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JINN HUNTER

The Story So Far

Oddball and loner Oliver Quinn was raised by his uncle, the proprietor of New York’s most bizarre emporium of Oriental rugs, Ozymandias & Son.

Zoned out more than he’s zoned in, Oliver perceives patterns in everything – from fallen autumn leaves in Washington Square Park, to the freckles on a stranger’s face.

When his uncle gives him a mysterious paperweight – said to have been in the family for centuries – Oliver’s life changes in the most unexpected way.

Gaining entry into Zonus, the heart of the secret Realm that shrouds all our lives, he learns that what he imagines to be reality is no more than a fragment of what actually exists.

In a multiverse, where every permutation is not only possible, but certain, our world is an insignificant backwater.

With the veil lifted, Oliver is introduced to a parallel life form with which we share the multiverse:

A mysterious and all-powerful race of jinn.

Far from being loveable blue-skinned giants projected by Hollywood, jinn are capable of wreaking terror on an unknown scale. When they go rogue, as they frequently do, they must be captured, tried, and imprisoned.

This perilous task is entrusted to the bravest fraternity of warriors in existence – the Jinn Hunters.

Stumbling into the secret heart of the Realm, Oliver learns of the Prism. A vast penitentiary fashioned from sheets of impregnable glass, it contains legions of incarcerated jinn.

But, as Oliver soon comes to understand, his arrival is no accident.

Having brooded for an eternity – since being imprisoned by King Solomon – the most evil jinn in all existence has just escaped…

…Nequissimus.

The future of the Realm rests on Oliver Quinn, whose ancestral bloodline is primed to capture the great jinn, thereby saving not only humanity, but the entire multiverse.

Having been accepted into the fraternity of the Jinn Hunters, Oliver’s training begins with his fellow cadets. These include a twelve-fingered half-jinn named Amarath, a tri-horned lizard, a drooling furry mouth, and an alpaca called Zelgar.

As the training at the Cadenta Academy for Jinn Hunters continues, Nequissimus leaves a trail of destruction through all corners of the Realm, meting out revenge for having been kept prisoner for so long.

Meanwhile, far away at one of the Realm’s most distant outposts, a happy-go-lucky lemon-yellow jinn named Borbor is summoned by the authorities at Zonus. Although capable of transporting himself in the blink of an eye, he vows to make the journey on foot.

Learning that he’s descended from the most celebrated ancestral line of Jinn Hunters – the Jinnslayers – Oliver understands that the layers of danger are deep and intertwined. Put a single step wrong, and Nequissimus will snuff out Oliver’s life long before he is ready to hunt him.

Uncertain whom to trust, Oliver learns the ropes from Morrock, a veteran malbino guard who was in charge of the Prism, until Nequissimus escaped.
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This book is for Hamish and Rosie —
May your dreams always be touched by magic.
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Embrace what you believe.

Then refute it.

Peer again into the flames.

The jinn will be staring back.

Arab proverb
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PART ONE

The Kingdom of Imagined Souls



One

As Oliver passed the executioner’s hood back to Amalorous, he found himself sitting once again on a pile of sour old straw in Morrock’s room.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked faintly.

‘Just in time for a little tea,’ the guard responded, unfazed that his guest had rematerialized without warning.

Oliver rubbed his head.

‘Ten seconds ago I wasn’t here. I was…’

Morrock poured two mugs of drem-drem tea.

‘You were far away?’

‘Yes.’

‘Perhaps. But in actual fact, you never left.’

‘Didn’t I?’

‘Not really.’

‘How so?’

‘You have to remember that—’

‘That every permutation of possibility is not probable but certain…?’

The guard nodded, drem-drem steam swirling up from the mugs.

‘I’ve got so many questions,’ Oliver said, his tone dismal.

‘Can’t pretend I can answer any of them.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m learning to live in darkness.’

‘That’s good,’ Morrock whispered.

‘Is it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Because it means that you are becoming yourself… the person you were always meant to be.’

Oliver sighed.

‘There’s one question though that I can’t get out of my head. The one thing I just don’t understand.’

The veteran malbino guard sipped his tea and sniffed.

‘What is it?’

‘Why are the rogue jinn imprisoned when they could be disposed of, you know… put to sleep?’

It was Morrock’s turn to sigh.

‘That old question,’ he said.

‘I know, I know… but I can’t stop thinking about it.’

Despite devoting his life to ancestral service at the Prism, Morrock had never been one for bowing to the will of authority.

