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For Lila.

–M. B.

 

 

For Illy

(the golden bear)

and Frankie

(the chaos agent).

The best good girls.

– D. H.
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I shrug. I can’t help the scenery. I can’t help that our games of I Spy are getting repetitive. We’ve been sitting in the same spot, looking at the same thing, for a long time.

And not a long time like hours. Nope. June and I have been perched on this billboard – staring out at that fortress – for weeks.

We’re doing a surveillance stakeout thing. We’re basically spies. Spies who do their spying from really far away.

And spying from far away is good, because the whole vibe of the fortress messes with my head. Like staring at an optical illusion that you can’t quite figure out.

We’ve been at it so long that we’ve pretty much turned this billboard into our home away from home (away from home). It’s darn near cosy now. We’ve got ball-game butt pillows, a solar-powered hot cocoa machine, and enough reading material to last us until the next end of the world.

On the plus side – it’s given June and me some quality one-on-one time. We’ve got about two hundred inside jokes, and we’re pretty much super chums who never, ever argue . . .
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It’s been a very long and very weird few weeks.

How weird? Oh, let me count the ways . . . and the locations.

Right here: June and me, perched on the billboard’s walkway. June’s hunkered down in a knit cap and an army jacket – it’s a cool look, and I’m bummed she thought of it first. All I’ve got is a plain baseball cap and my camera.

And down below: an elevated train track.

That track leads to the thing in the distance: the fortress that looks like the sorta joint Skeletor would rent out for a Sweet 16 bash. It’s spooky strange. Has it been built here? Constructed by some mad monster architect? We don’t know. We just know it’s not normal.

Also not normal: the Cosmic Hand. The sucker- covered other-dimensional monster-tentacle glove that is forever wrapped around my wrist and fingers. The Cosmic Hand used to do one thing and one thing only: allow me to wield the Louisville Slicer and use the Slicer’s otherdimensional energy to control zombies.

But then I did something huge. I controlled a zombie without the Slicer – with only the Cosmic Hand.

Since then, the Cosmic Hand has been, like . . . evolving.
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And in the past few weeks, it’s changed a ton.

Which is scary. Scary enough that I’ve kept it secret.

I feel like that character in every vampire movie who gets bit but doesn’t want anyone to know, so they have to go around hiding the bite marks, and it keeps making them more and more paranoid and nutso-feeling.

For real, I even got this extra-baggy, super- long-sleeved jacket to keep the growing, changing part of the Cosmic Hand hidden. But if you look beneath it, you’ll see -
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The Cosmic Hand is starting to feel like . . . part of me.

Or worse – like I’m part of it. And there’s nothing I can do about it. I mean, if my monster buddy Skaelka were here, I’m sure she’d have some suggestions for how to get rid of it – but I don’t much like imagining them . . .
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But Skaelka’s not here. Neither is Rover.

And – worst of all – neither are Quint and Dirk and Drooler. They’re missing.

I’m worried about them.

And I’m worried I’m starting to become an actual MONSTER.

All of this worrying is too much to keep bottled up inside. Something’s gotta give.

I know what I need to do. I need to tell June about the Cosmic Hand – how it’s been physically changing, like, a lot. ’Cause maybe that’ll help free up some space in my conscience.

I’ve been trying to work up the courage to tell her for the past few weeks, but haven’t been able to get the words out of my throat. Every time I start, I lose my nerve, and it’s like . . .
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But today’s the day.

I’m gonna tell her. Spit it out. No excuses.

I’m just gonna say it. Out loud. With my mouth.

Right . . . NOW.

‘June, listen,’ I start, working up my loopy guts to make the confession. ‘I gotta tell you . . . a thing. And it’s a thing that could be really, really –’

Just then, my teeth start clanging together. The billboard rattles. We hear the spine-scraping sound of rusty metal grinding against even rustier metal.

The train is coming.

‘Put a pin in that thought, duder. Train’s almost here,’ June says. ‘It’s time.’ She’s trying to sound calm even though what we’re about to do is nothing anyone could ever be calm about.

Suddenly, the train appears – racing beneath us, wheels screeching and shrieking.

June stands. ‘There he is.’ She points. ‘Tiny Splotcher.’

