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FROM MILO’S DREAM DIARY

Last night I dreamed that the world opened its mouth and swallowed me up.

I really hope that it was just a dream.

But way too many of my dreams have been coming true.

So . . . yeah, I’m really scared.



Part One


MILO AND THE SURVIVORS

Far, far away, there is a beautiful Country which no human eye has ever seen in waking hours. Under the Sunset it lies, where the distant horizon bounds the day, and where the clouds, splendid with light and colour, give a promise of the glory and beauty which encompass it. Sometimes it is given to us to see it in dreams.

—BRAM STOKER



Chapter 1

Milo Silk was trying very hard not to die, but the day was not cooperating.

It was that kind of day, in a week of days like that, and lately Milo seemed to have only those kinds of days and nothing else.

This one was a classic.

He ran through the thick foliage along the muddy banks of Bayou Sauvage, trying not to fall into the churning water, trying not to get eaten by alligators, and trying especially hard not to get shot by alien shocktroopers.

He wouldn’t have bet a fried circuit board or a fused diode on his chances.

All around him the Louisiana swamplands seemed to be filled with lurching shadows, bizarre shapes, and the clickety-click sound of insect legs. Blue pulses of phased energy burned through the air all around him. One blast was so close that it set his hair on fire and he had to slap his head to put it out. It wasn’t a big fire, but it was on his head, so it was big enough.

The stink of burned hair chased him through the swamp.

The hardest part, for Milo, was remembering that this was supposed to be an ambush.

Supposed to be.

It reminded him of an old saying his dad had said once when a bunch of things went wrong during a garage clean-out at their house: “When you’re up to your armpits in alligators, it’s easy to forget that you came here to drain the swamp.”

Yeah. Milo hated that saying.

Because there were alligators all over the place.

And they wanted to kill him too.



Chapter 2

This is the story of what happened when everything Milo tried to do went wrong.



Chapter 3

And what happened after that.



Chapter 4

“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” muttered Milo as he ducked under the low arms of a dying pecan tree. He did it just in time, too, because less than a heartbeat later, another of the blue pulse blasts shot out of the dense shadows and blew the tree limb to splinters. Milo dove forward, rolled down a mossy slope, jammed his feet against the exposed roots of a bald cypress, came up running, and splashed through ankle-deep water until he reached a thick stand of slash pines. Then he squirmed into the tight cleft between two of the pines.

And froze.

Even though he was panting from the exertion, he forced his breath to go in and out of his mouth without noise. He tried very hard to become the bayou, to blend into it the way he’d been taught in survival classes.

To be one with the swamp. Or, as his backwoods Cajun pod leader, Barnaby Guidry, put it, “To be dere like you ain’t dere, you.”

To be there like you’re not there.

Milo tried to not be there while he hid and watched the aliens come hunting.

When he saw them, his heart nearly turned to ice. Even though he’d seen them before, fought them, killed them, the fear was always there. He knew he’d been lucky—luckier than he had any right to expect, because fully trained adult soldiers couldn’t beat the Dissosterin shocktroopers one-on-one. The alien invaders were seven feet tall and powerful, with armored insect bodies, heads like praying mantises’, bulging red eyes, quivering antennae, and six limbs. Sometimes they stood on two legs so they could fire four pulse guns simultaneously; other times they scuttled on four legs faster than greyhounds and simply ran people down. They wore nearly impenetrable body armor and carried guns, grenades, knives, and shock rods.

As he watched, the wild sugarcane that choked the slope quivered and parted and a shocktrooper stepped cautiously out. A crystal had been implanted in the center of its chest and it pulsed a ghostly green. Every soldier, every hunter-killer, every creature belonging to the Swarm had an identical jewel, and these “lifelights” were tied to the actual life force of the Bugs and their mutant creations. Soldiers spent hours in camp working on their marksmanship, because if you blew out the lifelight, you killed a Bug.

The alien warrior made a soft chittering sound. Milo wasn’t sure if it was talking to itself, communicating with other hunters via radio, or just making creepy noises. Whatever was going on, it skeeved him out.

The reeds crunched under its weight as it moved slowly down the bank toward the edge of the muddy water. It bent low and peered at the clear print of a sneaker.

Milo’s sneaker.

Then the shocktrooper turned in a half circle, scanning the bank to follow the natural path of whoever had made the print. Those multifaceted red eyes glared right at the copse of slash pines. The long, slender trunks of the trees offered little cover except down toward the ground, where they grew together in tight bunches. The canopy of needles interlaced with the ceiling of leaves from big live oaks and cast everything in near darkness. Only the shocktrooper, standing exposed on the bank, was visible to Milo, and he was certain he was invisible to it.

At least he hoped and prayed that he was.

The insect warrior gripped a gleaming pistol in one hand, and its segmented fingers held it rock-steady. The glowing blue focusing crystal on the end of the barrel was like an azure eye trying to penetrate the darkness.

Please, Milo thought, screaming the words inside his head. Please, please, please.

He was not begging the creature to go away.

He didn’t want the shocktrooper to go away.

In fact, Milo needed him to be right where he was.

No, actually, he wanted him to be about five steps to the left. Closer to the water.

But the alien held his ground, clearly suspicious, searching for his elusive prey.

Finally Milo decided that the creature was not going to move in the right direction and this plan was going to fail and end very badly for him. Like so many attempts before this.

So, to save his own life, Milo Silk stepped out from between the pines, raised his slingshot, and yelled at the alien.

“Yo! Roach-brain!”

He fired the slingshot in the same instant the shocktrooper spun to face him. The stone hit the creature on the side of the head, bounced high, and fell into the water without having made so much as a dent in the alien. Milo wished he had something to fire that could shatter the shielding around the lifelight. No stone would do that.

