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PRAISE FOR MONSTROUS DEVICES



“A superbly assured debut…an effortless, atmospheric evocation of place and history combine in an unforgettable, immersive reading experience.”


Guardian


“Hugely original, exciting debut novel by Damien Love… Get hold of a copy, wind it up, and let yourself go.”


The Times


“I enjoyed everything about Damien Love’s debut – its title, its breakneck action, its sly sense of humour. If you imagine Rick and Morty colliding with early Spielberg, you get some idea of this delirious adventure…and I wouldn’t be at all surprised to see it on the screen. I wish my first novel had been as imaginative and assured.”


Anthony Horowitz, author of the Alex Rider series


“One of the most acclaimed, exciting new children’s series in years… A hugely appealing adventure for all ages, which seems almost certain to be adapted for the screen.”


Herald


“This grandad and grandson adventure has all the hallmarks of a whopping kids’ thriller: a mysterious quest, a dream-like flight across snowy lands, a sinister magic, a throng of foes, and, most important of all, a huge heart.”


The Big Issue, kids’ books of the year


“Action-packed and cinematic, with a great side-serving of dark gloopy weirdness.”


Sinéad O’Hart, author of The Eye of the North


“A breakneck adventure story, told thrillingly.”


Sunday Times


“Another assured debut that takes its protagonist somewhere unexpected… Fans of Anthony Horowitz will love Monstrous Devices.”


Irish Times


“I was gripped from the first page of Monstrous Devices by Scottish author Damien Love. It is making me look at robots suspiciously…and I can’t wait to see what happens next!”


Scottish Book Trust


“Raiders of the Lost Ark meets Toy Story.”


Publishers Weekly


“It is hard to believe that this fantastic, mega-original novel is Love’s first book. The author speeds through his thrillingly ingenious tale with the confidence and creativity of a seasoned storyteller.” 


South China Morning Post


“Damien Love’s Monstrous Devices is an atmospheric, adventure-packed debut, which will surely appeal to fans of Jonathan Stroud’s immersive, multi-layered novels.”


LoveReading, debut of the month
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To Alison


And in memory of Alan




Time and time again, the castle ruin Boll, also called Neu-Tannegg, was the target of treasure hunters, who believed immense riches lay buried under the rubble. But all searching was in vain. . .


Traditional story from the Black Forest
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RAIN IS FALLING on the Black Forest.


It moves like smoke over the treetops in the last light, beating an endless martial drumroll on branches and leaves, and setting the steep, wooded slopes of the Kandel mountain streaming.


A man runs recklessly down the mountainside in the rain, feet slipping in sucking mud as he stumbles among tree trunks. He gasps for breath, because he is not a young man. Beneath one arm, he clutches a roll of material tightly to his chest. He trips, falls hard, lies without moving. Then:


“Bloody Nora.”


Hauling himself up, he blinks back into the darkness, listens, stiffens, then throws himself on down the slope, even more desperately than before.


He comes eventually to a lonely road cut thinly through the woods. A car sits by the track, looking abandoned. Sparing a second to pat the roof, he flings himself inside, then bends to fumble beneath the driver’s seat, uncovering a panel in the floor, a shallow compartment. He tosses in his tube of material, flattens the carpet back down.


The engine purrs and he has the car moving fast, steering with one hand, working a phone with the other. He hits speaker, tosses his phone to the dashboard, and grabs the wheel with both hands as the road veers into a ragged bend.


Trees jerk in his headlights. The windshield wipers beat in time with the phone ringing out on the other end. He grits his teeth, glances at his rearview mirror. Finally, the ringing ends, replaced by an ancient tape-recording labouring to life:


“Hello! I’m not here right now. Or if I am, I’m too busy to come to the phone. Mind you, I’m probably out. But you never know. Just in case you’re a burglar casing the place: I could be in. You never know!”


The man at the wheel grinds his jaw.


“This is a machine! Can’t say I approve, really, but there it is. Comes in handy, I must admit. So. You know what the fellow says: ‘At the tone, leave your name and message. I’ll get back to you.’ So please do. And I will. Unless you’re trying to sell me something. In which case, you really should wait until I decide I want to buy something and come to you. Would save us all a lot of time. In any case, leave a message, if you like. Unless you think the machine will steal your soul, like a camer—”


A beep cuts the rambling off. The driver shouts: “It’s ’Arry. An’ this’d be another good example of one of them times it would be ’andy if you’d agree to carry a bloody phone. I’m still in the forest, but getting out. Uh, road southeast of the Kandel, ’eadin’ for—”


Harry Morecambe breaks off. Far back in his mirror, headlights appear, swallowed instantly again by night.


“Gawd. They’re comin’ after me. Listen: I followed ’em. I saw some of what they’re up to. Weird business. For a change. Looks like there are two more paintings still to go. But, ’old on to your ’at: I got one of the others back. Pinched it off ’em. I ’ave it with me. Remind me to blow me own trumpet later. Now, I know where the other two are—”


Harry falls silent as he spots some long, low thing behind him, shooting fast along the road on a dim bed of sparks. Then it is gone. He squints ahead. There is nothing but the shuddering patch of ground racing in his headlights.


“Don’t like the look of this. Listen. They said something about Shadow Gate. I was ’iding back in the bushes, so I couldn’t ’ear clearly, but the girl definitely said it, more than once. Does that mean anything? Shadow Gate? And two more things: it’s not—”


There is something in the road ahead: a huge, hunched figure, hands held out like buffers.


Harry accelerates. The car hits, and the world pitches and cracks and falls silent and black.


He comes to without knowing how long he has been unconscious, wrestles open his door, grabs his phone, and stumbles out. The car lies wrecked. One headlight still shines, the beam trembling with rain. Something moves in the darkness beyond, and a figure comes dragging itself into the light. A figure without a head, missing one arm and one leg, a single metal hand clawing the ground. Back along the road, the headlights reappear, coming fast.


