadia says with agiggle. “1 was a child fortune teller. I'd dress up
as agypsy and read people's palms, tea leaves, a crystal ball — whatever. When my
parents realized | could make money doing it, they set up a special room in our house.
Later they took me on the road with a traveling fair. | had a tent of my own. They
billed me as Nadia Le Tarot. It was fun, but frightening sometimes — | could see
peopl€e' s deaths. | was supposed to just tell them good things, but if | saw something
upsetting, | couldn’t always hide it. That got me into trouble.

“1 don't know how Beranabus found me. He just turned up one night, and whisked
me off into the madness of this. | was terrified. | didn’t know who he was or what he
wanted. And all the demons...”

She shudders and glares at Beranabus. | try to imagine what that must have been like.
It's not difficult, since I’'m in much the same boat as she was. But at least | made the

decision to come here.

“In time | learned why Beranabus took me,” Nadia says. “I can sense things which



have not yet happened. There are many people who claim that gift, but I’m one of the
few who can really do it. Beranabus says my kind are even rarer than magicians.”

“How much can you see?’ Sharmila asks, and there' s an edge to her voice. “Can you
see when we will die? And by what means?’

Nadia shakes her head. “Not yet. | have to focus to gain insights like that. And |
prefer not to. | don't like knowing such details.”

“You say you can see the future before it happens,” Raz says slowly. “But if that is
true, surely you can act to change it.”

“No. It's not that specific. | might, for instance, see that you'll die in a fire, but |
won’'t know when or where it will happen. My insights are never something that can
be altered. If | get a glimpse of afuture event, it's because it has in some way already
happened. It can’t be undone or prevented.

“But it is possible to use my gift to our advantage — that is, to Beranabus's
advantage.” She goes quiet, staring at her fingernails. Most are bitten down to the
flesh, except the smallest nail on her left hand. Maybe she’'s saving it for an
especialy stressful moment.

“There is a weapon,” Nadia whispers, and we have to lean in to hear. “A demonic
weapon, maybe legendary, maybe real — Beranabus doesn’'t know. They call it the
Kah-Gash. According to the legends it's ancient, even by the standards of the
Demonata. We're talking millions of years. It was broken up into a number of pieces
eons ago, and they’ ve been missing ever since.”

“How many pieces?’ Raz asks.

“We don’'t know. We don’t think any demon knows either. But certain demon



masters have been looking for them ever since. Beranabus is searching for the pieces
too. Because whatever the Kah-Gash is, the legends claim it has the power to destroy
universes. They say it can wipe out either the universe of the Demonata, and every
demon in it — or our own, and everyonein that.”

“What weapon could be so powerful?” Raz gasps. “Even a nuclear missile cannot
destroy an entire universe.”

Nadia shrugs. “If | had the answer, I'd know more than Beranabus or any of the
Demonata. But | know this much — one of the pieces will soon be found. I’ ve seen
it.” She starts chewing at the smallest nail on her left hand. “Beranabus has had me
concentrating on the Kah-Gash ever since he brought me here. | spend hours of every
day brooding about it, running the word through my thoughts, trying to find out
where the pieces might be.

“A few days ago | had an insight. | sensed that part of the Kah-Gash was going to be
discovered in the near future. | caught a glimpse of a demon — Cadaver. Words

popped into my thoughts — * The demon thief will guide you. Find the thief.

Find the thief. That’s what Mrs. Egin said when she was freaking out, and just before
she exploded! | start to tell the others, but Sharmila speaks up before me.

“Cadaver stole the baby — Kernel’s brother.”

Nadia nods. “Beranabus was ecstatic when that happened. It confirmed that we were
on the right track, that Cadaver was a demon thief.”

“So that's what this is about,” Raz says, nudging my right arm. (It doesn’t hurt now.
It's been healed by magic.) “Nadia and the master came for me — having already
collected Sharmila— a day or so ago. The master said he needed me, but didn’t say
what he wanted me for. Now | see — it was to help search for the Kah-Gash.”



“But | don't see what difference you or | can make.” Sharmila frowns. “Were we in
your vision, Nadia?’

“No,” Nadia says.

“Then why involve us? If Beranabus has searched for this weapon by himself all
these years, why come to us for help now?’

“Because of what | saw and sensed,” Nadia mumbles. “1f we pursue this, there will be
a confrontation. | caught glimpses of a battle with forces greater than our own.” She
pulls her finger away from her mouth. Sets both hands on her knees. Looks at each of
us slowly, one after the other, as she speaks. “Beranabus didn’'t tell you about this
because there was no time. But | doubt he would have told you anyway, in case he
frightened you away.”

“1’m not frightened of afight,” Raz snorts.

“I am,” Sharmila says. “But | would fight regardless, if Beranabus asked me. He
knows that. | have fought before. Raz too. Y ou said that is why he chose us.”

“Yes. But it wasn't just afight that | sensed.” Nadia lowers her eyes and looks at the
hands on her knees. They’'re trembling, but only dightly. She stares at them hard.
When they stop trembling, she looks up at us and says directly, without any emotion,
“1 also sensed death.”

OPENING WINDOWS
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NADIA falls silent. She squats with her face averted. Raz and Sharmila look anxious
and move away to discuss the revelation in whispers. | stay where | am, watching
Beranabus work. I'm not that disturbed by Nadia's prediction. This is al crazy
anyway. Death’ s only to be expected in aplace like this.

Beranabus is having difficulties with the window. The patches of light are slotting
into place, but slowly. And while most of the patches he's joined together are pulsing
at the same rate, some aren't. If he could see the lights, it would be simple, but he
can’'t. He hasto create the window using complicated, time-consuming spells.

| can’t understand why the magician and the others can’t see the lights. They’re more
powerful and experienced than me. So why am | the only one who can view the
assembly of the window?

While I’'m pondering that, a few more patches of light slot into place. A shimmer runs
through the panel. The various colors vibrate a few timesin unison. Then they all turn
yellow and stop pulsing.

“Ah!” Beranabus grunts. He turns, claps his hands to get everyone's attention, then
waves at the window of yellow light, now visible for all to see. Raz and Sharmila
approach with suspicion. Nadia hangs back.

“Do you know what is through there?’ Sharmila asks.

“Another world,” Beranabus says.

“Can you be more specific?’



He shrugs. “I was searching for Cadaver, not a specific world. Until we pass through
the window, I’ve no way of telling where we'll emerge.” He raises a bushy eyebrow.
“Nervous, Miss Mukherji?’

“Nadia told us about her vision,” Raz mutters, gaze lowered. “About the Kah-Gash
and your quest. She said there would be fighting and death.”

Beranabus snorts. “That girl should learn to keep her mouth shut.” He glares at
Nadia, then shrugs. “You chance death every time you face a demon. That’s nothing
new.”

r /> “But we have been told that on this occasion it definitely lies in wait,” Sharmila
says. “That isdifferent.”

“Not really,” Beranabus says. “Nadia has no idea who will die. It could be anyone —
you, her, me, the boy. Maybe it will be all of us.” Beranabus looks at the window and
scowls. “You can quit if you wish. I’ve no time for cowards. But consider this — the
Kah-Gash can destroy a universe. If you withdraw, and the piece of the weapon we're
chasing fallsinto the hands of the Demonata...”

“You redlly believe the Kah-Gash exists?’ Sharmila asks.

“Aye.”

Sharmila and Raz share an uneasy glance, then Raz nods, followed — after a pause of
severa seconds— by Sharmila.

“How about you, Fleck?’ Beranabus turns his small dark eyes on me. Thisisthe first
real closelook I’ve had of him. His skin is pale but covered in dirt and grime. Lots of
wrinkles, and a few old scars and blemishes. Untidy black hair, clumps of grey and
white, his beard trimmed unevenly. His hands are clean, in contrast with the rest of



him, but the tight flesh around his knuckles is covered by lots of blotches and faded
scar marks. Dusty, dirty clothes. He wears a small flower in a buttonhole on his
jacket, which looks pathetically out of place. Several of his teeth are missing, and the
rest are crooked and rotten. He smells bad, like something that has half decomposed.
| don’t like him, and | don’t trust him. But he’s the only hope | have of finding Art.

“I’m coming,” | say, trying to sound more positive than | fedl.

“Then it’s decided,” Beranabus says, and steps through the yellow window. Sharmila
follows, then Nadia— reluctantly, chin low.

Raz claps me on the back. “ After you.”

| face the window of yellow light. Think about the demons that might be waiting on
the other side. Take a breath. Hold it. Step through.

A desert world. It's night, but lots of stars are glittering, so | can see clearly in all
directions. Beranabus is magically searching for Cadaver, standing very still, eyes
closed. After a few minutes he shakes his head. “He's been through here but didn’t
stop.” Roalling his shoulders, he spits on his hands, scuffs the sand with his feet, then
starts on another spell, to open a new window and follow the demon to whatever
world it fled to next.

The patches of light around us are glowing steadily when Beranabus begins. Soon
after he starts searching for Cadaver, several pulse and move towards a spot ahead of
him. As he chants, more pulse, and others drift in from afar to be added to the
patchwork panel. Beranabus is piecing them together with spells. But if he could see
them like | could, and move them directly by hand...

| think about offering my help, but I'm afraid he'll laugh at me, so | keep my idea to
myself. After a while | realize it's been ages since | ate or drank, yet | don't feel



hungry or thirsty. I mention this to Raz, who's lying on the sand close by, idly
gouging out shapes with a finger.

“1 noticed that too,” he says. “And although | have been here a day or two, | don’t
feel sleepy. Our bodies must work differently in this universe. It is a place of magic,
and you can do many incredible things with magic.” He waves a hand over the sand
and a sandcastle slowly thrusts upwards, turrets, a moat, tiny sandy guards on the
ramparts.

“Cool!” | gasp. “Do you think | could...?’

“Try,” hesays. “I didn’t know | could do that until just now.”

Excited, | sit and think about a castle even bigger and grander than Raz's. | wave a
hand over the sand, summoning my masterpiece.

Nothing happens.

Disappointed, | decide I'm being too ambitious, so | picture a smaller castle, with
fewer turrets and troops. Again, nothing happens. | keep lowering my expectations,
demanding less and less, until finally | ask for the simplest sandcastle possible. The
sand ripples, then spits up a meager glob.
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Raz laughs. “Don’t worry. Gifts vary. Magic shows itself uniquely in each person. |
can create sandcastles. Perhaps you can change shape or make rain.”

“Redly?’
“It' spossible.”
| close my eyes and think about what sort of an animal I’d like to turn into.

Later. No luck with the shape changing or making rain. If | have a magical gift it
must be very unique!

Beranabusis hard at work on the window, which seemsto be nearing completion. I'm
lying next to Nadia, Sharmila and Raz close by. She's been telling us about her life

with Beranabus, the ways of demons, how to fight them.

“Where are they all?’ | ask during alull. “Thisis the second world I’ ve been to, and
apart from the trees, | haven't see any demons.”

“Inahurry to spot some?’ Sharmila chuckles.
“No. | was just wondering. Where do they live?’
“They could be anywhere,” Nadia says. “Beneath the sand. All around us and

invisible. On the other side of the world. There might be thousands here, or only one.
It varies. Some demons create aworld just for themselves. Others —”



“Demons can create worlds?’ Raz interrupts.

“The stronger ones can. Most just rampage through existing realms, but demon
masters have the power to make new worlds, and even self-contained universes.”

“Do they make the starsaswell?’ | ask.

Nadiasmiles grimly. “Those aren’t stars.”

We stare at her, then up at the sky. It’s peppered with glowing dots. They’re not like
the starsin our universe — they’re bigger, brighter, closer, and many move across the
heavens like meteors. But they can’t be anything other than...

“They’re demons,” Nadia says.

“They can’t be!” Sharmila protests.

“Nevertheless, they are.”

“But . ..” She gazes up at the sky, horrified. “To be able to see them from here... they
must be enormous.”

1 Y%.H

“Are they demon masters?’ Raz asks.

“A few, perhaps, but most are just incredibly large demons who sail the skies,
looking for others to torture and destroy. They don’t usually bother with the likes of
us — we're too tiny — but occasionally one might decide to squash us like ants.” She
chuckles humorlessly. “When that happens, you get out as quick as you can. There's
nothing else you can do against a star-size demon.”



| gape at Nadia, then at the sky, filled with monstrous shapes. Suddenly this place
feels alot more dangerous than it did a few minutes ago.

The next world is a giant, needle-shaped chunk of rock. The top is flat and lumpy,
Sixty or seventy feet in diameter. A hot wind howls around it, biting at us, threatening
to rip usloose and cast us over the edge.

Beranabus curses and crouches. We copy him. “I’ve been here before,” he says,
speaking as quietly as he can, yet loud enough to be heard over the howling wind. “It

wasn't somewhere | ever wanted to return to.”

The anxiety in histone affects us al, even Nadia, who starts murmuring the words of
aspell — | think it’s meant to protect us, or at least her.

“I'll keep the window to the other world open as long as possible,” Beranabus says.
“That way, if we come under attack, we can.. .” He stops. The yellow window of light
has blinked out of existence. Beranabus growls and alook of disgust crosses his face.

“What’ s happening, master?’ Raz asks nervously.

“We' ve been ensnared,” Beranabus says, rolling up the sleeves of his jacket and shirt.
“Cadaver’sled usinto atrap.”

“Is he here?” Sharmila asks, looking around nervously.
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“No. He's not welcome in this place. But he must have tipped off the Kallin. They
were waiting for us. They destroyed the window.”

“Who are the Kallin?’ Raz yells.

“Crawl to the edge,” Beranabus says, turning away from us and sitting cross-legged.
“Have alook. Nadia,” he adds, “marshal them. Help them fight. Buy me time. | don’t
think 1’1l be able to open a new window fast enough, but let’s not die cheaply.”

He starts muttering spells, lips movin

g a a tremendous speed. Around him, patches of light pulse and blink, then move
together, a bit faster than before, but not greatly so.

We look at each other, then crawl towards the edge of the needle. The wind increases
as we get closer. We lie flat on our stomachs, inching forward. | feel sick. | don’t
want to look over the edge. But | must.

| don’t suffer from vertigo, which is good, because it's along drop. And | mean L-O-
N-G! | can’t see the base of the needle. It seemsto be suspended in midair, and for all
| know, it is. We're in a universe of demonic magic. Who says giant needles of rock
need to be rooted to the ground?

But the stomach-churning drop isn’t the worst thing. Slithering up the face of the rock
are... things. Hundreds and thousands of small, long, black, hairy, spiderlike
creatures. Except they can't be spiders because they have no legs. They move more
like worms. Slithering towards us, an army of them. The Kallin.



One of the monsters leans back and raises its face to us. | see dozens of tiny eyes and
a wide mouth. As | watch, the mouth stretches like a snake's, the thing opening its
jaws far wider than its body. There are fangs inside the mouth. More than | can count.

Something taps my shoulder. | scream, whipping round. But it's only Nadia She
grabs me before | roll off the top of the needle, and drags me away from the edge to
where Sharmila and Raz are waiting.

“We're in trouble,” she says simply. “There are thousands, so we can’t fight them.
Our best hopeis to block them. That means a barrier of energy, to keep them back.”

“Will that work?’ Raz asks.

“We'll soon find out. Now, we have afew minutes, so let’s see what we have to work
with. | want each of you to create a personal barrier. Imagine yourself at the center of
a bubble of energy. Let your magic flow into it. Once | have an idea of your power, |
can coordinate a spell and unite our magic forces.”

Sharmila and Raz close their eyes and focus. | don’t have a clue what I’'m doing, but |
follow their lead. | concentrate, trying not to think about the Kallin, willing a barrier
into place, praying | have more success than with the sandcastle.

A few seconds later Nadia says, “Let’s see what we have.”

| open my eyes and spot her throwing a punch at Raz. Her fist stops several inches
short of his face. She tries again — same result. She grunts with satisfaction. Jabs at
Sharmila. Her fist slows but doesn’'t stop. Lightly smacks into Sharmila’'s chin, not
harming her but getting through the barrier. “Try to strengthen it,” Nadia says. Jabs a
second time. Again she penetrates Sharmila s barrier, but with more difficulty. Pulls a
so-so face.



“Now you,” she says to me. Makes a fist, starts to throw a punch... then stops. Sticks
out her right index finger. Pokes at me softly. Prods my nose. Smiles. “Guess you're
out of thisone.”

“It's not my fault,” 1 grumble. “I’m not used to magic. | don’'t know how to make it
work.”

“It's OK.” She tweaks my nose. “You can be our second line of defense. Watch for
any demons getting through. If one penetrates the barrier, do your best to kill it while
we plug up the hole it creates.”

“How do | kill them?’ | ask.

“With magic. You can stamp on them, choke them, fire bolts of energy — whatever
comes most naturally to you. But there has to be magic as well. You can't kill a
demon by physical force alone.”

“What if | can't make it work? What if —"

“Kernd!” she snaps. “We don’t have time for hysterics. Just do your best, like when
you escaped from the demon tree.”

She draws Sharmila and Raz aside to prepare them. While they’ re discussing magical
barriers, | creep to the edge of the needle to monitor the advance of the Kallin.
They’'re a lot closer than a couple of minutes ago. Not so small now that | have a
better view of them. Two or three feet long. Making soft squeaking noises, barely
audible over the roar of the wind.

| think about throwing myself off, taking the easy way out, not waiting for them to
clamber over me and rip at me with their fangs. One short step or leap...afew seconds
or minutes of freefall... then no more worries. Unless there's nothing to freefall to.



Maybe there’ s no ground in this part of the Demonata’ s universe. | might bob back up
or fal forever, alifetime of falling... screaming... thrashing.

“They’'re amost to the top!” | shout, putting the dark thoughts behind me. “Half a
minute and they’ll be all over us!”

“Get back here,” Sharmila cals. They’ve gathered close to Beranabus, who's
concentrating on the slowly forming window. | crouch next to Raz, feeling safer
beside him than Sharmila, since he was able to construct a stronger barrier.

“Here we go,” Nadia says shakily. She half closes her eyes. So do Sharmila and Raz.
There's a shimmer in the air a couple of feet in front of us. Then nothing. | wonder if
the spell has worked, if we're protected or not. Then the first of the Kallin wriggles
over the edge of the needle and launches itself at us, mouth wide, fangs bared,
screeching with hunger and hate.

FRYING PAN

THE demon flies straight at me, like an arrow fired from a bow. A scream builds at
the back of my throat, but before it can burst out of my mouth, the Kallin hits an
invisible barrier and is deflected. It crashes into a group of other long, hairy demons.
Irritated, their fangs flash and they rip the first Kallin to shreds. Bloody bits of it fly
everywhere.
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| press myself hard against Raz as the demons surround us, gnashing at the barrier,
wriggling around and over it, searching for weak points. Within seconds they cover
the barrier entirely, blocking our view of the sky, plunging us into amost total
darkness. | can see by the light of the pulsing patches, but the others must be nearly
blind.

Nadia clicks her fingers and a ball of flame appears overhead. | preferred the
darkness. We can see the Kallin in more detail now, their long hairy bodies, the stiff
spiky hairs on which they move, their abnormally large mouths and fangs. They drool
and slobber as they snake across the face of the barrier. Soon it’ s like looking at them
through awindow streaked with spit and vile juices.

Raz is sweating. So are Sharmila and Nadia. Trembling, not with fear but with the
effort of maintaining the barrier. This is hard. | don’'t think they can keep it up for
more than afew minutes. | glance at Beranabus and the window he’s working on. It's
nowhere near complete. A few minutes won’t be long enough.

One of the Kallin penetrates the barrier with its head. It squeals with triumph, fangs
snapping together, trying to squeeze the rest of its body through. | tense, readying
myself to fight, but then Nadia shouts a brief spell and the barrier closes sharply
around the demon, slicing its head off.

The head falls to the floor but the jaws continue snapping open and shut. It drags
itself forward using its fangs, dozens of eyes glittering angrily. | get to my knees, face
the head, try summoning magic to use against it. Instead, panic-stricken, | throw up.
The demon gibbers — it can still make noise — and crawls at me through the pool of
vomit. | watch, repulsed and terrified. Then, as it’s about to drag itself out of the



vomitous pool, | have athought. | reach out, touch the vomit with afinger and charge
it with magic, which flows through me from some unknown source.

The vomit bubbles and becomes acid. The Kallin head shakes wildly. Desperate, it
hurls itself out of the pool, using an upper fang as a makeshift vaulting pole. | make a
fist and, roaring with fear, punch the head back down. The acid eats into it. The head
shakes a few more times, then dissolves, bubbling away to a bloody, hair-streaked
mess.

A feeling of power and victory washes through me. I’ ve killed a demon! | used magic
to destroy its ugly ass! I'm Hercules, Samson and Thor rolled into one! | glare at the
thousands of Kallin, eager for another to break through, so | can send it the way of its
boiled-down brother. “Come on,” | snarl. “I’ll turn you all into stew!”

“The boy’s enjoying himself,” Raz notes, teeth chattering from the effort of keeping
the barrier in place.

“l do not think he will be so... anxious to fight... when the barrier breaks... and they
come crashing down upon us...in their multitudes,” Sharmila mumbles.

Nadia says nothing. She's staring ahead, eyes wide open now, sweat filling the
pockmarks on her face. Terrified.

Overcome with confidence, forgetting that moments ago | was throwing up and more
afraid than I'd ever been, | take matters into my own hands. Turning to where
Beranabus is piecing together a window, | watch the pulsing lights for a couple of
seconds. Then, impatient, | reach up and nudge a patch of light towards the cluster. It
slides ahead of my fingers, sotting into place. | start moving others. It's simple. |
don’t even have to touch the lights — they move before my fingers, weightless, a
breeze to manipulate.



“What are you doing?’ Beranabus snaps.

“l can do it quicker than you,” | tell him, adding more patches of light to the now
rapidly forming window.

“You're distracting me,” Beranabus growls. “ Get out of my way before —"

“You're too slow!” | shout. “You can't see the lights. | can. So let me do it. | can
make.. .” | pause. The lights around me have stopped pulsing. For a second —
absolute panic. | can't complete the window! Then | realize what’ s happened. “Where
were you trying to open the window to?’ | pant. Beranabus starts to argue. “Just tell
me!” | yell.

Beranabus squints, then says, “| was searching for Cadaver.”

| think about the demon which stole my brother. Recall its long legs, stumpy body,
thick hairy fingers. Its face, half human, half canine. Its drooping ears and wide white

eyes.

The patches of light start pulsing again. Eagerly, | reach up and begin slotting them
into place, creating a window. I’m not sure how or why this works, but | know I'm
right. | was never crazy. The lights weren’t imaginary. They were there for a reason
— and now that reason is clear. | can’'t use magic to make sandcastles or barriers, but
| can sure as hell open windows to other worlds!

Beranabus stares at me wordlessly. He can't see the lights. He only sees my hands
moving swiftly, fingersflying in al directions, like a mad conductor. But he feels the

magic. He knows — hopes — I’'m not blowing our only chance of survival.

“Master!” Raz shouts.



“Hush,” Beranabus says. “Let him work. If he can do what | think...”

“But the barrier!” Raz cries. “We cannot hold it! | feel it crumbling!”

Beranabus mutters a quick spell and | sense the barrier thicken around us. The cries
of the demons and howl of the wind are muted slightly.

“Relax,” Beranabus says to me. “I can hold this barrier for a long while now that |
have nothing else to focus on. Y ou havetime.”

| don’'t respond or slow down. Too excited. | can see the window coming together.
For the first time in my life | feel completely in control of myself and the world
around me. | have a purpose. | know what | was born for. This is my gift. Why |
awaysfelt like amisfit. | had agreat power. A destiny.

“What’s he doing?’ Nadia asks.

“Something I've never seen anyone else do,” Beranabus says softly. “Not even the
most powerful demon master.”

“Areyou sure heis not having some kind of fit?" Sharmila asks.

“We'redead if heis,” Beranabus laughs.

“l don't like this, master,” Raz says. “To place our lives in the hands of an untested
child...”
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“Children are often the true saviors,” Beranabus says. “Not knowing the rules of the
universes, they can sometimes turn those rules on their head. We must trust, Raz
Warlo. And hope.” | feel his eyes hot on my back. “The boy is all we have.”

| don’'t think about my grave responsibility. All | focus on are the patches of light,
pulsing in the air around me, more gliding into reach from the world outside, slipping
through the ranks of Kallin and the wall of the barrier. Nothing can hold the lights
back, interfere with them or divert them from their course. Except me. I'm their
master. | can do anything with them that | like.

My hands blur. The panel of lights builds, two feet wide, three feet high... four... five.
Just as I'm adding a large, hexagonal block of blue light to the mass, the lights pulse
in unison afew times, then go a dull shade of steady white.

“By all the gods!” Raz gasps.

“1 do not believeit!” Sharmila exclaims.

“No!” Nadia moans with disbelief.

Beranabus just chuckles and says, “My compliments, Kennel.”

“It's Kernel,” | correct him, looking up at his bearded face and small dark eyes.
“Kernel Fleck. Master of the lights.”

He tilts his head, acknowledging my power. I’ ve never felt more alive or special. The
others gape from me to the window, then back at me.



“How?’ Nadia asks.

Beranabus speaks before | can. “Let's save the explanations for when we're not
surrounded by thousands of demons.” He stares at the writhing ranks of the Kallin.
Smiles. Then steps through the window of light. | glance at the others, grinning
proudly. They’ re smiling too now.

One last look at the Kallin. They’'re screeching louder than ever, furious at us for
escaping their trap. Laughing, | flip them the finger, then face the window of light
and eagerly step forward after Beranabus, figuring nowhere in the universe can be as
bad as this place.

Wrong!

FIRE

IKNOW instantly that we're in trouble. Beranabus is fighting a variety of demons,
snakelike, but with arms and claws, heads of tigers, lions, vultures. Several are locked
in battle with the elderly magician, ripping at him with talons and fangs, moving
incredibly fast. He's striking back with bolts of lightning. A couple of demons are
lying in pieces around him. But there are more to come.

In the distance, | spot another window, and a demon leaving through it. I’'m not
certain, but | think it's Cadaver! In arush of excitement | start towards the window,
but then one of the other demons spots me. Shrieks like a bird of prey. Lashes
backwards with its scaly tail, driving itself at me. | freeze, losing my new-found
confidence. Looking past the demon, | see the window come apart, and | lose hope
too. Cut off from my prey, isolated and terrified, | stand motionless and defensel ess.

Raz steps through the window behind me. Yells with surprise and fear, then pushes
ahead of me and grabs the attacking demon by its arms. Sinks his teeth into its throat.



Bites it open, then spits the slimy flesh out. Puts his teeth up close to the hole in the
thrashing demon’ s throat. Blows into it — but magic comes out of his mouth, not air.
Enters through the gash. The demon explodes. Raz tosses its carcass aside and moves
to deal with the next in line.

Sharmila steps through, then Nadia. Sharmila gasps, looks around in wild terror, then
gains control and steps up beside Raz. A jackal-headed demon leaps on her. She
thrusts a hand at its stomach. As soon as she touches it, flames burst from her fingers.
Seconds later, the demon’s on fire, writhing in the dust.

Nadia curses, starts forward, then looks back at me. “ Shut the window!”

“But...we have to go back...we can’'t stay here... there are —"

“The barrier won't hold now that we' ve moved on!” she shouts. “If you don't closeit,
the Kallin will be able to follow us through!”

| hate turning my back on the fighting, but | can’t ignore her warning. | stare at the
window of white light, not sure what to do. So | try the first thing that comes into my
head. Reach into the window, to rip it apart. But my hands slide through the light and
nothing happens.

| can't see anything through the window, but | imagine the Kallin massing on the
other side. They could come dlithering through at any second. | should run, get away
from here, flee for my...

| force myself to take a breath. Consider the problem. It was easy to put the patches
of light together, so it must be easy to take them apart. But how?

| begin to reach into the window again. Pause. Half close my eyes and study it
carefully. Although it looks like a solid wall of light, if | squint | can make out thin



lines where the original patches join. Tiny cracks running through the window,
amost invisible. | run my left index finger around one of the larger patches near the
center, thinking. Then, without trying to touch it, | slide my finger at the patch from
the side, willing it to move.