The shocktrooper instantly raised its pistol and rattled off a string of clicks and buzzes that Milo figured were probably very bad words in a language he was glad he didn’t understand.

That’s when three things happened in rapid succession.

The shocktrooper fired its pulse pistol, and the bolt seared past Milo’s cheek and blew a six-inch burning hole through the trunk of one of the pine trees.

Milo dove for cover behind a fallen log.

And the thing in the water, disturbed by the noise, the movement, and the fall of Milo’s stone, lunged up, jaws wide, and attacked the shocktrooper. It burst from the surface of the bayou like something tearing its way from a nightmare into the waking world. Massive, muscular, scaled, furious.

A bull alligator.

Old Chompy. Fierce and murderous and evil tempered.

Milo screamed and shimmied backward up the slope as nine hundred pounds of gator snapped his powerful jaws shut. Teeth like daggers crunched through the armor and shell as easily as Milo bit through a corn dog. And Old Chompy bit the Bug soldier clean in half.

It was a horrible sight, and even though this had been Milo’s plan, it was gross and shocking and mind-numbing. The alien’s chittering turned into a single piercing shriek of pain, and then dwindled to a gurgle as the fourteen-foot-long reptile dragged his unworldly meal down into the muddy depths.

Old Chompy was the undisputed terror of this part of the bayou. The ancient gator had dragged down wild pigs and even a ten-point buck unlucky enough to come to this section of the bank for a drink. Now he had claimed a fully armed and armored Dissosterin shocktrooper.

Milo stared in horror as green blood swirled around and around in the vortex of ripples. He saw the glow of the lifelight beneath the surface, but it quickly winked out and did not reappear. Milo knew it never would.

Old Chompy never gave back what he took.

A ball of tension that felt like a knot of hot barbed wire burst from his lungs and he sagged to the ground.

It was a terrible, stupid, insanely dangerous plan.

And it had worked.


FROM MILO’S DREAM DIARY

I miss my mom.

All the time.

It’s only been four days since she took a bunch of soldiers to check on a report of some dead shocktroopers down around the Atchafalaya River. She was only supposed to be gone for a couple of days.

But the Bugs attacked our camp the next day.

The Huntsman and an entire hive ship just came out of the sky and . . .

God, I can’t even write down most of what they did.

Mom and the soldiers were long gone by then, and after the attack, we had to abandon what was left of the camp. It’s way too dangerous to go back there.

I don’t know if Mom’s okay.

I don’t know where she is.

I don’t know if she thinks I’m dead.

I don’t know.

I don’t know.

I don’t know.

And I’m so scared.

Where are you, Mom?



Chapter 5

The waters of the bayou gradually stilled, except for a line of bubbles that rose and popped on the surface. He didn’t know if Old Chompy could digest what he’d taken for his lunch, and Milo tried not to think about it. Here in the bayou, the big reptiles were nobody’s friends and they’d eat just about anything they could catch.

When it was clear that no other shocktroopers were coming to investigate, Milo hurried over to the remains, wincing at the mess. The gator had taken everything from the waist up, leaving the rest behind. The lower half of the creature still twitched, the way some insects do even when their heads are gone. That was so nasty.

But Milo gritted his teeth, held his breath, grabbed the alien warrior’s foot, and dragged the remains up the slope. Once he was on solid ground, he went to work. He had a big canvas satchel slung across his chest, and he began filling it with the weapons and equipment strapped to the hips and legs of the corpse. It was an incredible haul: two pulse pistols, a fighting knife with a twelve-inch serrated blade, six shock grenades, four incendiary grenades, signal flares, and several items Milo couldn’t immediately recognize. Any kind of tech was worth scavenging, and alien tech ten times so. The Earth Alliance scientists had recovered very little of that tech intact, because taking down a shocktrooper usually resulted in most of the body and its equipment being turned into melted slag and ash. The drop-ships and scout craft tended to blow up when shot down—something about how the coolant systems on the Dissosterin engines worked. Superb designs for flying, but awful for trying to scavenge anything useful.

Milo Silk was a scavenger. That’s what he’d been trained to do, every day of his life. Well, ever since the aliens came in their vast hive ships and conquered the Earth. Milo had been six years old when the invasion began. Now he was eleven, and even kids in the EA had to earn their place. Everyone had to work together to help the human resistance survive, to preserve life and connection and cooperation so that there could be some hope of winning back the planet. Scavengers like Milo, like his friends Lizzie and Shark and Barnaby, scoured the forests and ruined towns for anything that could be useful. To people who were both desperate and resourceful, nearly everything had value, from broken laptops to car batteries to circuit boards of crashed planes.

A nearly complete set of weapons and equipment from a shocktrooper was worth ten times Milo’s weight in gold. He finished shoving the pieces of tech into his satchel, missing nothing. Then he slung the satchel over his shoulder and set off for camp. On the way, he passed a burned and twisted bit of wreckage that had been dropped into the forest yesterday morning. Milo and his friends had watched under cover of camouflage tarps as the debris fell. He knew what they were and why the aliens had sent them raining down into the woods.

He’d passed this piece on the outbound part of his trip this morning, but seeing it again gave him the same feeling of sickening fear. The object was the charred remains of a food cart. The other objects were cars, trucks, parts of a tank, and various chunks of military vehicles that had once made up the caravan in Milo’s camp. This cart and those other machines had been where Milo, Shark, Lizabeth, Barnaby, and all the others, including Milo’s mom, had lived, worked, fought. And died. When the hive ship had attacked the camp, these vehicles were blown up by pulse-rifle blasts or torn apart by hunter-killers. Until yesterday, Milo hadn’t given a thought to the destroyed machines, caring only about the living, the dead, the wounded, and the missing people. However, the Bugs had gone back to the site of that attack and collected the junk. A message had then been painted on each piece, the same message, splashed in bright red on the soot-stained metal.