The way he saw it, if there was no good reason for an order, then it was worthless. He may have been disgraced, and responsible for Nequissimus’s escape, but that was no reason not to direct a little light into the darkness.

Once the pot of drem-drem tea was empty, the veteran guard strode over to the triangular door.

‘Come with me,’ he said.

His hair a vivid shade of turquoise, Oliver clambered off the straw and, within a minute or two, was following Morrock through the tunnels.

They moved in silence, the sluggish pace a result of the guard’s badly injured foot.

Up, along, down.

Round to the left.

Doubling to the right.

Suddenly, Morrock stopped.

Sniffing once, then a second time, he tapped a pair of thumbs to a wooden pane set into the tunnel wall.

‘In here.’

‘What is?’

‘The conduit.’

‘Where does it lead?’

Morrock didn’t reply.

Instead, he forced the door open, and led Oliver in.

Ten seconds after emerging through the conduit, they were huddled in what appeared to be a linen cupboard.

The old malbino jabbed a thumb at an orange plastic tube sticking out from the back wall.

‘Have a look through there,’ he said.

‘At what?’

‘Just do it.’

Oliver eased his eye to the pipe and, squinting, got a first indistinct sight of the milking.

A box jinn was lying on the floor of his cell. Brooding, he was imagining a past life when he’d roamed the Dominion of Cooof, causing mayhem and destruction. Never in all his lives had he enjoyed himself so greatly.

His eye pressed to the end of the orange tube, Oliver watched as a pair of mechanical creatures materialized in the rogue jinn’s cell. They seemed futuristic in an old-fashioned way, as though they’d been designed in a past age.

The inmate didn’t flinch – not until a steel lance protruded from the first robot’s arm and stabbed him in the neck. Instantly, the box jinn slumped to the floor. When he was incapacitated, the second robot slid forwards and took a series of readings on a mechanical monitor.

A lightbulb began to flash.

Having sprayed greasy black foam over the jinn’s entire body, the robots began the milking process.

The inmate was trussed up with straps and sprayed with yet more black foam. With dutiful care, the mechanical robots took out a kind of medical apparatus. It featured sixteen oversized steel syringes, a stopcock, a mass of transparent tubes, and a glass collection tank.

Fitting the device to the box jinn’s abdomen, they jabbed the syringes into his belly. Amid a great billowing profusion of steam, and a not insignificant quantity of smoke, the transparent tubes gushed with silver liquid. No more than a minute or two was required to fill the collection tank.

His eye pressed up to the end of the tube, Oliver watched in amazement.

‘What’s that stuff used for?’ he asked, turning to the old malbino.

‘For almost everything,’ answered Morrock.

‘What on earth do you mean?’

‘The rogue jinn are milked to gather soo¯mal,’ the guard explained. ‘It comes out of them like you see it.’

‘Looks like mercury,’ said Oliver.

‘Perhaps. But it’s not.’

‘What is it?’

‘A mixture of milk, sweat, lymph, blood, and other jinn secretions.’

‘And its purpose?’

‘When captive, jinn produce it as a way of calming themselves.’

‘All jinn?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can they all be milked?’

‘Yes,’ Morrock said, ‘all of them… although some pose more of a challenge than others.’

‘But what’s it used for?’

‘I told you… for almost everything.’

‘Still don’t know what that means.’

‘The administration uses soo¯mal as a currency, and as a medicine,’ Morrock replied, ‘as a tonic, a construction material, a dye, a kind of industrial soap, a food, and most especially as a source of energy.’

‘It’s why the jinn are kept in there for eternity?’

Morrock nodded.

‘Yes, it is, and it’s half the reason for keeping Nequissimus alive.’

‘Does he produce soo¯mal as well?’

‘Of course he does. Or, rather – he did. As soon as a rogue jinn gains its freedom, the supply stops. As for Nequissimus, he produced an extraordinary quantity – far more than any of the others.’

Rearranging himself in the confines of the cupboard, Oliver screwed up his face.

‘But why hide it from me?’

‘Because of the shame.’

‘That doesn’t make sense.’

‘Of course it does,’ Morrock countered. ‘The authorities here in Zonus are so anxious for you to become a Jinn Hunter that they’ll do anything they can to appear honourable.’

‘What’s honour got to do with it?’

The veteran malbino guard got up and pushed through the conduit. Once they were back in the tunnel, he turned to Oliver.

‘Always remember this: in Zonus nothing is so important as appearing to be what you are not,’ he said.