Harry runs, plunging into the forest. Soon he is climbing a steep slope. The air quivers and whines and unseen things come flitting through the dark, slashing. He swings his arms wildly, warding them off, but he is hit, falls, crawls on through thorny undergrowth until he can go no further. He lies listening. No sound but rain. The flying things are gone.


Harry stands, bloody, disoriented, staggers on. After a while, he glimpses lights high ahead through the trees. He remembers the phone in his hand, the call still in progress.


“Is this still on? That was close. Car’s totalled, but I think I’ve lost ’em. I’m in the forest, bit lost, but I can see lights, an’ I . . . Oh.”


He has emerged into a small clearing. The moon breaks the clouds, illuminating the glade like an enchanted stage set. In its ghostly spotlight, the grass shines very green, the dripping tree branches seem very sharp, and a small girl stands smiling very sweetly, her bright moon face framed by long black hair.


“Taah-daaa.” She beams, spreading her arms.


High above her, four small tin machines hover on shivering wings, amber eyes shining. As the moonlight disappears, so does her smile. The little robots’ eyes flash as they descend, slicing fast with arms like scalpels.


Harry staggers back. A crashing erupts in the trees behind him, and suddenly a tall shadow looms there. Harry turns again. But there is nowhere to turn. He lifts his phone. “Listen! It’s not—”


There is a single blunt blow. A crack of bone.


Harry’s phone falls to the forest floor and an enormous black boot stamps down on it. This boot has a curious assemblage of straps and springs around the heel. It grinds the phone to pieces, steps away.


Then there is nothing but rain falling on the Black Forest.


Time passes in rain and changing light, until it is pale morning. Another car comes along the lonely road and stops behind the wreck that had been Harry’s. A tall figure steps out, elegant in the wilderness. An old man. He wears a long grey coat, a bowler hat, and, oddly, a black mask across his eyes. He carries a cane.


He makes a rapid search of Harry’s vehicle before turning away, empty-handed, then snaps his fingers and rushes back to uncover the compartment hidden in the floor. Retrieving the roll of material, he flattens it out over the roof: an oil painting on canvas, depicting a bleak mountain road under a brooding autumn sky. He studies it, then stows it in his coat.


The old man scrutinises the footprints leading into the forest, begins to follow. At the tree line, he stops as his cane touches something in the long grass. A large metal head rolls out. Wires tangle from its neck, dripping brown liquid. The old man kicks it away, then lights a cigarette. He holds his stick ready and walks on, fading among the misty trees.


The rain falls as if it might never stop. Or perhaps, as if it never began. As if it has simply always rained like this, and always will.
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“YOU NEVER HANG out any more, man.”


David Anderson cracked his bubblegum in disapproval at Alex as they walked home from school through drizzling British rain. “Come on. Just come over. There’s a whole team of us playing online now − it’s total slaughter. I need you to get my back.”


“I dunno,” Alex muttered. “I’ve got this stuff I have to—”


“What stuff? You don’t have any more homework than me. Anyway, it’s Saturday tomorrow. You can’t work Saturday. You’re turning into a proper hermit.”


“Yeah. I dunno.” Alex stole a look behind.


“Just come,” David pressed. “It’s Mum’s gran’s birthday, she’s like . . . ninety-one or something. Mum’s doing her Old Country menu in honour: pumpkin soup, rice and beans, pen patat, the whole Haitian Kitchen Blowout. She’s made tons. You’ll be doing me a favour. I’ll have to eat it for a fortnight. You loved it last time.”


“Maybe. Can I text to let you know?”


David popped another disappointed green bubble and shrugged, unconvinced. “Sure.”


They walked on, Alex trying to resist the urge to look back again. David turned to him, opened his mouth to speak, then frowned off over his shoulder. “Uh-oh.”


Alex spun in alarm and groaned. Far back along the street, Kenzie Mitchell was waving, tripping over his oversized feet in a hurry to catch them.


“Alex!” Kenzie called distantly.


“Guy really seems mighty keen to talk to you these days,” David mused. “What’s all that about?”


“Don’t know.” Alex squinted ahead to his bus stop. A bus was approaching through slow traffic. If he sprinted, he might just catch it. “I’m going to try to get this one.”


“Just come over, Alex,” David called as he set off. “It’ll be a laugh.”


It felt good to run, and not only to put distance between himself and Kenzie’s lumbering figure. But with every step, Alex felt the object in his coat pocket hitting against him, reminding him it was there. As if he could forget. When he jumped onto the half-empty bus and collapsed panting onto the back seat, he pulled it out.


An old toy robot made of tin.


He twisted around to look back. He spotted David, trotting across the road, going to meet his dad. Kenzie alone at the street corner, just standing there, watching Alex’s bus roll away. Nothing out of the ordinary. Alex studied the rainy scene a second longer, then turned back to the robot.


He carried it everywhere now. The secret prize he was supposed to have destroyed far away, but which a compulsion he couldn’t name had made him keep, sneaking it home like smuggled goods. The scratched little face leered up with its jagged metal grin. Alex stared down into the hollow eyes, closed his own, and concentrated.


The bus vibrated suddenly, violently, rattling his skeleton in his skin. Alex’s eyes snapped open. For a second, he sat caught between terror and tingling elation. Then he realised. It had only been a shudder as a wheel hit a pothole. He let the hand holding the toy drop.


In the seat in front, a woman lifted a newspaper, shifting it backward and forward as if trying to focus. Alex read headlines over her shoulder without taking them in: a new discovery about black holes, an old painting stolen from a Cambridge museum, a cat who had become a billionaire and was being sued by its owner. He sighed and gazed out the window.