Tiny Splotcher is the single monster sentry perched atop the train. We call these sentries Splotchers ’cause of the splotchy ooze-stains they leave behind them when they walk. And we call this one Tiny Splotcher ’cause, well, he’s tinier than the others.

June hoists herself over the billboard’s ledge. I gulp, following, as June shouts, ‘JUMP!’

And we do . . .
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See, I was campaigning for mayor of Mallusc City, the community of (mostly) friendly monsters who live inside the Millennium Super Mall – which is fused atop a massive centipede monster we call the Mallusc.

Then a few things happened real fast.

First, we learned that the Mallusc was travelling straight towards our archenemy, Thrull, after being secretly hijacked by one of his evil servants. And . . . it was kinda my fault. I had pledged to protect the monsters aboard the Mallusc, but the whole time, I was – unwittingly – delivering them to their doom, to become Thrull’s eternal servants. And it was all due to my careless, ill-thought, impulsive decision to use the Cosmic Hand.

So I abandoned my campaign for mayor – and decided to stop being polite and start getting real. To tell THE TRUTH.
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But that’s when Thrull showed up with an army. He was seconds from destroying all of us when Ghazt entered the fight, tackling Thrull. YAY!

But then Thrull stabbed Ghazt with a bone spike. SORTA YAY, SORTA NOT!

As Thrull clutched the wounded Ghazt – he said something. Something that changes a lot for us:

‘I have big plans, Ghazt. To complete them, I need what is in your head. And I will get it. I know a creature who will pry the information from your brain.’

And whatever Thrull needs from Ghazt’s brain is something we want, too. It doesn’t even matter what the info is because the first rule of defeating an evil warlord: never let that evil warlord get what it wants.
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Thrull vamoosed with Ghazt – off to deliver him to this mysterious creature who, apparently, specialises in prying information from brains? Weird job. How does one even get into that? Is it like an apprenticeship deal?

It was far from anything like victory. The Mallusc was hurt, bad.

But it could have been a whole lot worse.

Wait, nope, it was a whole lot worse.

Because after Thrull escaped, we discovered that Quint, Dirk, and Drooler were gone. Just totally and completely disappeared!
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The only reason I’m not paralysed by sadness and fear right now is because Yursl – the mall’s resident conjuror and Quint’s sorta-teacher – swears that Quint and Dirk are alive, somewhere. She says they were only teleported. And I have to believe her because we’re talking about my best friend here. And my . . . Dirk. Plus Drooler, who’s adorable, essential, and perpetually gooey.

Johnny Steve, the true mayor of Mallusc City, helped us gather search parties. Monster volunteers raced off, riding Carapace creatures, in search of our buddies.
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There’s a lot to do and no time to waste.

Because Thrull is building the Tower. And when it’s finished and activated, Ŗeżżőcħ the Ancient, Destructor of Worlds, will come into our world and do the thing he does so well it’s actually part of his name: DESTRUCT THE WORLD!

So June and I left the Mallusc to heal and the Carapace search party to find our friends, and went chasing after Ghazt and Thrull ourselves.

Thrull actually wasn’t too hard to track. We just followed the wake of destruction and excess foliage. And it led us here.

To the fortress.

That’s where Thrull’s trail stopped. Which means that’s where he took Ghazt.

The Mallusc eventually caught up to us and parked itself under a nearby underpass. Now June and I use it as a base of operations, returning each night to see if the Carapace search party has any Quint-and-Dirk updates.

And every morning, we return to the billboard for more fortress-watching, trying to come up with a plan to stop this creature-buddy of Thrull’s from getting the info out of Ghazt’s brain.

Except our plans always begin and end with ‘get inside the fortress and find out what’s going on.’

Getting inside the fortress will not be easy.

We thought about hopping on to the train tracks and slipping through one of the fortress’s muscly crevice-doors. But then we saw a wayward bird attempt it, and that put our idea to bed real fast . . .
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So we came up with a new plan: leap on top of the train, abduct Tiny Splotcher, and pump him for information!

And that new plan got underway, moments earlier, when we did that big ridiculous jump and -
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‘AAAAAAAGH!’

Somebody yells that. Might be June. Might be me. Might be both of us, because . . .