The patch comes loose and glides away from my finger, becoming a pulsing
strawberry color. After afew secondsit stops pulsing, hangsin the air amoment, then
drifts away.

| work on freeing other patches. After removing about a dozen, the window
disintegrates. The patches regain their original colors and slide away from one
another in aslow, graceful explosion.

No time for pride. | check what’s happening with the demons. There aren’t as many
as on the needle of rock, but they’'re larger and stronger, and there’'s no time to
construct a barrier to keep them at bay.

They're al around Beranabus and his Disciples. A few have caught hold of Raz and
dragged him to the ground. He' s lashing out with hisfists, trying to chew their throats
open. But they stick to him like savage hounds. One rips off most of hisright leg and
devours the flesh, howling with satisfaction. A claw strikes his head and slices half
his face away. He tries to scream but he no longer has a tongue.

| cry out with pity and terror, but there's nothing | can do to help the fat black man
who was so nice to me, who saved my life mere moments ago. He' s stronger than me.
He knows how to fight demons. A true being of magic. If he can’'t handle these
monsters, what hope do | have?
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My eyes dart from Raz to the others. More than a dozen demons are at war with
Beranabus. Five are focused on Sharmila. Nadia is fending off several more, making
the ground explode in front of them, hitting them with bolts of magic, roaring
hatefully like | do when | fight.

Two more barrel towards me, tails whipping from side to side, snarling, arms and
claws extended.

Driven by desperate instinct, | reach towards two patches of purple and orange light. |
clap my hands together, driving the patches hard at each other. They smash together
and create a blinding flash of purplish-orangey light. The instinct that told me to try
this also tells me to close my eyes — quickly!

When | look afew seconds later, the demons are down, screaming wi
th pain and confusion, eyes melted in their sockets.

I’m stunned by the power I’'ve unleashed. Confidence comes flooding back. Once
again I’'m Kernel Fleck — defeater of the Demonatal

Then one of the fallen demons scrapes the gooey mess clear of its empty sockets.
New globes grow, the demon using magic to construct a fresh pair of eyes. | reaize
I’ve only slowed the creatures down, not put them out of action forever. Different
universe — different rules.

Panic sets in again. The Disciples are doomed. Beranabus is finished. Cadaver set
another trap for us, and there’s no way out of this one. My choice is ssmple — perish



with the others or save myself.

| don't think of anywhere specific. | merely scream with al my inner senses —
“Somewhere safel” When nothing happens, | add rapidly, “Earth! A city!” Patches of
light pulse around me. Frantic, | push them together, forming a new window as
quickly as | can. | don't look up or think about the demons that might be bearing
down on me. Focus on the lights.

I’m working quicker than | did on the needle, learning all the time, feeling power
bubble through me. Then, out of the corner of my eye, | catch a glimpse of a demon
lurching at me. | flinch but don’t stop. The demon rushes closer... closer....It's one of
the pair | blinded. Seething with revenge. A few more seconds and it’ll be on me. |
should turn to deal with it, but my hands won't stop moving. There' s nothing | can
do.

Then the demon’s knocked aside. It grunts heavily, then screams. | can’'t see what's
happening to it, and | don’'t look. Keep working on the window. Sweating heavily.

Mouth dry. Weeping softly.

Something steps up beside me. | cry out, expecting the worst. But it’s not a demon.
It's Nadia. “Hurry!” she hisses. “ Get us out of here!”

“I"'m trying,” | groan, hands awhir of motion.

Nadia stands with her back against mine, protecting me. | work faster, desperate to be
out of here, somewhere real and normal, where demons can’t get me.

The lights pulse together afew times, then turn red. A window opens.

“Nadial” | shout.



“Good work.” She yells Beranabus's name, then Sharmila's.

| look around. | can’'t see Beranabus — he's completely surrounded by demons.
Sharmila’ s losing her battle too — six of the monsters are on her, and although a few
are aflame, she can't fight them off. She's lost an arm at the elbow. Bleeding from
deep wounds. Panting heavily, her eyes like ahorse’ s caught in a thunderstorm.

Raz is dead. A pair of demons have torn his head off. As | watch, they rip it in two,
then each retreats with half, dipping their jowls into his skull, scooping out his brains
with their fangs and tongues. | get sick again, though there isn’t much to come up this
time.

“Let’sgo,” Nadia says, taking my right arm.

“What about the others?’ | cry.

“We can't help them.”

“But . ..” | stare at her. Although my plan was to flee by myself, now that she's
voiced it, | don’t want to. | don’'t care much about the aloof Beranabus, but Sharmila
has been a true friend. She tried to stop Cadaver from stealing Art. We should help

her, free her, take her with us.

“I’'m going,” Nadia snarls. “You do what you like” And, releasing my hand, she
ducks through the window, disappearing in an instant.

| hesitate, torn between escape and nobility. Then a demon catches sight of me and
dlithers across. It has avulture' s head. There are bits of Raz’s brains dripping from its

beak.

Something within me snaps. Cowardice triumphs. And without any shame, | turn my



back on the demons — and Beranabus and Sharmila— and dive through the window
after Nadia.

ADRIFT

ABUSY city street. Nadia' s lying on the pavement. A woman and child are getting to
their feet close by. She must have knocked them over when she crossed into this
world. Other people are staring at us and the window of red light, mouths open. Cars
are slowing as they pass, drivers and passengers captivated by the spectacle.

“Close it!” Nadia yells. | don’t need telling twice. Before the vulture-headed demon
can follow us, | dismantle the window.

Nadia s on her feet. As soon asthe red light vanishes, she grabs me and runs. We race
through the crowd of startled bystanders. Nobody tries to stop us.
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We turn a corner, race down another busy street. Nadia leads me across the road,
weaving through traffic, wincing at the blaring horns but otherwise taking no notice
of the cars. Another corner, then another. Finaly, in a quiet alley, she stops, releases
me, squats beside a wall, leans her head against it, stares up at the clear blue sky —
and whoops.

“We did it! You're a genius, Kernel! You got us out!” She looks at me with happy
tearsin her eyes. “I don’'t know how I'll ever repay you.”

| smile at Nadia, then frown and look around nervously.

“It'sall right,” Nadia reassures me. “They can't track us. We're safe. We're alive!”
“Razisn’'t,” | note quietly.

Nadia s smiledims. “That was a shame. | liked Raz.”

“And what about Beranabus and Sharmila?’ | ask, guilt setting in. “We ran out. Left
them to the demons. We should go back and —~

“No!” Nadia snaps. “No going back.” Her eyes glitter. | take a step backwards — she
looks like she's going to attack. She notices my fear and relaxes. “Don’t worry. |
won't hurt you. But we' re not going back. We couldn’t do any good if we did.”

“But... the others?’

She shrugs. “Beranabus will probably survive. He's come through worse. He'll



wriggle free somehow. As for Sharmila.. .” She sighs. “Maybe Beranabus will save
her. Maybe not.”

She stands and looks at the sky. Lightly runs afinger across her cheeks, caressing the
spots and acne scars. “It's warm. Must be late spring or summer. Maybe it’s June.
That’s my favorite month. It's when | was born, and when Beranabus took me. | was
out walking, a perfect June day, dreaming about my birthday, presents and the future.
L ooking forward to growing up. | was a plain child, dowdy. But my father said | was
an ugly duckling, that I’d turn into a beautiful, glamorous swan one day.

“I was thinking about that — longing for it — when Beranabus spirited me away.
Dropped me into the universe of the Demonata. Explained how important | was, all
the lives | could save, the good | could do. Offered me no choice. Robbed me of my
dreams of a happy future.”

Nadia's expression darkens. “He shouldn’t have taken me so young. | hadn’t seen
enough of the world. If he’'d come when | was older, I'd have joined him gladly. But
taking me like he did... stealing me like that demon stole your brother... it was wrong.
Don’t you agree, Kernel ?’

| stare at her uncertainly. Now that she’s mentioned Art, it drives home the fact that |
didn’t just run out on Beranabus and Sharmila. | deserted my brother too. Left himin
that nightmarish universe. Alone in the hands of Cadaver.

“We haveto go back,” | say softly.

Nadia doesn’'t hear — or pretends she doesn’t. “I wonder where we are?’ she says
brightly. “London? New Y ork? Paris? Vienna? The world’s changed so much since |
left, | suppose | wouldn’t recognize the cities | visited when | was younger. But there
must be parts that are the same. | hope thisis—"



“Nadia,” | interrupt. “We have to go back. Find them. Help them if they’'re still
fighting, link up with them if they’ ve escaped.”

“And if they’re dead?’ she answers, not looking at me.

“1 don’t know. Search for Art by ourselves, | guess.”

She laughs. “You’re brave but stupid, Kernel. You wouldn't last five minutes in that
universe without Beranabus. You're good at opening windows but not at fighting.
What would you do if you caught up with Cadaver? He'd rip you to shreds without
breaking a sweat.”

“But...Art...] haveto —"

“Your brother's dead,” Nadia growls. “Cadaver probably killed him on that first
world and fed his body to one of the trees.”

“No,” | moan. “He' sdlive. | senseit.”

“You want to sense it,” she corrects me. “You want him to be alive, so you've
convinced yourself heis. But think about it. Why wouldn’t Cadaver kill him? He was
on the run. He didn’t have time to play nursemaid to a squalling baby.”

A kid on a skateboard turns into the alley and whizzes past us. Nadia stares at the
skateboard, head cocked, probably in much the same way that | stared when | first
saw a demon.

“1’ve missed so much,” she mutters. “The world’s moved on while I’ ve been fighting.
So many places to see. So many things to do. Isit true you can fly anywhere now, in
aeroplanes?’



“Nadia,” | try again, “Beranabus needs us. We can’t abandon him.”

“Why not?’ she retorts. “You’'ve only known him five minutes. He treated you like a
dlave, the way he treats everyone. What do you owe him? Why throw your life away
on his account?’

“1 need him to help get Art back. | can't —"
“Stop talking about your brother like he's alivel” Nadia shouts. “Let him go. Admit

he's dead. Move on. Y ou can go home — I'll help find your parents. Forget about the
Demonata. Pretend it was a bad dream. That’s what I’ m going to do.”
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“l can't,” | say stubbornly. “Art’saiveand I’m going to find him.”

“You'll go back?’ she asks mockingly. “Face the demons? Die like Raz? You didn’t
know what you were stepping into when you followed us through the first window.
Now you're better informed. Do you really have the courage to cross universes
freely?’

“I haveto,” | mutter. “For Art.”

“l don't think so,” Nadia says coldly. “You ran. The time to fight has passed. You
feel guilty because you didn’t stand by Beranabus, and you want to put things right.
But if you think it through, you'll see that’s madness. You don’t want to go back.
And you won't. You'll stay in this universe, where you're safe. Like me.”

| stare at the ground, tears creeping down my cheeks. Everything she says is true. |
am afraid. | don’t want to go back. I’'m a coward.

But despite all my weaknesses, | have to return. Because | love Art more than | fear
demons.

“Come with me,” Nadia says, taking my hands. She's smiling, looking prettier than
normal, hair shining in the sun. “I’ll take you back to your parents if you want, or you
can stay with me. I'll be a sister to you. We can travel the world together. 1’1l use my
gift to make money. We'll stay in the best hotels, sail the seas on mighty liners, fly
through the sky on aeroplanes. Anything you want, I'll give you. It will be a precious
life. No worries, no fears, no demons.”



| shake my head dlowly. “I can’t,” | croak. “Art’s my brother. | can’t abandon him.”
Nadia sc

owls and releases my hands. “Have it your own way, fool! But when you're dying
beneath some hideous demon, watching it reel your guts out like a cat playing with a
ball of string, remember what | offered you.”

She turns on her heel and marches away.

“Nadial” | cry. “Where are you going?’

“There,” she says, waving a hand at the world in general.

“Don’'t leave me,” | wail. “I don’'t know where we are. You have to help me find
Beranabus. Y ou can go after that, but...”

She turns a corner and storms out of sight, leaving me in the alley. Alone.

I’m sitting on the dusty ground. Hands on my knees. Head on my hands. Crying. It's
been maybe an hour since Nadia left. | kept thinking she’'d come back, that she'd
decide she couldn’t desert me. But there's been no sign of her. And the more | think
about what she said, and her face when she said it, the less chance | think there is of
her returning. Nadia hated her life with Beranabus. She went along with him because
she had no other choice. But then | gave her away out and she leapt at it.

Eventually, when the tears stop, | get to my feet and look around. | feel hungry now
that I’'m back in my own world, but there’s no time to eat. | have to find Beranabus

—if he's still alive.

There are dozens of patches of light hanging in the air around me, but none are



pulsing. | wipe my cheeks clean, then focus. “Beranabus,” | mutter, thinking about
his face, his shabby suit, the flower in the button hole, his clean hands. | repeat his
name, over and over, waiting for the lights to pulse.

Nothing happens. The lights maintain their steady glow.

| go cold — maybe that means he' s dead!

“Art,” | say quickly, fixing my brother’s features in my mind. | concentrate on his
name and face, but the lights don’t change.

My stomach’s tight with fear. Are they both dead, slaughtered by demons? They must
be. Otherwise why wouldn’t the lights pulse and lead me to them?

| have another thought, just before panic sets in completely. | visualize Cadaver’'s
horrible features and say the demon’ s name, time and time again. Nothing.

The fear drains out of me as | realize the lights work differently here. They don’t
pulse when | think of a person or place. The magician and my brother might still be
aive.

Relief floods through me — then drains amost immediately. Because if the lights
don’t work the same way here, how will | find Beranabus or Art, or open awindow to
the universe of the Demonata?

| can’'t get back.

PUNKS

WANDERING the streets of the city. It's been along time since | was in a place this
crowded and noisy. | missed city life when | was living in Paskinston. | remembered



only the good things — movies, swimming pools, parks, school. | forgot about the
traffic, the towering buildings that cut out the sunlight, the isolation.

| was aways with Mom or Dad when | lived in the city, or with a teacher or
babysitter. But one day, on a school trip to a museum, | got lost. It was an hour before
| was found. | remember now what that felt like, how scary it was, how | believed I'd
be lost forever. | was sure I’d have to slegp on a park bench or underneath a bridge
like a homeless person. It was terrifying.

Thisis scarier. At least then | knew what city | was in, but this could be anywhere.
None of the street names or buildings are familiar. | think about asking an adult
where | am, but | don’t want to appear out of place. If | go up to a stranger and they
learn that I’'m lost, that | don’t even know what city I’'m in, they’ll take me to the
police. And while part of me would love that — the police would arrange for me to
be sent home — | can’t go down that route. If the police take me into custody, | won’t
be free to search for Art.
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| haven't given up on my brother. The lights might not work the same way as in that
other universe, but | can still see them. There must be a way for me to start the
patches pulsing. | just have to figure it out.

While I’'m puzzling over the problem, | continue walking. | listen carefully to people
talking. Most speak the same language as me, but the accents aren’t familiar. | wish
again that | could ask where | am, but it isn't possible.

I’'m growing hungrier with every step. I've drunk plenty of water from drinking
fountains, but I’ve had nothing to eat. | pass a stall selling hot dogs and pretzels. |
root through my pockets but | don’t have any money. | think about trying to steal a
pretzel, but if the owner catches me it could mean big trouble.

Stomach growling, tearstickling the corners of my eyes, | walk on.

My watch is working again. I've been here at least two hours, wandering without
direction. The sun is starting to set. It will be night soon. Where will | sleep?

Time to sit and think this through. | find a bench in a small park. I'm shivering.
Though it’s not especially cold, I'm only wearing a T-shirt, no sweater. There aren’t
many people in the park. One woman who passes looks at me closely. | think she's
going to stop and ask if I'm OK. I’'m not sure what to say if she does. | was never a
good liar. But then she carries on, deciding I’ m not her business.

| try to lay all my problems out nice and simply, so | can think them through one at a
time. My main priority is getting back to the Demonata s universe. But that will have
to wait. Things | have to settle first — Where am |? Where will | sleep tonight? How



will I find food?

Take them one at atime. Location. | can't find out by asking passersby, but there
must be alternatives. A library, perhaps, except | don’t know where to find one. But
now that | set my mind to it calmly, | see there are other ways. | can look in a
telephone book at a pay phone. Or go to a newsstand and read the titles of the local

papers.

| manage a small chuckle when | realize how simple it is to place myself. That gives
me confidence, and | turn to the other problems more positively. | can dig through
garbage cans for food. Not very nice, but I'm sure I'll scavenge enough to keep
myself from starving.

Finding somewhere to sleep is harder. Hide in a library or museum? Or maybe in a
shop that sells furniture? Keep low while they’re closing, then come out when it's
deserted, sleep on a couch or bed.

Not a bad plan, except all the shops have already closed. | might be able to do it
tomorrow, but it won’t work now. Maybe I'll have to sleep in the open tonight, over a
street grill or on a park bench. Collect newspapers to wrap around myself. Hope I'm
not discovered by a policeman. Look for somewhere better in the morning.

As I’'m thinking that over, | catch sight of a pulsing light out of the corner of my left
eye. My head jerks towards it. This isn’t the first time it's happened. I’ve been
reacting to every flashing light in shops or on street corners, hopes rising, thinking for
a second that they’ re one of the magical pulsing patches.

| scowl at myself, feeling stupid for falling for the same trick for the hundredth time. |
start to look away, telling myself to behave more sensibly next time, when it strikes
me —



There' s no shop or street corner where the flash came from.

| look left again, but slowly, not letting myself get excited. It's probably somebody
on abicycle, or abird with astrip of fail inits beak, or...

But itisn't. It'sayellow patch of triangular light, drifting through the park, attached
to nothing.

I’m on my feet immediately, thoughts of food and shelter forgotten, hurrying after the
light. | catch up to it, reach for it like a baby reaching for its pacifier, then stop.
There' s no point interfering with it, since there are no other pulsing patches for me to
add it to. Better to follow, see where it leads, and hope that luck is with me.

The light passes through the bars at the rear of the park. | clamber over them, almost
spearing myself on the spikes at the top, ripping the back of my T-shirt. | start to
follow it across the road behind the park, but the driver of an approaching car blows
his horn, warning me back. | wait impatiently for him to pass, then hurry after the
light. Luckily it’s not moving very fast, so | soon catch up.

| w

alk along beside the patch until it passes through the wall of a building. | stare at the
wall for a moment, lost, then look backwards, judging the path of the light. It's come
at an angled line from the park. If it continues in that direction it should come out
again at some point to my right on the other side of the building.

| race around the building to the back. Advance to the point where | think the light
will emerge, then stand, clenching my hands into fists, waiting, counting the seconds

off inside my head. Five...eight...ten...fifteen... twenty-one...

The light reappears on the count of twenty-three, farther to my right than I'd



calculated. Grinning, | jog over, catch up with it, walk with it to the wall of another
building, then quickly make my way to the rear, to wait for it again.

| eventually lose the light at a collection of warehouses. There’s no way for me to get
to the rear before the light reemerges. But that’s not a concern. Because I’ ve spotted
other lights, floating through the air from different directions, all angling towards the
same spot severa hundred yards ahead of me. | can’t see where they meet, because of
the buildings, but | have a good sense of where it is, so | weave through the streets.
There's no need to bother with the lights anymore, just head for the point of
Intersection.

Ten minutes later | round a corner and see a handful of lights penetrating the walls
and roof of a large building in the middle of a row of restaurants, bars and shops.
There are people in front of the building, waiting to get in. As | edge closer | see that
they’'re mostly teenagers dressed in leather jackets, ripped jeans, fishnet stockings.
Many have spiky, colored hair, and chains dangling from their ears, noses and lips.
They look quite frightening. Not as frightening as demons, but pretty scary as humans

go.

| hear music coming from inside the building, and realize this is a concert. It’s harsh,
ugly music, loud and unpleasant, very fast. It sets my ears ringing, even from this far
outside.

| stop close to the crowd. There are a couple of men at the front door, dressed
differently. They’re the onesin charge, taking money from the people who want to go
to the concert, letting in afew at atime. As| watch, the doormen turn away a girl and
three boys. A fight develops. | hear the girl shouting that they’re over eighteen. One
of the doormen laughs and tells them to produce an ID or leave.

Thisisn't going to be easy. If they won't let those four in, they certainly won't let in
someone like me. I'll have to try a bluff, say that my dad — maybe an older brother



would be better — isin there. It probably won’'t work, but I’ ve got to give it atry.
| listen to the teenagers chatting about the concert, gathering as much info as | can.
They cal it a punk concert. There are severa bands on the bill. Names like The

Clamps, Thunderballs, The Damnable. When I’'m

ready, | walk boldly to the front of the line and smile at the doormen. “Excuse me,” |
say politely. “Isthis where The Clamps are playing?’

The doormen squint at me. One grunts, “Y eah. But it's over eighteen.”
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“1 know,” | reply. “But my brother’s in there. | need to find him. Mom and Dad have
gone out for the night. He was supposed to leave the key to the back door for me, but
he must have taken it with him. | can’t get in without it. Can | pop in and get the key
from him? I’ d leave again immediately.”

The doormen look at each other, then one of them says, “What' s his name?’

I’ m about to say Art, but that’s not acommon name. So | say “John” instead.

“John what?’ the doorman asks.

Again, Fleck isn’t common, so | say the first name that comes to me. “Smith.”

“John Smith.” The doormen laugh.

“You've got to admire his nerve,” one of them says.

“Yeah, but not enough to let him in,” the other chuckles, then jerks his thumb at me.
“Nicetry. Now get lost.”

“You don't understand,” | gasp. “I can’t get in without the key. | have to —”

“1 can look for him if he really exists,” the first doorman cutsin. “But if | go in there
and call for a John Smith and don’t find one — or find a few who aren’t your brother
— I’m going to be very angry. So have a good long think about it, then tell me — do
| stay or do | go?’



“You don't have to do that. I'll look for him. He's a hit... he's dightly deaf. He
wouldn’t hear you calling. | need to go in myself, to look for...”

The doorman takes a step forward, crouches, and in a low, foul curse tells me to go
away. Then hereturnsto his post and waves forward the next few punksin line.

I’ve blown it. Defeated, | slink away, ignoring the catcalls of the punks, and find a
quiet spot where | can think up my next approach.

More lights are floating into the building, faster now. | could wait until the concert’s
over, then break in, but | don’t think | have much time. So | go looking for another
entrance, figuring there must be afire escape in the back.

A narrow, dirty alley runs behind the shops and bars. Garbage bags al over the place,
empty cardboard boxes, bottles and cans. Dried blood, vomit and dog crap. | wade
through the mess, trying to find the building where the concert’s taking place. The
noise guides me, and a minute later I’m standing outside a pair of large doors, which
are rattling from the vibrations of the music.

| try opening the doors but they’re locked from the other side. | push and pull, kick
and punch, to no effect. | look for windows to sneak through, but there are only a
couple and they’ re both bricked over.

Back to the doors. They can’'t remain shut al night. People will have to come through
eventually. I'm sure they’ |l be opened at the end of the concert, but that might be too
late — the lights may have stopped by then. | just have to hope that someone comes
through before that, for fresh air or to be sick.

There are afew garbage bins to the right of the doors. | crouch behind them and wait,
planning on sneaking in if the doors open. Not a great plan, but in the absence of
anything better, it's my only hope.



Ten minutes pass. Fifteen. Twenty. Thirty. I'm truly cold now. | don’t think the sun
has ever shone directly on this horrible hole of an aley. My nose is running. | wipe
the back of my left hand across it, but that doesn’t do much good.

The lights are moving very quickly, in greater numbers, powering through the walls
and roof. | think a window is going to open soon. Maybe there’'s a witch like Mrs,
Egin inside, or perhaps the music is summoning the demons — thisis the sort of din |
imagine the Demonata would love. Maybe some of them are coming to check out the
concert.

| grin as | picture Cadaver and the vulture-headed demon slipping through a window
between the two universes to dance with the punks. As I’m grinning, the doors open
and two men step out into the alley, a wave of metallic music bursting through with
them. I’'m immediately alert, praying for them to turn left so | can duck in without
them seeing.

But they stand where they are, looking around. One is a punk, with jeans, a leather
jacket, no T-shirt, a thin black scarf knotted around his throat, spiky purple hair, a
ring through his nose. Scrawny. Not much older than me. The other is wearing an
army-type uniform, boots and a beret. A bit older than the punk and much bigger.
There are letters tattooed on his knuckles, but | can’'t read them from here.

“This will be our getaway route if we have to run,” the man in the army clothes says,
letting the doors half close, cutting out the worst of the noise. “We'll split up if we're
chased. You go left. I'll take theright. Meet again at the hotel.”

“Can we outrun it?’ the punk asks.

“Depends on what it is. Some are slow, some fast. If we can’t stop it crossing, we'll
try to fight, but if it’stoo strong we' |l have to run like hell.”



“I don’t like running,” the punk says.

“Me neither,” the army guy grunts, “but sometimes it's the only option. These
demons are fierce mothers. We can whup some of them, but others...”

At the mention of demons, a shudder of relief churns through me. In arush, | scuttle
out from behind the garbage bins. The army guy takes a step back, fists coming up
protectively. The punk puts out a hand to calm him. “Relax. It'sonly akid.”

The army guy scowls. “What are you doing here? Trying to sneak in to the concert
without paying? It won't work. Scram, you no-good —"

“Excuse me,” | interrupt, “but are you... this might sound crazy... but | heard you
talking about demonsand | —~
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“You heard nothing!” the army guy shouts. “Now beat it, quick, before | —”

“Wait aminute,” the punk says, squinting at me with pale blue eyes. He nods for me
to continue.

“Well...like | said...| heard you talking and... well... are you two guys...by any
chance...| mean... are you Disciples?’

The pair stare at me dumbly. Then the army guy looks around, picks up a piece of
metal, lets the doors swing almost fully closed, sticks the metal between them to keep
them gjar. Strides over, the punk a couple of paces behind him.

“Who are you?’ he growls.

“My name’'s Kernel Fleck. | was with Beranabus. | want to get back to him. | ... Do
you know who | mean? Areyou ...7’

The pair exchange silent glances. | start to think | got it wrong, that | misheard, or
maybe The Demons are just another band. But then the army guy shrugs and the punk
sticks out a hand. “Yes,” the punk says as we shake hands. “We're Disciples. Thisis
Shark. And my name's Dervish. Dervish Grady. But don’t ask me to whirl,” he says
warningly. And smiles.

THE MONSTER MASH

DERVISH starts to question me, to find out why 1I'm here, how | know Beranabus.
But Shark cutsin. “The attack could come at any minute. We need to prepare for it.”



He pulls the doors open and gestures me inside. It's dark and incredibly noisy. The
room'’s quite large but packed with punks. Mostly guys, Dervish’s age or a bit older.
A band is playing on a small stage to our right. Thrashing away at their guitars and
drums as though the world is about to end and they’ re determined to finish their song
before it does. The singer screams into his microphone, mostly swear words, sticking
his middle fingers up at the crowd and bellowing at them.

The punks love it. They're dancing like crazy, leaping up and down or holding on to
each other and spinning wildly. Some are fighting, but it's good natured. They’'re
drawing blood, but they don’t care — that just adds color.

There are more studs, piercings and tattoos than I’ ve ever seen. That reminds me of
Shark’s knuckles and | ook down at his hands. His name is tattooed on both sets, a
letter per finger, with a black-and-white shark’s head filling the flesh between both
thumbs and index fingers, jaws wide, teeth glistening.

“It sounds like adentist’s drill,” Shark yellsat D

ervish, scowling at the noise. “You realy like this crap?’

“It's the new wave,” Dervish grins. “The music of change. An-ar-cheeeeeee!” He
punchesthe air with hisright fist.

“Grow up,” Shark snorts, then looks down at me. “Y ou like this?’

“I’ve never heard anything likeit,” | tell him. “It’s giving me a headache.”

Shark laughs. “The kid' s got more sense than you, Grady.”

The song ends and the band take a short break so that one of the guitarists can replace
the guitar that he' s just broken. Dervish usesthe lull to fill mein.



“Somebody’ s summoning a demon. We' ve been trying to stop him for the last couple
of weeks. We don’t know who the summoner is, but we know the crossing’s going to
happen here, tonight. If we can’t stop it, we plan to kill the demon or push it back.”

“We won't be able to kill it,” Shark says. “We're not strong enough to destroy a
demon. In the Demonata’ s universe, maybe — but driving it back is the best we can
hope for here.”

