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Chapter One

‘You don’t have to keep saying that, Jack,’ Dirk groans. ‘We’ve been doing ‘full speed ahead, stopping for nothing’ for weeks.’

‘Yeah, who you talking to, duder?’ June says, giving me a little elbow jab.

I shrug. ‘I’m doing, like, a pirate-captain bit. Why, ya don’t like the bit?’

‘Not even a bit,’ June says, smirking. ‘And what would we possibly stop for?’

‘I dunno,’ I say. ‘Like if someone needed a bathroom break.’

‘We’re riding on top of a mall containing forty-two bathrooms,’ Quint points out, very reasonably. ‘I don’t foresee bathroom breaks being necessary.’

‘Exactly,’ June says. ‘We don’t need to stop for anything! There is literally nothing in the entire world that would cause us to –’
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We’re hurled into our makeshift captain’s wheel as the Mallusc screeches to a halt. Imagine a dog sprinting full speed, then suddenly, and with great surprise, reaching the end of its leash. Except in our case, the ‘dog’ is a thirty-nine-ton monster carrying the world’s largest shopping mall on its back.

It takes us a moment to gather our senses.

‘What happened?’ June groans, rubbing at her head.

‘Squirrel in the road?’ I suggest.

We slowly get to our feet. A tremendous thicket of trees lies ahead of us. Through them, in the far-off distance, we see the reason for the Mallusc’s abrupt halt.

An incomprehensibly massive army blocks our path forward. An army of skeleton soldiers and evil monsters, called by their master, Thrull. Summoned to the same place we’re going: the Tower.
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Sorry, hold up, pause.

We need to play a little game of catch-up. I gotta fill you in on the big important stuff.

First off, the Tower. It’s bad news. Once it’s complete, it will bring Reżżőcħ the Ancient, Destructor of Worlds, into our dimension. And Ṛeżżőcħ will do the thing he does so well it’s actually part of his name: DESTRUCT THE WORLD. Which basically means devour every living thing on our planet. He’s got a big appetite, apparently.

The Tower is Thrull’s big project. It was nearly complete, but then he hit a snag. Thrull was missing a crucial piece of information – information that could be gleaned only from the Tower Schematics. And the schematics weren’t, like, scribbled on a scrap of paper. They were inside the brain of the monster Ghazt.

So, Thrull snatched Ghazt and brought him to a sentient fortress. Ruling over the fortress was the mad doctor Wracksaw, aided by his loyal Dire Nurses: Debra and Eye-Bulb.
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Thrull ordered Wracksaw to open up Ghazt’s brain and retrieve the schematics.

My friends and I saw our chance! We’d sneak into the fortress and blow the whole thing up, Death Star-style. Then Thrull would never be able to complete the Tower, and Ṛeżżőcħ would never be able to come here. Genius!

Inside the fortress, we made some new friends: the Goon Platoon, a trio of monsters who had undergone cruel experiments and modifications at the hands (tentacles?) of Wracksaw.
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Best of all, I found Rover – my monster-dog buddy – who I had feared was lost forever.

That was the good stuff. Everything else was bad.

We failed.

Wracksaw probed Ghazt’s brain, found the Tower Schematics, and delivered them straight into Thrull’s noggin …
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Also – and this is a big one – Ghazt died. Ghazt was some sort of monster god. And when a monster god dies, a whole lot of energy is unleashed. Enough energy that the fortress actually did blow up, after all! But, like, a lot more up than we’d planned …

The fortress was yanked through a portal and sent back to the monster dimension. And with the fortress went Wracksaw, his minions, and our new pals the Goon Platoon …
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My friends and I escaped, thanks to a last-minute rescue by our buddies Johnny Steve and Skaelka, aboard the Mallusc.

And Thrull escaped, too. He has everything he needs to complete the Tower and bring Ṛeżżőcħ to our dimension. But if we can get there in time, maybe we can still find a way to stop it. There must be SOMETHING we can do, right?

So, we’re speeding towards the Tower.

Or we were, until … we ran into this marching monster-army roadblock.
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Apparently, yes: this is the evil-skeleton version of Make Way for Ducklings.

You ever try to cross the street during a parade? It’s the worst, especially if you’re not even there for the parade, because then it’s just, like, hundreds of people enjoying the show and you’re like, ‘I JUST WANT TO GET ACROSS THE STREET TO BUY SOME SOCKS! DOES THE SOCK STORE KNOW HOW MUCH BUSINESS THEY’RE LOSING?!’

This is like that, but, y’know – worse. Thrull’s army seems endless.

But we have our own army! A zombie army! Or, we will … if I can command them. ’Cause back at the fortress, just before Ghazt kicked the bucket, he did this …

[image: No image description]

See me there, clinging to Ghazt’s fur? I wasn’t having a good time. That same energy eruption that sent the zombies towards the Tower also transferred the remaining bits of Ghazt’s zombie-controlling powers into my Cosmic Hand. The Cosmic Hand had already been getting weirder, but it immediately got super grisly –
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Ghazt told me, and I quote, ‘Now you are the general, Jack.’

And then … he died.

So, yeah. Lousy timing. Ghazt gave me the power to command all the zombies – but didn’t tell me how to use that power. And I’ve never been able to control more than a few zombies at a time.

No pressure, right?

A couple of days ago, we passed a big group of zombies and I eagerly gave my gnarly, souped-up arm a spin. It was a fail …
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So now I’m stuck with this gross-out arm that’s supposed to help me lead an army of the undead – but instead just makes it super hard to get comfortable at night. And that army of the undead – it’s our biggest weapon in the coming battle. I need to figure out how to get these powers to work. And soon …

Dirk’s voice brings me back to the present evil-army situation. ‘So, we’re stuck, huh?’