He wondered what Kenzie wanted. But not enough to stay and find out. In the past, there had been plenty of times he had run from Kenzie to avoid getting a fist in the face. But his former bully left him alone now. In fact, Kenzie had grown oddly quiet in general.


The turning point had come not long after Alex had returned from his trip with his grandfather: the unexpected journey that had become a desperate adventure as he somehow found himself caught in a mad race across Europe, trying to prevent dark forces from resurrecting a medieval monster, a magical creature of clay known as the Golem of Prague. Four months had passed since that demented episode. Four months without a word from the old man who had started it all.


Alex had been dumped back into his humdrum routine so abruptly the normality had hit him like a shock. But a storm of questions had been set raging in him, and his mind was still stuck back in those impossible days, playing it all over. Part vivid dream, part frantic nightmare, it almost felt like it had never happened at all.


Except he still had the robot as proof that it had. His weird souvenir of another, wilder, unseen world. His link back to it. If he could only work out how to make the connection again.


Alex stared at the little toy, picturing the great secret locked within, a hidden cargo he had glimpsed only briefly but which had burned itself onto his mind.


Concealed inside the robot lurked what looked like a lump of dusty old clay. In fact, he sat cradling a powerful fragment of a myth from centuries before. The few who knew the story referred to this ancient clay tablet as the name of God − a mystical artefact imbued with a devastating, unearthly force that had once given the golem life.


Just a crazy old fable. But Alex had seen it all spring to life around him and had encountered people prepared to go to desperate lengths to capture the tablet, wielding uncanny powers of their own.


Memories came crackling, more vivid, more real than the rumbling bus or the homework in his bag. Alex saw himself pursued by shadowy opponents using weird magic to animate a bizarre army of lethal robots, huge tin men, vicious little flying machines. He remembered the moment he had communicated with the golem itself. He could almost − almost – still feel the power locked inside the tablet, the memory of it moving though him, moving at his command. He had stood on the shoulders of an angel and ordered a river to stop running and rise and . . .


And now he couldn’t do a thing.


For months now, when he tried to contact the tablet, he felt nothing at all. He turned it over for the umpteenth time, trying to trace what had changed and when.


Only twice since returning from Prague had he felt the power. First, the encounter in the park around Christmas, just after he got home. Kenzie had been getting roughed up by older boys. Alex had stepped in and he . . . he had made it stop. He had sent the boys away.


The second time had involved Kenzie, too. Although a word was never spoken about it, Kenzie had been left badly rattled by witnessing Alex’s intervention in the park. When school started again, instead of making his life a misery, like he had for years, Kenzie left Alex alone. But eventually, his little gang began to notice and started goading Kenzie about it.


It came to a head one grey afternoon, when Alex found himself surrounded by an eager circle of boys led by a Kenzie determined to prove a point.


Alex’s heart started hammering as they closed in, urging Kenzie on.


“Give him a slap, K.”


“Get ’im, Kenz. Slap ’im.”


“Little freak,” Kenzie said. He swallowed warily, looked around the faces, licked his lips. “Little freak,” he repeated, louder, working himself up. He raised his hand. Then he fell to his knees.


Alex stood motionless while the rest glanced uncomprehendingly at one another. Kenzie curled on the ground, helpless. One of the other boys moved uncertainly toward Alex, then grabbed at his own throat, choking. He crumpled, fell, eyes bulging.


Alex stood, feeling far away, feeling the power emanating from him, the old tin toy burning blue-white-gold in his pocket. The circle took a step back. He flicked his mind at them. More boys falling.


“Go away,” Alex said.


He stopped it then, felt his mind falling to earth from somewhere else, descending through thick, slow time, and watched them hurry away. All except Kenzie, still moaning on the ground. For some reason the effect was strongest with him. Kenzie hadn’t been quite the same since. None of the boys ever mentioned it again. But they left Alex alone.


Until now. Kenzie had been trying to talk to him these past few days, but Alex had worked hard to avoid him. He still felt bad about having used the power on him, even in defence. But ever since that confrontation, Alex hadn’t felt a flicker from inside the tin toy, despite long nights of trying.


His stop drew near. Alex stowed the robot away. As he stepped off the bus, he stood gazing back the way he had come. Just weary traffic trickling homeward through lengthening shadows, just his town’s familiar streets slanting away in the rain. He searched around, not knowing what he expected to find.


For the past week or so, he had been plagued by a dim feeling of being followed, the faint, nagging sense of eyes on him. He had started to suspect that what he sensed was only his own guilty feelings about having kept the robot when he was supposed to have got rid of it forever.


Beyond the rooftops, a white sun was sinking through smoky blue clouds. Alex shivered, zipped his coat at his throat, and hurried for home. Spring was here, but it felt like winter didn’t want to let go.
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AFTER DINNER, ALEX went to his bedroom, closed the door, then stood considering the overdue homework stacked on his desk. His eyes drifted to the collection of old toy robots on the shelves above, gathered like a bright, waiting little army. Slightly dusty now.


He sat at the desk, and pulled a sheet from the pile.




Quadratic Sequences


1. Determine the nth term of the sequence 3, 8, 15 . . .





He looked at the numbers without seeing them. He heard his mum laughing at something Carl said downstairs. Rain rapped at his window as wind hit the house with sudden violence.


He flipped open his laptop and looked at the real homework that had been consuming his time, private projects of his own. The folder filled with his research on the golem legend was open. He hadn’t found anything beyond what he already knew. Nothing he could understand, anyway. Beside it, in another folder marked salt, he’d started to compile every strange old superstition he could find about the stuff, folktales about its power to protect and ward against evil. He’d given up. There had been too many.


He keyed in the same news search he checked every night:




Vltava River Prague Bodies





Nothing.