“Have you donethisalot?’ | ask.

“l have. Thisis Grady’s first taste of action.” He punches Dervish’'s upper left arm.
“I'mnot surehe’suptoit.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Dervish growls. “I’ll do what | haveto.”

“I know you will,” Shark chuckles. “Now, let's try and find the demon-loving
scumbag, though | guess we won’t know who it is until —”

“He's over there,” | interrupt, pointing at a middle-aged man near the stage. He's
dressed like a punk, but doesn’t really fit the part. Lean and muscular, with a thick
mohawk haircut. His lips are moving steadily. He's the focus for the patches of light.
They’re pulsing around him in an ailmost fully formed window.

“How do you know?" Shark asks suspicioudly.

“Never mind. That's him. He's amost done. Another few minutes and the window
will open.”

Shark curses, then starts towards the man with the mohawk. Dervish pushes after
Shark, and | head after Dervish. Aswe' re nudging through the crowd, the band howls
into a new, faster song, and the place goes wild. Suddenly punks are leaping all



around me, bashing into one another, falling over, kicking and punching everyone in
sight.

I’m knocked to the floor. Someone stamps on my right hand. | yell with pain. Try to
get up but I'm knocked down again. Struggling, panting, afraid I’'m going to be
crushed to death by a sea of punks.
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Then Shark is beside me, lashing out with his fists, pounding the punks away.
Dervish picks me up and gives me afireman’s lift. He' s stronger than he looks. “Hold
on tight,” he says, and we push forward again, Shark clearing a path.

| hit out at afew of the punks, taking advantage of my position, trying to smash afew
noses for revenge. Then | remember |’ ve got a more important mission and turn my
attention to the stage. | have a better view of the demon summoner from here. | see
him start to tremble. He froths at the mouth. The lights in the window pulse at the
same time.

“Too late!” | shout. “It’s going to open.”

“No!” Shark roars, shouldering an especialy large punk out of his way. “We can
makeit! I’'m not going to —"

An explosion. Part of the stage erupts, showering the people closest to it with
splinters and nails. Agonized screams. One of the guitarists falls to his knees, face a
pulped, bloody mess. The singer doesn't stop. He's so caught up in his song, he
doesn’t hear anything except his own voice.

There' saviolet colored window of light next to the mohawk man. He's standing by it
proudly, unharmed. He smiles at the chaos. Puts a couple of fingers between his lips
and whistles shrilly.

A demon bounds through the window. The body of a large chicken. Three piglike
heads. It looks ridiculous, amost laughable, until it opens a mouth and spits at a
nearby punk. The spit hits him squarely in his face, then bubbles and burns his flesh



away. Hefalls, trying to scream but unable to.

Dervish called for anarchy a few minutes ago — now he gets it. The room was wild
with dancing, writhing and fighting before this, but when the punks see the demon in
action they go completely mental. Panic sweeps the crowd. Shrieking, they surge for
the exit doors. The man with the mohawk laughs and steps up next to the demon.

“Now we'll see who has power!” he shouts over the chaotic screams. “All these years
of having to lick somebody else’s boots and bow down. No more! Now you'll learn
to fear me. Thisis my world now. All of you —"

He gets no further. The demon, displaying no sense of gratitude, spits at the man.
He's flung backwards, the acidic spit already setting to work on his face, dissolving
his flesh and cartilage, eating through to sizzle his brain. Who said there was no
justice in the world?

WEe're pushed back and hammered down by the rioting crowd. Shark yells with rage
and surprise. He tries fighting them off, but he isn’t powerful enough to stand against
the tide of panicked punks. | go down again and feel the room close around me. This
time|’m certain I'll be crushed.

But Dervish keeps his cool. There's magic in the air — | can feel it seeping through
the window. He draws on it, barks a few words, and suddenly the space around usis
clear, punks wedged aside by an invisible force. The three of us are alone, protected
by a bubble of magic energy, like the one Nadia and the others created on top of the
needle of rock.

“Shark!” Dervish yells, nodding at the demon, which has spat at a third punk and is
now bent over the remains of the man with the mohawk. It's slurping up the spit,
along with the gooey mush, which is all that’s left of the man’s skull and brains.



“On it,” Shark grunts, stepping forward. He taps into the magic, tenses, then leaps
through the air, landing beside the demon. Before it can react, he grabs one of its
heads and twists savagely left, then right, ripping it loose.

The demon screeches and spits at Shark with both remaining mouths. Shark ducks out
of the way of one of the spit balls and deflects the other with a wave of a magically
charged hand. He throws the severed head — still moving — through the window,
then grabs for another. This time the demon dodges the tattooed fingers and takes
flight, making a noise that is a weird cross between a pig’'s squeal and a chicken’'s
cluck.

The demon’s heading for one of the windows at the front of the building. Before it
gets there and breaks through to kill the punks who' ve spilled out onto the street past
the bewildered doormen, Dervish mutters a quick spell. The glass turns to steel. The
demon doesn’t see this. It leaps, cackling, only to slam hard into the metal and flop to
the floor.

Dervish uses magic to clear a path between us and the demon. He darts forward while
the demon’ s shaking its heads with confusion. Gets between the monster and the front
door. “Areyou surewe can’'t kill it?’ he shouts at Shark.

“Yes!” Shark bellows.

“Then let’s force it back through the window.” He sneaks alook at me. “Kernel, can
you budge over, block its path to the rear doors?

“I’m not sure,” | mutter. “I’m not good at fighting...”
“You won't have to fight,” Dervish assures me. “Just look like you know what you're

doing, like you' re the meanest piece of scum in the room. Scowl. Growl. Howl. If it
goesfor you, I'll stepin.”



| trust Dervish, even though | barely know him. He's younger than Shark but speaks
like he's older. So with only the dlightest hesitation, | do what he asks and edge my
way left, along the path that Dervish is creating. | take up a position halfway between
him and Shark, spread my arms, glare at the demon, and act as if I'm far more
powerful and confident than | feel.

The demon’'s on its feet. Blood oozes from the neck where its third head was
removed. Bile dribbles from its remaining mouths, sizzling where it hits the floor,
burning through the old wooden floorboards. It sends a ball of spit zooming at
Dervish, but he waves a hand at it and the ball explodes. He chants a spell and several
bricks snap loose from the wall and fly at the demon, striking its body and heads.

/>

The demon bats the bricks away, then looks from Dervish to Shark to me. It's
searching for a weak point. Its gaze lingers on me, since I’'m the smallest. | want to
run for cover like the punks, but | don't give in to fear. Instead | step forward,
sneering at the demon, inviting an attack.

The bluff works. With a petulant cry, the demon darts towards the window of violet
light, past the singer who's still roaring into his microphone, eyes shut, no idea of
what’'s going on. Shark curses, as though he left the route to the window open by
accident. He lunges at the demon. The beast picks up speed, makes it to the window,
then leaps to safety, laughing hysterically at Shark, thinking it got the better of him.

“What ateam!” Shark hoots, standing to the left of the window, on his guard in case
the demon returns. “Did you see that baby run? We kicked its ass royally!”

“What a buzz,” Dervish murmurs, closing in on the window, pausing to melt the
walls around the front and rear doors, allowing more of the punks to exit — easier
than trying to restore order. “I’ve never felt so powerful. Never knew | could do so



much. The magic in the air... the way | tapped into it... unbelievable!”

“You've got the taste for this now,” Shark chuckles. “You were nervous earlier.
That’ s understandable. We all get the jitters the first time. But you’ ve caught the bug.
It's demon fighting all the way for you now, right?’

“Maybe,” Dervish says, smiling crookedly, looking at his hands with a mix of pride
and wonder. “l did most of it without thinking. It was like there was somebody else
inside me, pulling the strings.”
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“The steel windows were a good idea,” Shark commends him. “You're more
Imaginative than me. I’d have tried to drag the demon back.”

“How long will the window to the other universe remain open?’ Dervish asks.
“Maybe a few minutes,” Shark says. “We'll stick by it until it closes, to be safe, then
get out of here quick. Try explaining to a policeman that you’'re part of the great war
against demons — see where it gets you!”

Dervish examines the window with innocent curiosity. He pokes his fingers into the
light, yelps when they disappear, clutches his hand back and wriggles his fingers,
relieved to see them still in place.

Shark laughs. “1 did that the first time too.”

“Have you ever stepped through?’ Dervish asks.

“Once. Came back right away — didn’t want to get stuck over there.”

“What did you see?’

“A world like ours, only —”

“l haveto go,” | cut in. They’d forgotten about me. Now they stare.

“Beranabus. |’ ve got to get back to him. Remember?’



“Y ou want to step through the window?’ Shark frowns.

“No. But | haveto. | can find him when I’m in the demon universe.”

“What if the monster’ s waiting for you on the other side?’ Dervish says.

| shrug unhappily. “I don’t have achoice. | can’t find Beranabus here.”

“Won’'t he come for you?’ Shark asks.

“Maybe. But I'm not sure he can find me as easily as | can find him. | have to go,” |
say, urgently this time, aware that the window might close while we're arguing. “A
demon stole my brother. | have to rescue him.”

| take a step towards the window. Shark puts out a large tattooed hand and stops me.
“There’s no way I’'m going to let a kid walk through that alone,” he growls. As my
face crumples, he smiles. “So I’d better tag along, make sure you don’t come to any

harm. Dervish?’ He raises a questioning eyebrow.

Dervish studies the window again. Licks his lips nervously. Then nods quickly.
“Yeah. What the hell. There' s never much to do here on a Saturday anyway.”

My eyesfill with happy tears. “Thank you,” | mumble.

“Never mind the thanks,” Shark sniffs. “Just be ready to fight.” And saying that, he
grabs the collar of my T-shirt and hurls me through the violet window of light, back
into the cauldron of the Demonata.

THE RELUCTANT DISCIPLE

|COME out on top of afluffy cloud. Through a break to my left | see land far below.



My stomach drops as | picture myself falling through the mist, then the sky, hitting
the ground hard and splattering. But the cloud holds, supporting me like the water in
the first world | visited.

Shark steps through after me, Dervish just behind him. They yell with shock when
they see what we' re standing on. Turn to dive back through the window. “It's OK,” |
shout. “Wewon't fall.”

They pause, glance at me uncertainly, then realize I’m telling the truth — otherwise
we' d have already dropped.

The now two-headed demon is on another bank of cloud ahead of us. When it spots
us, it squeals with fear and bounds away. Shark starts after it, but Dervish calls him
back. “We' re here to find Beranabus, not kill a stray demon.”

Shark makes a face, loath to let the demon escape. Then he sighs. “OK, kid. Tell us
how you plan to find him.”

“I’ll open awindow,” | say, as the one we stepped through comes apart. “Just give
me afew minutes to find the patches.”

“‘Patches 7’ Dervish echoes, but | don’'t answer. Looking around, I’ m pleased to note
that there are loads of patches of light in the air, despite the fact that we're standing
on top of acloud. | start thinking about Beranabus, muttering his name softly, hoping
he' s gtill alive and that | have the power to make the lights pulse.

For a few seconds — nothing. But before panic has a chance to set in, a pink square
by my left foot blinks. Then a brown octagon. Soon, dozens of the patches are
pulsing, and | merrily set to work.
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I’'m aware of Dervish and Shark talking while | build the window. Dervish is
complaining about the cold. His leather jacket is too small to button up properly —
it'sfor style, not warmth — and his bare chest is freezing in these icy heights.

“Use magic,” | tell him, recalling the way | instinctively repaired my broken arm.
“You can warm up if you think yourself warm.”

Dervish is skeptical, but gives it a try, and moments later he's beaming, even taking
his jacket off and tying it around hiswaist.

“Y ou must have been here along time to know so much,” Shark says.

“Actually, | don’t think it's been more than half a day,” | reply. “Though it feels
longer. I'll tell you about it later, if we have time.”

The window comes together smoothly under my guidance. | don’t hurry. Pleased to
note I’'m no longer hungry or tired. Marveling at the way this universe works. | start
wondering if we could float down to the ground from here, but then the assembled
patches pulse as one and a brownish window opens. “Herewe go,” | say smugly.

“1 didn’t think windows could be opened that quickly or ssmply,” Shark says.

“It’ s easy-peasy when you know how.”

Shark steps up beside me and looks back at Dervish. “Ready for the next leg of the
tour?’



“Hmm,” Dervish says uncertainly. “Do you know where that leads?’ he asks me.

“No. But Beranabus will be there.” | hesitate. “When | left him, he was in trouble,
fighting ateam of demons. We might have to help him. So be prepared, OK?’

“Yes, boss,” Shark laughs.

“Thanks for warning us,” Dervish says, then takes up a position to my left. Shark
dlides into place on my right. We step through the window.

It's the same world where Nadia and | ran out on Beranabus. Night. Three moons
shine, closer than the moon is to Earth in my universe. Too bright to see if there are
any giant demons soaring by overhead.

Corpses are scattered across the hard, yellow ground. Demons in advanced states of
decomposition, most rotted to the bone. Either demons rot quickly here, or thisis one
of those places where time runs faster than in the human universe.

| spy Beranabus working on a window. Sharmilais nearby, sitting next to a mound of
freshly dug earth. | guess it's Raz's final resting place, that she and Beranabus —
probably just her — dug a grave for the fallen Disciple.

| get alump in my throat when | think about how Raz died, but there' s no time to cry.
| didn’'t believe | could be so matter of fact about the death of a friend, but I'm
learning a lot here. One of the things is that in times of severe disorder, you can't
worry about the dead, only the living. | still think Art is alive. He' s the one | have to
focuson. | can’t do any good for the dead Raz Warlo.

“Beranabus,” | call. “It'sme, Kerndl. I'm back.”

The magician’s head whips around and Sharmila's jerks up. They stare at me in



disbelief, then at the two men with me. Then Beranabus cheers — the first time he's
acted like an ordinary human since I met him — and rushes across to pick me up and
whirl me around.

“Kernel Fleck!” he booms. “You're awonder! I’ ve been struggling to build a window
to you for days. And here you pop up, cool as a breeze! Y ou’'re the most remarkable
human I’ ve met in centuries!”

He sets me down and | find myself grinning at him. | hadn’t liked the cranky
magician before. But now | see he can be as emotiona as any normal person. He
simply hides his feelings better than most.

“Hello, Beranabus,” Shark says, stepping forward, hand outstretched.

Beranabus shakes the hand briefly, frowning. Then he points a Shark and says,
“Octopus?’

“Shark.” Shark laughs.

“Ah. | knew it was something like that.” He looks at Dervish blankly.

“Thisis Dervish Grady,” Shark introduces him. “My latest recruit.”

“Another Disciple,” Beranabus murmurs, nodding shortly at Dervish. “How many
does that make?’

“1f you don’t know, I’ m sure nobody does,” Shark says.
Beranabus shrugs. “I never was good at numbers. Anyway, welcome to the team,

Grady. | hope you last longer than some of my other followers.” His eyes flash on
Raz’s grave.



“It isgood to see you again, Kernel,” Sharmila says, stepping forward to hug me. She
looks drawn and miserable but has reattached her arm and healed her wounds since
the battle.
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“I’m pleased you madeit,” | whisper.
“It was close. My injuries were fatal. If not for Beranabus, | would have died.”

“Yes, yes, I'm better than any doctor,” Beranabus says impatiently. “Now what about
my other Disciple? Where’' s Nadia? Not dead, surely.”

| pause. Part of me wants to cover up for her and tell him she was killed by a demon.
But his small dark eyes are fixed on me and | find myself incapable of attempting a
lie. “She didn’t want to come back. She left me. Went off by hers

elf. She' s had enough of demons.”

Beranabus' s face blackens with fury. “I’ll flay her skin from her back! Find her. Open
awindow to her. Immediately.”

“l do not think you should do that,” Sharmila says. “Nadia is a free agent. If she
wantsto —”

“l don't care about her wants!” Beranabus bellows. “We need her. Now open that
window, Kernel, and don't pretend you can't. I'll know if you're lying. And I'll
punish you for it.”

| want to tell him to stuff it, I'm not his servant. But those dark eyes are fierce with
anger when | look at him, and | wilt. “I’ll try,” | mutter unhappily. “I’m not sure it
will work, since she'snot in thisuniverse, but I'll giveit ago. If you're certain.”



“Aye!” Beranabus growls, glaring at me as | clear my thoughts and concentrate on
Nadia simage, feeling like atraitor of the lowest, meanest order.

We're waiting for Beranabus. He said that because of the time differences between
this world and ours, he could be gone for a few hours as we experience it, even
though it will only be a few minutes for him. | keep an eye on the window, holding it
open. It's not hard. When | see a patch or two shimmer and start to dlip free of the
panel, | press them back into place.

We chat to pass the time. Sharmila tells Dervish and Shark about the Kah-Gash,
Beranabus's quest, her part in the mission. | describe how | got mixed up in it and
demonstrate how | can construct windows so quickly, though | can’t explain why |
alone can see the patches of light.

In return, Shark and Dervish tell us about their lives. Shark’s been a Disciple for
severa years, working with others to avert demonic crossings. He was in the army
when he discovered his magical talent. On atour of duty. A village came under attack
from four demons. Shark and his team tried to stop them. A Disciple was present. He
realized Shark’s potential when he saw him fighting, pulled him out of the massacre,
explained about the Demonata. All of Shark’s fellow soldiers were killed, so Shark
became a Disciple, though he still wears his uniform out of respect for the dead.

Dervish is new to the game. Shark discovered him a few months ago while trying to
stop a crossing in the city where | met them. He was successful, thanks to Dervish,
who happened to be nearby when a window was about to open. Dervish saw that
Shark was in trouble, ran to his aid and used magic he' d never known he possessed to
knock out the woman trying to open the window. That was the end of life as he knew
it.

“Is that how Disciples are normally recruited?’ | ask. “There's an attack, they
discover magic within themselves, and a Disciple asks them to join?’



“Pretty much,” Shark says. “Lots of people have magical ability, but it usualy only
reveals itself in the presence of demons. When windows are created, some of the
magic of their universe flows through, which people like us can tap into, even without
training or intent. We've spent decades trying to identify and develop the potential
some other way, but no luck so far.”

“Does everybody join once they know they have the power?’ | ask.

“No,” Sharmila answers. “Many reject their calling. | do not blame them. Ours is a
harsh life, lonely, filled with peril.”

Shark snorts with contempt. “If | had my way, we' d force them all to fight.”

“That would be unfair,” Sharmila says.

“This isn’t about fairness,” Shark argues. “It’s about winning a war. You can’'t run
away from your duty during war. It’s desertion.”

“That’swhat Nadiadid,” | say softly, and my eyes meet with Sharmila's. We're both
worried about what will happen when Beranabus catches up with her.

Nadia falls hard through the window and lands heavily on the ground. She howls
hatefully and tries to leap back through the panel of light. Beranabus appears before
she compl etes the jump. Shoves her away, snarling like an animal. “ Stop!” he roars.

Nadia tries to wriggle around him, fingers stretching towards the window of light. He
blocks her way, standing firm like a Roman emperor while Nadia shrieks and walils.
She tries using magic to move him, but he flicks aside her bolt of energy and holds
his position. “Kernel!” he shouts. “ Dismantle the window.”

“I'm not sure | should —"



He flashes his teeth at me, making it very clear that he'll turn on me next if | disobey
him. Feeling lousy and afraid, | dlink around Nadia and Beranabus — the magician
fending his assistant off, protecting me from her — and set to work on the window.
After | remove afew pieces, the patches slide apart and the window disappears.

Nadia throws herself flat and weeps into the yellow earth, hammering the ground
with her fists. Beranabus sighs and steps aside, rubbing the back of his neck. “You'll

thank me for this later,” he says.

“I'll thank the demon who rips your head off and fills your skull with fire!” she
screams back, then bolts upright and glares at me. “Y ou showed him where to find
mel”

“1 had to,” | mutter shamefully. “He said he’ d —"

She spits at me.
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“Do not blame the boy,” Sharmila says, putting her hands on my shoulders. “He
argued to let you be, as did |. But Beranabus would not listen.”

“Why?' Nadia cries, whirling on Beranabus. “Why didn't you leave me there? |
could have been happy. Led anormal life. Been human again. Why rip me away from
al that?’

“l need you,” Beranabus says flatly.

“No you don’t! | gave you what you wanted — avision that might help you find part
of the Kah-Gash.”

“There will be other partsto find.”

“But that could take hundreds of years! Thousands! We'll both be dead long before
that happens — if it ever does.”

Beranabus shrugs.

“Thisisdavery,” Nadiasnarls. “You aways said | wasfreeto leave.”

“And you are,” Beranabus insists. “As soon as we find the pieces of the Kah-Gash.
Until then, | need you. Y our universe needs you. | know you don’t enjoy this, but that
doesn’'t matter. You’'ve been chosen, like the rest of us. If we turn our backs on our

responsibility, the entire world will fall to the Demonata.”

“l don't care!” Nadia shrieks. “What's the difference between fighting them here or



in my own world? They might aswell take it over for al it matters to me!”

“Then you would never have anywhere safe to go,” Beranabus says.

“S07? | can't go there anyway while you' re holding me prisoner.”

Beranabus exhales sharply, starts to say something, stops, then smiles tightly. “We'll
make a deal. Stay with me until | find this piece of the Kah-Gash. After that, you can
go. I'll open awindow to the human world for you and not stand in your way.”

“And if | die during the search?’ Nadia retorts. “Or if it takes a hundred years to find
it? Or if you never find it?’

Beranabus' s smile disappears. “I’m trying to be reasonable.”

Nadia laughs. “No. Y ou know this is wrong and you want to feel better about it. You
don’t want to admit you're as ruthless and monstrous as the demons you claim to
hate.”

“l never said | hated the Demonata,” Beranabus says quietly. “And | never claimed to
be anything other than — as you say — ruthless and monstrous. That’'s how | need to
be to fight them.”

Nadia prepares another curse, then realizes it would be a waste of breath. She looks
around at us, hateful and alone. Points a finger at Beranabus. “You betrayed me.
That's something | won't forget or forgive. You don't just have to watch out for
demons anymore — when I’'m around, you’ |l have to worry about me too. | hate you
as much as they do now, and I'll quite gladly kill you if | ever get the chance. And
anybody else who' s with you.”

With that, she turns her back on us, screams at the three moons, then sits and weeps



while Beranabus |ooks on with an unconvincing, half-shameful sneer.

SEARCHING

AN uneasy mood. We're al uncomfortable. Even the gruff Shark, who believes in
forcing people to work for the Discip

les, isn't used to tyrants like Beranabus.

The magician comes over and sits with us. He scratches the sole of his left foot, then
runs a hand through his hair and coughs. “Take no notice of Nadia's hysterics,” he
says. “She'll be all right when she calms down. We've had similar confrontations
before. Although thisis the first time she's threatened to kill me.” He laughs harshly.
Nobody smiles.

“This isn't the best of introductions, is it?’ Beranabus notes, looking at me wryly.
“You think I'm a heartless beast. But this is the way life isfor me. | have no time for
decency. I'm a demon killer. That’s my sole purpose in life. | sleep soundly — on
those rare occasions when | sleep — because | know I'm doing the task that the
universe charged me with.” He points at my shoes. “You might want to get rid of
those. Y ou too, Shark, and... Deviant?’

“Dervish.”

“Aye. Dump the shoes. They block the flow of magic. Even the slightest advantage
can be vital when you' re faced with a demon and battling for your life. I’m assuming
you two intend to stay and help.”

Shark and Dervish glance at each other edgily. | don’t think either had planned to
stay. Then Shark shrugs and raises an eyebrow. Dervish nods in answer and smiles
weakly. They bend to untie their laces.



Beranabus studies me closely as | peel my socks off. “You're a strange one, Kernel
Fleck. Normally | can sense magic in those who possess an abundance of it, but | get
amost nothing from you, even though you must be throbbing with power to open
windows between worlds so swiftly.”

“I don’t think it's magic,” | say shyly. “It's like a puzzle. | see lights and I’m able to
slot them together when they pulse. That’s the only difference between me and you. |
can see the pieces of the window. Y ou can’'t.”

“Tell me about these lights,” Beranabus says. “When you first noticed them and
realized you could manipulate them.”
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“I’ve seen the lights all my life, but it was only on the needle of rock that | realized |
could.. .” A memory kicksin and | come to a surprised stop. “No, that’s not right. A
year ago, | put lights together in my bedroom, stepped through the window and went
missing for afew days.” | can’t believe | hadn’t remembered that until now.

“Missing?’ Beranabus sniffs.

“Yes. Nobody knew where | was. | don't know either. | can't remember what
happened when | stepped through the window.”

“Nothing at all”?” Beranabus presses.

| think hard, but even though | now know that | must have crossed into this universe,
my mind’s atotal blank. There' s something about the window itself, before | stepped
through, but the memory evades me. | shake my head.

Sharmila has been listening closely. She looks at Beranabus, troubled. “Does it not
strike you as strange that of all the places Cadaver could have emerged, he turned up
in that village? The home of the one boy in all the world who has a power which in
some ways is greater than even your own?”’

“Y ou think he went there for Kernel?’ Beranabus frowns.

“Perhaps. When we turned up, maybe he thought we were protecting Kernel. So he
took the brother instead, gambling that Kernel would chase after him.”

“A trap,” Beranabus says, nodding slowly. “Aye, it could be. Maybe we should forget



about Cadaver and —"

“No!” | hiss. “Art’sthe only thing in thisuniverse I'm interested in. | don’t careif it’'s
atrap — I’m going to keep looking for him. Whether you help me or not. | know how
now. I’ [l use awindow to find him.”

Beranabus smiles icily. “You could have done that as soon as you returned. But you
didn’'t. Instead you searched for me. Because you need me to snatch your brother
back. Y ou can find him, but you can’t fight for him. Y ou want me to risk everything |
have — for you. Do you expect me to do that without asking for anything in return?’

| glower at the magician, but what he says is true. | am asking him to risk his life to
help me.

“1 thought you had to search for this Cadaver demon anyway,” Dervish says. “He's
the one who can lead you to the weapon, right?”

“Perhaps not directly,” Beranabus says. “Nadia’s vision wasn't clear. She said the
demon thief could guide us. But perhaps he's already done that.”

“You think part of the Kah-Gash is here?’ Sharmila asks, dubiously looking around
at the yellowish demon world.

“No. | think Cadaver was only meant to provide us with the means of finding it.” He
fixes his gaze on me. “You're the true guide. Cadaver’s role was to lead us to you.
Now that we know about your talent, we can use it to search for the Kah-Gash. That’s
the deal — help me locate the fragments, then I'll help you get your brother back.”

| stare at Beranabus nervoudly. It sounds like a fair trade, but I'm wary. Afraid of
ending up like Nadia, a tool in the magician’s hands, a slave. Nobody knows how
many pieces the Kah-Gash was broken up into. It could be a handful, or it could be a



thousand.

“Help me rescue Art now,” | barter. “Then I’ [l search for the weapon.”

Beranabus shakes his head. “The Kah-Gash first. You won’'t have any reason to help
me once you have your brother back. You could open a window and slip away from
me any time you wished.”

| think it over carefully, not wanting to tie myself to a deal which might backfire on
me later. I've never had to bargain like this before. It's strange. Confusing.

Frightening. But | force myself to concentrate and think all the options through.

“One piece,” | say quietly. “I'll help you search for it. Then we go after Cadaver and
Art. That’'sfair.”

Beranabus scowls and starts to argue.

“Heisright,” Sharmila heads him off. “That is an equal exchange. An eye for an eye,
SO to speak.”

Beranabus makes a grumbling sound. “It’s not equal. That's like me saying I'll help
you rescue one of your brother’s legs. You want the whole boy — well, | want the
whole Kah-Gash.”

“But | could spend the rest of my life looking for al the pieces!” | cry.

Beranabus rolls his eyes. “Very well,” he says reluctantly. “Find the first piece. Then
we rescue your brother. Then you help me find the rest of it.”

“No!” Sharmila snaps. “You can’'t ask that of him.”



“l can and | did,” Beranabus retorts without taking his eyes off me. “Of course | can’t
hold you to that promise, but I’ll trust you to keep your word if you giveit.”

| hesitate. My gaze slides to Nadia, still sitting with her back to us, crying. To spend
years here like she has, fighting demons, never return home....Do | love Art that
much? Would | sacrifice all that | have to save him?