I WANT WHAT YOU STOLE

Milo didn’t think the Bugs could understand human languages. Not that it mattered, because he was absolutely positive that he knew whose hand had written these five words over and over again.

The Huntsman.

Once a human being. A murderer hiding behind the uniform of a soldier. A merciless and malicious serial killer who believed that by taking lives he would become more powerful than any ordinary human, that he would become a god of darkness.

That was bad enough. More than bad enough. Then the Swarm took him. They had been looking for a human whose inner darkness was so powerful that it would give them the edge needed to break free of their own technological stagnation. They craved his evil, his dark imagination, and they had used their own twisted science to transform the killer into something half human and half Dissosterin. A hybrid that belonged to neither species. A monster that was far more powerful, far darker, than even the hive queens could predict. His evil and his madness had flowed into the hive mind and corrupted it, turned it from the cold hunger of a swarm of insects into a shared malevolence. They had built a slave but created a conqueror.

The Huntsman had led the attack on Milo’s camp, destroying it and killing most of the people Milo knew. A few survivors had been taken as slaves and as organic raw material for the hive ship to make more shocktroopers. It had been the worst day of Milo’s life. His mom and most of the best soldiers had been out on patrol and had escaped the slaughter, but Milo had been forced to flee the destroyed camp, and now he couldn’t find her.

And the Huntsman was looking for Milo. Not merely to complete the task of exterminating an Earth Alliance group, but to recover two objects the monster held precious. One—a glittering black jewel called the Heart of Darkness—rightfully belonged to the Nightsiders and was now in the possession of the young werewolf girl, Evangelyne Winter. The other rightfully belonged to the alien Swarm from the far reaches of space. It was a small crystal egg, and in it was stored the DNA of the Swarm. The aliens traveled across the vast gulfs of interstellar space in colony ships that were millions of years old. During the thousands of years of travel from one planet to another, the aliens died off, only to be reborn from new eggs laid by the undying queens. The information stored in the crystal egg not only allowed the queens to produce countless new soldiers, workers, and drones, but it contained knowledge and skills, which meant that each new Bug hatched fully trained and ready to serve the Swarm.

With the Heart of Darkness, the Huntsman could gain the secrets of magic, which would make him invincible. But if he failed to recover the crystal egg, the Swarm would very likely turn on him. To become the conqueror he dreamed of being, he had to prove himself worthy to his current masters.

The egg was not a simple piece of alien tech. Milo believed that on some level, it was alive. Alive. And when he and his new friends took it from the hive ship, the egg had seemed, to Milo, to call out to the Swarm, begging—or perhaps commanding—the Bugs to rescue it and bring it home. He hoped that he had simply been paranoid and that the egg had not actually been sending a homing signal. So far no Bug legions had appeared, and the Huntsman seemed unable to find him. For now.

Milo knew that couldn’t last. The Witch of the World had given him a dire warning about the lengths to which the Huntsman would go.

He will burn the fields of the earth and topple mountains to find you and get back what you stole.

Milo could feel the Huntsman’s hatred. It was like the smell of acid in the air. It was like an ache in his bones. It was a ball of sick dread in his stomach. He lingered for a moment and stared at the words.

I WANT WHAT YOU STOLE

Milo walked up to the burned food cart and spat on the red letters.

Or at least, that had been his intention. Unfortunately, his mouth was so dry with terror that he had no spit at all. The best he could manage was a weak sound, a pretend spit that had no real force or power behind it.

Embarrassed, and feeling small and powerless, Milo turned away and looked into the woods toward where his new camp lay. It was well hidden, but he did not believe it was any safer than the one he’d lived in a few days ago. This was an invaded and mostly conquered world. There was no such thing as safety anymore.

Not until and unless the Swarm and the Huntsman could be defeated.

The crystal egg seemed to burn like a cinder in Milo’s pocket.

He touched it through the cloth of his jeans. Felt it pulse. Or maybe twitch. Like something alive trying to flinch away from his touch.

Milo took a steadying breath and melted back into the woods.



Chapter 6

He had gotten less than a hundred yards when he found something very strange in a small clearing. It was a group of mushrooms growing in a near-perfect circle. Milo stopped and crouched down at the edge of it. Like everyone else in his pod, he knew a lot about what grew wild in the woods. What was safe and what wasn’t. Most of the mushroom species here in Louisiana were safe to eat, though there were a few he knew to stay away from. These, however, were a species he’d never seen before. At a glance, they looked like either straw mushrooms or Caesar’s mushrooms, but he was sure they weren’t either of those edible kinds. The caps were pale yellow and about six inches across, and the stipes—or stems—were flecked with gray scales. There were at least sixty of the mushrooms, and when he bent close to examine them, he realized that the circle they made really was perfect. It was only the occasional tuft of grass that made the ring appear warped. This bothered Milo, because nature has its own ways of being perfect—the flight of a hummingbird, the color of bougainvillea, the warm sun of a spring afternoon—but exact geometrical shapes are rare. Perfectly straight lines and perfect circles were unusual. And yet this didn’t seem like the sort of thing the Bugs would ever do.

However, Milo had come this way not three hours ago and hadn’t seen this grouping of fungi. Surely mushrooms this large couldn’t have sprung up by themselves in just a few hours. That was impossible.

Which meant what? Milo wasn’t sure. Was this something belonging to the Swarm? Was this something tied to the Nightsiders?