He returned to his maths, then instantly abandoned it. He crossed the room and knelt to reach under his bed, pulling out first the old toy robot, then a piece of plywood that had once been part of a kitchen drawer but now served as a makeshift drawing board. A large sheet of paper taped over it bore sketches for a book cover he was supposed to be designing for art. He removed that, uncovering beneath another project of his own.


At the top of the board, he had pinned a creased photograph of his mother and father, taken years before he was born: a young couple at some dim, happy party, his dad half-turned, blurring into red-black shadows. A vague, tall man, with black hair pushed back from a high forehead. It was the only picture Alex had ever seen of him. He couldn’t see him at all.


His father had died months before his birth. That’s what he had always been told, anyway. He felt certain his mother believed it. He had believed it like a law of nature himself until recently.


The rest of the board was covered in a mess of smudgy charcoal drawings, dozens, all variations on the same subject: a tall man in a long black coat and black hat. Sketches from memory of the figure who had hunted Alex and his grandfather across Europe with his strange gang and their weird machines, trying to steal back the toy robot and its clay tablet.


The tall man, Alex called him – although he had eventually given him another, secret, name, one he could still barely bring himself to utter. In some of Alex’s drawings, the sombre figure was depicted in full, turned away. In others, he loomed in brutal close-up: rough portraits of a head completely swathed in ragged bandages beneath the hat, save for one terrible eye.


This mummified visage was the only way Alex had ever seen him clearly, up close, after the man had used the tablet to summon forces he couldn’t control. Alex flinched as he recalled white light falling from the Prague sky, turning poison-black as it struck down. It had burned the man terribly. But it was Alex who had killed him.


His breath caught as he replayed it again, the most intensely vivid memory of all: this tall, wounded figure leaping from a bridge into a raging river, trying to save his daughter, the unsettlingly strange little girl who had jumped first, diving in when she thought Alex had thrown the tablet into the water. The two of them dragged down under the lethal, boiling current.


Their phantom faces were always in his thoughts, the girl’s – Zia, the tall man had called her – sharp and clear, the man’s always just out of reach. Alex’s attempts to capture his likeness, the features beneath the bandages, had become a nightly ritual. But when he closed his eyes and tried to picture the face he had once glimpsed, it receded into the shadows.


Yet Alex felt it was as close as his own skin. Of all the secrets uncovered during his adventure, this was the one that overwhelmed him most. From vague hints dropped in conversations, from his distant impressions of the tall man, from the resemblance he had eventually noticed hidden in his grandfather’s face – from clues in his own mirror every morning – he was certain.


The tall man was his father.


That his grandfather had been determined to keep their pursuer’s identity hidden from Alex, refusing to answer any questions about who he was, only confirmed it. Just thinking about it set something shivering in Alex’s blood.


He studied the photograph of his dad at the party for the millionth time, trying to penetrate the haze. He felt sure he could match this shadowy picture with the tall shadow leaping through his memories. He taped a fresh sheet to the board, fished out his charcoals, and bent to begin another drawing.


He worked for an hour, hunched in concentration, losing himself, until he realised his arms and neck were aching. He stretched and rubbed his eyes, remembering too late his fingers were filthy with charcoal. His eyes stung. Blinking it away, his gaze caught on the robot lying by his side.


He picked it up and stared at it, long and hard. When he closed his eyes, its ghost hung printed in negative behind his eyelids. He concentrated, straining to send his mind out, detect anything reaching back.


Nothing. He shook the robot in frustration. “Where are you?”


Alex set it aside and looked back at his sketch. He had planned to draw the man’s face, but it had somehow eluded him again. Instead, this latest picture showed the tall figure leaping away through the air, powered by the curious spring mechanisms he wore around his boot heels. His coat billowed like the cape of some eerie superhero. A silver-handled cane caught the light in one hand. In the other, a blade shone.


Alex sighed and reached for a fresh sheet of paper, then snatched his hand back as the edge sliced into the pad of his thumb. Hissing, he lifted the finger to his mouth, then hesitated, struck by a memory of cutting his finger on the old toy’s rough tin in this room once before, his blood leaking inside, a first uncanny sensation creeping over him soon after.


He recalled his grandfather telling him about the other, real robots they had encountered, how the tall man and his followers powered them: . . . they use themselves . . . Pieces of people. . .  Bits of their own bodies . . .


Blood glistened, rich red among the grimy black whorls of his thumbprint. He grabbed the robot before he could change his mind, held one hollow eye beneath his thumb, then squeezed until blood welled up.


There came a knocking at his bedroom door.


“Just a minute!” Alex scrambled to hide the robot and drawings under the bed. Jumping to the door, he stole a last look around, then pulled it open. Carl stood there, a bundle of fresh laundry under one arm, a mug of tea in each hand. Proffering one, he stopped and laughed.


“Going goth?”


“Huh?”


“Your eyes.” Carl gestured at his own with a mug. “You’ve got, like, panda rings.”


“Oh.” Alex took the tea, rubbed his eyes with his other wrist. He nodded toward the discarded book cover on the floor. “It’s charcoal. Thing I’m doing for art.”


“Can I come in a minute?”


Alex sat at his desk while his mum’s partner perched on the bed, dumping the laundry beside him.


“So—” Carl stopped, frowning. “Hey, are you bleeding?”


“Oh.” Alex sucked at his thumb, wiped it on his jeans. “Paper cut.”


“Oooyah. Well, make sure you wash it, get a plaster on. By the way, what happened here?” From the heap of clean clothes, Carl pulled out Alex’s black hoodie, then waggled two fingers through a rough little rectangular hole on the back.


“I don’t know.” Alex frowned. “I’ve never noticed that.”


“A mystery.” Carl nodded. “Probably the same thing puts holes in my socks. Gremlins come when they’re on the washing line.” He smiled at Alex. “So, uh, how you doing?”