“It may not take as long as you think,” Beranabus says. “There might only be a few
pieces of the Kah-Gash. Maybe we'll find them within weeks or months. Once | have
the weapon, I'll be able to destroy the demon universe. You can go home. Lead a
normal, happy, human life.”
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| nod slowly, deciding. “OK.” Beranabus breaks into a smile. “But you've got to
agree to help meeveniif | can’t find the Kah-Gash.”

The magician’s smile vanishes. “Why wouldn’t you be able to find it?’

“l don’t know if | can search for objects. Maybe | can only open windows to people
or demons. If | can find it, | will. But if | search and | can’t, | want your word that
you'll still help me.”

Beranabus considers that. “Very well.”

Solemnly, seriously, we shake on the deal. And | try hard not to think about the
legend of Faust.

| move apart from the others. Study the patches of light, all sorts of sizes, shapes and
colors. | try not to dwell on the deal. | have to put Art’s needs before my own, then
hope for the best |ater.

And if you have to spend the rest of your life in servitude to Beranabus? a voice says
within me.

| can’t worry about that now. What will be, will be. Art first — after the Kah-Gash.
I’m not sure how to look for it, since I’ ve no ideawhat exactly it isthat I’m searching

for. | run the name through my thoughts, studying the lights, hoping some will pulse.
But they don't.



| clear my thoughts and try another approach. | think about an object — a tree that |
used to climb when | lived in the city. Dozens of lights pulse. | let the image of the
tree fade, wait for the lights to return to normal, then experiment again, this time
trying to think of an object I’'m not familiar with.

It's not as easy as it sounds. | think of famous buildings, cities, Mount Everest. But
while | haven't been to those places, | have an image of each inside my head, and

when that image pops up, the lights start pulsing.

“Tell me the names of some strange places or things that | won't know about,” | say
to Beranabus and the others.

“Why?" Beranabus asks.

“Just do it. Please. It’simportant.”

“The Tg Mahal,” Sharmila says.

“No. I’ve seen pictures of that.”

“My bedroom,” Dervish says with alaugh.

“No. Something specific, with a unique name.”

There' s a pause, then Beranabus says softly, “Newgrange.”

“Perfect!” | haven't the slightest idea what that means. Focusing on the word, | stare
at the lights and murmur, “Newgrange, Newgrange, Newgrange.” | keep repeating it,

mind blank of images, having only the name to work with.

Several lights pulse, then others, and more drift towards me from points farther away.



| slot the patches together. When a deep blue window forms, | ask Beranabus to step
through with me.

“Why are we going to Newgrange?’ he asks.

“I’m testing my powers.”

As soon as we emerge, | know we're back in the real world. It's a grey, wet day.
Ahead of us stands a strange st

ructure, along white brick wall with a doorway in it, a grass mound for aroof.

“Isthat Newgrange?’ | ask.

“Aye,” Beranabus says, a soft smile on his lips. “It was built by the Old Creatures,
beings of amazing magic. They kept this world safe from the Demonata for thousands
of years. When they moved on, their power passed with them, leaving us open to
attacks. | resented their passing when | was younger, but now | think they had to
leave, that humans have a destiny of their own, which they must follow by
themselves.”

| don’t really understand that, but it doesn’t matter. What | know is that | can use the
lights to search for objects that I’m not familiar with. Armed with that knowledge, |

retreat through the window, to search once again for the mysterious Kah-Gash.

| spend several minutes running the word through mythoughts, but the lights don’t
respond. Not even a shimmer.

“Does the weapon have another name?’ | ask Beranabus.
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“Possibly. Demons speak many languages. But most referto it as the Kah-Gash.

"1 try for maybe fifteen minutes, then give up. “It's nogood. | can't find it. Either it
doesn't exist or I’'m not able tolocate it without more information.

" Beranabus' s face darkens. “If you're trying to play me forafool...”
“I"'m not. Thelightsaren’t pulsing. I’ ve tried my hardest,but nothing’ s happening.”
“Maybe you need to give it more time,” Beranabus suggests.

“That’s not how it worked with the other windows. If Icould find your weapon, the
lights would have started pulsing by now. | can't do it.”

Beranabus mutters something to himself and tugsirritably at his beard.

Sharmilais looking at me, head cocked, frowning. She starts to say something, then
changes her mind and instead says, “We must search for Cadaver again.”

“To rescue the child?’ Beranabus sneers.

“Yes. But also to question the demon. Perhaps he knows another word for the Kah-
Gash, which will enable Kernel to locate it.”

“Or maybe Nadia was wrong,” Beranabus says, glaring at his assistant’s back.
“Maybe thisisawild goose chase.”



Sharmila shrugs. “Perhaps. But if we are to continue, it seems logica to make
Cadaver our target.”

Beranabus thinks it over, then pins his gaze on me. “Look at me directly and tell me
you can't find the Kah-Gash.”

| don’'t like him calling me aliar, but | let our eyes meet and say, “| searched for it
honestly. | couldn’t find it.” | hold his gaze, trying not to blink.

Beranabus scowls. “Very well. We'll pick up Cadaver’s trail and hope he hasn't laid
any more traps for us. Go ahead then, boy. Find him.”

“First you have to promise to help me rescue Art.”

“Don’'t worry,” Beranabus huffs. “We'll do al we can to save your little brother. If
he' s still aive.” He spits spitefully. “Which | very much doubt.”

HELL-CHILD

| DON'T search for Cadaver directly, figuring that wherever Art is, the demon must
be too. (Unless he killed Art and dumped his body as he darted between worlds, says
an inner voice that | ignore.) So | search for my brother instead. To my surprise it
takes me afew seconds to bring up an image of him. Hisface is hazy in my mind and
| have to concentrate hard to make it clear. For some odd reason, | think of the orange
marbles which he was playing with before he was stolen. He dropped them on his
way to the window and | picked them up. Put them in my pocket. | reach in and touch
them now, and when | do that, | click on an image of Art in Sally’s house, that night
in the bedroom when he was holding them up in front of his eyes.

As soon as | recall that, a number of lights around me pulse. Many are orange,
reminding me of the orange patch | saw over Art’s head that time. Maybe individual



colors are associated with certain people. | must take more notice of the colors the
next time I’ m looking for someone, to check.

| haven't reached out to the lights yet. | find myself reluctant to start. Afraid, amost.
Because now, finaly, | have to face the facts. If Art’s dead, I’ll know as soon as |
step through the window. I’ ve been living in hope, trying to convince myself that he's
alive and well. But once | put these pulsing lights together, hope will vanish, leaving
me with the truth. Which isfine if Cadaver hasn’t killed him. But if he has...

| steel myself against the possible awfulness of the discovery. | can't falter now,
when I'm so close. If 1'd known about my gift earlier, | could have gone after him
from that first demon world. But this has been a learning process. I’ve found out
things about myself and this strange universe, bit by bit. Time to put my learning to
good use — and pray it’s not too late.

| let out a deep breath. Scratch an itchy spot on my head. Start to slot the lights into
place.

The window is orange when it forms, which is no great surprise. | step back from it,
nervous, thinking about how angry Beranabus will beif Artisn’'t with Cadaver.

The magician steps up to the window and sniffs at it. Looks back at us. There's a
glint to his eyes which, looking around, | see reflected in Shark’s. The eager glint of
men who enjoy fighting. Sharmila looks scared. Dervish seems more confused than
anything else. He's put his leather jacket on and is stroking one of his spiky clumps
of hair for comfort.

“Nadia,” Beranabus calls. She's still sitting with her back to us, though her shoulders
are no longer heaving. At the call, she stands and turns. Her pale, pockmarked face is
composed, like amask. Her eyes are red from crying but there are no fresh tears. She
walks towards us at an even pace, stops close to Beranabus, looks at him without



interest.

“l want you to concentrate,” Beranabus says. “See if you can gain an insight that
might let us know what’ s on the other side.”

Nadia smiles coldly. “I'm not feeling very insightful,” she says, then steps through
the window before Beranabus can respond.

Beranabus curses, but the dlightest ook of guilt flits across his face. He shrugs it off
and nods sharply at Sharmila. “Y ou next. I'll come after you. Then the boy, Dervish
and Shark. Is everybody ready?’

“Ready for what?’ Dervish asks.
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Beranabus chuckles. “Hell, most likely.”

Webs everywhere. Strand after strand, some the thickness of several trees placed
together, others as fine as alength of thread. A gloomy, silvery, moonless sky, dotted
with giant meteorlike demons. Nothing but blackness when | look down through the
many layers of web. | wriggle my bare toes over the moist, sticky fabric of the strand.
It's like standing on cotton candy.

There's a demon close to us, a nightmarish beast. He has the body of a child but the
head of an adult. Pale green skin. No hair, but a wiglike cluster of lice scuttle around
his scalp, feeding on his flesh, digging holes through to his brain. No eyes — instead,
aball of fire burnsin either socket. A large mouth full of sharp teeth, no tongue. Two
smaller mouths set in his palms, one in either hand.

The demon hisses when he sees us, turns and races away at a great speed,
crisscrossing the network of webs, leaping from one level to another. Nobody gives
chase, not even Shark. We've just spotted the castle that the demon is running
towards.

A castle of webs, set amidst a cluster of extra thick strands. It looks like a medieval
castle, except ten times bigger. Taller than any skyscraper |’ ve ever seen, wider than
a couple of street blocks in the city where | used to live. Towers and turrets galore.
Severa huge drawbridges. Everything spun out of webs. Glistening and forboding,
even from this distance.

There's a moat around the castle. The hell-child leaps across it with ease, but instead
of waiting for the drawbridge to be lowered, he scales the outside wall of the castle



like a spider. Disappears through a narrow window.

“Thisisbad,” Beranabus says.

“You know this place?’ Sharmila asks.

“It’ sthe home of ademon master called Lord Loss.”

“1 like his style,” Shark grunts, then looks around. “ So,

where' s the demon we' re meant to be chasing?’

“Where else?’ Beranabus points to the castle.

“How do you know?’ Dervish asks.

“No demon can set foot here without Lord Loss's permission,” Beranabus says.
“Only his familiars and those he chooses to shelter are welcome. Cadaver isn't one of
his slaves, so I’'m guessing he asked for sanctuary and it was granted — otherwise he
would have fled from here already.”

“Company’s coming,” Nadia says, smirking at us crookedly.

| spot scores of demons wriggling through the windows of the castle and over the
tops of turrets. A couple of the drawbridges are lowered and more of the monsters

advance over them.

Dervish glances back at the orange window, still open behind us. He looks at
Beranabus questioningly.

“No,” the magician says after a moment’s hesitation. “We can’'t defeat Lord Loss on



his own territory. But maybe we can bargain with him.”

“Bargain with ademon?’ Sharmilafrowns.

“He's not like other demons. He prefers suffering to execution — he feeds on the
misery of the living rather than the bodies of the dead. He won't kill us swiftly. If we
can find some way to amuse him... give him something that Cadaver can’'t ... maybe
he'll turn the thief over to us. And let us go.”

“Youreally believe that?’ Sharmila asks.

“No,” Beranabus chuckles dryly. “But it’s the only hope we have.”

Then the demons are upon us.

FLY ON THE WALL

FIGHTING desperately. Swamped by demons of every mutation imaginable. Some
are small, like the one we saw when we arrived. Others tower above us. Many are
strange hybrids — mixtures of animals, lizards, birds, even fish. Others look like
nothing I’ ve ever seen, lumps and blobs, teeth and claws, shadows and blood.

We fight in a tight circle, back to back. Sharmila sets the demons on fire when they
come within reach. Shark rips heads and limbs loose, using the severed arms and legs
as clubs to beat back other demons — he’s loving this. Dervish uses bolts of magical
energy where he can, his fists and feet when a demon closes in. Nadia has magically
grown her nails and is using them as swords, ten deadly blades. Beranabus uses a mix
of gpells and punches to shatter the bodies of our enemies, fighting camly,
controlled.

| lash out with my fists, punching wildly, trying to be as much of a nuisance as



possible. I'm not terrified. Scared, but in control. Panting hard, but not roaring.
Maybe it’s because | know thisis afight which can’t be avoided. Even if | ran away,
I’d have to come back and face these demons again. Unless | abandon Art. Which
isn’t going to happen.

The demons should have overwhelmed us by now. There are so many, of different
sizes, shapes and powers. We shouldn’'t be able to stand up to them. But they don’t
take advantage of their strength and numbers. They snap and bite at us, inflicting
minor wounds, but don’t pile upon us al at once.

“What’s going on?’ Dervish yells, wiping a demon’s yellow blood from his face and
kicking an otterlike beast away. “Why are we still alive?’

“Like | said,” Beranabus grunts, “Lord Loss wants to play. He must have given
orders not to kill us.”
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“Then why don’t we stop fighting?’ Dervish asks.

“When demons catch the scent of blood, they don't always obey their master’s
orders,” Beranabus chuckles.

“So are we just going to stay here?’ Sharmila shouts, face bright, lit by the flames of
the burning demons around her.

“No,” Beranabus says. “Let’s move towards the castle. But keep up our defenses. |
think they’ll let us through, but they won't make it easy for us. If one of us stumbles
and fals behind...”

He doesn't finish. Doesn’'t need to. It’s clear that anyone who stumbles will be left for
the demons.

Battling our way through the ranks of demons, edging across the strands of web, feet
sticky, coated with a gluelike substance. The stench is unbelievable — not just the
demons, but all the blood and guts. The webs around us are slick with the entrails and
life juices of the demons we've wounded or killed. Lord Loss must be a strange
master to let so many of his servants perish at our hands.

Some of the wounded fall between the layers of webs and disappear into the
darkness, howling and screaming. But their cries never last more than a few seconds.
Aswe draw close to the moat, and pass over a patch where the webby strands are thin
and sparse, | see what happens to those who fall.

There are sharklike demons floating in the darkness beneath the layers of webs,



constantly circling. Whenever a demon fals, the sharks move in for the kill, ripping
the unfortunate monster to shreds, sometimes swallowing it whole.

In this universe, just when you think things can’t get any worse, they usually do!

We come to a halt at the edge of the moat. This close, | see that it's actually just open
space — a circular gap between the layers of web, with nothing to stop us from
falling straight down to where the shark demons are waiting. The bridges have been
drawn closed, leaving us with no simple way of getting across.

As I’'m staring at the webby castle walls with one eye, keeping the other on the
demons, | get the strangest sense of dga vu, like I’ ve seen this place before. But |
couldn’t have. I'm probably just thinking about castles I’ve seen in books and
movies.

A demon with powerful hind legs bounces high into the air and throws itself at
Dervish while he's grappling with another one of the beasts. Acting on instinct, the
punk lowers his head and the spikes of his hair turn to steel. The demon is impaled
and dies screaming. Dervish flicks his head left, then right, dislodging the dead
demon. He bellows at Beranabus, “What now?”

“We have to jump across and scale the wall,” Beranabus shouts.

“l don’'t think | can jump that far,” | roar.

“Then we'll leave you behind for the Demonata,” Beranabus retorts. Before | can
think of a reply, the magician grabs the back of my neck and leaps. A second of
stomach-dropping terror as | gaze down into the abyss and the circling shark demons.

Then we hit the wall and stick. “Come on!” Beranabus yells at the others.

Shark jumps with ease. So does Nadia. Dervish is nervous, and flails with his arms



when jumping, but he makes it. Just as Sharmila leaps, a demon snags her sari. She
rips free, but the attack robs her of her momentum, and instead of sailing across the
moat, she falls towards the sharks.

“No!” Dervish shouts, reaching for her — but he's too late. He misses. She falls. |
open my mouth to scream.

Then Beranabus is beside her. He wraps an arm around her. Angles her upwards.
Soars back to the wall with her, holding on until she gets a grip on the webs. She's
sobbing weakly — she thought she was finished.

“You never told us you could fly,” Shark grunts.

“1t varies from world to world,” Beranabus says. “In some | can. In others| can't.”
“Did you know you could fly here?’ Dervish asks.

Beranabus shrugs. “| had a pretty good idea.”

Which means he wasn’t sure. He risked his life when he threw himself after Sharmila.
Another sign that heisn’t as cold and unfeeling as he pretends.

As we're clinging to the wall, the drawbridge closest to us is lowered. It's amazing
how it operates — the bridge and the mechanism driving it are constructed entirely of
webs. Even in the middle of my fear and madness | pause and muitter, “Cool!”

There's no creaking sound as the drawbridge touches down on the other side of the
moat. Perfect silence. The demons have stopped chattering and howling. All are

focused on the drawbridge now, holding their position, waiting for... what?

We soon find out.



| spy the shadow of something small, coming out of the castle. At first | think it’s the
lice-headed, fire-eyed demon we saw when we arrived, but then the figure comes into
sight and my heart gives an actual, physical leap.

“Art!” | scream as my kidnapped brother totters onto the drawbridge. He looks at me
and giggles. Exactly as | remembered him. Unharmed by the demons. Not the least
bit afraid. Looks as happy and at home as he did in Paskinston.

My initial urgeisto rush to my brother, but Beranabus snaps, “ Stay where you are!”

“Butit’'s—"
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“I know. But wait. Let’s see what comes out after him.”

As he says it, | see two more shadows appearing. The first of the pair steps out. It's
Cadaver, the demon thief, looking as hairy and loathsome as the last time | saw him.
Hislong ears are upright and his wide white eyes are alert. He picks up Art and glares
at us with his half-human, half-canine face. Art cuddles up to the demon and a bolt of
jealousy shoots through me.

Then the other figure appears and jealousy washes away to be replaced by awe and
terror — and recognition.

The creature is maybe seven or eight feet tall. He has eight arms, each of which ends
in stubby, misshapen fingers, with bones sticking out of the flesh. No legs or feet, just
long strips of flesh beneath the waist. He doesn’t touch the floor of the drawbridge,
but hovers in the air. Lumpy skin, a pale red shade, cracked in dozens of places,
blood oozing from the cracks. Bald like me. Dark red eyes, no white at all. A small
mouth with a grey tongue and teeth. No nose, just two holes set above his upper lip.
A gaping hole in the left side of his chest, where his heart should be. Lots of small
snakes inside the hole, wriggling around, hissing and spitting.

Thiswaswhat | wastryingto r
emember earlier, when Beranabus was asking me about the first window | formed, a
year ago, when | went missing. Just before | stepped through, something looked out

at me from the other side. It was a demon. This demon.

He's one of the creepiest monsters I’ ve seen, but that’s not what sets him apart. He



has an air of authority. | can feel the menace, the evil, the energy and power. Easy to
see why these other demons obey him, why they stand like soldiers in the presence of
a general, awaiting his command, eager to please him, afraid of what he'll do if he
loses his temper.

This is a demon of an entirely different class. | can sense it. So can the others. Even
Shark doesn’t look confident any longer. | know now why Beranabus doesn’t want to
fight this monster. Why he said we couldn’t.

It's Lord Loss. It must be. It couldn’t be anybody else.

After severa seconds of silence, which I'm sure Lord Loss allows just so we can
admire his awful beauty, the demon master reaches out with one of his eight hands
and pats Art on the head. Art gurgles and tries to bite into the blood-stained flesh.
Lord Loss jerks his hand away before Art brings his teeth together — even demon
masters are wary of my little biter of a brother!

His head turns right, slowly. Fresh cracks open around his neck and shoulders. Blood
flows from them. He levels his gaze on us, studying us one at a time. Nadia is
murmuring the words of some spell — a protective spell perhaps, though | don’t
think that will be much use if he decides to attack. Lord Loss observes her longer
than the rest of us, frowning softly, then his eyes move on.

As he studies me, | remember how he looked at me before, the way his eyes lingered
on me then, how | stood up to him. He could have crossed that night, I'm sure, and
taken me. But | stared him down. Made a fist and threatened him with magic. He
wasn't sure how powerful | was. He retreated. That gives me hope and the strength to
look at him directly now, without flinching.

“It is pleasing to see you again after all these years, Beranabus,” Lord Loss finally
says, breaking the heavy silence. His voice is the saddest I've ever heard, as if



everyone close to him had recently died in tragic, painful circumstances.

“l don’'t know if | would call it a pleasure, exactly,” Beranabus answers.

“This is the first time you have visited me here, though | have felt you pass a few
times before. Y ou should not have waited so long, old friend.”

“1"d have happily waited afew more centuries.”

The pair smile thinly at each other. | can tell there’s no love lost between them. If we
survive, | must ask Beranabus to tell me about their history. | bet it’s an interesting
story.

Lord Loss lets his gaze settle on me again. He sighs mournfully. “Cornelius Fleck. |
hoped you would not embark on such a foolhardy quest. Y ou should have stayed and
comforted your father and mother. They are distraught without you, even after al this
time. | know you love your brother, but it would —”

“What do you mean?’ | interrupt, curiosity forcing me to speak. “It’s only been afew
days since | left home.”

The demon master makes a miserable sound. “You poor child. Did Beranabus not
explain the vagaries of time in this universe?’

“Yes,” | say uneasily. “But...| mean...a couple of days...it can’t make much of a.. .” |
look to Beranabus. “How long have | been here?’

“l don’t know,” he says shiftily. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Of course it matters,” Lord Loss disagrees. “The boy thinks he can come here,
rescue his brother, return, and all will be well. If only it were that smple.” He sighs



again. “| cannot be accurate, Cornelius, sinceit is hard to judge the passage of timein
your universe, but it has been at least five or six years since Cadaver made off with
young Art.”

“No!” | cry. “That’simpossible!”

“I'm afraid it is not only possible — it is true,” Lord Loss insists. “You were
unfortunate with the worlds you visited, although it may not have been mere
misfortune. Cadaver is roguish. He might have chosen those worlds deliberately.”

My heart’s pounding. Five or six years! All the children my age who | knew in
Paskinston will be adults now. Mom and Dad must think we're both dead. They’ll
have grieved and moved on with their lives. If | return with Art, the two of uslooking

no older than we did on the day we disappeared...

“Don’t think about it,” Dervish hisses. “He’'s probably lying. He wants to destroy
your confidence.”

“1 am not in the habit of lying!” Lord Loss booms, just the slightest hint of anger in
his otherwise morbid tone. “In fact, | have never told alie, have |, Beranabus?’

“Soit'ssaid,” Beranabus mutters.

“Whatever,” Dervish sniffs.
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“Dervish is right.” Sharmila smiles at me. “Do not think about it. There is a price to
pay for coming into this universe. If it isthe loss of five or six years... what of it? The
important thing is that we return with your brother. Y es?’

“1 guess so,” | mumble unhappily. “But —"

“Don’t start with ‘buts,’” Dervish warns me. “You'll be *but’ting all night if you do.”
He squints up at the silvery sky. “If they have nights here.”

Lord Loss watches me, a malicious twinkle in his red eyes. As he's studying me, the
demons on the other side of the moat begin to fidget and mutter. They’'re growing
impatient. Lord Loss throws a cold glance at them. “I think it will be better if we
continue our discussions inside. Less distractions, hmm?”’

Beranabus tenses. “Do | have your word that no harm will befall usin there?’

“l promise that | will not injure you — or allow anyone else to — while we are
discussing whatever it is that brought you here. Once those discussions have
concluded...” He grins like a corpse.

“We could make a sneak attack, grab Cadaver and the child,” Shark whispers.
“Kernel could open awindow for us.”

“Not quickly enough,” Beranabus murmurs. “If we anger Lord Loss, and he sets his
familiars on us, with orders to kill . . .” He looks at the ranks of demons. Shakes his
head. “Very well,” he saysto Lord Loss. “We accept your generous offer, with many
thanks but no sense of obligation.”



Lord Loss nods slowly, then turns and glides back into his castle, Cadaver hurrying
ahead of him with Art, perhaps afraid we'll hurl ourselves at him once the demon
master’s back is turned.

Beranabus crawls towards the drawbridge, cutting across the vertical wall of the
castle. I'm reminded of a scene in a Dracula film | saw once. If only vampires were
all | had to worry about!

Sharmila is next to cross, followed by Dervish, then Nadia, still softly chanting the
words of a spell. Shark motions for me to go ahead, covering my back, in case any of
the demons on the other side of the moat attack. | smile my thanks and take one last
look at the turrets and towers of the castle, trying to recall why they look so familiar.
Then | focus on the drawbridge and drag my way across the wall of webs towards my
meeting with the terrible monster who rules within.

AT HOME WITH LORD LOSS

WE trail from one enormous room to another. The rooms are so cavernous, | feel like
an ant. The ceilings are al high overhead (a few don’t even have ceilings, but open
up to the sky), the walls so far apart that you could fit a couple of good-sized houses
between them. There' s not much in the way of furniture or fittings, but the few pieces
| spot — chairs, a statue, adry fountain — are al made of webs.

It's hot inside, and gets hotter the farther in we move. I’ m soon sweating through my
T-shirt. The others are uncomfortable too, pulling at their clothes, trying to breathe
more freely. Dervish removes his jacket again, starts to tie it around his waist, then
just dumpsiit. His spikes are drooping from the heat.

Lord Loss doesn’'t ook back. Glides silently, smoothly, following after Cadaver and
Art. It's hard to contain myself. | want to dash ahead of the demon master and grab
my brother. But | can’t. Thisis Lord Loss s home. | have to respect his rules. I’m not



surewhat he’d dotom

eif | didn’'t, but I'm certain it wouldn’t be pleasant.

We enter a room filled with chess sets perched on webby pillars. Ordinary sets, like
you'd find in any toy shop. The pieces in different positions on the various boards, as
iIf games were being played on them before we arrived.

Dervish freezes when he sees the chess sets. He takes a few steps away from the rest
of us, staring around the room. Then looks at Lord Loss with an entirely new
expression. “You!” he croaks. “I know you now. Y ou're the one who...”

“Yes,” Lord Loss says, pausing to look back. “I knew you were a Grady as soon as |
smelled you. The stench of your family cannot be disguised. But | didn’t wish to

announce myself, in case you had not heard of me.”

Dervish is trembling. He starts to say something, but Beranabus cuts in. “This is not
the time to have a discussion about your family’s curse.”

“Y ou know about the curse?’ Dervish says sharply.

“Evidently.”

“And you know about...?” Henods at Lord Loss.

“I"d heard the rumors.”

The rest of uslook at each other blankly, no idea what this is about. Only Nadia pays
no attention, still muttering her spell, gaze fixed on Lord Loss.

“We could play a game if you wish,” Lord Loss says eagerly. “A practice match. A



chance for usto test each other, in case we ever haveto play for rea.”

Dervish glances at the chess boards, then shakes his head. “ That will never happen. |
won't have children. | refuse to subject them to the curse, to have them live in fear as
| have.”

“Noble intentions,” Lord Loss murmurs. “But one should not tempt fate by saying
never. Perhaps circumstances will conspire against you. Maybe your brother will
reproduce. . .”

“If Cal haskids, he'll account for them himself,” Dervish says stiffly.
Lord Lossinclines his head dlightly, turns and carries on, farther into the castle, out of

the room of chess sets. We follow, Dervish visibly shaken, looking over his shoulder
at the boards like aman who's
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seen aghost.

We come to a room even larger than the rest. A huge spider-shaped throne in the
center, made of webs. A chandelier overhead, again woven from webs, with naked
flames flickering in place of candles or light bulbs. Objects from my world are strewn
across the floor — pieces of clothing, a tennis ball, walking sticks, the skeleton of
some large animal, toys, more chess sets, scattered bones. A portrait of Lord Loss on
the wall behind the throne, painted in the style of Vincent van Gogh.

Lord Loss glides to the throne, over the legs that jut out of its base, up to the seat
which is set in the body of the spider. He lowers himself onto it, so he can look down
on us like a king upon his subjects. Cadaver sits on one of the legs to the left of the
throne, playing with Art, holding him up on his knees, then letting him drop and
catching him.

The demon master raises a hand to stop us about ten or twelve feet away from the
throne. Smiles imperiously, then waves the hand at the room in general. “What do
you think of my humble abode?’

“Not what I’d choose,” Beranabus says. He nods at some of the objects on the floor.
“The remains of previous guests?’