‘It appears so,’ Quint says. He’s on his toes, leaning over the railing, trying to see where this vile parade ends. There is no end in sight.

‘Hey, it’s cool,’ I say, trying really hard to stay upbeat. ‘We’ll just wait for them to pass. I mean, really, how big can Thrull’s army be?’
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Chapter Two

We wait for hours. Then hours stretch into days, and days stretch into a full week. Seven whole days of waiting for this parade of evil monsters to pass.

It’s double lousy.

Lousy #1: Let me tell ya – when you’re gonna have to battle an evil army, a week of watching that evil army parade past you isn’t exactly confidence-inducing.

Lousy #2: We know Thrull is close to finishing the Tower. If we want any chance of stopping him, we need to be there, like, yesterday. But even if we ditched the Mallusc and went on foot, there’s no way past that army …

We’re in a jam. A jam that has the many monster citizens aboard the Mallusc with us – Malluscians, I call ’em – on edge. Our buddy Johnny Steve, mayor of the mall, keeps trying to come up with fun activities to help everyone relax. But he’s like a bad summer-camp director, and his activities are neither relaxing nor fun.
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I gotta admit, I’m half-relieved that our journey towards the Tower has been delayed. It’s like when you show up for a dentist appointment, then find out the dentist is running two hours behind schedule. Part of you just wants to get it over with, but another part of you is happy for a stay of execution.

’Cause once we get moving again, we’ll be at the Tower in no time. And there will be a battle – the BIG battle, for all the marbles. But what am I supposed to do?

There’s something else that’s got me anxious, too. Something that’s been gnawing at me ever since we escaped the fortress …
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Yeah, I’m having big emotions.

But I’m not the only one all up in my thoughts.

Quint, June and Dirk have all been spending time alone, doing serious pondering, too.

What’s on their minds? Don’t know, no one will spill.

I’ve learned the hard way that you gotta share the nervous, lousy thoughts that fill your brain. It’s like having a crazed puppy in your house. You might not want to take that pup on five walks a day – but if it stays cooped up inside, it’s gonna tear up your favourite sneakers.

I get it, though. Sharing the hard stuff is … hard. It’s time for me to give my buddies a nudge.

That night, I find my friends on the deck of the Mallusc. I launch into my best impression of every movie interrogation ever …
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My friends stare at me, so confused they actually look scared. But it works. And, at once, they blurt out their innermost junk …
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And in a flash, Dirk, June and Quint are firing thoughts back and forth at each other.

Quint says, ‘I have been pondering the same question as June. We know other humans are alive. So how have we encountered none of them?’

June nods vigorously. ‘I’ve been watching the broadcast from the survivors. It hasn’t changed in months. No new names popping up, no old names going away. So where IS everyone?’

‘Where’s the military?’ Dirk asks. He’s clearly been bursting at the seams to discuss this topic. ‘We could use tanks. Tanks could deliver Drooler’s Ultra-Slime real good.’

Drooler’s Ultra-Slime is the one thing that can melt Thrull’s vines. Which means it can destroy his skeleton soldiers … and maybe even break apart the Tower.

‘And like Quint was wondering,’ June says, ‘if Ṛeżżőcħ is gonna show up, how can there even be a battle? What does Thrull need that giant army for if Ṛeżżőcħ is all-powerful?’

I shake my head, bewildered. ‘Don’t know. But Ghazt told me that during the Battle of the Tower, there’d be a moment when a leader could turn the tide. And he seemed to be saying that leader was … me.’

Everyone is quiet for a second.

‘Yeah, we’re definitely doomed,’ Dirk says.

It gets a much-needed laugh. But after that, we’re left looking at each other. Guts spilled, questions asked, but no real answers …

Suddenly, the mall’s PA system screeches and Johnny Steve’s voice cries out. ‘Citizens of Mallusc City, please remain calm as I inform you that an enemy monster is approaching the Mallusc. RAPIDLY. THAT’S BAD, RIGHT?’

‘Thrull’s army,’ I growl. ‘Must have spotted us through the trees.’

Dirk draws his sword. ‘Good. I prefer fightin’ villains to discussin’ feelings.’ What a poet.

Skaelka bursts out on to the deck. ‘Weapons up! Remember your training!’ she barks. ‘Combat is upon us!’ A throng of Malluscians follows her, tripping over each other and their too-long PJs.
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The PA speakers squeal again, and Johnny Steve calls out: ‘I regret to inform you that the intruder has ignored my request to turn back. The perimeter has been breached. I think. Remind me what perimeter means?’

We’re all spinning, searching, scanning to spot the intruder.

‘Where is it?’ Dirk mutters.

As if by way of response, I hear crunching and clanging. I rush to the edge of the deck. In the cloudy darkness, I glimpse a figure scaling the Mallusc with shocking quickness.

I jump back just as the figure launches itself over the side.

‘THERE!’ Skaelka cries. ‘HIT IT!’

At her command, the Malluscians launch a barrage of mall-made weaponry at the speeding figure.

KRAKA-BOOM!

Their blasts pound the wall – but they miss their target.

When the smoke clears, the creature is darting through the shadows, then, suddenly, leaping over our heads.

‘Hang on, Drooler!’ Dirk cries, launching himself off an air-conditioning vent.
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The sound of steel clanking against armoured scales rings out as Dirk’s blade harmlessly bounces off the side of the lightning-quick intruder. Again, it’s gone, darting and disappearing in the shadows.

I hear the rapid clang of talons behind us. I spin around, but see nothing. This monster seems to be everywhere at
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