He didn’t know, but as he wondered about it he suddenly felt very strange, and without meaning to, he dropped slowly to his knees just outside the ring. The air around him seemed to change, become less humid, and the heat leached away, replaced by a deep cold. When Milo exhaled, his breath plumed with steam. He jerked back. Then stopped. Bent forward . . . and breathed out again. It wasn’t just that he could see his breath—he could see it only as the exhaled air crossed the arc of the toadstool circle.

Milo’s heart began to flutter, and he knew for sure that this phenomenon was tied to the world of shadows and monsters. It was almost the same effect he’d felt when he had discovered a damaged pyramid of stones in the swamps not too many miles from this spot. There had been a perfect ring of icy air around the pyramid, and Milo had later learned it was a shrine that was sacred to the Nightsiders. And it was from that ruined monument that the evil and terrifying Huntsman had stolen the Heart of Darkness—the jewel that was crucial to the survival of Evangelyne and her friends. And maybe crucial to the survival of everyone on Earth.

There had been no ring of mushrooms there, though, and there was no pyramid here. All he could see inside the circle was grass and mud and . . .

As Milo watched, he could feel something changing. Inside and out. His eyes began to drift shut, as if he were sliding toward the edge of sleep. He wanted to fight it, knew he should fight it, but all at once he had no will to try to stay awake. And yet he did not topple forward into sleep. Instead he wavered there on his knees, swaying as if to the rhythm of a distant piece of strange music. The air inside the circle seemed to shimmer like a mirage. His eyelids fluttered, but he couldn’t tell if they were open or closed.

And then . . . then . . .

Something moved inside the circle. Tiny figures no bigger than crickets, but human in shape. Almost human. They were dressed like soldiers from some ancient painting of war. Each warrior was dressed in clothes similar to those Milo had seen in books about the Middle Ages. Shining armor and long doublets with strange creatures embroidered on them: fire-breathing dragons, griffins, unicorns, basilisks, sea serpents, and mermaids. Each soldier had a miniature sword hanging from a leather belt, and a helmet of polished silver. There were female soldiers as well as male, dressed in the same armor and carrying the same swords. The soldiers were not really people, though. Small as they were, Milo could see that their skin was a pale green, almost the color of grass on the first morning of spring. A few of them had tapered helmets that did not hide their ears, and Milo saw that these ears rose to sharp points.

As they danced, the little soldiers sang a song in voices that were so heavy with a foreign accent that it was hard for Milo to understand them. He bent close, his nose almost touching the shimmering air at the edge of the toadstool ring, and listened to the song raised by their tiny voices:

He wha tills the faeries’ green

Nae luck again shall hae;

And he wha spills the faeries’ ring

Betide him want and wae.

For weirdless days and weary nights

Are his till his deein’ day.

But he wha gaes by the faerie ring,

Nae dule nor pine shall see,

And he wha cleans the faerie ring

An easy death shall dee.

Milo couldn’t easily follow what the creatures were singing, but as he listened, he found himself drifting ever closer toward the edge of sleep.

And toward the shimmering circle.

The creatures laughed and beckoned to him as they broke their own circle and whirled, some dancing together, others doing jigs by themselves. A few stood and clapped to keep time, and though Milo heard the music of strange pipes and drums, he could see no instruments.

Milo felt his lips move and he heard himself whisper two words that he was absolutely certain he did not know and had never heard before.

“Aes Sídhe.”

They came out almost as a sigh, sounding to his ears like “ays sheeth-uh,” though somehow Milo knew this wasn’t how they were spelled. He was too dreamy and faint to wonder how he knew that.

The dancing figures laughed aloud at the sound of the words. Their dances became faster and faster, and Milo was getting dizzy trying to follow their movements.

“Come to the Sídhe, Milo. . . . Come play with us. . . .”

“I . . . I . . . ,” he began, but he had no idea what he wanted to say. Or whether he could say anything at all. The world swam around him, and it seemed as if the only real and stable point in the universe was inside that ring. Milo felt seasick and woozy.

“Come with us,” cried the tiny dancing figures. “Come play with us. Come be safe with us.”

Milo began to lift his hand, to reach out, to reach through. As his fingertips brushed the outside of the shimmering wall, a shock went through him. It was like touching electricity. Milo snatched his hand back.

Except he didn’t.

He wanted to. He willed his hand to pull back.

But instead it kept reaching forward. Touching the wall of shimmering air was like touching flowing water. It was more solid than empty air, but not something he could grab. The ground seemed to tilt under him, to make him lean forward so that his fingers pushed through the outer surface.

Inside the circle, the little figures danced and laughed, but Milo suddenly felt very afraid. There was no humor on their tiny smiling faces. The grins were like jack-o’-lantern grins—cruel imitations of smiles, with no human joy. And there was a kind of hungry delight in their eyes that burned like coals.

“Come play with us,” they cried.

Milo’s fingers kept reaching through the shimmer, and his body tilted forward inch by inch so that his face was right there, almost close enough to feel it on his skin.

“Be safe with us . . .”

As they chanted, the shimmering air above them inside the circle began to change. At first Milo thought it was a column of smoke rising from a fire he couldn’t see, but it wasn’t that. It moved like smoke, though, swirling and rippling, becoming darker as it filled the air and towered above the figures. The chants of the tiny soldiers increased as they begged Milo to enter the circle.

“He comes!” cried the little figures, and Milo thought they were referring to him. Not so. They pointed at the swirling column of smoke. “The destroyer comes at our call.”

The dark smoke was taking shape now. Slowly, though, as if time itself had become uncertain, or as if the very air were reluctant to witness what was forming.

“No . . . ,” murmured Milo, but he could not look away, could not pull back.

“The destroyer comes at our call,” the creatures repeated, and now Milo could hear a wicked joy in their voices. “He will open the door and set us free!”