Two

That evening, dozens of identical stone staircases appeared in the floor of the empty Cadenta Hall, the steps of each one rounded and worn.

Without wasting a moment, the cadets hurried to their assigned staircase and charged down.

Left alone in the middle of the hall, Oliver wondered what was going on.

The only other person still standing there was a hunchbacked moorlork official. Other than his crooked form, he was unusual in that he was only half a man.

Half a head and half a body below, one leg and foot, one arm and a single hand…

A hand in which was gripped a clipboard or, rather, half of one.

Pointing at Oliver, he motioned at one of the staircases. Like all the others, it corkscrewed down into the ground beneath the Cadenta Hall.

‘Name.’

‘Quinn. Oliver Quinn.’

‘J-9865AZQZ3.’

‘Huh?’

‘Your dormitory… you’ll find it down there,’ he barked, through half a mouth. ‘First on the right.’

Oliver went over to the hole, and peered down. He grimaced.

‘But I’m quite happy enough in the room I’ve been staying in,’ he said.

‘I’d get down there quickly if I were you!’ the moorlork quipped.

‘What’s the rush?’

‘It’ll close up for the night.’

‘What will?’

‘J-9865AZQZ3.’

Reluctantly, Oliver stepped down into the darkness. He was about to call up for a lantern, when he made out a distant hint of light glowing underground.

The glow illuminated a tangled mass of red cobwebs.

‘What a treat!’ he groaned sarcastically.

Stepping down the spiral stairs, Oliver parted the webs with his fingers, his expression sullen. After three or four steps, he looked round at the staircase.

To his horror, he saw that the steps he’d just descended had vanished.

Focussing on the distant glow, he kept going, fighting his way through cobwebs. The deeper he went, the faster the steps above disappeared, until he was hurtling down at breakneck speed.

All of a sudden, the staircase ended.

Oliver found himself in a squat passageway, the glow emanating from the far end.

To his delight, it was free from cobwebs.

Instead, the walls and ceiling were covered in serpentine scales.

On the right side of the passageway was a weather-beaten wooden door.

As Oliver’s fingers reached for the handle, the door swung open.

Inside, Zelgar the alpaca was reclining lazily on an iron bedstead, one of a dozen or so in the vaulted room.

‘Welcome!’ he announced grandly.

‘Am I happy to see you!’ Oliver exclaimed.

‘Going to introduce your friend, Zelgar?’ lisped a shrill three-horned lizard crouching on one of the other beds.

Before the alpaca could reply, another creature, reclining at the far end of the room, made a comment in an unfamiliar tongue.

‘This has gotta be the creepiest place on earth,’ Oliver said.

‘You mean in the Realm,’ corrected the alpaca.

‘Well, I’m sorry to tell you that it isn’t,’ the horned creature intoned apologetically. ‘That’s surely the Island of—’

‘Hush!’ Zelgar bellowed. ‘We don’t want to frighten him.’

‘Why not?’ whispered a furry little mouth perched on a pillow on one of the beds.

‘Because it’s not polite,’ the alpaca said.

The furry mouth ground its back teeth bitterly.

‘Just because he’s special.’

‘A celebrity,’ the horned cadet butted in.

‘Why don’t you take that one?’ Zelgar coaxed, pointing to an empty bed in the far corner.

‘Hope you don’t snore,’ the mouth groaned. ‘Can’t bear snorers.’

‘Why d’you say that?’ Oliver asked.

‘Because snoring makes him drool,’ the tri-horned lizard explained, ‘and when he drools there’s a likelihood of drowning.’

‘Not that… Not the snoring thing… the celebrity thing?’

‘What?’

‘Why did you say I’m special?’

‘Well, look at you!’ countered the fur-covered mouth. ‘You’re not… you know…’

‘No, I don’t,’ Oliver replied.

‘Not normal,’ hissed the tri-horn.

‘Not like any of us!’ croaked a giant feathered frog who was sitting near the door.

Oliver balked.

‘And you’re all normal?’

‘Of course we are,’ the mouth declared haughtily. ‘We’re as normal as…’

‘As freaks?’ Oliver said quickly, breaking into a smile.

The tri-horned lizard raised its tail.

‘You’re the weird one!’

‘It’s not about looks,’ Zelgar said, ‘but about helping one another. If we’re divided, we’ll never succeed.’

‘I saw him with the leader,’ said the frog subversively. ‘I saw how he was favoured.’

The alpaca shook a hoof at the others.