Our plan is off to a lousy start. We totally mistimed our jump, and now we’re plummeting, not on a trajectory to grab and nab Tiny Splotcher.
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Yep, we completely miss Tiny Splotcher and instead just crash through the train’s roof panel like a pair of fleshy missiles.
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Ever fallen through the roof of a train, then capped it off with a face-plant into a monster? I don’t recommend it.

‘We would’ve been better off going with the exploding-bird plan,’ I groan, sitting up.

We just landed in a tin can packed with monstery badness, a train hurtling towards a door that will explode us on contact. Also, I think I rolled my ankle, so yeah, nothing is going well right now.
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‘Just mortifying,’ I continue. ‘Sorry to intrude. We’ll get outta your hair,’ I add in my most nonchalant voice, as I attempt to casually grab the train’s emergency exit lever.

One Splotcher barks something to the others, which, if I had to guess from their reaction, roughly translates to, ‘GET ’EM!’

‘From now on,’ June says as she leaps to her feet. ‘Leave the big action plans to me, ’K, Jack?’
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‘This WAS your plan!’

‘No, no. I don’t think that’s true.’

‘It was totally your plan!’ I say.

And then I don’t say anything else for a bit because it’s battling time.

It’s almost too chaotic to describe. A prize fight in a bread box. Monstrous claws lash out, talons slice and cut through the air – it’s a whirlwind tornado of action.

I hear a muffled boom, and two Splotchers shoot upwards into the ceiling. ‘And stay off!’ June says, dusting off her Blasty arm.

The Slicer feels at home in my hand – but it’s not totally at home in this train car. I try to unleash some home-run-derby, crush-the-cover- off-the-baseball-level destruction, but when I swing –

THUNK!

The blade jams into the wall – and stays there.

‘Argh! Stupid Slicer, stupid wall . . .’ I mutter as I try to rip it out. A Splotcher cocks back its arm – which is not really an arm, but more of a jagged, meat-and-bone sword appendage.

‘OK, it is simply too tight in here to fight!’

I say. ‘I mean – can we at least agree on that?’

Suddenly, my head whips back. Another Splotcher has grabbed a handful of my jacket and is ripping me off my feet. Guess he doesn’t agree.

‘Hey, hey, hold on a sec, would ya!’ I stammer. ‘Wanna talk this out? We just need to put our heads together!’

And with that
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OK, I need a heavy swig of Tylenol. Extra strength. Also, my ‘put our heads together’ line didn’t sound as cool as I thought it was going to.

But it worked. The Splotcher drops me – probably surprised by the pure stupidity of the head-butt manoeuvre.

I finally manage to rip the Slicer out of the wall, then I dive between the monster’s legs, sliding towards the emergency lever.

I reach for it, just . . . a few . . . more inches. But then –

‘ACK! Get . . . OFF!’

It’s June – her angry cry fills the car, followed by a – THWOCK!

June cries out in pain. Through the melee, I see her.
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Seeing my friend in peril gets my Cosmic Hand pulsing and starts my heart crashing around in my chest. I gotta help her! I –

WHAMM!

A Splotcher belts me. I hit the floor, hard. Something heavy – I’m guessing the creature’s ooze-soaked foot – steps on to my back, pushing down.

Hard.

Harder.

Mashing me into the floor like I’m a juicy, Jack-shaped cockroach.

Something inside me pops. Possibly a kidney. I hope it’s a kidney – at least I have two of those.

There’s only one thought in my mind: help June.

The Cosmic Hand starts thud, thudding – practically gnawing at the arm flesh beneath it as I reach out for her. Spots fill my vision – not sure if that’s because the Cosmic Hand’s doing strange stuff or if it’s the Splotcher’s foot pushing the last bit of air out of my lungs.

I reach and reach, straining my outstretched arm, wishing it were about five times longer.

But I’m so far away.

And more monsters are upon June. Their hulking frames crowd closer around her, until she’s completely out of view.

But still, I keep reaching. The otherworldly, unknowable weirdness of the Cosmic Hand digs deep into my arm, like jagged fingernails, clamping down, trying to draw blood until suddenly –
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Well, I don’t know what happens, exactly.