Inside the ring Milo could see the figure more clearly with each passing second. It was huge and almost—almost—human. Male, massive, with broad shoulders and a body packed with so much muscle that it looked bestial and deformed, its torso was wrapped in layer upon layer of chitinous plates, just like the Bugs. And like those aliens, it had a set of pincer arms sprouting from its sides, just below the muscular human arms. Insectoid pincers snapped at the air on either side of its cruel mouth. Antennae rose from the sides of its head, and the eyes were the multifaceted eyes of a blowfly. The human arms had been transformed into something monstrous and were covered with plates and ridges from which spikes jutted. Weapon belts crisscrossed the massive chest.

This creature was not a Nightsider or a Bug, or even human. It was something else entirely. Unique in its hideous nature, and unparalleled in its towering, destructive madness.

Even as it took shape in the air, Milo could hear an echo of what the Witch of the World had said when he’d first seen this monster.

This is the destroyer. This is the Huntsman who will hang us all like trophies on his wall.

Milo screamed.

The dancing figures laughed and cried out in triumph as the Huntsman took shape within their magic circle.

“Here is the one you seek, O champion,” they shouted. “Take this boy and do with him as you will. Then lead us to victory over all!”

Milo reeled. These creatures were conjuring the most dangerous monster who ever lived.

The Huntsman, as if able to read his thoughts, threw back his hideous head and laughed. But his laughter was silent, as if he was not yet enough in this world, not real enough, to be heard. He reached out toward Milo, toward the point where Milo’s fingers were penetrating the shimmering wall.

Milo felt his will melting away, felt his fingers pushing forward. He felt he was losing himself as the creatures danced and the Huntsman reached.

And then a sound split the air.

Sharp.

Loud.

Not inside the ring. The Huntsman had not found his voice.

No, this was an animal sound. A very particular kind of animal sound.

And it came from behind Milo, off to his left, farther up the slope and beyond the edge of the field of wild sugarcane.

Milo turned, and the action pulled his fingers most of the way out of the shimmering wall. The tiny figures stopped dancing and glared up at him with naked hatred. And the Huntsman’s image flickered for a moment.

The sound came again, and again.

Louder. Closer.

Urgent.

And familiar.

Milo licked his lips and blinked, trying to clear his eyes. He heard the sound again and forced himself to turn away from everything in the circle. Something was out there. Something was coming. He tilted his head to raise one ear, trying to catch the full sound. Was it a wild dog? Or, worse, was it a Stinger? Was it one of the Dissosterin mutant hunting animals, the nightmare blend of giant mastiff and deadly scorpion, come to greet its alien master?

Milo made himself turn more so that he couldn’t even see the little people out of the corner of his eye.

Don’t look at them, he told himself. Don’t look at him!

The sounds came from a patch of wild cane, and as Milo watched, the stalks rippled as something headed toward him with increasing speed.

I’m dead, thought Milo.

Then the canes parted and a figure moved into a patch of sunlight. Much, much smaller than Milo had expected. White, with brown patches, about the size of a meat loaf, standing on four bandy legs, eyes dark and bright, mouth open to reveal lots of tiny sharp teeth. The animal looked around, sniffed the air, then jolted to a stop as it caught sight of Milo. The little creature’s eyes seemed to bug out of their sockets, and the slender tail began whipping back and forth so fast it turned into a blur.

Then it raced toward Milo at missile speed.

It was Killer.

Milo jerked his fingers completely free of the wall and reached out as the dog jumped into his arms, bore him backward, and tried to lick all the skin off his face. Killer slobbered all over Milo, biting his hair, whimpering, and dancing on the boy’s chest and stomach.

Milo laughed out loud, and it was that sound as much as anything else that changed the day. The deep cold vanished, and when Milo dared to look, he saw the little figures disappear one by one. For a minute, though, one remained—a tiny woman dressed in armor the color of rotting leaves, with hair as red as flame and a thick band of carved gold around her throat. Above her towered the swirling image of the Huntsman. The monster spoke, but Milo could not hear a single word. However, the red-haired woman seemed to understand. She nodded and then turned toward Milo, and there was a look of such intense hatred on her face that it chilled Milo to the marrow. She pointed a slender finger at him.

“You will scream as you die,” she said. “But only after watching everything you love burn. And then my champion and I will conquer this and all worlds.”

Then she, too, faded. A moment later, so did the hideous, silent image of the Huntsman, and every one of the toadstools. It was as if they had never been there. As if this had all been some kind of waking dream. Or a nightmare that had tried to invade the daytime. The grass was unmarked, and the warmth of the bayou rolled over him and reclaimed the day.

Killer barked at him, demanding his attention. Milo pulled the dog to his chest and hugged him, kissing his head, rocking him back and forth. Grateful to have found him, grateful to have been saved by him.

Four days ago, when the hive ship had attacked Milo’s camp, Killer had gone missing. Everyone assumed the little dog was dead, burned to black bones by the firestorm of the attack. Killer’s owner, Shark, was Milo’s best friend, and Shark been grieving as much for the dog as for the friends they’d lost in that terrible attack. So many people were still missing—including Shark’s adoptive aunt and Milo’s mom—but finding the dog seemed to prove that being missing did not have to mean gone forever.

Still holding the wriggling dog to his chest, Milo climbed to his feet. There were tears on his cheeks but he didn’t care, and besides, the dog lapped up the salty wetness.

“I got you, Killer,” murmured Milo. “I got you. You’re safe now.”

Though he meant that for himself, too. Safe now.

Safe.

The clearing was empty. Not a single mushroom was in sight. And even the memory of that strange song and those cruel smiles seemed to be fading, racing away from him like roaches scattering to hide from the light. Had he really seen them? Had he actually seen the Huntsman?

The more he thought about it, the less certain he was that it had happened at all.