Alex sipped tea, nodded, and shrugged. “Yeah, fine.” He waited for whatever was coming.


“Getting on okay at school, I mean?”


“Mmm-hm.”


“No trouble or anything.”


“Nope.” Alex shook his head. “Everything’s fine.”


“Good. Great. It’s just, well, your mum. You know: your mum. She worries. She’s worried you’ve been keeping to yourself a bit, and, y’know, we got that letter about you falling behind with homework. . .”


“I’ve just been a bit tired.”


“Ha. Yeah. Tell me about it. God, when I was your age, I was sleeping all the time. Should’ve heard my dad. But, I mean, Alex, you know, if there ever was anything— I mean . . .”


Alex swigged more tea and sat staring at his bloody thumb while Carl went through all the things he thought might be troubling him. He could just see the old toy robot lying in the shadows under the bed, behind Carl’s feet.


“. . . remember what it was like,” Carl was saying now. “I’m not that old. Alex, what I’m saying is: sometimes there might be things you might not want to talk to your mum about. But I’m here, you know. You can talk to me. About anything. I mean, I know I’m not your dad, but I—”


“That’s right.”


“What?”


“You’re not my dad,” Alex muttered, without looking up. As soon as the words were out, he wished he could call them back.


Carl opened his mouth, reconsidered. He smiled, stood, and took Alex’s empty mug. At the door, he paused. “I mean it, though, Alex. Any time. Anything.” He closed the door softly. Alex sat feeling shabby, listening to footsteps descending stairs, rain at the window.


He looked at the toy lurking beneath his bed. His desk lamp flickered and went out. He pushed absently on the wire at the base, bending it to the angle he knew would work. The lamp glimmered to life. Loose connection. He leaned his head back and sighed, then took out his phone.


“Hey,” he said when David answered. “I will come over tomorrow. I mean, if it’s still all right.”
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THE VISIT TO David’s was good, until it went bad.


For a few hours, they slumped on beanbags in David’s room, carving their way through some paramilitary massacre of a video game, all digital slaughter and laughter over the headsets. After a while, Alex was surprised to realise he had stopped thinking about the robot, the tablet, the tall man, the girl, his grandfather, all of it. For the first time in months, the tension chewing his skull had eased. He concentrated on the game again, before it came back.


Finally, David’s dad appeared in the doorway with a regretful grin. “Time to face the sisterhood.”


Downstairs, crammed around the kitchen table, sat David’s two older sisters, his mother and her two sisters, his grandmother and her sister, and, regally installed at the head of the feast, his great-grandmother.


David had been right: this was her ninety-first birthday. She sat swaddled in layers of wool bright against papery grey-brown skin, sound asleep amid the chatter of her family and the muted thump from a well-used turntable.


With a few nods and a sternly raised eyebrow at David’s elaborately mimed protests, David’s mother ordered David and Alex to sit on either side of the dozing old lady. As Alex squeaked his chair into place, she gave one short, snorting snore, causing David to dissolve in giggles, until his mother’s eyebrow shut him up.


“Thanks, Mrs Anderson,” Alex said, as she handed him a steaming plate.


“It’s good to see you, Alex.” She shoved his shoulder gently. “You’ve not been over in too long.” She turned to her mother. “Should we wake Granmé to eat?”


“Let her sleep. She’s happy. If she wakes, she wakes.”


They dug in. Outside, the night was dark and the rain never stopped, but the kitchen was warm and the lights glowed. The windows steamed as the talk, laughter, and music grew louder. The old woman slept, snoring occasionally. David made a face; his sisters smiled. Alex sank into the comfortable atmosphere, soaked it up.


Once, from the corner of his eye, he thought he saw a shadow move at the window. But when he looked around there were only raindrops running on misted glass. Just ordinary life. He’d forgotten how easy it could be. He made a decision: he would put the old robot away for good. When he got home, he would say sorry to Carl and make things up with his mum. Since he’d returned from Prague, he had been increasingly avoiding talking to her, because he simply didn’t know what he might be in danger of saying. Dad. I saw him. Alive. 


He turned his mind from that. So. He would take the old toy away, somewhere remote, bury it deep where no one would ever find it. Just give it all up and forget. Get back to reality. A life that didn’t involve his grandfather’s world of ancient strangeness and sleeping monsters and salt and sinister machines and secrets and power. His father’s world.


It was just as David’s dad began serving dessert that Alex became aware of a change in the old woman. She hadn’t snored for a while. Looking up, he caught a glint beneath one eyelid. It closed quickly. But she was awake. The eye opened a sliver again. Watching him.


He did his best to ignore it and turned to accept the bowl David’s mum was passing. “Thanks, Mrs Anderson.”


“Alex. How many times,” she said. “It’s Laetitia. Here. I made extra sweet potato bread.” She slid another slice alongside his ice cream. “I remembered how much you like it.”


The stuff was delicious, but Alex barely tasted it. The old woman had both eyes open now, fixing him with an angry stare. No one else seemed to have noticed. He chewed uncomfortably, forced down another mouthful, then almost choked as the old woman slammed both hands hard on the table.


The music bounced happily on as the gathering fell silent. David’s great-grandmother was hauling herself to her feet.


“Granmé?” David’s mother started out of her chair to help her. Before she could, the old lady straightened, extended one arm, and pointed an accusing finger in Alex’s face: “Bokor!”


They all looked at each other. A voice from the stereo was singing about a girl in a hat. The old woman drew a shuddering breath, then shouted the word again, still pointing at Alex.


“What?” Alex managed.


“Granmé? Granmé, it’s all right. . .” David’s mother and grandmother rushed to her side. She struggled to fight them off. Alex stared at the melting ice cream on his plate. He felt conspicuous, under attack. Then, with alarm, he felt something else: the stirring beyond the borders of his mind he had been searching after for weeks.