The Cosmic Hand erupts, tearing open my sleeve, becoming a swirling black-and-purple tendril, lashing up, knocking the Splotcher off my back, then going stiff as it thrusts outward, and -

Before I can say, ‘What the huh?’ – it’s over.

As quickly as the Cosmic Hand changed – it returns back to its original form. The fleshy spear is yanked back into my hand. Blood pounds in my ears, but over the throbbing, I hear . . .

June. Screaming.

Blinking away the black dots that cloud my vision, I see the Splotcher nearest June spinning wildly, grunting, grabbing his shoulder in pain. He staggers into the far wall, and I see June.

Her scream was a good scream.

She’s safe now.

I saved her.

No, not quite.

The Cosmic Hand saved her.

But . . .

A thin smear of blood streaks her cheek. A few strands of just-sliced hair drift on to her shoulder.

The Cosmic Hand. It cut her face.

It hurt her.

I stare at the monstrous thing on my arm, horrified. What did you DO?!

June snaps her arm upwards, bringing her elbow into the gut of the Splotcher behind her.

Ooze spills. The Splotcher wails.
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Darting ahead, June barks, ‘GET THAT DOOR OPEN, JACK!’

It takes me a second to move.

June is going full rock ’em, sock ’em on the monsters – but all I see is the blood on her face.

I did that. The Cosmic Hand did that. Because for an instant, it turned into a fleshy, Cosmic Spear. It’s not supposed to do that. It’s not supposed to do anything, especially not without my express permission. If it is, that means –

KLUNK!

Suddenly, Tiny Splotcher – the one we were supposed to capture in a quick grab-and-go – tumbles through the roof.

June’s eyes flash – and she raises Blasty. Her arm-weapon jumps, and there’s a twang ! A lassoline flies out, tangling Tiny Splotcher tight.

‘Jack, c’mon!’ she shouts.

‘Huh?’ I ask, my head still half-lost in thought, pondering the Cosmic Hand – and what it just did.

‘The door!’ June cries again. ‘What are you waiting for, Christmas?’

‘Right!’ I say, finally snapping out of it. I scramble to my feet, grab the lever, throw all my weight into it, and –

KA-CHUNK!

The door slides open. Wind whips into the car.

‘Time to get out of here!’ June shouts. ‘And we’re leaving with a souvenir!’

June slams into me, dragging Tiny Splotcher behind her. All three of us topple across the floor, then Out of the car.

I’d love to turn around, take a moment to tip my cap to the other snarling monster guards, but – alas – my cool undercover-agent hat was whipped off by the wind during our jump.

We hit the ground like a bouncy ball flying out of a fifty-cent machine – and instantly Blasty’s lasso-line ensnares all three of us as we tumble down a steep, hilly street in one cartoonish, entangled avalanche of bouncing bodies . . .
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When we finally stop tumbling and tilt-a-flipping, we’re sprawled out on concrete. My eyes keep spinning for a long time – and when they finally stop and focus, I see hair. June’s hair, in my face. It tickles.

‘When’s the last time you washed your hair?’ I ask her. ‘You might wanna do it soon ’cause it kinda stinks like maple syrup.’

June groans. ‘That’s not my hair, dumb dumb. Look around.’

Sitting up, I see that we’ve landed in the parking lot of a roadside breakfast joint: Suzie Stacks Pancake Barn. Flies buzz around in lazy patterns. They’re loud.

But not as loud as the sound of bones snapping and cracking.

It’s Tiny Splotcher – he’s rising. Joints and limbs pop at impossible, unnatural angles, allowing him to free himself from the lasso-line.

But June and I – and our darn non-snappable- and-re-snappable appendages – are still stuck fast.
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The monster’s glowing, oozing claw-appendage flashes open, revealing a terrifying array of needle-spikes.

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa – WAIT!’ June says, holding up a hand. ‘Could you, maybe, go easy on us? Because, uh . . .’

‘Because, well . . .’ I start, before June jumps back in.

‘Because my friend here is super scared right now. Huge needle-phobe.’

‘What the – HEY!’ I shout. ‘Am not; you’re the one –’

‘See,’ June says, smiling at the Splotcher while nodding her head my way. ‘A little defensive, too. He hates needles. At the doctor’s, he closes his eyes – but he makes the
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