“I must have been asleep on my feet,” he told himself. Killer wagged his tail as if Milo had said something to him. “Just me being weird.”

Milo finally set Killer down and examined him. The terrier was thin and covered with scratches and cuts, and his coat was filthy. The last four days had clearly been cruel to the dog. Despite that, the defiant fires that had always burned in his eyes were undiminished. He might only weigh fourteen pounds, but all of it was grit and determination. Killer had very little “give up” in him.

“I know someone who’s going to lose his mind when he sees you, boy,” said Milo. “Shark’s going to go nuts.”

At the mention of his person’s name, Killer began wagging even harder and uttered a high, thin whine.

“C’mon, Killer, let’s get out of here.”

Milo retrieved his slingshot, cinched the flap of his satchel, did a full turn to check the surrounding woods, and then clicked his tongue for Killer. They set off through the cane, moving as fast as caution allowed, making sure to leave no marks of their passage, relying on skills and smarts to stay safe and to ensure that death did not follow them back to where their friends waited.


FROM MILO’S DREAM DIARY

So much has happened that sometimes I have to stop and think about it to keep everything straight. That’s important because when I dream, the story sometimes changes. In my dreams, my mom was with me when I met the Nightsiders.

In my dreams, the Nightsiders weren’t strange monsters. They were my brothers and sisters. All of them.

Evangelyne Winter—the strange, moody werewolf girl.

Oakenayl—the grumpy tree spirit, who, I’m pretty sure, would be totally cool with it if I got eaten by the Bugs.

Mook—the rock boy.

Halflight—the fiery little sprite who flew around on the back of a hummingbird.

And Iskiel, the fire salamander who could explode and then re-form like a phoenix.

In the real world they were strangers. Weird and a little scary and completely cool. Except for Oakenayl, who really was a jerk.

But in dreams they were my actual family.

And the stone, the little black jewel called the Heart of Darkness, wasn’t something that belonged only to the Nightsiders. In my dream, it was something that had always belonged to my family. When we snuck aboard the hive ship to steal it back from the Huntsman, it wasn’t just to help the Nightsiders. It was because my family needed it back.

My family.

This family.

How weird is that?

And . . . what would Mom think of all this? I mean . . . what will she think, when I find her?



Chapter 7

After almost an hour, Milo and Killer had nearly reached the camp. As the crow flies it was a twenty-minute hike, but stealth requires a longer path. He found no toadstool rings and heard no more strange songs from tiny people, and with every step he doubted more and more that it had even happened. How could a bunch of little creatures like that conjure the Huntsman? If they were Nightsiders, why would they? It was so crazy and made so little sense that it only reinforced his belief that he had somehow managed to have a dream while walking through the swamp.

Something suddenly rustled in the leaves above them and they both froze, Killer with bared fangs and hair standing in a ridge along his back, Milo with a sharp stone in his slingshot.

But then the thing that had made the noise crept out onto a bare section of a heavy limb. It was bigger than an iguana, with smooth gray-green skin marked with glowing lines of intense red that swirled and eddied with fire. It was no illusion, Milo knew; those fires really burned beneath the creature’s skin. Killer snarled with a mixture of brave defiance and obvious terror, but Milo lowered his slingshot.

“It’s okay, boy,” he said to the little dog. “Iskiel’s a friend.”

The fire salamander flicked out his forked tongue and hissed softly at Milo.

“Good to see you, too,” said Milo, though in truth he had no idea whether the hiss was a greeting or not. A moment later he found out, because Iskiel half turned and used his jaws to pick up something that was out of sight on the limb, and tossed it down. It landed with a metallic clank at Milo’s feet.

Milo and Killer both jumped backward, and once more Milo brought up his slingshot.

It was a hunter-killer.

Specifically, a boomer. A Dissosterin murder machine. Shaped like a yard-long steel centipede, with hundreds of legs made from stiff red wire. Each segment of a boomer contained a separate explosive charge packed with shrapnel. A single boomer could destroy a Humvee and kill everyone inside. Boomers were only one of dozens of insect-shaped robots employed by the Bugs to do exactly what their group name suggested: to hunt and to kill.

Milo lowered his weapon, because it was clear that this particular hunter-killer was never going to cause anyone any harm. There were deep punctures and claw marks on each of the many sections, and the edges of the fang holes were smeared with a purplish goo. When Milo glanced up, he saw Iskiel open his mouth to display his teeth. Drops of the purple goo gleamed on the tips. Even though Milo hadn’t seen this substance before on the fire salamander, he was sharp enough to understand what the creature was showing him. It was some kind of venom, and from the burned-wire stink rising from the boomer, there was no doubt that Iskiel’s venom was pure acid.

“Niiiiice!” said Milo in real appreciation. “That is so cool!”

The fire salamander made a short, choppy hissing sound that might well have been laughter. If creatures like him could laugh.

Killer barked at Iskiel, but Milo shushed him. “Quiet, Killer.”

The terrier stopped barking but kept a suspicious eye on the glowing amphibian. The row of bristling hairs on his back did not lie down, either.

“Iskiel,” said Milo, “there was a shocktrooper down by the edge of the bayou, but a gator got him.”

The salamander bobbed his head. A nod? Sure, why not? Milo knew the creature could understand human speech.

“Do you know if there are any others around?”

Iskiel lifted his head and looked about as if he could somehow survey the whole of the forest.

“Or any more of the hunter-killers?”

Then Iskiel cocked his head as if listening, but all Milo could hear was the rustle of leaves and the drone of ordinary earth insects. In the distance a bullfrog thrummed. The salamander gradually relaxed and flicked his tongue once more in Milo’s direction.

“Nothing out there?” said Milo hopefully.