“Mementos,” Lord Loss says. He gestures at a knife, which rises from the floor and
floats into his mangled hand. It's not like the knivesin our kitchen at home — thisis
more of a small sword. Lord Loss turns it around a few times, smiling at Beranabus.
“You should recognize this. It was yours once.”



Beranabus' s face is stone. “I’m not interested in the past or your mementos.”

Lord Loss shrugs and lets the knife drop. Art grabs for it, but Cadaver flicks it away
before my brother can do any damage with the blade.

“Tell me what you are interested in,” Lord Loss says. “Tell me why you have come
and risked my wrath. Y ou know uninvited visitors are not welcome, that | am entitled
to kill you all if I wish — and probably will.”

He waves at the walls. Looking up, | see the demons from outside sneaking into the
room through windows that | hadn’t noticed before. They cling to the walls, growing
in number by the second, completely surrounding us. Several block the doorway
through which we entered.

“1’ve been in more promising situations,” Shark mutters wryly.

“Do you think we could blast through the walls?’ Dervish asks. “ They’re only webs.”

“Magical webs,” Sharmila corrects him. “Built to protect Lord Loss from al the
demons of thisuniverse. | would not bet on us being able to force away through.”

Beranabus ignores the demons. He's gazing calmly at Lord Loss. Points at Cadaver
and says, “We want him.”

“The baby?’ Lord Loss smiles, misinterpreting the gesture.
“No. The demon.”
Lord Loss frowns. He d expected Beranabus to ask for Art. | had too. | want to yell at

the magician and remind him of his promise. But that would be the wrong thing to do.
We're in a dangerous spot, the odds stacked against us. | have to trust Beranabus for



now. Let him play it the way he wants. Only stepinif | feel | absolutely have to.

“Cadaver isn't one of your familiars,” Beranabus says. “You're not bound to protect
him. | know you’ ve granted him shelter, but | ask you to revoke that privilege and let
us take him. We have no quarrel with you. Give us Cadaver and we'll leave at once,
owing you a debt which we shall do our best to repay.”

“Y ou would put yourself in debt to me?’ Lord Loss says, eyes burning bright.

11 Y%."

“Tempting,” the demon master purrs. “Cadaver must be very important to you. But
why? He is an average, unremarkable demon.” Lord Loss doesn’'t know about our
quest to find the Kah-Gash, so this makes no sense to him.

“Our reasons are private and should be of no concern to you,” Beranabus says. “just
asit’s no concern of ours why you offered him sanctuary in the first place.”

“But that is no secret,” Lord Loss laughs. “1 gave him shelter because he did a service
for me. He brought me the child.” Lord Loss glances down at Art, then looks at me
mockingly. | know in that instant that Lord Loss gave the order for my brother to be
kidnapped. It was no accident that Cadaver took Art — the demon had been
searching for him!

Beranabus sees this too. He starts to ask about it, then changes his mind. Perhaps he's
afraid that Lord Loss will realize he's searching for the Kah-Gash. | don’t think the
demon master would be so playful if he knew we were after a weapon which could
destroy him and every other demon.

“So Cadaver did a service for you, and you rewarded him or promised to,” Beranabus
says. “Does that make him one of your familiars?’



“No,” Lord Loss says, and Cadaver looks at him quickly, worried. “But it would be
wrong of me to dismiss him. | cannot let you kill him, not until 1 pay him for his
service and he takes his leave. And that could be quite some time — he is under no
obligation to depart before he wishes.”

“What if we promised not to kill him?’ Beranabus presses. “If we only made
inquiries of him? I’m not saying we won't harm him, but I’'ll give my word that he
won't die.”

The hairs on Cadaver’s arms lengthen menacingly and he whines softly. (Again | find
myself wondering how he makes any noise, since he doesn’t have a mouth.) He holds
Art more tightly to his chest, issuing a warning.

“Do not be foolish, my swift-footed friend,” Lord Loss says without warmth. “If you
harm the child, your torment will be eternal.” Cadaver scowls but relaxes his grip.
Lord Loss faces Beranabus again, but only after staring at Nadia for a moment. Her
lips haven't stopped moving. Maybe he thinks her spell is something we've worked
on, that she's part of atrap.

“As tempting as it is, the favor is not enough,” Lord Loss says. “I would need a
stronger reason to turn Cadaver over to you.”
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“Such as?’ Beranabus asks tightly.

Lord Loss frowns thoughtfully, but it’s a deceptive frown — he knows exactly what
he's going to ask for. “There is no point in your promising not to kill Cadaver, since
it is a promise you cannot guarantee. If | gave him to you, it would have to be
unconditionally.”

“That suits me fine,” Beranabus growls.
Cadaver gets to his feet, trembling with rage and fear. Lord Loss ignores him.

“A life for alife,” the demon master whispers. “I will give you Cadaver if you give
me one of your followers.”

“Which one?’ Beranabus asks without blinking. Shark, Sharmila, Dervish and | gape
at him, unable to believe that he' d sacrifice one of us so casually.

“The choice would be mine,” Lord Loss murmurs. “All | guarantee is that it won't be
you. Otherwise, no deal, and I'll unleash my familiars immediately, with orders to
slaughter you all.”

Beranabus looks around at us. His gaze is steady, but there’'s a dight tremble in his
left hand, the only sign that he's not as calm as he seems. Shark returns the stare
honestly — he's ready to die if the choice goes against him. But Sharmila, Dervish
and | look away. Not that it matters whether we agree or not — the choice is
Beranabus's, not ours.



Nadia has stopped chanting. She's sneering at Beranabus. “Go on,” she says
witheringly. “Don’t pretend there' s any doubt. Sell us out. It'swhat you' re good at.”

An angry red rash rises up Beranabus's neck, but he doesn’t respond. Instead he casts
an eye over the demon-encrusted walls. “Agreed!” he says abruptly.

Lord Loss laughs and extends a hand towards us. “Eeny . . . meeny... miny...”

“Such games belittle you!” Beranabus barks. “Choose!”

“Very well.” Lord Loss s hand points at me. Vomit creeps up my throat. | see the end
coming, perishing in this horrible universe, far from home. | prepare myself to run,
even though | know it’s hopeless.

But then the hand moves on and settles on its real target — Nadia!

“Hah!” she shouts at Beranabus, all of her contempt for him contained in that one
small sound.

Then she shoots across the room. Lord Loss grabs her out of

the air. Wraps al eight arms around her. | see her eyes snap tight, her lips close, her
face scrunch up with fear. There’'s a blinding flash of light. | cover my eyes with an
arm until the glow fades. When | look again, Lord Loss is covered in blood, bits of
flesh, and shards of bone and hair — all that’ s left of poor, pockmarked Nadia Moore.

THE CHALLENGE
ICAN'T believe it happened. | know it must have — the evidence is splattered all

over Lord Loss and his arachnid throne — but still | can’t believe it. Nadia can’t be
dead, not so suddenly, so bloodily. Surely even this warped universe of horrors can’t



be that crudl.

While my brain’s whirring, Cadaver shrieks and tosses Art at Lord Loss, then makes
a break for freedom, racing to a wall which has dightly less demons on it than the
others, scuttling towards a window.

Lord Loss catches Art smoothly and cradles him to his chest, keeping him clear of the
hole where the snakes are dlithering over and under each other. Art laughs,
undisturbed. Lord Loss whistles to the demons on the wall. They surge around the
window, blocking it, driving Cadaver back.

The demon momentarily thinks about fighting, then releases his grip and drops to the
floor. In a crouch, he lets the hairs on his arms grow to their fullest length, glares at
Lord Loss and waits for the demon master to make the next move.

Lord Loss chuckles a Art or Cadaver, I'm not sure which. Then he says something
twisted — it must be a demon language. Cadaver falls to the floor, writhing and
hissing. He rolls around, scratching at his throat and face. The demons on the walls
laugh and screech at him.

Then, over the sounds of the demons, comes a strangely mixed cry of fear and
delight. Cadaver stops struggling and sits up. The cry comes again, and this time |
realize it comes from Cadaver. He' s been atered. He has a mouth.

“I have honored my end of the bargain,” Lord Loss says. Cadaver screams
unintelligibly in response. “Such language,” Lord Loss tuts. “I am glad most of my
guests are not able to understand you, or their ears would sizzle. | apologize,
Beranabus. Such curses should not be uttered even in this universe.”

“I've heard worse,” Beranabus says. “Usually from demons I'm about to kill.”
Cadaver goes silent and shifts his attention to Beranabus, eyeing him suspiciously.



Beranabus smiles icily. “Don’t worry. If you answer my questions honestly — and
that should be much easier now you have a mouth — | won't kill you. My advice is
to come quietly. Fight if you wish, but without Lord Loss to protect you, we both
know you can’t win.”

Cadaver bristles and looks at Lord Loss. He says something low and pleading. Lord
L oss shakes his head. “No. | vowed to give you a mouth and voice, and promised to
protect you until that time. | have acted in good faith. | owe you nothing more.”

Cadaver sneers, then spits on the floor, putting his new mouth to good use. Facing
Beranabus, he retracts his hairs and marches towards him with pride, offering himself
to the magician, hateful but resigned. When Cadaver is by his side, Beranabus raises
an eyebrow at Lord Loss.

“Go,” the demon master says, waving at the demons around the door, who part at his
command. He's smiling. His eyes flicker down at Art, then up at me. He knows this

isn’t over, that there’'s more miserable pleasure to be had.

Beranabus starts towards the door.
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“Wait,” | stop him. “What about Art?’

Shark, Sharmila and Dervish haven't moved. They’re looking at Beranabus like | am,
guestioningly, aware of the promise he made.

“There’ s nothing we can do,” Beranabus says without ooking back.

“But you said —" | start to protest.

“That was before | knew Lord Loss ordered the theft,” Beranabus snaps. “I thought if
the child was alive we'd only have to pry him from Cadaver. But he's the demon

master’ s plaything now. He' s lost. Accept it.”

“Toothy little Art,” Lord Loss purrs, tossing him up into the air, grey teeth exposed,
red eyes narrow dlits. “Do you want to see what happens when | bite, Art?’

“Leave him alone!” | scream. | take a step toward Lord Loss. Stop. Glance back at
Beranabus, wanting him to back me up. But he doesn’t even turn his head.

As | waver, torn between wanting to save Art and knowing it means death to face
Lord Loss by myself, Dervish steps up beside me. “I’'m with you,” he says quietly,

causing my eyesto fill with grateful tears.

“It's madness,” Shark says, taking up position on my other side, “but how could |
leave a couple of kids behind?’

| smile at the ex-soldier, then look hopefully at Sharmila. She bites her lower lip and



stares at Beranabus. He has turned and is studying us expressionlessly. Sharmila
hesitates, starts to smile, then shakes her head. “I am sorry,” she whispers. “It is
hopeless. The first thing we learn as Disciples is not to throw our lives away. We
have to choose our battles carefully and only fight those which we can win.”
“Coward,” Shark growls.

“No,” Dervish says. “It’ sthe sensible choice.”

Lord Loss is beaming at us, loving this. “Such brave boys,” he murmurs, tickling
Art’s chin, careful not to be bitten.

“l can't let you do this,” Beranabus says. “| need you — especially Kernel.”

“Y ou were gquick enough to offer our lives aminute ago,” Shark reminds him.

“But now | have what we came for — Cadaver. | won't leave you to be needlessly
slaughtered. | can force you to come with me.”

“I only came for Art,” | tell him. “There’ s no point trying to take me. Even if you
could, it wouldn’'t do you any good. I'd never open a window again, unless it was a
window back to this place. Try me — seeif I’'m bluffing.”

Beranabus sighs, then squints at Lord Loss. “ Can we do adeal for the child?’
“Perhaps,” Lord Loss replies smoothly. “But I'm not sure | want to. Thisis far more
interesting. I'm dying to see if you will really abandon them, or if you and Miss

Mukherji will also stay and fight.”

“There' s no chance of that happening,” Beranabus says.



“You are certan?’

“‘Aye.”

“Then the two of you cannot be part of any deal,” Lord Loss says, turning his
attention on me. He strokes Art’'s head softly, cooing. Grins, eyes alive with evil.
“How much do you love your brother, Cornelius?’

“Not enough to let you murder me for him,” | reply, thinking about Nadia.

“You wouldn’t give your lifeto save his?’ Lord Loss asks, surprised.

“I"drisk it, but | won't throw it away.”

“Interesting.” Lord Loss purses hislips. After afew moments he cals, “Ven!”

A dog-shaped demon dlithers down one of the walls. It looks like a black Labrador
with a crocodile s head, and awoman’s delicate hands instead of paws. She trots over
to her master and waits by the foot of the spider-shaped throne.

“The Board,” Lord Loss says, and the demon races out of the room.

Silence, waiting for the demon called Vein to return with whatever Lord Loss sent
her for. | watch Art play in the demon master’s arms, wishing | could be as ignorant

of danger as my brother. While I’'m thinking about that, my mind replays all that's
been said. Frowning, | ask, “Why did you steal Art?’
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“l didn’'t,” Lord Loss says. “Cadaver took him.”

“But you told him to. Y ou hired him. Why? Was it to get at me? Did you know about
my gift?’

“What gift?’ Lord Loss asks.

“Careful,” Beranabus warns. “Don’t tell him anything about yourself.”

“So it wasn't because you wanted me?’ | press.

“No,” Lord Loss says. “| remembered you from our previous encounter, but —”
“You' ve met before?’ Beranabus barks, startled.

“Cornelius and | are old acquaintances,” Lord Loss says. He smiles at me. “| guessed

you would come after your brother, but | expected you to perish along the way. You
held no interest for me then — although you certainly do

now.”

“It wasn't atrap?”’

“Why go to all that effort to trap a boy | barely know?” Lord Loss laughs. “This gift
of yours must be something very specia if you think —”

“Kernel!” Beranabus barks.



| wave him quiet, letting him know I’m not stupid, that I’'m being careful. “Why?" |
ask again. “Why steal Art?’

Lord Loss smiles smugly. “That answer istied in with the game | plan to let you play
— assuming you' re agreeable. Ah, here'sVein. We can begin.”

| look around and see the crocodile-dog making for her master with a chess board
grasped in her mouth. It's a few inches thick, made of glass or crystal. Beranabus's
eyes widen when he sees the board. He starts towards Vein, as though to take the
board from her, then stops and squints at Lord Loss. “Isthat...?’

“Yes. The Board. The original.”

“1 thought it was lost forever, deep beneath the earth.”

“No. | rescued it.”

“l can't play chess,” | tell Lord Loss. “I know some of the rules, but not all of them.”
“That's all right,” Lord Loss says, floating down from his throne, taking the Board
from Vein, wiping the surface clear of spit and slime. He looks at the black and white
squares, smiling softly. “This is not a regular board. It is the very first chess board,
given to humans by ancient beings who came to Earth from the stars. It was designed
for greater things than chess, and since unlocking its secrets, | no longer play upon it.
The Board is better suited to other games. To battle.”

“| don't understand.” | frown.

Lord Loss sets the Board on the floor. “Size, like time, can be different here. In this
universe, an object can be both immense and microscopic. The Board is tiny in form,
but enormous within. It contains a variety of universesin which | can place the souls



of you and your loyal friends. There is no physical exit. Only the truth can guide you

out.

Lord Loss holds up three arms. “Y ou came in search of a demon thief. Since there are
three of you, | will give you three chances to find that thief inside the Board, to
appre-hend and name him. If you do, your brother will be returned to you and you
can take him home, if that is your wish. Otherwise you will remain trapped in the
Board for the remainder of your life — and that will be a long, slow, horrible life,
Cornelius. One of unimaginable darkness and misery.”

“No,” Beranabus hisses. “You can’'t ask that of him. He' sjust a boy.”

“Quiet!” Lord Loss bellows. “Y ou had your chance to be a participant. Now be silent,
like any other bystander.”

| stare at the demon master, confused. “I don’t get it. | know who the thief is. |
aready found him. Cadaver.”

Lord Loss shrugs. “If you and your companions agree to this, | will separate your
souls from your bodies — a painless process — and secure them within the Board.
Y ou must search for the demon thief there, just as you searched for him here. I'll give
you three chances to find and name him. There is no time limit, but if you name the
wrong thief on three occasions, your souls will remain captive in the Board. You'll
live out the rest of your lives there, and those lives will last hundreds, maybe
thousands of years as you experience time.”

He stops and waits for my answer.

I’'m still not entirely sure about the rules. Why would | name another demon as the
thief, when | know it's Cadaver? Unless there will be others disguised as Cadaver,



and | have to separate the real thief from the fakes.
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“What do you think?’ | ask Dervish and Shark.

“Will we haveto fight?’ Shark asks Lord Loss.

“Ohvyes,” Lord Loss says with relish.

“Can we die?’ Dervish frowns. “I mean, if we don’t have actual bodies...”

“Although I'll separate your souls from your bodies, you will retain your current
forms when you enter the Board,” Lord Loss explains. “If you are killed during the
game, your makeshift bodies will dissolve and | will gain control of your souls.”
Shark shrugs. “1 don’t quite get al that, but I'm still with you.”

“Metoo,” Dervish says.

| smile at them, then face Lord Loss. “OK. We'll doit. But | want your word that —"
| get no further. Lord Loss barks a quick spell. Webs drop from the ceiling and
ensnare us. We start to struggle, but then the webs go up in flames. | feel a stinging
sensation. My body seems to melt away. | try to scream. A red veil passes over my
eyes. Then the castle, demons and world around me blink out of existence.

AMAZEING

DARKNESS. Silence. I'm crouched over, hands covering my head, trying to protect
my face from the sizzling webs. Then | realize I'm not on fire. There's no pain. |



relax my hands and sit up, brushing cobweb ash from my cheeks.

| can't see. Total blackness. | reach out with my hands but don’t touch anything.
“Hello?’ | call, then wait for Shark or Dervish to respond.

No answer.

| get to my feet, stretch my hands out and start walking. | count steps inside my head.
Ten. Fifteen. Twenty. Fifty. A hundred. On my hundred and thirtieth step, my left
hand brushes something soft and sticky. | pause and explore with my fingers. It's a
wall of webs. When | try ripping through the webs, they resist.

“Dervish!” | shout. “Shark!”

No answers. No echoes. Only silence.

Walking, keeping one hand on the webby wall. | come to another wall after several
minutes, blocking the way ahead. | turn right and follow the new wall. Only get
twelve paces before striking another wall. So I’'m either in a very long, narrow room,
or some sort of alley. Hand on the wall, | start back in the direction | came, trying
hard not to panic.

After sixty-two paces there's a left turn. A long walk after that, the wall curving
dightly. Then | come to the mouth of another room or aley. | head down it, left hand
staying in touch with the wall. After twenty-two paces, | come to another turning. |
start to follow it around to the left, then pause. I’ ve had an idea.

Lowering my hand, | shuffle twelve paces across to the right and find the wall
opposite. | continue straight ahead, right hand feeling the way. After thirty-six paces |
cometo a halt. Turn left. Walk ahead. Ten paces... twelve... twenty.



| stop, smiling ever so dlightly. | know where | am now. In a maze.

A few seconds later, the smile fades — there’s no telling how large this maze is, or
where the exit might be. Or even if there is an exit. | guess there’s only one way to
find out. Keeping a hand on the wall, | start ahead again, further into the pitch-black
demonic maze.

I’m mapping the maze inside my head. | must have been here for hours. Trying to
remember all the twists and turns I’ ve taken, the paces between them. Focusing on
numbers helps me not worry so much about the darkness, the silence, being all alone
with no idea of where...

The darkness.

| come to a stunned stop, only now realizing why | find the darkness so unsettling.
It's total darkness — there aren’t any patches of light! For the first time in my life
I’m experiencing darkness as other people understand it. The lights I’ve grown up
with — which | used to create windows between worlds in this universe — have
disappeared.

A terrifying thought strikes like a missile — maybe I’'m blind! Perhaps that’s why the
darkness is absolute. Maybe Lord Loss burnt my eyes out of their sockets and it's
actually bright as day in here.

My heart thumps fast. My legs go weak. A life of blackness, lost in a maze, no
friends to turn to for help.... Maybe that’s what Lord Loss meant when he said | had
to find and name the demon thief. Perhaps that’s why he was smirking. He knew that,
blind, | wouldn’t have any way of identifying Cadaver. He's tricked me! Robbed me
of my sight! Stranded me in this maze of eternal darkness!

| moan aoud, losing hope, the map of the maze disintegrating inside my head. |



should have listened to Beranabus. What made me think | could strike afair deal with
ademon? | feel hysteria bubble up within me. Madness digs its claws into my brain,
dragging its way to the surface.

Magic, a voice inside me whispers. Use magic to create light. Then you'll find out if
you're blind or not.

“1 don’t know how to do that,” | whimper.

Thisisagood time to learn, the voice says dryly.



Page 46

Source Creation Date: July 10, 2025, 8:00 am

| nod slowly. The voice is right. No point freaking out when my eyes might be
perfectly fine. | concentrate, drawing upon the magic. I’m not much good at fighting,
but let’s see how | farein other areas.

| imagine a ball of light, small, not too bright, like the bulb in my bedroom at home.
A simple ball of light — that can’t be too much to ask for.

Butitis. | can't generate one. Or else |’ ve created light but can’t seeit.
No, the voice says. You'd know if you had doneit. Thereisno light.

“So | can't tell if I'm blind or not. Though | don't suppose it matters much. If this
darkness holds, | might as well be blind.”

The voice doesn’'t answer immediately. Then, as if speaking to a ssmpleton, it says,
Remember the chess board?

“What about it?”’

It had black squares and white squares. If those squares correspond to the worlds
within the Board...

“. .. then half the maze isdark and half is bright!” | shout.

Exactly. So al you have to do is find your way to a white square. Then you'll see
again.



“Unless|’'m in awhite square already and I’'m blind,” I quibble.

Just walk! the voice snaps.

Stumbling through the maze. I’ ve given up trying to keep track of my route. It’s too
large to map without a pen and paper (and light). | just have to keep walking and
hope that | eventually find my way out by (blind) luck.

| think about the demon master’ s castle and how familiar it seemed. | wonder if | saw
it that first time | crossed through a window into the universe of the Demonata. |
guess there’ s a strong possi

bility that | did, especially given the fact that | saw Lord L oss beforehand.

| still can’t remember anything about that trip. | try again to recall what happened
when | vanished from my bedroom, where | went, if | came to Lord Loss's world.
But it’sablank.

Thinking about that night reminds me of how lonely | was. Without the patches of
light | feel lonely again, like before Art came along. | hated being an only child after
Annabella died. | think I’ve risked so much for my brother not just because | love
him, but because I’'m afraid of being alone. He' s the only true friend I’ ve ever had.

For some reason | find myself thinking about leaving our home in the city. Dad
tucking me down in the backseat of the car, handing Art to me, covering us with a
blanket, telling me to pretend we had to hide. Mom looking worried. “Take care of
your brother, Kernel. Protect him.”

Then my memory cuts to Art playing with the orange marbles in Sally’s house.
Holding them up, the marbles twinkling in front of his eyes. | had the sense that he'd
been possessed by an evil spirit. That must have been a vision of what was to come.



If Art remains with Lord Loss, and the demon master keeps him alive, will he raise
him like one of his familiars? Give him evil powers? Bring him up to be
monstrous...to kill?

The marbles are still in my pocket. | pull one out, to have something to touch that
isn't a webby wall. | roll it between my fingers, careful not to drop it. It helps cam
me down. A pity | can’t see — | could play a game with the marbles if | had some
light.

As | think that, | feel magic seep through my fingers into the marble — and it starts to
glow! A soft orange light. | gasp and clutch my fingers tight around it, scared my
mind is playing tricks, not wanting to be disappointed.

Staring down at the space where | imagine my hand to be. Slowly, hesitantly, | allow
my fingers to loosen — and light flashes through the cracks! With a burst of relief |
thrust my hand up and let more magic burst into the marble. It flares to life, causing
my eyelids to snap shut. | pull back some of the power, then open my lids slowly, not
looking directly at the marble.

| can see! | must have been in a black square of the maze al along, as my inner voice
suggested. Not that sight is much of a bonus here. All | see are webby walls and a
floor. Several feet above me hangs the celling, a mass of black webs, impossible to
see through.

| smile weakly, gazing at the orange marble throwing off the light, feeling more
grateful to it than | ever thought possible. | mean, how many people can say their
lives have been enriched by a marble!

Then, because | can’'t stand here gazing at the marble al day like it's some godly
artifact, 1 bring my hand down, hold it dlightly ahead of me to light my path, and
continue working my way through the seemingly endless maze.



Not long after. Making my way down a narrow path much like any other, when | hear
a sound somewhere ahead and to the left. | pause, listening carefully. Nothing for a
few seconds. But then it comes again, a soft ripping noise, then giggling.

| advance cautiously, dimming the orange light. | think about letting it go out
completely, but then not only wouldn’t the person or creature around the corner not
be able to see me — | wouldn’t be able to see them.

| pause at the corner. Listen closely. More ripping sounds. An occasiona giggle. |
think about calling Dervish or Shark’s name. Dismiss the idea — | never heard
Dervish or Shark giggle like that.

| cup my fingers around the marble, directing the light upwards. Step forward, around
the corner.

It takes my eyes a second to adjust. Then | make out a small shape sitting by the wall
to my right, maybe fifteen feet ahead of me. A baby. Pulling at the webs, tearing
handfuls out of the wall, eating them. “Art!” | shout, letting the light brighten and my
fingers drop.
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The baby whirls, and of courseit isn’'t my brother. | knew as soon as the shout left my
lips that it wasn’t. It's the same genera size as Art, but green, with lice for hair, fire
in its eye sockets and small mouths in the palms of its hands — the demon | saw
when | first came to Lord Loss sworld.

The hell-child spits out a mouthful of webs and hisses at me. | glare at him, hating
him for not being Art, for raising my hopes and then dashing them. Not afraid.
Despite the fact that I'm not much of a fighter, I'm confident that | can take this
demon. He ran once already, which makes me suspect he's not the bravest of his
kind.

“Come here,” | mutter, stepping towards the hell-child, thinking he might know the
way out. The demon shows his teeth and takes his own menacing step forward. But
then he hesitates, glances around, and darts away.

| grin vicioudly. I'm through being meek Kernel Fleck, unable to take care of himself.
I’ stime for payback. With awild whoop of abandonment, | give chase.

| race through the maze, hot on the demon’s heels, reckless with excitement. Taking
corners without slowing, | bounce off the webby walls more than once, stick for a
few seconds, then tear myself free. The hell-child squeals as he runs. That goads me
on, makes me eager to catch up with him. The loneliness and uncertainty have
vanished. The chaseis everything.

| almost catch the demon a couple of times, when he hits walls and sticks to them.
But he pulls free each time and escapes. His back and shoulders are covered in webs.
I’m caked with them too, but | don’t stop to wipe them away.



The demon disappears around a corner to my right. When | turn, | see we're a the
start of an extralong path, and at the end of it... light! Too soon to tell if it's daylight
or the light of a fire. Maybe it's the glow of some demon. But | race towards it
regardless, focusing more on the light than the hell-child now, anxious to leave the
darkness behind.

Almost at the end of the path. | can tell now that the light is coming from overhead
and it seems to be widespread. A dull, yellowish light.

The hell-child darts out of the maze and off to the left, out of sight. I'm at the exit a
few seconds later. | pause before stepping out, in caseit's atrap. | let the light of the
marble fade, then replace it in my pocket. | flex my fingers — nervous now that I've
stopped — and cautiously nudge oui.

A rocky landscape. There are lots of hills and mounds, and steam spurts out of the
ground in many places. The stench of sulphur isthick in the air. In the near distance
runs a river of bubbling lava. | know what it is because I’ve been to museums and
seen videos of volcanic eruptions. | can’t see the source of theriver, but it can’t be far
away, since the lava s red-hot and liquid, flowing swiftly.

| spot the hell-child running towards the river. I'd like to explore, but I’ve got to
maintain my focus and keep up the chase. Perhaps the demon knows where Dervish
and Shark are, or Cadaver. Maybe he's Cadaver in disguise!

The hell-child reaches the river of lava and stops. Turns and faces me. Squealing
louder than ever, head thrown back. | close in on him, ready for him to break left or
right, trying to outguess him.