Something was reaching out from the old toy robot he carried in his pocket. He felt it moving along the edge of his thoughts. He tried to turn away, but it came flooding fast, eerie, then familiar, wonderful. He wanted to surrender to it. He tried not to.


The sounds around him faded, replaced by a hissing on the air. The room was flickering. Things slowed. The glimmering light was vast now, golden white tinged blue, moving through him. Him moving through it. His mind cleared, expanded.


A tiny noise annoyed him from far below. He turned his head and saw himself sitting down there beyond the vibrating light, beside the shouting woman, and began to piece together the command to shut her up. A distant part of his mind was pleading to stop, not now, not here, not them, but it was very weak. He looked at the old woman and formed the words.


But there was something else . . . A hand on his arm.


He could stop that, too. He could remember the words that would make them all stop, send them into the corners. But there was still something else. . .


Lost inside his own skull, battered by thoughts from elsewhere, Alex fought to focus on the hand on his arm. He struggled against the tide of light, using the touch on his arm as an anchor, dragging himself toward it. It was David’s father. He was saying something. What was he saying? A word. A name . . .


“Alex,” David’s dad repeated. He made a wincing nod toward the commotion at the head of the table. “You all right? Think maybe we should make ourselves scarce.”


The terrible sensation was gone as instantly as slamming a door. Alex felt his mind rushing back into the here and now. It was as if he had been holding his breath under raging water and had forgotten until almost too late, then come bursting up. His legs felt weak as he stood.


Alex, David, and David’s dad huddled in the hallway, listening to the impassioned cries from the kitchen. David shuffled his feet, a little embarrassed. He caught Alex’s eye and mouthed a slow, silent Wow. Alex hoped his own trembling wasn’t obvious. The force had ripped through him from nowhere, unbidden. He’d barely managed to control it. A memory of the sensation still fizzed in his limbs.


Gradually, the noises beyond the wall quietened. David’s sisters emerged, frowned oddly at Alex, and went upstairs. A minute later, David’s mother stepped out, holding a small plastic bag. At her nod, David’s dad slipped back into the room behind her, cheerily announcing it was time for rum. She pulled the door closed softly at her back.


“Sorry, Alex.” She gave a quick smile.


“What happened to her, Mum?” David said.


“I’m not sure. She’s so old. The past and the present can get mixed up for her. When she was a little girl on the island, she heard some weird things. In the town where she grew up, there were all sorts of superstitions way back then. When I was young, she used to tell me some, all these wild bedtime horror stories. Until my mum found out, and put a stop to it. I think maybe she sometimes has, like . . . flashbacks. Y’know?”


“Uh, yeah. Guess. Crazy, though.”


“This is not a word we use, David,” his mum said. 


David shrugged and shot Alex another secret cross-eyed look. Alex just wanted to get away.


“Is she all right, though, Mum?” David’s concern was genuine.


“She’s fine, she’s calm. But maybe it’s best if you don’t go back in just now.”


“No.” Alex tried a smile. “I’d better get home, anyway.”


At the doorstep, David’s mum held the bag out to Alex over David’s shoulder.


“Almost forgot. Sweet potato bread. Pretty good toasted.”


“Thanks . . . That word she was shouting. Do you know what it means?”


She shook her head quickly. “Just some old rubbish.”


“Probably means, like, ‘Why’s this incredibly ugly guy sitting beside me, get him away.’” David grinned as he closed the door.


Alex hunched into the breeze as he walked, his fingers curling and uncurling around the robot in his pocket. That was it. Tomorrow. He’d get rid of it tomorrow. Take a bus to the end of the line, head up into the hills. Bury it deep.


It was later than he had thought. Spits of rain came dancing through the dark. The street was long and curved out of sight ahead, devoid of life. When he was a few houses away from David’s, he heard a rushing, slapping sound racing at him from behind and spun to see a pale shape lurching at his shoulder. Alex ducked away, heart slamming his chest. But after a moment of blind panic he realised he recognised the figure.


“Kenzie?” Breath shuddered out of him in relief.


“Alex,” Kenzie puffed. “How you doing?”


“What? Where did you come from? What do you want, Kenzie?”


Kenzie fell silent, almost bashful, eyes fixed on his trainers. “I was just passing,” he mumbled. “No, well, all right. I followed you.”


“Followed me? Wait, was that you I saw looking in David’s window?”


“I’ve been trying to talk to you. . .” Kenzie sounded insistent, but his words trailed into silence.


“Kenzie, what do you want?”


Kenzie grabbed his arm. Alex recoiled, tried to shake free, but Kenzie’s fist tightened. Under the street light, Alex saw he looked exhausted. His eyes were dull, shadowed by dark rings. “Listen, Alex. I keep having these dreams.”


“What? Let go, Kenzie.”


“Listen.” The larger boy gripped tighter, stepped closer. “Just listen, freak, right? I—” He broke off in fright, clamping his free hand over his mouth as though trying to stop the words that had already escaped. “Sorry. Didn’t mean that. But listen. I keep having these dreams.”


“Kenzie, just let go.”


“I can’t really remember. Just bits. It’s dark. And there’s rain, right? It’s always raining. But there’s fire. Fire above. Like, in the sky. Blue fire. White. There are people in the dark. And people in the fire, or . . . not sure. Things. Behind the fire. And everything’s beginning to break. Everything. Above. Below. Alex, everything’s breaking.” He was speaking faster, growing wild-eyed. “Right? And you’re there. But there’s something behind you, right?”


“Kenzie, let go.”


“No, listen.” Kenzie was almost shouting. “It’s every night! I’m trying to tell you there’s something behind you, but I can’t talk. You don’t see it, but it’s right behind—”


Alex ripped his arm away.


“Oh.” Kenzie fell silent. His frenzy drained away as though a plug had been pulled. He stood blinking like a sleepwalker startled awake. His rheumy eyes settled on Alex again and flashed fright.