Amphibians can’t shrug, so Iskiel merely hissed. Softly and without urgency. Milo got the point.

“Nothing out there right now,” Milo interpreted.

Iskiel bobbed his head.

Milo glanced back the way he’d come, then looked sideways up at the salamander. “Hey . . . you wouldn’t know anything about a bunch of little guys in armor dancing around inside a circle of mushrooms, would you?”

The amphibian gave him a flat, level, and totally unhelpful stare. Then with a swish of his tail, he turned and vanished into the cool green darkness under the leaves. Milo and Killer stood for a moment, watching the trees, but Iskiel did not return.

“Everybody I know is weird,” said Milo. Killer looked at him as if in wonder that Milo was just now getting that through his thick head.

They moved off, leaving the boomer were it lay. Milo took note of its location, but he didn’t want to risk carrying it back to camp, not even to try to scavenge parts. Just because it hadn’t blown up during the fight with Iskiel did not mean that it couldn’t. Later, when there was time, Milo would come back and dispose of it properly. Ideally with Shark, who was much better at fixing—or deconstructing—things than any of the other kids.

The camp was close, and as they approached, he noticed a figure in the shadows beneath a massive old elm. Even in that gloom Milo could see the deadly point of razor-sharp metal on the hunting arrow.

Milo stopped in his tracks.

“You can stop right dere,” said a cold and deadly voice, but all Milo could see was a shaggy silhouette that seemed to be made of leaves and twigs, with narrow and knobby shoulders and long arms. It looked like Oakenayl, but the voice was clearly not his.

“Barnaby, it’s me.”

“I know,” said the Cajun scout as he stepped into the light. He lowered his arrow and grinned. “Just wanted to see how many shades of white you’d turn. You look like sour milk, you.” Barnaby let out a donkey-bray of a laugh.

Milo glared hot death at him. “You’re hilarious.”

“You should see your face, you.” Barnaby wore full deep-forest camouflage: patterned clothes augmented by leaves, grass, flowers, and sticks attached by loops of strong thread.

Milo cut a nervous look toward the camp. “Did Oakenayl see you?”

Barnaby touched the foliage on his clothes. “Yeah, and he mad as a scalded cat, him.”

“He doesn’t like us to cut anything off the trees and—”

“I didn’t do that. I picked all this stuff off the ground.”

“So why’s he mad?”

Barnaby shrugged. “Maybe someone forgot to tell him that.”

“‘Someone’ meaning you? He’s an actual monster, you know. Messing with him’s not smart.”

The Cajun shrugged again. “I didn’t do no harm. He don’t like it, that creepy tree boy can go whittle himself a new smile.”

In the four days since Milo and the Orphan Army of supernatural creatures had stolen aboard the hive ship, recovered the Heart of Darkness, and rescued some of the camp survivors, the initial feelings of gratitude and mutual need had given way to old superstitions and prejudices. Most of the humans kept well away from the Nightsiders, and the monsters didn’t go out of their way to make human friends. It was depressing, and the tensions were increasing every day.

Milo was about to say something to the Cajun about it when Barnaby finally realized who it was standing behind Milo’s legs.

“Oh my, my, my, my—where at you find this tataille-tayau, this scary hound dog?” He knelt down and held a hand out to Killer, who approached cautiously, sniffed, then wagged his tail with moderate enthusiasm. Barnaby stroked Killer from head to tail, and for a moment the Cajun looked genuinely pleased. He cocked an eye at Milo. “Big man know his dog be back, him?”

“No. Where is Shark?”

Again Killer perked up at the name.

Barnaby ticked his head toward the dense oak grove behind him. “Back there. Probably eating something he don’t need to eat, him. Like he always doing.”

It wasn’t an entirely unfair comment. Shark had no qualms about stopping for a meal. Any meal, anywhere.

“Is Evangelyne around?” asked Milo, and saw the scout stiffen.

“Mademoiselle Rougarou is off on her own, her, which is just fine with me.”

“Don’t call her that,” said Milo. Rougarou was a local name for a particularly vicious breed of werewolf. Barnaby had always worn a pierced dime on a piece of twine as a charm against the evil of that kind of monster. It wasn’t a word he would dare say to her face.

“Why not? She ain’t here right now, her,” said Barnaby.

Milo took a small step toward him. “No, but I am. Don’t call her that.”

The scout was taller, stronger, and older than Milo, and he was a much better fighter. He could have knocked Milo out with one fast punch, and they both knew it. But instead he simply studied the look in Milo’s eyes and after a minute gave a small nod. “Sure, whatever you say, you.”

Milo returned the nod and began to walk past him, then stopped and told him about the boomer Iskiel had destroyed.

“Wait, you saying that reptile done that to a boomer, him?”

“Iskiel’s an amphibian,” said Milo, “not a reptile.”

“I don’t care if he a dinosaur. How he kill that metal bug?”

Milo explained about the acid venom.

Barnaby looked uneasy. “Now, that’s just weird.”

“Yeah, well, welcome to my world,” said Milo, and he went off to look for Shark.



Chapter 8

The reunion between Shark and Killer made Milo want to cry.

His friend had not, in fact, been eating but was instead sitting on a log with his tool kit beside him as he worked on a circuit board from the alien ship they’d stolen. Behind him, covered in shadows beneath the oak trees, was the massive red bulb of the Dissosterin command ship that had once belonged to the Huntsman. When they’d all escaped the hive ship, the red craft had brought them down to Earth in relative safety. However, the following day the survivors had bullied Milo into trying to fly them all across the lake to find an Earth Alliance camp.