The demon stops squealing and glares at me. He looks like he plans to attack, but
then, surprising me, he takes a step back — onto the river of lava. Steam rises from
the demon’s feet, and seconds later they burst into flames. But the hell-child only



laughs and blows on them, extinguishing the fire. With a grin at me, he skips across
the forty or fifty feet width of the river, jumping off at the other side, only the top of
his head visible now.

| stop at the lava's edge. The heat isincredible. | feel my skin redden. | use magic to
cool it, but even with the help of magic it's hard to bear. | stare a the lava
uncertainly. If the hell-child was able to skip across, | probably can too. But what if |
can’'t? What if my magic fails me? If | venture out onto the lava, and things take a
turn for the worse, I’m finished. This body will rot away and Lord Loss will imprison
my soul.

Trying to work up the courage to test the lava. | look left and right, in case there's
some other way to cross, like a bridge or tunnel — but there' s nothing. The river
stretches asfar as | can seein either direction.

As|’m looking around, my eyesflick up, to see what the sky i

slike. But instead of a sky, | find myself gazing at the hideous face of Lord Loss! It's
huge, filling my entire field of vision. He's laughing, though | can't hear him. |
freeze, horrified by his immense red eyes, the pores and cracks in his skin, which
look like moon craters and valleys when magnified to this extent. Then he pulls back
and Beranabus replaces him. He's almost as ugly when seen from this perspective.

The magician is shouting at me, pointing with a finger the size of a battering ram. It
takes me a few seconds to realize he's gesturing to a spot behind me — trying to
warn me! | whirl defensively but too late. | catch sight of awinged demon with ared,
lumpy body, hurtling at me through the air. | duck instantly, but the demon has
judged its flight perfectly. It hits me hard in the chest, driving me off my feet,
backwards — into the river of molten lava

MARBLEOUS



SEARING heat. | scream and thrash, splashing lava up into the air. | go under,
immersed in the fiery liquid, feeling it fill my mouth, nose, ears, burning away the
soft flesh of my lips and ear lobes, destroying my eyelids, setting to work on the
jellylike globes of my eyes.

| come up. Spit out lava. Scream again, tongue crackling, throat pinched tight,
sizzling eyes wide with terror. | don’t try using magic to protect myself. Panic has
taken over. I’'m helpless. Caught by theriver. Lost.

| start to sink. My legs kick out automatically, like when I'm swimming, to keep my
head up. Gasping for air. | feel my toes burning away, and the acid of the lava eatsits
way through the wall of my stomach. A few more seconds and it’ll al be over. I'll
just be scraps of flesh and bone smeared across the surface of the river — then
nothing.

| hear a shout to my left, but I’'m not able to look over. I'm going under. No lower
legs left to kick with. Bones are showing through the flesh of my fingers. The skin of
my throat is peeling back like burning paper.

Then hands snake around the remains of my chest and I’'m hauled out of the lava. My
lidless eyes focus blearily. It's awoman, her face contorted by my ruined eyes. She's
yelling, but my ears are full of lava. | can’'t hear what she’s saying.

The woman pulls what’s left of me out of the river and races with me to the edge,
dumping me on hard, cold land. Falls beside me, her feet and shins on fire. She slaps
at the flames, then stops, stares, quenches them with magic.

I’m bubbling away to nothing beside her, covered with lava that’s still eating through
my flesh. When the woman has put out her own flames, she turns her attention to me.
Shouts the words of a spell and waves a



hand over me. The lava explodes off me in splatters, out of my nose, mouth and ears.
| take an unbelievably welcome breath of air, then cry out my agony to the world.

“Kernel!” the woman yells. “Y ou have to help me! The damage istoo great — | can’t
repair it by myself.”

I’m gasping like a dying fish, unable to respond. | never thought there could be so
much pain this side of death. The woman casts another spell. A cool wave washes
through me, numbing me to the worst of the torment. | draw back from the brink of
painfueled insanity. Lay my head down, moaning weakly instead of screaming
madly.

“Use magic,” the woman urges me. “Help yourself. Restore the flesh that’s been
burnt away. It’ll hurt like hell, but you haveto do it.”
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| want to say that | can’'t, I'm too weary and don't know the spells. But my
incinerated vocal chords and lips won't let me form the words. Annoyed, | try to fix
the damage, so | can tell the woman I'm finished. Magic flows to the areas that |'ve
targeted and cells knit together in response to my command. As my lips return,
bloody and stinging but workable, | start to complain. Then | realize — the fact | can
complain proves | have the power to heal myself. So instead of whining, | set to work
on the rest of my wrecked body.

It takes several minutes, and is every hit as painful as the woman predicted, but
eventually I’'m almost whole again, scorched and blackened from the heat, pink new
flesh glistening sorely in the yellow light, scarred around the places where I’ ve had to
create fresh flesh and bones, tender as... well, as somebody who'd been dunked in a
river of laval But I’m alive and mostly in one piece.

Smiling painfully, 1 lift my face to thank the woman who came to my rescue. I'm
expecting Sharmila— | figure she couldn’t stand by and watch me die, so she entered
the Board to save me — but the face my new eyes fix on is much younger and paler
than the Indian lady’s. But just as familiar.

“Nadial” | gasp.

She stares at me with an angry but wary expression. “Y ou should have been prepared
for an attack. Y ou fell too easily. It would have served you right if I’d left you.”

“But you're dead!” | cry.

She laughs. “Then you have a ghost to thank.” She stands and looks into the distance.



“Dervish is on his way. | was leading him to you when | sensed you fall into the
lava.” She startsto walk away.

“Wait! | don’'t understand! | saw you die. How can you be here?’

She hesitates and looks up. Following the direction of her gaze, | see that the sky is
hazy now, cutting off my view of Lord Loss and Beranabus. “Y ou must not tell him,”
Nadia says quietly.

“Tell who what?’ | frown.

“Beranabus. That I'm alive.” She faces me, and now she wears a cool, flat look. “I
had enough of it, Kernel. He treated me like scum, using me any way he wished. |
had no freedom or say over my life. So | decided to trade allegiances and go where
I’ d be appreciated and rewarded.”

“Youmean...?’ | can’t bring myself to say it.

“l joined Lord Loss,” she whispers. “I spoke to him secretly when we arrived at his
castle. Told him of my gift. Promised to serve him if he'd allow me a few simple
pleasures and some time to myself.”

“But he’'sademon!” | shout. “ They kill humans!”

“Yes,” she answers smoothly.

| gape at her, unable to believe it. She shifts uneasily and looks away. “Beranabus
can't see us now. He'll never know I’'m alive. Unless you tell him.”

“But Lord Lossis our enemy. You —"



“1 saved your lifel” she snaps. “I didn’t have to. | could have left you to sink.”

“Why did you save me?’ | ask softly.

“Because | like you.” She laughs, and there are tears in her eyes. “I like all of you —
except Beranabus. | hate him, with good reason. But | don't wish harm to anyone
else. | came here to hide. Lord Loss separated my soul before destroying my body —
or most of it. He kept my brain and heart whole. He can put my flesh and bones back
together around them later, and restore my soul from here. When | felt you and the
others enter the Board, | asked Lord Loss if | could help you. He said | could, but
only once. So thisisit. You're on your own now.”

“Nadia... you mustn’t do this. Lord Loss is evil. If you stay with him, he might ask
you to do evil things.”

“I"'m certain he will.” She shrugs. “But | no longer care. I’ ve been away from humans
so long, | don't feel like | have anything in common with them. This might be the
final decent act | ever perform. But I'm fine with that. If I'm to become like the
Demonata... like my new master . . .” She draws herself up straight, blinking the tears
away, eyesflashing. “So beit.”

“Nadia.. .” | try again, but she stops me.

“1 saved your life, Kernel. In return, I'd like you to keep my secret and tell no one
I’'m alive. | can’'t make you promise, but I'll be disappointed if you betray me.”

“I won't tell,” | mutter.
“Thank you.” She smiles awkwardly, but it quickly fades. “One last warning. If you

escape this Board and our paths cross in the future, we'll be on different sides. Don't
expect me to ever help you again.”



With that, she turns, raises her face to the sky, extends her arms, then turns into a
beautiful, swanlike demon. As | watch, she gracefully rises and glides away, picking
up speed, soaring higher and higher, until she's only a speck against the skyline...
then gone.

Dervish arrives some time later. I'm lying in the same spot, still in agony, using
magic to make little changes and tweaks. As Dervish fusses over me, | tell him about
the attack and my fall, but claim | pulled myself out and patched my body together
unassisted. | don’t mention Nadia

“Can you stand?’ Dervish asks, fanning his face, sweating from the heat of theriver.

“l don’t think so,” | croak.
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“How about levitate?’
| manage a chuckle. “I’m not Beranabus. | can't fly.”

“Then I’'m going to pick you up,” he says. “We need to get away from here. I’'ll be as
gentle as possible. Ready?’

| nod, gritting my teeth so | don’'t cry out too loudly when he touches me. As
carefully as he can, Dervish sneaks one arm under my neck, the other beneath my
knees, and lifts. It's not as bad as | thought, but | can’t stop myself from gasping and
shutting my newly grown eyelids against the pain.

“Sorry,” Dervish says, then hobbles away from the lava, carrying me like a baby.

Resting behind a hill, sheltered from the heat of the river. I'm still working on my
body, using magic to undo the damage and smooth over the cracks. Make sure all my
bones are solid. Grow fingernails and fingerprints. Separate my toes. Try to get my
ears the right shape. Let warm energy circulate through my legs, strengthening them,
knowing I’ [l have to get up soon and walk.

No more faces in the sky. Just a ceiling of yellow light. | asked Dervish about them,
but he didn't see Lord Loss or Beranabus. He' d been wandering like me, but in this
zone of light, not darkness. Then he spotted a white, winged demon. Since it seemed
to be the only living creature, he followed it until it vanished. Having no better plan,
he kept going in the same direction — and found me.

“Where do you think Shark is?’ | ask.



Dervish shrugs. “He could be anywhere. I’ve no idea how large this place is.” | tell
him my idea, that it's laid out like a chess board, thirty-two dark areas, thirty-two
light zones. Dervish hadn’'t thought of that. “I think you're right,” he says. “But
we've no way of working out the size of each square.”

“Did you find any water?’ | ask. “I’m thirsty.”

“Don’'t think about it,” he advises. “You can keep thirst and hunger at bay, like sleep.
Y our body will do amost anything you tell it here.”

He strokes his spikes of hair, stiff and upright again, a few inches longer than before.
He's putting on a brave front, but | can see he's terrified. He's not much older or

more experienced than

me. He's never been in a situation like this. He's acting grown-up, but | bet — like
me — he' d give anything to have somebody to turn to for help.

“We need a plan,” | say, wanting to make things a bit easier for Dervish. “We can’t
just stagger around, waiting to be attacked. We should have a purpose.”

“Getting the hell out of here would be agood start,” Dervish mutters.
“Yes, but Lord Loss said we could only get out if | found and named the demon thief.
First, I think we should find Shark. Then we can try to figure out a way to unearth

Cadaver.”

Dervish nods. “That sounds good. But how will we look for Shark? Just pick a
direction at random?”’

“1 suppose...”



“But what if we're in a square at one end of the Board and he's in a square at the
opposite end?’

“Thenit’'ll bealong walk.”

Dervish laughs.

“What else can we do?’ | ask.

Dervish frowns. “Maybe one of the demons could lead us to him — the hell-child or
the winged monster.” He walks around to the other side of the hill to look for them.

Returns a minute later, shaking his head.

“There will be others,” | say. “Lord Loss won't want to watch us walk around in
circles for too long. That would be boring. | bet he'll send lots of demons to attack

us.

“Great.” Dervish doesn’t sound too optimistic.

“l could use the patches of light to find Shark, except there aren’t any here. The
Board isn't like the outside universes. The rules are different.”

Dervish chuckles. “From one universe of insanity to another.”

“Maybe | could...” | stop and dig the marbles out of my pocket, remembering how |
used one to create light in the maze of darkness.

“What are those?’ Dervish asks.

“Marbles. My brother was playing with them before he was kidnapped.”
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“Oh. | was hoping they were some sort of magical globes.”

“Maybe they are...or can be.” | tell him about the maze, how | tried to create light but
couldn’t, until I got one of the marbles out.

“But we don’t need light here,” Dervish says.

“Thanks for pointing out the obvious,” | snap. “What | meant was, if | could use a
marble as atorch, maybe | could use it as some other instrument. Like a compass or a
tracking device?’

Dervish looks skeptical but says, “Well, go ahead, giveit atry.”

| study the orange marbles and again find myself thinking of that night in Sally’s
house, Art holding them up over his eyes. Shutting the image out, | focus on thoughts
of Shark, asking the marbles to lead me to him. Nothing happens immediately, but
then Dervish gasps and leans in closer. The orange swirls at the heart of the marbles
have turned mistlike, and through the mist we can see Shark, battling demons, his
hands wet with blood.

“Whereis he?’ Dervish cries.

“l don't know.” | try to bring the land around Shark into clearer focus but can't.
Abandoning that tactic, | let the pictures of him fade and ask the marbles to guide us
to him. They quiver in the palm of my hand, then leap into the air like jumping beans.
| cringe away from the marbles. Dervish does too. But when they just hang there, we
recover and grin at each other. | get to my feet, Dervish helping me. Pain flares



afresh, but | use magic to fight it. Then | focus on the marbles, still hanging in the air
above us.

“Shark,” | say quietly, directing my magic towards the marbles. They dart off ahead
of me at a furious speed, twin bolts of orange lightning. “Wait!” | shout. They come
to ahalt, hovering in the air like bees. | glance at Dervish and he claps slowly.

| stumble forward, feet still blistered from the lava, Dervish supporting me. As we
come up to the marbles, | again ask them to lead us to Shark. “But slowly,” | add.
“Don’'t get too far ahead of us.” The marbles bob in the air, as though nodding, then
float smoothly over the volcanic landscape, leading us in search of our
demontormented friend.

KERNEL IN THE SKY WITH DEMONS

WE march slowly but steadily, saying little, following the marbles. | try to keep track
of time and distance, but it's impossible. Sometimes | wish a demon would attack,
just to break the monotony, but we see none of Lord Loss' s familiars. We can't even
sleep — our bodies get weary, but we can’t shut off our brains.

Eventually we come to a point where two enormous black panels meet at a ninety-
degree angle and run up to the roof of yellowish sky. The panels are severa feet wide

and half afoot thick. They stand alone in the rocky surroundings, eerily out of place.

“Have you seen the film 2001: A Space Odyssey?’ Dervish asks after a minute of
silence.

“No. Why?’

“This reminds me of it.” He walks around the black pillars, squinting at them, then
saysin acurioudly flat voice, “ Good morning, Dave.”



“Who's Dave?’

Dervish laughs. “Doesn’'t matter.” He looks at me, eyebrow cocked. “What do you
think they are?’

“A place where four squares of the Board meet.”

“Me too. But why just these weird dlivers of black? | would have expected walls
stretching the entire length of the boundaries.”

“Why don’'t we step through one and see? | mean, we'll have to anyway, since the
marbles were heading that way.” The marbles stopped when we did, and now hang a
few inches short of the black panel on our left.

“Let’stry theright panel first,” Dervish suggests. “Just for the hell of it.”

“OK.” | pick the marbles out of the air and put them in my pocket.

Dervish tests the panel, sticking a hand through to make sure we can pass. “It's OK,”
he says. “We —"

Suddenly, with a startled grunt, he disappears, hauled through the panel by something
on the other side. | scream his name. When there’s no response, | dart into the
darkness after him.

It's not pitch black like the maze, but very dark. | get glimpses of a demon wrapping
itself around Dervish. Ten-tacles covered in long, glistening blades, slicing away at
Dervish, cutting him open, blood flying in every direction.

| jam my right hand into my trouser pocket. Y ank out both marbles. Scream aword of
magic at them, the word coming from somewhere deep inside me. Light flares, sharp



and fierce in its orange brightness. | yell another word of magic as the light bursts
forth, directing all the rays toward the demon.

The demon shrieks with pain from the explosion of light. It has dozens of eyes, a
necessity in this dark kingdom, but a handicap when strong light’s trained on it. With
another agonized cry, it releases Dervish and hurls itself away, sheltering its eyes
with its tentacles.

| grab Dervish and throw him back through the panel, which is white on this side.
Then | reverse out after him, at the last possible second commanding the marbles to
follow, stepping through at the same time as they slip out of the dark zone, so | don't
lose track of them.

Dervish is on the volcanic floor, healing his wounds with magic, angry for being
caught out so easily. “Thanks,” he mutters.
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“Don’t worry about it.” | squat next to him. “Can | help?’
“No. I'll befine once |l patch myself up.”
“A few of your spikes were cut off,” | tell him, tapping his head.

“Maybe I'd be better off bald like you,” he laughs, then makes the hair grow back to
its proper length.

When he's healed himself, he stands, checks for any cuts he might have missed, then
warily faces the other black panel. “There could be a similar monster through there.
Or worse.”

| say nothing. | want to vounteer to go ahead of him, to test the waters, but I'm afraid.
Sheepishly hoping Dervish will take the lead.

Dervish breathes out through his nose, then glances at me. “Ready to save my bacon
agan?’

“If | haveto,” | chuckle, then give the order for the marblesto lead us to Shark. They
float through the panel into blackness. We follow.

Space. Freezing emptiness. Not even air. A
moment of complete dizziness and suffocating panic. Then instinctmakes me surround

myself with aforce field of warmth andair. Dervish has done the same and is floating
beside me,staring around with happy wonder. His mouth moves but Ican’t hear what



he's saying. | point to my ears and shake myhead. He tries again, then makes a tube
of air grow from hisforce field to mine. When it touches, he speaks, and this timel
hear him. “I always wanted to be a spaceman, like FlashGordon. It was my dream.”

“Me too,” | smile. “Except | wanted to be a real astronaut,like Neil Armstrong or
Buzz Aldrin. Walk on the moon.”

“It'sbizarre, isn't it?’

“Y eah. Like when we were on top of the cloud, butstranger.”

Dervish does a low somersault. It looks graceful at first,but he can’t stop, and keeps
tumbling over and over. He yellsfor help but I'm laughing too much at the
freewhedlingpunk. Finally he finds his balance, rights himself and glaresat me.
“Thanks for the help!”

“Doitagain,” | coo. “Whirl for me, Dervish, whirl!”

“I'll whirl my foot up your ass,” he grumbles, then looksfor the marbles. “Let’s go
find Shark.”

“OK. But if you want to try your hand at gymnastics again,|’ll be more than happy to

“Keepit up,” he growls. “Keep it up!”

Laughing, | give the marbles their freedom and we drift forward again, leaving
behind a pair of small white panels, glowing softly in the vacuum of sterile space.

| was wrong about this space being sterile. Though there don’'t seem to be any
planets, the marbles eventually lead us towards a demon of unbelievable size. It's one



of the vast sky demons. From the ground they looked huge, but up here it goes
beyond words like massive and immense. It must be hundreds of miles long, fifty or
sixty high, a comet-size,

sluglike demon, drifting through the void of space in search of... what? Demons to
kill and devour? Foes to fight? A world to settle on?

Dervish and | pause when the marbles zone in on the demon. We look at each other
bleakly. “If that thing spotsus. . .” Dervish whispers.

“We're too small,” | whisper back, even though there’s no need — sound can’t carry
in space, so we should be able to speak as loudly as we like. “1t won’'t bother with a
couple of antslike us.”

“Unless it enjoys sguashing ants.”

We want to pull back, detour around it, or wait for it to pass. But the marbles keep
tugging after the demon, urging us to follow. Since we've got no other option, we
glide after them as they lead us ever closer to the terrifying behemoth.

We come up underneath the monster’s bulging stomach, which looks more like rock
than flesh. The marbles pause next to the stomach wall. | get the sense they want to
penetrate the demon’s crusty shell. But then they take a turn and lead us forward,
towards the creature’ s head.

Half an hour later, we float up from beneath the demon’s gigantic lower jaw. I'm
worried that, this close, the monster can’t help but see us. But there' s no evidence of
any eyes. Either they’re set much higher up itsface, or it’ s blind.

But there’ s definitely a mouth, running like aridged valley from one side of the head
to the other. Lips parted, teeth the size of large houses set in the rocky gums at



irregular intervals. A tongue crawling with scores of smaller, parasitical demons,
feeding on the remains of whatever this monster eats.

And amidst those demons, fighting for his life — Shark.

The warrior is in poor shape. These demons are weak compared with some of the
others we've fought, small in size and power. But there are hundreds of them, and
they keep coming at him, fresh scavengers replacing the dead aimost as soon as
they’ve fallen. They're like tiny piranha bringing down a mighty ox.
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“Shark!” Dervish bellows, but of course he can’t hear. Dervish looks sideways at me,
tilting his head instead of asking the question outright.

“I'mready if you are,” | tell him, though my stomach’ s tight with nerves.

“If the giant closes its mouth, | don’t know if we could get out. Maybe only one of us
should —”

“Don’'t tempt me,” | stop him. “Y ou and Shark risked everything to help me. It's only
fair | do the same in return. So don’t give me the option of cutting out on you now.
I’m afraid | might take it.”

Dervish grins. “Then let’s go for adip in the mouth of Moby Dick!”

Cavernous. No smells or sounds. Just the spectacle of legions of vicious demons
wriggling over and around one another to take turns attacking the lonely but resilient
Shark. They spot us when we enter. Dozens peel away from the main assault and hurl
themselves at us. Small, furry, dark demons, like tumbleweed with claws and fangs.
We swat them aside without slowing. We' ve come too far and seen too much to be
scared by these hangers-on.

Shark glances up as we close in on him. His eyes are distant and | see that he thinks
we' re another couple of demons. He aims afist at me, but | step out of range. Dervish
dips lower, trying to direct atube of air at Shark so they can communicate. But Shark
must think it’s atendril or tongue. He ducks, throws demons at Dervish, edges away
from him, further back into the mouth. | flash on an image of what would happen if
the monster swallows now. Quickly try to purge my mind of it.



| slip behind Shark and send out a tube of my own, all the time battling the demons.
Shark spots the tube, dodges it, then leaps, hands outstretched, intent on throttling me.

Dervish flies forward and collides with Shark. They crash into me and our limbs get
entangled. Now that we' re touching, sharing our force fields, we can hear Shark. He's
screaming madly, vile curses, words that make no sense, desperation and isolation

thick in histhroat.

“Shark!” Dervish roars. “It's us! Dervish and Kernel! We've come to rescue you.
Stop fighting. We can get you out of here.”

Shark screams in response, raises a large tattooed fist to pound Dervish flat, then
pauses, faint lines of realization rippling across his face.

“It'sredly us, Shark,” | tell him. “Thisisn’'t atrick. We came for you.”

“Impossible,” he croaks. “How could you get here? You're illusions. Lord Loss sent
you to torment me with hope.”

“Don’'t be adope,” Dervish snaps. “Could any illusion look this good?’

Shark blinks — then grins. “How?’ he whispers. “How did you find me?’

“We used magic.”

“But it's empty space out there.”

1 &?l

“You mean... al thistime...I could have left? | wasn't trapped? | didn’t have to spend
months...years... what-ever... fighting these horrible fur balls?’



“Nope,” Dervish sayslightly.

Shark’s expression darkens. He grabs one of the demons and rips it to pieces, then
uses its fur to wipe blood from his face. When he tosses the rag away, his features are
composed. He sniffs as if what’s happened is no big deal. “So much for the tour,” he
says casually. “Let'sgo find a bar.”

Laughing, Dervish pats Shark on the back, points him towards the open mouth and
guides him out of the maw of the monster, away from the gnashing teeth of the
furious furry creatures, into the empty depths of darkest, coldest space.

Floating, the monster having drifted on, we tell Shark about our adventures and
theory that we're in a chessboard-shaped universe of thirty-two different zones. He
listens quietly, distracted, looking around twitchily. Sighs when we finish, then says
softly, “Thanks for coming.”

“We need you,” Dervish says.

“For what?’ Shark snorts. “Y ou were doing fine without me. Y ou figured this place
out and dealt with it. All | did was stay where | had something solid underfoot. |
thought that was going to be the rest of my life, that mouth and those demons. Part of
me wanted to surrender and let them...”

He shivers, looking very different from the Shark | first met. The fight has drained
him of much of his confidence and strength. | want to say something to make him
feel better, but Dervish speaks before | can put my words together.

“l think Lord Loss knows you' re the strongest of us. He wanted to break you, wear
you down and kill you off, so you couldn’t help Kernel. That’s why he stuck you in
the bleakest spot he could find, and did all he could to destroy you. But he failed.
You're aive. You survived where any other would have perished. So forget the self-



pity. You had it tough, you dealt with it — now move on, soldier.”

Shark laughs. “Nice speech.”

“But true,” Dervish adds.

“Maybe.” Shark’s laugh turns to a chuckle. “1 guess I’m not cut out to suffer nobly,
am|?
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“No. You've had your few minutes of moping — now put them behind you and let’s

work on getting out of this place and finding that bar you mentioned.”

Shark grunts and faces me, recovering in the blink of an eye. | wish | had skin as
thick as his, that | could go from the depths of despair to normality in the space of a
few heartbeats. “ Are those marbles still working?’ he asks.

“l guess.”

“Think you can use them to find this thief of yours?’

“Possibly.”

“Then set the hounds loose, boy — it’stime to kick demonic ass!”

THIEVES

NOTHING happens when | ask the marbles to lead me to the demon thief. So | ask
them to find Cadaver instead, and they immediately set off, guiding us through the
vastness of space. We'd be lost without the marbles. Impossible to tell up from down
in this void. We couldn’t even find our way back to the panels we came through. |
wonder if Lord Loss knew about the marbles when he sent us here. Perhaps we have

an advantage he didn’t count on.

After what feels like less than a day we come to a pair ofwhite panels. The marbles
hesitate, then split, one goingleft, one right. | stop them before they d



ip through. Glanceat Dervish and Shark for their opinions.

“Lookslike it doesn’'t matter which way we go,” Dervish says.

“But Cadaver can’t be in two zones at once, can he?’ Shark frowns.

“Maybe he's straddling them,” Dervish suggests. “A foot in each world.”

“Or maybe the marbles are trying to split us up,” Shark says suspiciously. “We don’t
know where their power comes from. This might be the work of Lord Loss — he
separates us, throws us together, then splits us again.”

“l doubt it,” Dervish says. “Anyway, if that’s the casg, it's easy to outfox him — we
just don't part. We go through one panel together. Kernel, which do you prefer?’

| shrug. “I’ve no idea”

“Then let’s go left,” Dervish decides. When neither of us objects, he moves to a spot
just behind me, Shark dlides up in front, and in a close line we follow the marbles
through the panel, into a new zone of fresh horrors.

Guts everywhere. Every sort of inner organ imaginable. Stacked in piles, splattered
around in pieces, some draping off trees of bone. A foul stench. The ground beneath
our feet dlippery with blood, mucus and all sorts of slime. | choke from the stench,
vomit spewing out of my mouth. Dervish and Shark are the same. All three of us on
our knees, vomiting, clutching our noses shut, gasping for air.

Demons are dlithering through the mass of guts, ripping them apart, bathing in the
blood and goo, feeding greedily. Most are wormlike, some as short as caterpillars,
others severa feet long. They're blind. They carry on shredding and guzzling,
ignorant of our presence. One slides over the back of my legs, sniffs at me, decides



there are richer pickings elsewhere and moves on.

“Magic!” Dervish gasps, eyes red and watery. “Create a...field... like in... the last
place!”

It's hard to focus. The magic doesn’'t come easily here. The stench is foul, but it isn't
fatal, so my body doesn’t automatically generate a magical force field. After a minute
or two of fumbling, | construct a weak field of air around my face. It's not as strong
asthefield | created in space, and some of the smell seeps through, but it blocks out
the worst and allows me to breathe normally.

Shark finds it more difficult than Dervish or me. His magic isn’t designed for subtle
spells. With Dervish's help, he manages to create half a field around the front of his
face, but it soon flickers out of existence. In the end he curses, rips the left sleeve off
his shirt and wraps it around his mouth and nose. For Shark, that’s as good as it's
going to get.