‘Any of you say another word and I’ll butt you out into…’

‘…into the emptiness out there?’

Oliver clapped his hands.

‘That’s enough!’ he hollered.

Kicking off his shoes, he slumped onto the bed, lay back, and closed his eyes.

A moment later he was in his own world, a million miles from the dormitory.

The darkened landscape of his mind was tinged sepia. Russet-brown waves crashed on a distant coffee-coloured shore. Footprints stretched from his shadow to the bronzed yellow sun setting at the horizon.

As Oliver peered down at the sand, his subconscious began counting every grain. Unhindered by the limits of reality, he found he could count them all – at eye-watering speed, the total spewed out on a clockwork display in his mind.

Slowly, the sepia turned sapphire, and the beach into forest.

Surveying the apparition conjured by his subconscious, Oliver forgot about the sand, and began counting the trees. As he counted them, each tree became a gallows – thousands of them – all lined up in rows.

‘Time for dinner!’ exclaimed the frog suddenly, holding up something small and green.

It looked like a dried pea.

The mouth let out a riotous cry of unbridled joy.

‘My favourite,’ crooned Zelgar.

‘You’re so goddamned greedy!’ the lizard lisped.

The frog cleared his throat.

‘Ready?’

‘Hurry!’ the others replied, leaping off their beds.

The dried pea was flicked onto the floor.

A moment or two passed.

Oliver peered down at where the feathered frog had thrown the pea. There wasn’t any food, only an unusually dark pool of shadow.

‘C’mon,’ called Zelgar eagerly.

‘Where to?’

‘To the feast!’

Before Oliver could reply, the tri-horned lizard, the furry mouth, and the frog had clustered on the floor at the shadow’s edge.

One by one they jumped into it, and disappeared.

When they’d gone, Zelgar paced over to the shadow.

‘What’s that?’ asked Oliver.

‘Reversed Light.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning it’s where we’re gonna eat. C’mon!’

The alpaca jumped into the pool and was gone.

Left alone, Oliver had no choice but to follow.

Stepping into the shadow was to be separated from three dimensions, and to enter an existence in which there were six and a third.

No sensation of falling, or even of darkness – but a sensation of absolute inversion. As when observing oneself in a mirror, left was right, right was left, every imaginable point inverted with the one corresponding to it.

The dormitory had been replaced by a meadow.

Or, rather, an oval-shaped patch of meadow, a sprawling oak tree giving it shade.

Bare feet pressing into the long wild grass, Oliver peered out towards the edge of the grassland. Beyond it he glimpsed the dark stone walls and the iron bedsteads of the dormitory.

Raising his right hand, Oliver scratched his head, puzzled at how his left hand had performed the action in place of the right.

Noticing the confusion, Zelgar patted a hoof to the grass.

‘Sit down,’ he coaxed gently, ‘and try not to think about it too much.’

A patterned quilt had been laid out beneath the oak tree. The very same quilt from Oliver’s memory – the one his mother had stitched.

Upon it was a picnic banquet, each dish more elaborate than the last. The cadets were already feasting, gorging themselves.

Oliver took in the spread.

Although it smelled delicious, there was nothing he recognized as food.

Three enormous platters dominated the picnic.

The first was mushy and fluorescent blue.

The second, blocks of silver-grey.

The third, a liquid in putrid little-girl pink.

Unlike what Oliver regarded as normal fare, the dishes were neither vegetable nor meat, but a hybrid of the two.

‘Dig in!’ Zelgar crowed enthusiastically. ‘You must be starving.’

Oliver squinted at a slimy yellow mess moving across one of the side platters.

‘I’m not so hungry,’ he mumbled.

‘Go on! You’ll love it once you get into it!’

‘It’s not that I’m shy about food,’ he said. ‘Just that I like to know what I’m eating.’

The alpaca reached over with his hoof.

‘That blue stuff’s sworta, and very good sworta it is too,’ he said. ‘The pink stuff is jfod, and that silver stuff in the middle is mzkow.’

‘I see,’ Oliver answered, his tone doubtful. ‘And what exactly is that…?’

‘What?’

‘That thing… the one that’s moving.’

‘The yellow one?’

Oliver nodded.

‘Yes, that.’

‘Oh that’s the best of all. It’s gdaa¯a.’

‘What is it? What is any of it?’

‘Haven’t you ever had Zestulan cuisine before?’ the furry mouth enquired pointedly, taking a voracious bite of sworta.

‘Zestulan…?’