“I need to get home,” Alex said, massaging his arm where the fingers had dug in. “I think you should, too.” He took a few steps, then turned. Kenzie just stood there, looking lost. Alex gestured to him. The older boy responded as if he’d been waiting for instruction. They walked to the corner.


“I’m this way,” Alex said, indicating left. “You’re down there, yeah?” He pointed in the opposite direction. Kenzie followed the motion and nodded vaguely, as if still not quite certain.


“Kenzie, will you be okay getting home?”


“Yeah.” Kenzie shook his head, rubbed at his face, then straightened, composing himself. “Sorry,” he said, walking away.


Alex watched him go. After a few steps, Kenzie stopped, just a shadow now.


“In my dream, though.” The voice drifted along the street. “There’s something behind you.”


Alex dug his hands into his pockets, turned away, walked fast. “Something behind you,” he heard himself repeating. Kenzie’s sudden appearance and babbling about his dreams reminded Alex forcefully of his own sense of being followed. It was there again now, he realised. He looked back. Only an empty street.


He stalked on toward his bus stop, then decided to keep walking, hoping the cool air might settle his churning mind. A few streets later he regretted not taking the bus. He glanced behind again. The streets were deserted. Something about the rain made the night seem blacker. The silence was sharp, tight. Then he heard it. Footsteps.


He stopped to peer around. Nothing. Street lights made shivering cones of light in the rain. Between them, voids of darkness.


“Kenzie?” His call sounded small and flat against the night, no echo to it. No reply. Another noise now, gone as soon as he heard it. Different. From a different place. Higher? A click, maybe. He told himself it was his imagination, and tried to ignore the voice in his head reminding him he had already seen things that he would never have imagined.


Alex walked faster. The footsteps started again. The dark houses seemed to lean back, trying to get clear. The bend of the road was sinister. Pictures crowded his mind, metal men and flying things with slashing wings. He clutched at the old toy robot. Now would be a good time for the feeling, the power. But there was nothing. He ran.


He sprinted along the street and vaulted a gate, tearing through a garden, hurdling the fence into the next. Landing roughly, he looked back. Was that something moving? Or just rain in the air? A narrow path along the side of this house led to another street beyond. He charged across it, on into more dark gardens. Hunkering down beside a hedge, he watched, listened, then, when he was certain there was nothing, moved in a crouch toward the street and squatted by the gatepost.


To his left there was a junction with another, larger road where there was a bus stop. There might be people, anyway. He threw a last look back as he charged for the corner and so didn’t see the tall figure until he’d run into him.


Alex struggled as strong hands pinned his arms to his sides.


“Finally,” said the voice.
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“LED ME QUITE the merry dance, have to say.”


The hands let go as the figure stepped back. Flinching, raising his arm, it took Alex a second to realise he was somehow looking at his grandfather, shadowy under the street lamps.


“Running through people’s gardens,” the old man muttered, brushing down his long grey coat. Between thumb and forefinger he held up a leafy twig from a hedge that had been caught in his buttonhole. “Not really the done thing, Alex. Still, good to get the old pulse rate up every now and then. A little exercise never hurt anyone. Well, so they insist on telling me, anyway. Can’t say I ever fancied it much myself. I mean, the clothes they wear.”


He shuddered, looked up, and beamed. “So, how are you, young man? Sorry not to have been in touch for a while, but—”


“You,” Alex cut him off, panting. His heart pumped out a cocktail of relief and guilt, delight and anger. In the months since Prague he had heard nothing from him beyond a cheque in the post for a new phone, then a hastily signed birthday card with another cheque, and a DVD of an old movie. He had sensed the old man was deliberately avoiding him, much the way Alex had been avoiding speaking to his mum.


“Where have you been? You almost gave me a heart attack. Why didn’t you get in touch? Wait.” Alex frowned. “How long have you been following me?”


“Following you? I’ve not. I’ve only just got here. I went to your house, your mother mentioned where you were, so I thought I’d stroll over, see if I couldn’t catch you. Need to have a chat, Alex. Rather important. I saw you talking with that boy, and it didn’t seem polite to interrupt, but then you started running for some reas—” The old man stopped abruptly and looked off behind Alex.


“Ah, so, why ask? How long have I been following you, I mean.”


“Nothing, it’s just . . . nothing.”


“Alex. It’s me you’re talking to.”


“Just a feeling I’ve had. Like maybe someone was watching me. I can’t really explain it.”


The old man’s face clouded. He peered more urgently along the street. His eyes narrowed, then widened. Grabbing Alex by the collar, he pulled him roughly into the centre of the road.


“Stand there.”


“Wha—”


No reply. The old man was moving in a curious, rapid crouch, circling Alex. As he went, he cast regular looks back. Alex followed his gaze. Nothing. Although, the darkness seemed particularly dark along there. Puzzling at the scene, he realised what was different. After a certain point, the street lights just seemed to stop. Beyond the last, nothing but black.


The footsteps started again. Louder.


“Those are the footsteps I heard,” Alex said.


“I can’t hear them, Alex.” As the old man completed his circle, Alex saw with alarm he had laid a thin, powdery white line around them. His grandfather straightened, studying his work. “Can you see if I’ve left any gaps?”


“Salt?” Alex heard his voice rise to a squeak. “Why do we need salt?” Back along the street, the furthest street lamp winked out.


“Not sure.” The old man stared grimly into the darkness. “Never hurts to be prepared, though.” The footsteps were enormously loud.


“You can’t hear that?”


Another light snuffed out. The footsteps stopped.


“Behind me, Alex.”