“Let’s backtrack,” Dervish says, nodding at the black panels behind us. “ Try the other
panel. It can’t be any worse than —”

“Wait,” | stop him. The marbles have darted forward and are hovering above a pile of
pink and brown intestines. The guts heave upwards regularly, then subside, as though
the pile is breathing. There must be a demon underneath, feasting on the guts,
burrowing through them like arat.

| advance slowly, digging my toes into the soft ground so | don’t dlip, only now
realizing that it isn’t really ground, ssmply a floor of guts. Maybe we're inside the
stomach of a huge demon like the sky monster. If so, | hate to think of where we
might have to pass through to get out!

I’'m amost level with the base of the pile when the guts on top are thrust off. A



demon sticks its head out of the mess and happily shakes it hard from side to side. A
green head, a cross between a human’s and a dog’'s, with long draping ears and wide
white eyes.

“Cadaver!” | roar, startling the demon. When his eyes focus on me, he snarls, claws
himself out of the pile of guts and scrabbles away across the floor of intestines.

“After him!” Shark yells, words muffled by his mask. He bounds over the pile of
guts, slips and dlides into a filthy pool of green and brown liquid. Comes up vomiting
again, tearing his mask loose, wheezing for air.

Dervish darts to Shark’s aid while | jog after Cadaver, not too fast, knowing it's
better to go slow and keep my feet than speed up and dlip as Shark did.

With his long legs and hairy feet — the hairs acting as grips — Cadaver soon pulls
away from me, weaving around mounds of guts and leaping over murky, bubbling
pools of blood and waste. | don’t worry about losing track of him — the marbles are
hot on histrail, obeying my orders, dogging the demon.
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Cadaver treads on one of the longer wormlike monsters. It squeals and writhes
beneath him, knocking him over. He screeches with his newly created mouth, hairs
on his arms lengthening. Lashes out at the worm, slicing open a long gash down its
side. Coiled layers of guts ooze out, adding to the ghoulish stew around it. The worm
thrashes wildly, knocks Cadaver down again, pins him beneath its fleshy carcass.
Cadaver dashes at the worm with his hairy arms and chews his way through strands
of guts that have ended up wrapped around his snout. He soon wriggles free — but by
then I’ ve caught up with him.

| grab Cadaver’'s ears and slam him down on top of the dying worm demon. I'm
roaring triumphantly. Cadaver yowls and tries slapping me away. The hairs of one
hand graze the side of my face, slicing my right cheek open. But the blood only
drives me on with more passion. | grab his throat and throttle him, forgetting what
Lord Loss said about naming the thief, intent only on killing this vile beast.

The hairs of Cadaver’s hands snake around my neck and tighten, forming a lasso.
We're strangling each other, face to face, snarling. The first to weaken will be the
first to die.

My fingers begin to relax. | glare at them, willing them to close again, to finish the
job they started. But they don't obey. I'm losing — perhaps I've aready lost.
Cadaver is grinning. The hairs tighten another notch, biting into the flesh of my
throat, cutting off the last of my air supply. | feel my mouth gasping, eyes bulging,
fingers scrabbling at the hairsinstead of Cadaver’ s throat, trying to undo them.

Then a dripping, stinking Shark is beside me. A tattooed fist smashes Cadaver
between the eyes. The demon grunts and the hairs loosen. Shark hits him again. The



hairs slip away. | topple. Dervish catches me and props me up while Shark pummels
Cadaver, beating all the fight out of the demon.

| breathe again, painfully, oxygen trickling through to my lungs. It feels like my
throat has been crushed to splinters. Dervish places my hands on my wounded flesh
and says, “Magic.” | repair the damage. It doesn’'t take long. I'm getting used to
fixing up my body.

When my throat’s working normally, | check on Shark and Cadaver. The exsoldier is
gtill hitting the demon, but with less force, just to keep him in place. Shark catches
my eye and winks. “You can take him off my hands, or leave him to me for a few
hours. | don’t mind either way.”

“I'sOK,” | tell him. “Y ou’ ve done enough. Thanks.”

Shark steps away and | take his place. Cadaver glowers at me, his face bruised and
bloody. | hear Shark complaining about the stench and how he doubts he'll ever be
able to wash himself clean. | tune him out and focus. Recall Lord Loss's words.
Touch Cadaver’ s forehead. Start to call him the demon thief.

Then stop.

Is this really the one who stole Art? Maybe it’s another demon in disguise, and Lord
Loss is trying to trick me. | look for the marbles and find them floating a few feet
above us. “Locate Cadaver,” | mutter, and they immediately strike at the demon
beneath me, causing him to yelp and turn his head aside. | grab the marbles, stick
them in my pocket, then — with one hand still on Cadaver’s forehead — shout, “This
IS the demon thief!”

Nothing happens. | was expecting a flash of lightning, a peal of thunder or an
earthquake, something suitably dramatic. But there’s no difference. | start to shout it



again, in case | wasn't heard the first time. But somebody claps before | get the words
out. | whirl and spot Lord Loss, floating in the air thirty feet above us, smiling sadly,
applauding sarcastically.

“Such courage and imagination, Cornelius,” the demon master murmurs. “The
marbles were an excellent idea. They’re only ordinary marbles, but you made them a
catalyst for your magic, channeled your power through th

em. That spoiled my fun dlightly — brought us to this juncture sooner than |
anticipated — but | cannot bear a grudge. You are a true Disciple and master of
magic.”

He stops clapping and sighs. “But you miscalled the name of the thief. Cadaver is not
the guilty party. One chance gone — you have two more.”

“No!” | scream as Cadaver shuffles backwards, sneering at me. “He stole Art! It's
him, not ademon in disguise! It's Cadaver!”

“Yes,” Lord Loss agrees pleasantly. “It is Cadaver. But he is not the true demon
thief.”

“But...he must be...he...”

Inspiration strikes. Lord Loss said | had to find the true thief. Cadaver was a hired
stooge. A puppet in the hands of his employer. He carried out the actual theft of Art,
but he wasn't the brains behind it. The real thief must be the one who planned it, gave
the order and paid the bounty.

| crouch, directing magic into my legs. Fix on Lord Loss. Adjust my am. Then
launch myself at him, flying through the air, leaping like a frog or cricket, covering
the thirty feet in the flash of an eyelid.



Lord Lossis taken by surprise. He brings his eight hands together to ward me off, but
too late. | have hold of him before he can repel me. Digging my fingers into his
lumpy flesh — doughlike in feel as well as appearance — | scream at him, sure I'm
right thistime. “Y ou’ re the true thief!”

Lord Loss throws me down. | hit a bulging sac of intestines. It explodes, showering
me with blood, an acidy liquid and fragments of guts. | laugh carelessly, wallowing in
the mess as though taking a bath, jeering at Lord Loss, smug at having beaten him at
his own game. Dervish and Shark are staring at me uncertainly. They don’t have my
insight. They’re not sure I’'m right. But | am. As sure as |’ ve ever been of anything.
All that’s left now isfor Lord Loss to...

“Very clever, Cornelius,” he says, cutting short my celebration. “But not clever
enough, my poor young friend. | am not the true thief.

“Two chances gone — oneremains.”

His smileis chilling.

THE TRUE THIEF

“YOU’RE lying!” | scream.

Lord Loss shakes his head slowly. “I do not lie.”

“You have to be the thief! You gave the order for Art to be stolen! If Cadaver isn’t
the thief, it can only be you!”

“Butitisn’t,” he sayscamly. “Doubt my word if you wish, but Beranabus knowsiit is
sacred. He is watching this now. If | lied to you, he would have cause to seek
revenge. And while | do not fear Beranabus, | would rather not promote him,



especially when thereis no need.
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“Search again, Cornelius Fleck. Look for the real demon thief. You will find him if
your heart is true and your eyes are clear. Then you will understand. And be set free.”
He raises a hand warningly. “But you have only once chance left. If you make a third
wrong call, your souls are mine, as we agreed.”

| feel angry tears in my eyes. Blink them away. I’'m still not sure if he's telling the
truth, but I have no choice other than to believe him. | have to focus. Think. If it’s not
Cadaver or Lord Loss, then who? Trying to make sense of it. Crazy thoughts
flickering through my head —

Maybe Beranabus struck a bargain with Lord Loss to steal Art. He might have sensed
my power and wanted to draw me into this universe.

Mrs. Egin? The witch opened the passageway for Cadaver. Perhaps she was the true
thief. But she’'s dead. Unless, like Nadia, her soul has been preserved here.

Mom and Dad? Maybe they got into trouble or craved power, sold Art to Lord Loss,
arranged for him to be kidnapped when they were away.

Madness. But the way my mind is whirring, | can almost believe it. | could believe
the worst of just about anyone right now. Dervish, Shark, Sharmila — they’'re all
suspects. Maybe the thief doesn’'t have to be a demon. It might be one of my closest
alies.

Dervish steps up beside me and speaks in my right ear. “Don’'t like to rush you,
Kernel, but we have company.”



| look around and spy the demons from Lord Loss's castle. He's brought them into
the Board with him. They’re creeping up on us, sliding over and around the chains
and hills of guts. | spot the aligator-headed demon — Vein — off to my left, flanked
by the fire-eyed hell-child. Advancing steadily along with the others.

My gaze passes on, then stops and returns to the hellish baby. | keep seeing him since
| came to Lord Loss's kingdom. First when we arrived, then in the castle, the maze
and volcanic zone, now here. Why does this demon cross my path more than any
other? He' s afearsome little beast, with hisfiery eyes, lice-ridden head and mouthsin
the palms of his hands. But no more frightening or vicious than a hundred of his kin.
What draws me to him time and time again?

“We need to move,” Shark says, nudging me hard in the ribs. “We can get out if we
act fast, but in another minute they’ll have blocked the path to the panels, and we'll

have to fight.”

“It's one of them,” | mutter, glancing at the hordes of demons, then at the hell-child
again. “Thethief’shere. I'm certain.”

But you were certain it was Lord Loss, the voice inside my head says, the first time
for agesthat it’s spoken.

“It has to be one of them!” | cry.

Unless it’s Beranabus, or Dervish, or your father, the voice says, and | don’t know
whether it's mocking my earlier hysteria or hinting | was on the right track.

“Kerngl!” Dervish hisses. “We have to decide now!”

“Do not rush him,” Lord Loss murmurs. “It is a hard, momentous decision. Y ou
should give it more thought, Cornelius. Escape. Rest. Ponder. You have more time



than you could possibly imagine. Wait a hundred years, then try again. You don't
want to act on a hunch, do you? Risk al on ablind gamble?’

“He' s right,” Shark shouts, grabbing my arm and turning me in the direction of the
panels. “ Survival first — strategy second. Let’s get the hell out while we —"

| pull free of Shark. “No! We'll never be free if we don’t find him now! It’s the hell-
child! It must be! | keep seeing him!”

“You can't know that, Kernel,” Dervish says. “Not for sure. Why him?’

“l don’'t know! | just...”

Cursing, | race after the hellish child, ignoring the threat of the demons and the
possibility of escape. I'm gambling, a bigger gamble than any I’ ve ever taken, but |
have to. Thisis the moment when everything will be decided. That's why Lord Loss
Is here. He wants to see me fail, be here in person to gloat. But | can’t worry about
failing. | have to believe this is my chance, my time. And pray to all the gods that |
don’t waste it.

The hell-child sees that I’ ve set my sights on him. He squeals with surprise, turns and
flees. Vein snarls and sets herself between us, blocking my path to the demonic baby.
Other demons pile in around her, increasing my belief that the hell-child is the thief.

“Shark!” | roar. “Dervish! Help me get through!”

They answer my call without question, placing their faith and future in my hands.
They drive ahead, savaging the demons, Shark pounding them with his fists, Dervish
scattering them with bolts of magic. | try not to dwell on the trust these men have
shown in me, the awful fate which awaits them if | let them down.



A demon made entirely of bones throws itself at my legs. | kick out at it, smash its
jaw, leap over the pieces of skeleton as they clatter to the ground. I've passed
Dervish. Shark is wrestling with demons just ahead of me, to my right. “Leg up!” |
shout, and Shark crouches, cups his hands together, holds them out for me to step
into. Then hurls me up, forward and over the heads of the demonsin front of us.

| hit the floor running. Almost skid on the guts and go flying into a pool of gore, but
flail with my arms and keep my balance. The hell-child is directly ahead of me,
looking back, snarling with a mix of hate and fear. My speed propels me past him. |
snatch wildly as | race past, unable to slow down. Grab one of the demon’s bony
arms. Haul him forward with me, the hell-child shrieking like areal baby.

My feet go and thistime | don’t try to stay upright, con-centrating instead on holding
onto the demon. | tumble over and slide several feet, smack up against atowering pile
of organs. The guts shake, then topple, smothering me and the hell-child. My field of
air shatters. The foul stench causes me to vomit again, but | don’'t let go of the
wriggling, furious demon.

A brief pause to restore the field around my head. | spit vomit from my lips. Shrug
off the larger shreds of guts, revealing the distraught hell-child. Most of the lice have
been knocked from his head. The fire in his eyes has dimmed and he’s whimpering
softly. | sit up and drag him closer, so he can’'t escape. | prepare myself to announce
him as the true demon thief.

Wait! the voice within me bellows. Thisisyour final chance. Don't blow it.

| hesitate, eager to finish this business, but cautious. | wait for the voice to speak
again, to give me aclue. But there’ s only silence. Which is broken by Lord Loss.
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“My, my. What now?’ he purrs. He's hanging just a few feet overhead. Dervish and
Shark are still battling the demons. It's down to us three — me, Lord Loss and the
hell-child.

“1 keep seeing him everywhere!” | scream, shaking the demon at its master.

“Really?’ Lord Loss says, acting surprised. “ Then maybe he is the thief. Or he might
be a red herring, placed by me to throw you off the scent of the real culprit. Or
perhapsit’s just coincidence and he has nothing to do with anything.”

| stare from Lord Loss to the hell-child to Lord Loss again. “Please,” | croak. “Help
me. Don’'t make me...”

“What?" Lord Loss asks, not unkindly. “Don’t make you choose? But | am not. The
choice — whether you make it or not — is entirely yours. There is no time limit. Use
your final chance now, if you believe you have caught the one you seek. Otherwise
retreat and try again later. Perhaps you can train the marbles to unmask the thief. Or
maybe I'll drop clues for you over the centuries. Or Beranabus might find a way to
rescue you.”

“All I want is my brother back!” | wail. “Why are you tormenting me like this? What
did | ever

do to you?’

Lord Loss only smiles in answer, then strokes the hell-child’s head, calming him.
“You hold one of my favorite familiars against his will and mine. It is time to call



him athief or set him free. Gamble or wait. But do it now, before | lose my temper
and deny you any real choice.” He grinsvicioudly. “Remember how | gave Cadaver a
mouth with which to speak? | could just as easily remove yours, robbing you of your
chance to name the thief.”

I’m crying helplessly. | want to let the hell-child go, delay the moment of naming,
give myself time to think. But | know | can’'t wait. | know. Delay it...run... and the
chance will never come again. The hell-child will go into hiding, skip ahead of me
through the zones of the board, stay out of my reach no matter how hard | search.

But what if he's not the thief? If he's a decoy, like Lord Loss said, or completely
unconnected?

| study the demon through my tears, desperately hoping for some sort of a clue. But
there’ s nothing | haven't seen before, no evidence that he had anything to do with the
theft of Art. One last scan, to be on the safe side. His tiny feet, bony legs, skinny
body, oversized head. Green skin. The small mouths in his pams, snapping open and
closed. The few remaining lice on his head. The orange flames in his otherwise empty
sockets.

Nothing about him helps. Guess I’ [l just have to name him as the thief and hope for...
No. Wait. His eyes.

| stare at the flames. Something about the way they flicker... the color... but what is
it? They remind me of something. Someone. I’'ve seen eyes like this before. Not
exactly the same, but similar. And only once. But where?

“Comeon, Cornelius,” Lord Loss encourages me. “Say it quick, before | —”

“Walit!” | roar, clutching the hell-child tighter, shielding him from the demon master.



“I’m trying to remember! The eyes! I’ve seen —”

The hell-child yelps — | must have hurt him when | tightened my grip. With a snarl,
he opens his mouth, latches onto my left arm and bites, grey teeth breaking my flesh
with ease. | scream and try jerking my arm free, but he has too firm a grip. | reach
over with my right hand to pry hisjaw loose...

... then stop as though struck by a bolt of red energy.

The biting... the eyes..l remember... the strange hair..the marbles...the large
head...orange...| remember... playing with the marbles, holding them up to the light...
orange light... finding the hell-child here when we stepped through, when | was
searching for my brother . . . Dad tucking Art and me down beneath the blanket...|
remember!

And, weak with disbelief, not sure how it can be true, but sickeningly certain that it
is, | mutter over the rotten head of the hell-child, “1 know who the demon thief is —
it'smel”

THE THEFT

SOFT pink light swallows me, engulfs the world of guts, blocks everything out. A
few seconds of coolness and pinkness, all aone, confusion, uncertainty. Then the
light fades and I’m back in Lord Loss s throne room, on my hands and knees in front
of the spider-shaped throne, gasping and shivering.

“Kernel!” a woman shouts — Sharmila. She hurries towards me, but Beranabus
reaches out and holds her back. The magician’s smiling, but a faint frown wrinkles
the dirty flesh of hisforehead. Shark and Dervish are on their knees close by, sniffing
the air and their hands. The stink is gone. That puzzles me, until | remember that only
our souls entered the Board. The bodies we inhabited there were fakes. Our rea



bodies remained in the castle.

Lord Loss is on his throne, the hell-child on his lap, Vein sitting to attention at the
base of the throne. No other demons are in the room.

“Say it again, Cornelius,” Lord Loss murmurs. “So there can be no doubt.”

“I'm the thief,” | mutter, still not sure how that can be true. “I stole...I don’t know
how, but...it was when | was lonely, ayear ago. | came here... when | stepped through
the window of lightsin my bedroom...”

Lord Loss chuckles and bounces the hell-child up and down. “This is Artery,” he
says, “brother of Vein. They are two of my current favorites. Loya servants, and
most amusing when | set them loose on a human. Some time ago, an intruder opened
awindow into my kingdom. When | peered through it, | found you, Cornelius. | was
inclined to take you, to punish you for your impudence. But there was something
about the way you faced me, and a crackle of unusual magic in the air. | thought it
better to wait and observe.

“You came through the window after me. It was outside the castle. Artery was
playing nearby, torturing a lesser demon. Y ou grabbed and subdued him, magically
transformed him, supplied him with human features, took him to your universe,
created a new identity for him, and shortened his nameto...”

“Art!” | croak, more of the memories clicking into place, understanding coming
slowly but certainly.

The air around the hell-child shimmers. When it clears, my brother is sitting on the
demon master’s lap. He gurgles at me, but with Artery’s screechy voice. Dim flashes
of orange light in his eyes. His messy hair. Head that’s dlightly too large for his body.
His sharp teeth.
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“It was when he bit me,” | whisper. “That’s when | knew. Art loved to bite. And the
marbles, when he held them over his eyes — they looked like the demon’s.”

Lord Loss nods slowly. “You stole him, Cornelius. You were lonely, desperate for a
friend, somebody who would be true to you and with you always. You found a way
into my kingdom. Snatched Artery. Gave him human shape. Convinced yourself that
he was your natural brother.”

“But Mom and Dad must have known the truth!” | cry.

“They knew he was not theirs,” Lord Loss agrees. “But they did not know he was a
demon, where he came from, or why you believed that he was your brother. He
reminded your mother of the baby daughter she lost. She saw him as a second chance,
a gift from the gods. Y our father wanted to give the baby to the police, to be returned
to its rightful parents. He tried to sway Melena, without success. She used you to
swing him around to her way of thinking. Y ou thought the baby was your brother. If
they took him away, she said you' d suffer dreadfully. Out of love for you, he agreed
tolie.

“They watched the news closely — furtively — over the coming days. If a baby had
been reported missing, perhaps decency would have won out and your father would
have handed Art over. Or perhaps not. Your sister’'s death had hurt him terribly too.
Maybe he would have let your mother talk him into holding on to the child, no matter
what.

“In any event, when there was no mention of a missing baby, they decided to keep
him and rear him as their own, as the brother you believed he was. But they couldn’t



stay in the city, where people knew they only had one child. So they abandoned their
jobs and fled. Took you and the baby away. Started a new life in Paskinston, where
nobody had cause to be suspicious, where things were simpler, where they could rear
their new son in peace.”

He strokes Art’ s head, never taking his eyes off me. I’'m trembling uncontrollably, my
world falling to pieces, the last year of my life exposed as a lie, me reveadled as a
villain, Mom and Dad as devious accomplices.

“How did he transform the demon?’ Beranabus asks. “Transfiguration's a
complicated spell. He couldn’t have managed it alone.”

“Yet he did,” Lord Loss says. “I assumed he was the pawn of a powerful magician,
maybe even a fellow demon. That is why | did not retrieve Artery immediately. |
hoped the manipulator of the boy would reveal himself. Eventually | decided to steal
Artery back, hoping to tempt Cornelius's master out of hiding. It was only when
Cornelius came into this universe and tested his powers that | realized he’'d acted
alone. | still do not know how he did it — only that he did.”

Everyone's staring at me. | feel like an exhibit at a freak show. Roll up! Roll up!
Come and marvel at Kernel Fleck, thief of demons, master of disguise! He can hide a
demon from everybody — even himself!

“So | never had a brother,” | whisper. “It was all alie.”

“A dream,” Lord Loss corrects me. “And now you have awoken, thanks to my genero

us help.”

“Some help!” Dervish snorts. “Y ou could have just told him.”



“That would have been cheating,” Lord Loss says. “He had to discover the truth
himself — or search for it in vain for the rest of his life. | would have been happy
either way. The misery of hisignorance would have been sweet. But the misery of his
understanding is just as welcome.”

“What misery?’ Shark asks. “He beat you. He found out the truth.”

“And lost a brother in the process,” Sharmila says softly, as| weep quietly.

“But he never had abrother,” Shark says. “It was a sham, a cuckoo’s child.”

“But Kernel thought it wasreal.” Sharmilafrees herself from Beranabus's grip, walks
over and lays a hand on my right shoulder. Squeezes gently.

“What now?’ Beranabus asks, businesslike, no longer interested in the mystery of the
theft or theillusion. “Are we free to leave?”’

“Of course,” Lord Loss says. “Cornelius fulfilled the terms of our agreement. He
discovered the true thief and named him. You can depart whenever you like.” He
looks around absentmindedly. “Cadaver seems to have dipped away while we were
otherwise involved, but I am sure you can track him down again.”

“Thenlet’s go,” Beranabus says. “We' ve wasted enough time on this farce.”
“Shut up, you stupid, thoughtless man!” Sharmila shouts, surprising us al. She
glowers at Beranabus, then strokes the back of my neck. “There is the matter of

Kernel’ s brother to settle.”

“Brother?’ Beranabus huffs. Sharmila points at the child on Lord Loss's knee. “But
that’ s just a demon made up to look like a boy.”



“Yes. But he has been Kernel’ s brother for the past year. And | suspect, by the smile
of his master, he can be again. If Kernel so wishes.”

Lord Loss laughs hollowly. “Y ou have a sharp eye, Miss Mukherji.” He holds Art —
Artery — up with four of his hands. The baby giggles and tries to bite off one of the
demon master’s fingers. “Artery is precious to me, but he has been equally precious
to Cornelius. | am not evil-hearted — | have no heart, neither evil nor good — so |
am willing to let my familiar go. If Kernel wishes to take him, | will not stand in his

Wa_y.”

| slowly look up. “I can have Art back? He can be my brother again?’

“If you want,” Lord Loss smiles.

| stare at the demon master, then at Art, grinning at me over the lumpy fingers. He
looks no different than he did the day Cadaver took him. Why shouldn’t | take him
home as my brother, carry on with life and try to forget that this crazy period of time

ever happened?

“What would he be like when he grew up?’ Dervish asks.
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“Can one ever judge how achild will grow up?’ Lord Loss says dyly.

“You know what | mean. Right now he likes biting people. Will he want to do worse
things when he's older? Will he be more demon than human? A man on top, a
monster beneath?”’

“What a way you have with words.” Lord Loss shrugs. “I think the true Artery will
shine through. Cornelius has the power to shackle him, but not rid him of his origins.
He'll want to do terrible things and will probably find a way to act on his desires. But
he will never harm Cornelius, of that | am certain.”

Dervish comes over to stand beside Sharmila. He looks at me seriously. “It’s your
call, Kernel, but | don’'t think you should take him back. You've seen the way
demons behave. Y ou couldn’t change him.”

“I could try!” I cry. “If I can change his shape, why not his heart?’

“Demons don’t experience emotions like we do,” Beranabus says softly. “ Sometimes
they give the impression that they can feel as we feel, care as we care. But they're
monsters, all of them. It’stheir nature. We cannot alter that.”

I’m crying hard. | look at Art again, wanting so much to hold him, play with him,
grow up with him. It’s not fair, having to choose. I'd have been happier if 1’d never
had a brother. To have him for ayear...to come through so much to find him... only to
be faced with this ... having to go back to the loneliness... tell Mom and Dad |
couldn’t protect him...



“Maybe | don't care if he kills!” | shout. “Maybe | just don't want to be lonely
anymore, and having a brother matters to me more than anything else. What if that’s
the case?”’

Beranabus sniffs. “Then good luck to you. Just don’t call on my Disciples when the
bodies start mounting up. And you might want to tell your parentsto stay out of Art’s
way. They should be safe on the other side of the world.”

| howl at Beranabus, Dervish, Lord Loss, Art — the entire world, and all the worlds
beyond. | hate this universe, both universes, lifeitself. | wish | could destroy it all, the
whole damn thing, myself as well. One burst of aimighty energy and — bang! No
more worries or pain.

Then | catch sight of Lord Loss smirking. And Art, smiling innocently, just the
slightest twinkle of wickedness in the corner of his eye. | think about Mom and Dad,
how they loved me and gave up everything, risking imprisonment and who knows
what else, to protect my dark secret and keep me happy. Sure, they did it for
themselves too, but | think — believe — they mostly did it for my sake.

And | know | can't do this to them. | can't take a demon in human form into their
home and leave it freeto strike. I'd be as demonic as Lord Loss if | did that.

“To hell with your rotten familiar!” | moan, turning my back on Lord Loss and the
baby-shaped demon. Tears over-whelm me and the world becomes a watery, salty
sea. I’'m aware of Sharmila hugging me tight, leading me away, the others solemnly
following. Lord Loss says something, mocking my misery, but we ignore him. Pass
out of the main room, through the other webby chambers, past the room of chess sets,
to the drawbridge. Where we pause, just a moment. And | hear, during a gulp
between sobs, from deep within the castle, one final childish giggle from the demon
Artery — my lost never-brother, Art.



GOOD-BYES

OUTSIDE the castle. At the point where we entered this world. Beranabus claps my
back and says, “Let’s go find Cadaver.” Sharmila groans. Dervish looks at Beranabus
asif he hastwo heads. Even Shark fidgets as though aterrible curse had been uttered.
“What?" Beranabus snaps, frowning at his Disciples. “We have to capture him,
squeeze out whatever he knows about the Kah-Gash. That’s what we came here for.”

“It is over,” Sharmila says. “Nadia was wrong about the Kah-Gash. Or we already
came upon it and failed to recognize it. Either way, Cadaver’s real purpose was to
bring Kernel into this universe, so he could learn the truth about the theft. Now it is
time for him to return to his parents and —”

“No!” Beranabus shouts. “His brother never mattered. This is about the Kah-Gash
and always has been.”

“To you, perhaps,” Dervish says softly. “But not to Kernel. And not, | think, to the
rest of us. Sharmila sright — it’sover.”

Beranabus glares at us. An angry red flush cregps up his neck. He starts to say
something but Shark steps forward, halting him. “I’ll serve if you want me. If you
think | can help you find this demon-destroying weapon, I’m yours for life. But |
doubt I’ ll make a difference. | don’t think any of uswill. | agree with Dervish — this
was about Kernel and his search. That's what brought us here. It doesn’t seem like
much, and it’s crazy that Raz and Nadia had to die because of it — but that’s life.”

Beranabus growls. “Think you' re smarter than me, do you?”’
“No. But | can see the truth when it’'s sitting before me plain as day. | don’t know

anything about the Kah-Gash. Maybe you'll find it later, maybe you won’'t. Maybe
Cadaver can lead you to it, maybe he can’t. But it'stime to let Kernel go. He doesn’t



belong here. He' s not part of this. Not anymore.”