Milo got the ship off the ground, but then one of the computer panels blew up and the ship crashed. Hard. It had been a terrible catastrophe. Several of the refugees were badly injured, and a lot of the ship’s circuitry was damaged. Shark, the best tech wizard in Milo’s pod, was now trying to get the craft running again. It was still an iffy proposition, though that morning he had told Milo that this particular circuit could probably get the ship to fly, just not fly very well. It was a start, and it was a lot better than nothing. They knew they were being hunted. Staying in any one place too long was insanely dangerous.

“Shark,” called Milo from the edge of the small clearing, “look what followed me home. Can we keep him?”

Shark was a stocky kid with big hands, big feet, a belly that, though not as ponderous as it had been, was still considerable, and a head that looked like a bucket covered in cornrows. His skin was the color of dark chocolate, and his intelligent brown eyes were flecked with gold. William Sharkey. “Shark” to everyone.

“Geez,” said Shark impatiently as he looked up, “don’t tell me you want to adopt a Stinger . . .”

His voice trailed off and tears sprang into his eyes. A half second later Shark and Killer were crushed into a huddle, laughing and barking and kissing and petting and wagging. And it was hard for Milo to tell where one left off and the other began.

“Where . . . where . . . where . . . how . . . ?” began Shark, but he couldn’t finish the sentence.

“He found me,” Milo told him, and explained about the trap he’d set for the shocktrooper and the subsequent encounter with the fierce little dog. He wasn’t sure that Shark heard one word of it. Feeling immensely happy for his friend, Milo sat down on the log and picked up the circuit board. He saw what Shark had been working on, followed the logic of the repair, and set to work, letting Shark have some privacy and not intruding on it, which is what friends should do.

Later, after Shark had recovered his composure, fed Killer more than the dog could eat, washed him, and dressed his many small wounds, he sat next to Milo with the Jack Russell sleeping contentedly on his lap.

“I really, really, really, really want to thank you, man,” he said, punching Milo on the arm.

“Hey, like I said, Killer found me.”

Then there was an embarrassing instant when they were both aware that Shark was crying and neither of them wanted to comment on it.

Milo said, “So . . . um . . . how’s it going . . . ?”

Shark cleared his throat and took the circuit board from Milo. “This is the last one to fix before we try to restart the engine. Then I think we’d better get our butts out of here. We’ve been in this swamp way too long.”

“I know. That shocktrooper I fed to Old Chompy was getting too close to camp.”

Shark grinned. “‘Old Chompy’?”

“I figured he needed a name.”

Shark thought about it, nodded. “Old Chompy,” he confirmed. “Better than some of the things Barnaby’s been calling him.”

“Barnaby’s got issues,” complained Milo, “and not just with gators. He’s going to get in trouble with Evangelyne and the others.”

“Yeah, he is. Oakenayl nearly took his head off earlier.”

“Why? Because of the camouflage stuff?”

“That and because he wanted to cut up a tree for firewood. I mean, the tree was old and dead already, so it’s not like he’d be killing one of Oakenayl’s relatives. Wouldn’t be like tossing his favorite uncle onto the fire.”

“Maybe it would. Like a funeral pyre.”

Shark sighed and shook his head. “Man, this is really, really weird.”

“Yeah, it is.”

Killer began snoring.

Milo told Shark about Iskiel destroying a boomer, and his friend was deeply impressed. “Okay, that might be the second coolest thing that’s happened today. Coolest being the return of the world’s smelliest dog.” Shark grunted. “A fire salamander with acid for venom. Life keeps on getting weirder.”

“Yeah,” agreed Milo, and he almost shared the story of his encounter with the tiny soldiers in the mushroom circle, but ultimately he did not. Despite his knowing several supernatural creatures, this encounter now felt too much like a daydream. Besides, try as he might, he couldn’t really remember many of the details. It was like trying to remember an elusive dream. The harder he grabbed for it, the more it pulled away.

Instead he looked around. The camp seemed deserted and quiet. “Where is everyone?”

“Well . . . ,” began Shark slowly, “your new friends all kind of bugged out this morning after you left. Don’t ask where because none of ’em wasted a lot of breath telling us ‘Children of the Sun’ much of anything. Or is it ‘Daylighters’? I keep hearing both.”

“Don’t sweat it, Shark, they’re not cutting you up. They’re the Nightsiders and we’re the Daylighters. ‘Children of the sun’ is mostly what the Witch of the World calls us.”

Shark didn’t even try to comment on that. He was having enough of a hard time accepting Mook, Oakenayl, Evangelyne, and the other supernaturals, but believing that there was some kind of witch who only existed in dreams was still beyond his reach.

“Daylighters, sunbathers, whatever. Don’t really care. What I’m saying is that one minute they’re all here, next—poof. And by ‘poof’ I don’t know if I mean they just up and left or if they actually vanished in a puff of smoke.”

“I don’t think they can do that.”

“Why not? They can do a lot of other really, really weird stuff.”

“I guess.”

“I tried to talk to Vangie to, you know, try to get to know her. To try to wrap my head around what it must be like to be a . . .”

“A werewolf?”

“Well, yeah, that too, but I was going to say I wondered what it was like to actually be supernatural. You ever talk to her about that? About what it’s like?”

“I tried,” said Milo, “but she’s not the easiest person to have a conversation with. I mean, that first day, when we had to team up to fight the Huntsman and all, we talked a lot. And I thought we were, like, I don’t know, becoming friends.”

Shark nodded. “So what happened?”

“It’s weird, but since we got back from the hive ship, since she got that Heart of Darkness thing back, we haven’t said ten words to each other. Not that I haven’t tried. She hangs around the camp and all, but she hardly talks. Oakenayl never does. Iskiel can’t, and Mook only says ‘Mook.’”

“‘Mook,’” said Shark, and they laughed.

“So, no, we haven’t really talked about the whole supernatural thing. I guess it just is.”
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