Before he could move, the blackness came rushing. It surged at them like a flood wave, a towering, noiseless mass, gobbling up the remaining street lights, blotting out the sky. As it rolled nearer Alex saw it was made of countless small circular particles, about to engulf them. On instinct, he threw himself down. After a few seconds of nothing else, he risked looking up over the crook of his elbow.


They were inside the roiling black cloud. His grandfather stood over him as the fury fumed around them, pressing close, but somehow not touching them. Alex climbed gingerly to his feet. It was like standing inside a transparent tube on the bed of a seething ocean. None of the raging blackness crossed the salt circle, but it pressed against the invisible boundary as if against glass.


Mesmerised, Alex stepped forward to get a closer look and wished he hadn’t. Each of the myriad circular objects that made up the cloud was a tiny, grotesque head, about the size of a small, rotted apple. And each head was the same: wearing a black hat and entirely swathed in dingy bandages, save for one burning, baleful eye.


As Alex stared, the rotten bandages on the things closest loosened, falling away to reveal yawning, oversized mouths, filled with razor teeth. They snapped like flying piranha just beyond his nose. Repulsed yet fascinated, he lifted a finger to the glass, forgetting there was no glass there. Tiny heads massed hungrily around the spot his finger was moving toward, mouths threshing.


“Alex!” His grandfather knocked his hand down. “Not a good idea to break the circle.” The gnashing mouths frenzied in frustration, then, in a blink, the swarm was gone. Alex and his grandfather stood in weak rain under quietly buzzing street lights. There was no sign anything had happened at all.


Fresh shock washed over Alex. “What . . . Those heads. That face.”


“How’s that?” His grandfather was scanning the road.


“Heads,” Alex repeated. “Faces . . . His face. M—” He caught himself before he said it aloud. “The tall man.”


“Hmm.” The old man ground his jaw. “I couldn’t really see them, Alex. I saw a lot of murk vibrating, a disturbance. But I’m afraid that was mostly just for you.”


“For me? What was that?”


“Well.” The old man was rooting through his coat pockets. He came out with a single, battered little packet of salt, frowned at it, then put it away. “Couple of possible explanations. Actually, I was wanting a word with you about all this kind of thing, old chap. But first.” He gave Alex a grave look and rested a hand on his shoulder. “I need to ask you something. And you must promise to tell the truth. Promise?”


Alex nodded. He tried to push fear from his mind and focus. His fingers brushed the tin toy in his pocket. Now the time had come, he was apprehensive about confessing he had kept it.


“Good man.” Lowering his voice, Alex’s grandfather fixed him with a penetrating stare. “Now: is that a doggie bag?”


“Huh?”


“In your hand.” He nodded toward it. “Plastic bag. Had the notion it might have something to eat inside. I’m famished, Alex. Not had any dinner. Been on the road for days.”


Alex started to say something, gave up, held out the bundle.


“Good show. Now then, what have we . . .” The old man opened the package eagerly, took a great sniff. His eyes rounded. He grabbed a piece out, popped it in his mouth.


“Good lord. Pen patat. Nirvana. I’ve not tasted this in years, Alex. Not since I was in Haiti that time. Let’s see, late-fifties it was. Got a little sticky, as I recall. The trip, I mean, not the pudding.” He munched on happily, smiling at a memory. “Ha, I remember, Harry, he—”


Alex’s grandfather fell suddenly silent. He folded the bag closed and handed it back, picking fussily at crumbs on his coat. “Look at this. I’ll be needing a bib soon. Let’s get off the street, eh? We need to talk. I seem to remember there’s a quite passable café not far from here. Be safer indoors, and I really am hungry, Alex. A body cannot live on pudding alone, exquisite though it may be. Did you get yourself another phone?”


Alex nodded, pulled it out.


“Have their uses, I suppose,” the old man muttered. “Well, what say you drop your mother a message, let her know you’re with me, and we’re off to get ourselves a little late supper.”


Alex looked in the direction the nightmarish cloud had vanished, and shivered. Getting inside was an idea he couldn’t argue with. They started walking while he texted, turning onto a brighter road.


Neither noticed but, back along the street behind them, a tiny shadow detached itself from a roof and fluttered into the air. It hovered shakily above the chimneys for a moment as if it might fall, then, with a weak whirr, bobbed after them through the rain.
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A YELLOW EXPLOSION of yolk dripped to the plate as Alex’s grandfather bit into his first roll.


“Marvellous,” he mumbled. “Been living on European motorway food recently, Alex. Fine in small doses, but not something to base your life around. There’s nowhere like a decent old-fashioned British café. Not that there are many left.”


They had passed two coffee shops Alex knew on the way, but his grandfather had dismissed his recommendations, striding on until they reached this greasy hole-in-the-wall, hidden up a small street that Alex had never noticed before.


The man behind the counter thrived in his own steamy microclimate between a chrome-plated coffee machine, a tea-urn the size of a boiler, and a grill on which half a dozen different meals were sizzling. From the empty taxis outside, it seemed most of the customers were cabbies on night shift. Conversations thrummed the air. Alex’s grandfather glanced around, then idly stuffed the salt shaker from the table into his coat pocket.


The entire time they had been there, the old man had persisted in burbling about the weather, about an old film, about food, about nothing. Every now and then, though, he fixed Alex with a long, silent, knowing stare. He knew his grandfather was working up to something – but Alex had questions of his own and was determined this was the night he’d finally get some answers. Before they left this place, he would get his grandfather to admit who the tall man really was. He just needed to think how to begin.


“Marvellous,” the old man repeated, taking another bite. “You know, last place I tried getting a simple egg sandwich, fellow tried to put an avocado on it. I mean, planet’s gone mad. Nothing against the avocado, but there’s a time and a place. Mind you, Harry said he’d tried something similar and . . .” He fell silent again, considered the roll in his hand, then placed it alongside the other lying untouched on his plate and pushed the plate away. “Ha. Not as hungry as I thought.”
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