It's the most | ve ever heard Shark say. | want to thank him, but my throat’s as tight
as when | was being strangled by Cadaver’s hairs.

Beranabus scowls at his three Disciples, lets his gaze linger on me, then gives a
disinterested sniff. “So be it. I'm not going to argue with all of you. I'm starting to
think it was afool’s errand. I'll look for Cadaver anyway, just in case, but there’s no
reason for you to come with me. The fighting’s over. And the deaths.”

He turns away, takes a deep breath, starts muttering the words of a spell.

Sharmila, Shark and Dervish exchange uncertain glances.

“That’sit?’ Dervish asks. “We can go?’

“Aye. Get the boy to open a window for you. Return to your normal duties. I'll bein
touch later. If | need you.”

Dervish laughs. Sharmilaand Shark smile. Then all three look at me.

“Where do you want to go?’ | ask them.

“Drop us off at your place,” Shark says. “We'll make our own way from there.”
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| nod slowly, then face the patches of light. They surround me as usual, now that I’ ve
come out of the Board, glowing in the air around me. Half eager, half afraid, | think
about Paskinston.

It doesn't take long. | slot the patches of pulsing lights together. The window opens.
Clean blue light. The doorway out of all this craziness. | take one last look back
before stepping through, at the castle, the demon-laced sky, Beranabus.

“Thank you,” | mutter. “1 know you only helped me because you wanted to find the
Kah-Gash. But | couldn’t have discovered the truth without you.”

“Much good it did you,” Beranabus grunts. He looks at me with his grey-blue eyes.
Cocks his head. “Home isn’'t always where you expect it to be. It can change, as life
changes. If you ever need me, you know where to find me.”

“Hewon't,” Dervish says shortly, then pushes me through the window of light, out of
the universe of demons.

Night. We're in a field outside Paskinston. Where Mrs. Egin exploded and Cadaver
crossed. The four of us standing beneath a half moon, looking at each other, breathing
in the delicious smell of our own world.

“We are a sight,” Sharmila laughs, nodding at our torn clothes, ripped flesh and bare
feet.

“At least we're not a stench,” Shark says. He sniffs a sleeve and his face turns green
at the memory of the gory pool.



“Thank you,” | whisper, eyes lowered, suddenly shy, feeling like a child again, the
way | did before | crossed universes. | was their equal over there. Here, I'm just a
boy.

“No need for thanks,” Dervish smiles. “We had the adventure of alifetime.”

“I would not cal it an adventure,” Sharmila says thoughtfully. “More like a
nightmare, that | hope never to experience again.”

Dervish smiles. “Be truthful. Now that we've come through alive, don’'t tell me you
aren’t abit sorry that it’sover. It was wild but magical. Right?’

“No. It was horrible. | hated every minute of it.”

??Shark?’ Dervish asks.

“1 hated the pool of slime,” he grunts, and we all laugh. “ Otherwise it was a buzz. But
that’ s because we survived. I'm sure Raz and Nadia had a different view of it.”

| feel ajolt of guilt when he mentions Nadia. | should tell them about her. But | gave
my word. Besides, she said she wouldn’t hurt them. The only one she hates is
Beranabus.

“What was Raz like?’ Dervish asks, smile fading.

“A gentleman,” Sharmila says.

“Yeah,” Shark agrees. “I knew Raz. A top cat. But let’s not talk about him. In our
business, it's best to forget about death and focus on living.” He stretches and groans.



“I’m off to find alake to soak in. How about you all?’

“I'll come with you,” Dervish says. “I still have alot to learn about being a Disciple.”

“I"m not so sure,” Shark murmurs, then raises an eyebrow at Sharmila.

“l1 want some time off,” the Indian lady says, gazing at the moon. “I have been a
Disciple for many years. | am due a break. Maybe | will go to the village of my
parents and pray to their memory. They were killed by demons.” She sighs and
lowers her eyes. “1 will pray for Raz too. And Nadia. And the others who died in the
course of this quest.” She looks at me. “And | will pray for Kernel. And maybe for
Art, even if he did not ever redlly exist.”

| smile at Sharmila thankfully, then stretch out my arms for a hug. As she wraps her
arms around me, she whispersin my ear. “It was strange that you could not find the
Kah-Gash.”

“Maybe it doesn’t exist,” | reply.

“Or maybe.. .” She hesitates, then releases me. “1 wonder what would have happened
if you tried to open awindow to one of us when we were with you in that universe.”

| frown. “What do you mean?’

She smiles cryptically in answer, kisses my cheeks, then steps back.

“We can stay with you a while,” Dervish says, as | hover uncertainly at the edge of
the village. “Help you readjust and explain all thisto your parents.”

| laugh. “You really think you can explain Lord Loss to my Mom and Dad?”’
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“You have apoint,” Dervish chuckles.

| shake Shark’s hand, admiring his tattoos one final time. He salutes sharply when |
let go. Then | shake hands with Dervish. “Y our spikes have gone floppy,” | note.

“1 feel floppy al over,” he says, grinning.

The four of us share one final glance that says more than any words. With a tired
wave, | turn away from the three Disciples, face the village lights, steady myself and
wonder what Mom and Dad will say when | step through the door. With an excited
but nervous shiver, | start on the short walk home.

HOME ALONELY
I'T wasn't a glorious homecoming.

Nearly seven years had passed since | stepped through the window in search of Art. |
found it amost impossible to believe, even though Lord Loss had warned me. Seven
years of change, births and deaths, the world moving on — and | missed every
minute of it.

Mom and Dad looked a lot older than | remembered. Wrinklier, greyer, a sadness in
their eyesthat hadn’t been there before.

They thought | was a ghost. Although seven years had slipped by, | looked exactly
the way | did when | disappeared, even dressed in the same clothes. Mom screamed.
Dad too. They spun away from me, covering their eyes, panting with terror.



| hadn’t expected such a reaction, or prepared myself for the experience of having
Mom and Dad scream at me with horror. | fell apart. Collapsed in tears. “It's mel!” |
kept wailing. “It'sme! Me! Me!”

Eventually, shaking with fear, Dad edged forward. Maybe he wouldn’t have been so
brave if | hadn’'t been crying like a baby. He poked my bald head, finger trembling,
expecting it to slide through me. When it didn’t, he frowned and poked me again.

“I'm rea,” | moaned, looking at him, wanting him to hold me, hug me, tell me he
loved me. “It'sme. Kernel. I’'m real, Dad. I’m back.”

“Kernel?’ he croaked, shaking his head softly. “It can't be. You're...no...itcan’t . . .”

Then he fell on me, folded his arms around me, bellowed my name and burst into
tears. Moments later, Mom was beside me too, the pair picking at me, poking me,
clutching me. Crying and laughing at the same time.

| spent ages trying to explain. | told them about the lights, the window, the
kidnapping, stepping through after Cadaver, Beranabus, my journey between worlds,
Lord Loss, Artery. They didn't believe me. Couldn't. But they had no other
explanation for how I'd turned up unchanged (except for lots of cuts, scars and
bruises).

“We should take him to a doctor,” Dad said. “Have his body and mind looked at by
experts. They might be able to uncover the truth.”

“No!” Mom hissed before | could insist that my story was the truth. “He' d be a freak.
There'd be questions we don't want to answer. They’d take him away. We might
never see him again, lose him like Annabella and.. .” She didn’t say the name of her
third child. She refused to discuss Art not being real. Dad didn’t probe either. It was
the one part of my story neither asked to hear a second time.



With no other option, they reluctantly accepted my outlandish tales. But they didn’t
tell the neighbors about me. Dad said we'd be treated like lunatics if | repeated my
demonic stories. Also, a lot of the people of Paskinston had lost children when
Cadaver attacked. He wasn't sure how my reappearance would affect them.

They hid me inside the house while they tried to think of away to introduce me back
into village life. Mom wanted to pretend | was an orphaned cousin who just happened
to look alot like their supposedly dead son. Dad entertained a deep-freeze theory —
he thought he could convince people that I'd been kept on ice by scientists for the
past seven years.

When they realized how weak those explanations sounded, they decided to simply
leave without saying anything. Running away had worked once — why not a second
time? Pack our bags, move to where nobody knew us, start anew. Mom and Dad
loved Paskinston, but they loved me more. Stealing away like thieves in the night,
saying nothing to any of their friends, seemed like the only solution. So that’s what
we did.

After trying out some small towns, where Mom never felt comfortable, we ended up
in a city. Dad found work on a construction site, Mom in a fast-food restaurant. They
teach me when they come home at night. During the day | stay in-doors, watching
television, reading, playing games, making model airplanes. Not safe for me to go out
and interact with other people. Mom and Dad are afraid I' [l be taken from them if the
truth emerges.

I’m not enjoying this life. It's not how | thought it would be. | did a brave thing,
risked al to save my brother, went through torments and overcame obstacles that
most people couldn’t even imagine. But I'm not allowed to talk about it. |1 have to
keep it hidden, like something shameful. We don’'t even talk about Art, what
happened to him, the fact that he was a demon in disguise. | tried discussing it with
Mom once, but she clapped her hands over her ears and shrieked at me to shut up and



never mention his name again.

Mom and Dad aren’t happy either. They don’t say so, but | can see that secretly they
wish I'd never returned. Losing me and Art was hard, but after seven years they'd
learned to deal with it. They’d found peace in Paskinston, were getting on with life,
grateful to have each other and a place to call home.

I’ve wrecked all that. Turned their world upside down and inside out. Forced them to
abandon their home and friends, take to the road, live alife of secrets and fear.

| didn’t want to ruin their lives. | wanted to save Art, bring him home, be a hero. |
wanted Mom and Dad to hold me and love me, for everything to be al right after that
terrible universe of monsters. | wanted my life back.

Instead |’ ve returned to lies and disguise, a nightmare every bit as awful as the one |
hoped to escape forever when | |eft the universe of the Demonata.

The loneliness is worse than ever. Trapped indoors most of the time, nobody to play
with or speak t

0. It was bad enough when | felt like an outsider, but at least | could mingle with
other children, go to school, act like | fit in. Now I’'m totally alone. | can't even talk
to Mom or Dad. They’'re always uneasy around me. They love me because I’ m their
son, but I'm sure they wonder sometimes and ask themselves, “Is that really Kernel?
Can it truly be the boy we thought we'd lost? Or is it some monster pretending to be
him?’

They have nightmares. I've heard them moaning in their sleep. Sometimes one will
wake screaming, and sob for hours, held by the other, comforted.

But they never hold or comfort me.
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Out of boredom, | start experimenting with the patches of light. Curiousto seeif | can
manipulate them. Trying to get them to pulse. | don’t want to open a window. | just
want to seeif | have the power here.

For along time | make no progress. But eventually | find away. | have to think about
a specific spot in the Demonata’ s universe, somewhere |’ ve been. That gets the lights
pulsing, though it takes hours of concentration. Once they’re going, if | think of
another place or person, other patches pulse, but slowly, in small numbers. I’'m sure |
could get more of them to pulseif | pushed myself, and gradually build awindow. If |
wanted to. Which | don't. Why would | ever return to that universe of vicious,
magical insanity?

A dark, wet day. Mom and Dad are out at work. They were awake most of last night,
crying and talking. | hate seeing them unhappy. I’ ve tried everything | can to cheer
them up and make it easier. Told jokes, avoided mention of demons, worked hard at
my studies, kept up a smile whenever they’ re around.

But nothing works. They were delighted when | first returned, but that quickly gave
way to a confused sadness, and they’re getting sadder every day. They don’t know
how to deal with me or this new life they’ve found themselves part of. It's too
complicated.

They’re starting to resent me. | can see it in their eyes, just a flash, every so often,
when they think | won't notice. A look that says they wish I'd never come back. That
look strikes at my heart every time | catch it. Makes me want to break into tears and
throw myself at them for a hug. But | hold my smile. Pretend not to notice. Act like
everything' sfine. And only cry when they’ re not around.



The clouds part shortly after midday, for a few minutes. Then they roll back together
and rain comes down more heavily than before.

Thinking about the universe of the Demonata. | hated it there, but |

didn’t feel out of place. | had a purpose, a function. | was the equal of Sharmila,
Dervish, Raz, Shark, Nadia. No good at fighting, but | had other talents. They
respected me. Even Beranabus was impressed.

| remember what he said. “Home isn’t always where you expect it to be. You know
where to find me.”

Crazy. As if 1I'd ever want to go back there, face demons again, live like Nadia, a
slave of the magician. Adrift in a universe of horrors, where you can’t even depend
on time. Nothing in this world could be as bad as that. Mom and Dad will accept me
eventually. I’ll make friends. Grow up normally. We'll laugh about this one day.

I’m sitting on the floor in the small living room of the apartment that we're renting. |
rise and walk to the bathroom. Take the marbles out of my pocket, the orange
marbles that |I've carried ever since Art was stolen. | look down at them, then hold
them up, standing before the mirror. Place them in front of my eyes. Watch them
twinkle. | try directing magic into them. Take my fingers away, telling them to hover
inthe air.

They fall. Roll away. | hurry after them before they disappear down one of the holes
in the old floorboards.

Back to the living room, remembering how magical | was in that other place, the
things | could do, the power | had. Sitting on the couch, | study the marbles again,
and recall what Sharmila said to me in the field before we parted. | think | know now
what she was hinting, the secret she suspected. It's an impossible, wild and crazy



theory. I'm sureit can't beright. But if itis...

Trying not to worry too much about what that might mean, | put the marbles away.
As | stand, | notice some of the lights around me pulsing slowly. | stare at them
numbly. It's like they're calling me, trying to suck me back into that realm of
madness.

| turn my back on them and stride around the tiny apartment, looking for something
to distract me. End up in Mom and Dad’'s bedroom. Not much bigger than mine. A
bed they can only just fit into. | let my eyes drift. It's untidy, clothes thrown around
the place, dirty socks and underwear. The rooms were never like this in our previous
homes. Mom was house proud. Dad too. Always cleaning and tidying up. But not
anymore.

The mess upsets me. | turn to leave but spot the corner of something sticking out
from under a pillow on the bed. | edge over and dlide it al the way out. It's a
photograph of me and Art. | haven’t seen it before. Mom must have taken it when we
weren't looking. In the photo we're near a tire hanging on a rope from a tree. I'm
holding Art over my head. He's laughing. | think I’m laughing too. But it’'s difficult
to tell. Because Mom has scrawled all over my face with a pen. Line after line of
black ink, obliterating my features, scratching me out of existence.

| put the photo back in its place. Cover it entirely. Return to the living room, my
stomach hard and cold. The lights are pulsing around me, lots of them, faster than
before, like they used to in the Demonata's universe. | think about Beranabus, what
Sharmila said, the bitter looks I sometimes get from Mom and Dad, the photo.

As asingle tear trickles down my cheek, | reach out like a robot and start slotting the
patches of pulsing lights together.

KAH-GASH



BERANABUS is waiting in a surprisingly scenic spot, lying on a pile of deep green
grass next to a waterfall, beneath the shelter of a leafy tree. The only hint that thisis
another universe — blood, not water, flows from the waterfall.

“1 thought you might come looking for me,” he says, sounding more sad than smug.
“1 decided to rest here a while.” He looks around. “I come here often. My mother
liked this place. | feel close to her here.”

“Was your mother amagician?’ | ask.

“Not as such.” He stares at the waterfall, stroking the petals of a fresh flower that he's
pinned to his jacket. “She died not long after | was born. | used magic to find out
about her later — that’s how | learned about this spot — but | never knew her when |
was achild. Asfor my father...”

He snorts, then says with unusual softness, “I know what it’'s like to be lonely. To
have no family. To feel out of place in the world. | hate myself for what | did to
Nadia, and for what I’'m asking of you. | know how wretched her life was, and what
you' re suffering now, because I’ ve felt that way myself. I’d have spared you both if |
could. But the universe demands sacrifice and pain of its champions. When there’ s no
other way... when the fate of billions hangs in the balance... what choice do we
have?’

| stare at the ancient magician, not sure how to answer. Before | can think of
something to say, he barks a laugh, pushes himself to his feet and smiles, more like
his old, cynical self. “Come to be my assistant, have you? Couldn’t fit in with the
folks at home? Normal life not for you anymore?’

“You knew I'd return, didn’t you?’ | accuse him.

“I’ve lived and seen enough to know how difficult it is to settle for a small life when



you're destined for greatness. The universe created you for a reason, Kernel Fleck,
and it wasn’'t to waste your time in an ordinary job, among everyday people. Destiny
is a determined opponent. Not many get the better of it.”

“So what now?” | ask. “Do we go after Cadaver?’

“1 don’t think s0.” Beranabus frowns. “1’ m angling more towards the idea of retracing
the route he followed when he was on his way to Lord Loss's. Maybe we'll find
something on one of the worlds he visited, or on a world we bypassed when you
opened the window directly to him.”

“Or maybe.. .” | stop, not wanting to say it. The window behind me has faded, but |
could easily build another if | wanted. Find my parents. Try again. It’s not too late to
change my mind. But if | tell Beranabus of my suspicions, | can never return. I'll be
his— the universe’s — for life.



Page 62

Source Creation Date: July 10, 2025, 8:01 am

Beranabus studies me with one eyebrow raised, smiling as if nothing | say can take
him by surprise, like he's waiting for me to make a suggestion so that he can say he
aready thought of it.

| chew my lower lip, trying to make up my mind. | think about the photo again.
Shiver, then straighten up and put my theory to the test.

“I'm picturing Cadaver inside my head now,” | tell Beranabus, then look around.
“Dozens of lights are flashing. | could open awindow to him if | wanted.”

| clear the demon from my thoughts and think about Beranabus. “Now I’ ve got you in
my head.” My stomach sinks when | check the lights and my worst fears are realized.
“Nothing’s happening. No lights are pulsing.”

“Of course not,” he snorts. “I’m here with you. There no need to open a window to
find me.”

“Right. Now I'll think about a waterfall on Earth — Niagara Falls.” | concentrate.
“Lots of pulsing lights again. But when | think about that waterfall of blood...
nothing.”

Bernabusis frowning. “What are you —"

“Picturing Sharmila,” | interrupt. “Dervish. Shark. Lights pulse for al three of them.”
And for Nadia too, though | don’t tell Beranabus that. “Now |I’'m thinking of myself
— no flashing lights. And now... now I’m thinking about the Kah-Gash.” | giveit a
full minute. Two. Five. Eyes shut, focusing hard, saying the word over and over.



When | finally open my eyes, none of the lights are pulsing, and Beranabus is staring
at me, trembling slightly.

“Nobody knows what the Kah-Gash was,” the magician says softly, “or what sort of
parts it was broken down into. I’ve aways assumed the pieces would be power-
charged stones, or other objects of energy, but | guess they could be hidden in
anything. Evenin...”

“...people” I finish for him.

Beranabus shudders, then steels himself. “Am | the one?’ he asks.

“No,” | say sadly. “I’'m pretty certainit'sme.”

And with those few words | put my human life behind me forever and surrender
myself to whatever demonic horrors destiny holdsin store.

The horrifying adventures continue in

SLAWTER

Book 3in THE DEMONATA series

from Little, Brown and Company.

MY EYES! They stabbed out m

y eyes!”

| shoot awake. Start to struggle up from my bed. An arm hits the side of my head.
Knocks me down. A man screams, “My eyes! Who took my eyes?’



“Dervish!” | roar, rolling off the bed, landing beside the feet of my frantic uncle. “It's
only adream! Wake up!”

“My eyes!” Dervish yells again. | can see his face now, illuminated by a three-
quarters-full moon. Eyes wide open, but seeing nothing. Fear scribbled into every line
of his features. He lifts his right foot. Brings it down towards my head — hard. |
make like aturtle and only just avoid having my nose smashed.

“You took them!” he hisses, sensing my presence, fear turning to hate. He bends and
grabs my throat. His fingers tighten. Dervish is thin, doesn’'t look like much, but his
appearance is deceptive. He could crush my throat, easy.

| lash out at his hand, yanking my neck away at the same time. Tear free. Scrabble
backwards. Halted by the bed. Dervish lunges after me. | kick at his head, both feet.
No time to worry about hurting him. Connect firmly. Drive him back. He grunts,
shakes his head, loses focus.

“Dervish!” | shout. “It's me, Grubbs! Wake up! It's only a nightmare! You have to
stop, before you —"

“The master,” Dervish cutsin, fear filling his face again. He' s staring at the ceiling —
rather, that's where his eyes are pointing. “Lord Loss.” He starts to cry. “Don't ...
please ... not again. My eyes. Leave them alone. Please ...”

“Dervish,” | say, softly thistime, rising, rubbing the side of my head where he hit me,
approaching him cautiously. “Dervish. Derv the perv — where's your nerve?’
Knowing from past nights that rhymes draw his attention. “Derv on the floor —
where' s the door? Derv without eyes — what’ s the surprise?’

He blinks. His head lowers a fraction. Sight begins to return. His pupils were black
holes. Now they look quasi-normal.



“It's OK,” | tell him, moving closer, wary in case the night-mare suddenly fires up
again. “You're home. With me. Lord Loss can't get you here. Your eyes are fine. It
was just a nightmare.”

“Grubbs?’ Dervish wheezes.
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“Y es, boss.”

“That’'s really you? You're not an illusion? He hasn’t created an image of you, to
torment me?”’

“Don’t be stupid. Not even Michelangelo could create aface this perfect.”

Dervish smiles. The last of the nightmare passes. He sits on the floor and looks at me
through watery globes. “How you doing, big guy?’

“Cooalio.”
“Did | hurt you?’ he asks quietly.

“You couldn’t if you tried,” | smirk, not telling him about the hit to the head, the hand
on my throat, the foot at my face.

| sit beside him. Drape an arm around his shoulders. He hugs me tight. Murmurs, “It
was so redl. | thought | was back there. | ...”

And then he weeps, sobbing like a child. And | hold him, talking softly as the moon
descends, telling him it's OK, he’s home, he's safe — he’s no longer in the universe
of demons.

Never trust fairy tales. Any story that ends with “They all lived happily ever after” is
a crock. There are no happy endings. No endings — full stop. Life sweeps you
forward, swings you round, bruises and batters you, drops some new drama or



tragedy in your lap, never lets go until you get to the one true end — death. As long
asyou're breathing, your story’s still going.

If the rules of fairy tales did work, my story would have ended on a high four months
ago. That’s when Dervish regained his senses and everything seemed set to return to
normal. But that was a false ending. A misleading happy pause.

| had to write a short biography for an English assignment recently. A snappy, zappy
summing-up of my life. | had to discard my first effort — it was too close to the bone,
and would have only led to trouble if I'd handed it in. | wrote an edited, watered-
down version and submitted that instead. (I got a B-minus.) But | kept the original.
It's hidden under a pile of clothes in my wardrobe. | drag it out now to read, to pass
some time. |’ ve read through it a lot of times these past few weeks, usually early in
the morning, after an interrupted night, when | can’t sleep.

| was born Grubitsch Grady. One sister, Gretelda. Grubbs and Gret for short. Normal,
boring lives for along time. Then Gret turned into a werewolf.

“What are you reading?’

It's Dervish, standing in the doorway of my room, mug of coffee in his left hand,
eyes still wide and freaky from his nightmare.

“My biography,” | tell him.

He frowns. “What?’ “

I’m going to publish my memoairs. I'm thinking of ‘Life with Demons' as atitle. Or
maybe ‘Hairy Boys and Girls of the Grady Clan.” What do you think?’

Dervish stares at me uneasily. “You're weird,” he mutters, then trudges away.



“Wonder where | got that from?’ | retort, then shake my head and return to the
biography.

| have ayounger half-brother, Bill-E Spleen. He doesn’t know we' re brothers. Thinks
Dervish is his father. | met him when | came to live with Dervish, after my parents
died trying to save Gret.

“Are you coming down for breakfast?’ Dervish yells from the bottom of the giant
staircase that links the floors of the mansion where we live.

“Inaminute,” | yell back. “I’ ve just come to the bit when you zombied out on me.”

“Stop messing about!” he roars. “I’'m scrambling eggs, and if you're not down in
sixty seconds, too bad!”

Damn! He knows all my weaknesses!

“Coming!” | shout, getting up and reaching for my clothes, tossing the bio aside for
later.

Dervish does a mean scrambled egg. Best I've ever tasted. | finish off a plateful
without stopping for breath, then eagerly go for seconds. I’m built on the big size— a
mammoth compared to most of my schoolmates — with an appetite to match.

Dervish is wearing a pair of tracksuit bottoms and a T-shirt. No shoes or socks. His
grey hair is frizzled, except on top, where he's bald as a billiard ball. Hasn't shaved
(he used to have a beard, but got rid of it recently). Doesn’'t smell good — sweaty and
stale. He' s thisway most days. Has been ever since he came back.

“You eating that or not?’ | ask. He looks over blankly from where he's standing,
close to the hob. He's been staring out the window at the grey autumn sky, not



touching his food.

“Huh?’ he says.
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“Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

He looks down at his plate. Smiles weakly. Sticks his fork into the eggs, stirs them,
then gazes out of the window again. “| remember the nightmare,” he says. “They cut
my eyes out. They were circling me, tormenting me, using my empty sockets as—"

“Hey,” | stop him, “I"'m akid. | shouldn’t be hearing this. You'll scar me for life with
storieslike that.”

Dervish grins, warmth in it this time. “ Take more than a scary story to scar you,” he
grunts, then starts to eat. | help myself to thirds, then return to the biography, not
needing the sheet of paper to finish, able to recall it perfectly.

To save Bill-E, we faced Lord Loss and his familiars, Artery and Vein, a vicious,
bloodthirsty pair. We won. And Dervish won himself a ticket to Demonata hell, to go
toe-to-toe with the big double L on his home turf.

Then, without warning, Dervish returned. | woke up one morning and he was his old
self, talking, laughing, brain intact. We celebrated for days, us, Bill-E and Meera.
And we al lived happily after. The end.

Except, of course, it wasn't. Lifeisn’'t afairy tale, and stories don’'t end. Before she
left, Meeratook me aside and warned me to be careful. She said there was no way to
predict Dervish's state of mind. Sometimes it took a person a long time to recover
from an encounter with Lord L oss. Sometimes they never properly recovered.

“We don't know what’s going on in there,” she whispered. “He looks fine, but that



could change. Watch him, Grubbs. Be prepared for mood swings. Try and help. Do
what you can. But don’t be afraid to ¢

al mefor help.”

| did call when the nightmares started, when Dervish first attacked me in his sleep,
mistook me for a demon and tried to cut my heart out. (Luckily, in his delirium, he
picked up a spoon in stead of aknife.) But there was nothing Meera could do, short of
cast a few calming spells, and recommend he visit a psychiatrist. Dervish rejected
that idea, but she threatened to take me away from him if he didn’t. So he went to see
one, a guy who knew about demons, whom Dervish could be honest with. | don’t
know what happened, but after the second session, the psychiatrist rang Meera and
said he never wanted to see Dervish again — he found their sessions too upsetting.

Meera discussed the possibility of having Dervish committed, or hiring a bodyguard
to look after him, but | rgected both suggestions. So, against Meera's wishes, we
carried on living by ourselves in this spooky old mansion. It hasn't been too bad.
Dervish rarely gets the nightmares more than two or three nights a week. I’ve grown
used to it. Waking up in the middle of the night to screams is no worse than waking
up to ababy’scries. Redlly, it isn't.

And he's not that much of athreat. We keep the knives locked away, and have bolted
the other weapons in the mansion in place. (The walls are dotted with axes, maces,
spears, swords ... all sorts of cool stuff.) | usually keep my door locked too, to be safe.
The only reason it was open last night was that Dervish had thrown a fit both nights
before, and it's rare for him to fall prey to the nightmares three nights in a row. |
thought | was safe. That's why | didn’t bother with the lock. It was my fault, not
Dervish's.

“1 will kill him for you, master,” Dervish says softly.

| lower my fork. “What?’



He turns, blank-faced, looking like he did when his soul was fighting Lord Loss. My
heart rate quickens. Then he grins.

The Demonata exist in a multi-world universe of their own. Evil, murderous
creatures, who revel in torment and slaughter. They try to cross over into our world
al thetime.