‘The best food in the entire Realm,’ said tri-horn. ‘Well, as good as anything this side of the Squalid Mountains.’

‘It’s damned good,’ the frog croaked supportively.

‘The best thing of all is that when you finish one of the dishes, it’s replaced by another.’

‘Replaced… like by magic?’

The furry mouth peered up sternly.

‘There’s no such thing as magic,’ he said between bites.

Oliver grinned.

‘Oh yeah? Well, how does Santa deliver his presents then?’

‘He uses zorka jinn of course,’ said the mouth without looking up.



Three

A howling east wind tore through Washington Square Park, stripping the Hangman’s Elm of its leaves.

Bracing herself against the cold, an elderly lady dressed in a heavy tweed cloak and matching bonnet made her way briskly from the park to East 8th Street. Delicate feet padding fast, her face was a mask of determination, as though time and fate were against her.

A moment later she reached the doorway of an elegant store, the front window arranged with exquisite Oriental rugs. No need to check the address, for Elizabeth K. Wratchli was not a stranger to Ozymandias & Son.

Grasping the handle, she pushed the door open, the temple bell announcing her arrival. As was often the case, there was no one in the emporium. The owner, Sinan Quinn, preferred to allow his customers time to explore the stock undisturbed.

But the woman furled up in tweed wasn’t a customer.

She stepped forward, her gaze sweeping fast over the cornucopia of carpets, suzanis and kilims. Lips pressed tight together, her brow moist with the faintest hint of perspiration, she hurried to the back.

As she reached the display of assorted objects, a man’s voice offered greeting.

‘Good afternoon.’

The woman turned, and forced a smile.

‘A great pleasure to visit at last,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard so much about your marvellous stock.’

‘From friends?’

‘From the Asquiths.’

Sinan Quinn returned the smile.

‘Valued customers since my father’s day,’ he said.

The elderly woman in tweed reached out, her right hand pressing down hard on an ancient sperm whale’s tooth. A carved reliquary from Pharaonic times, it was the centrepiece in a display devoted to oddity.

A puff of scarlet dust from nowhere rendered Uncle Sinan motionless.

The back wall of Ozymandias & Son slid sideways, revealing a secret corridor.

Elizabeth K. Wratchli hurried through.

A turn to the left, another to the right, and she reached a low door. The brass plaque above it was in copperplate, the letters worn from decades of polishing:

Ozymandias & Son
Arcane Services

Pausing to collect herself, the visitor took a deep breath, and pressed the bell.

A buzzer sounded and the door swung inwards.

Inside was a spacious open-plan office, the walls obscured in maps, photographs, and fragments of faded ephemera. At least a dozen people were at work, their attire that of the mid 1950s.

The men in bow ties and waistcoats, their hair smoothed down with brilliantine.

The women in floral-print dresses, cinched at the waist.

As soon as the door opened, everyone looked up.

‘At last!’ a young man yelled at the top of his voice.

Hurrying over to where Ms. Wratchli was standing, he held out his palm.

‘Please give it to me right away.’

‘Identify yourself.’

Sweeping a hand back over his greased hair, the young man pulled an identity card from his waistcoat pocket and held it into the light.

‘My name is Oliver Quinn. As you see, my accreditation’s up to date.’

Elizabeth Wratchli grimaced.

‘Alright. But I’m not sure you’ll want it.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that.’

Fumbling with its clasp, Ms. Wratchli allowed her cloak to slip to the floor. Beneath, over a suit tailored from knitted fish intestines, was a dead albatross.

‘Christ!’ Oliver blurted.

‘Told you.’

A young woman glanced up from the far end of the room.

It was Amarath.

‘Send her back!’ she cried impatiently. ‘And we’ll do it all over again!’



Four

For three horizons, Amar the admiral spoke of his life, but never once did he mention the sea.

Plodding alongside his travelling companion, listening intently to the stream of tales, Borbor pined for solitude. Far too well-mannered to regale the admiral with a story of his own from the caravanserai of Mishmak, he listened…

…and listened, wishing he was alone.

The great Crushed Glass Desert eventually came to an end, replaced by a wide dominion called Xöx, where the days and nights were no more than ten minutes long. The landscape was abundantly fertile, and the people who farmed it were overly kind.

Inviting travellers into their homes, they plied them with food and friendship in equal measure. Meals tended to run into each other in Xöx, in a long and constant stream of dining. Breakfast became dinner, and dinner became breakfast, and both were a reason to tell portions of a grand tapestry, the epic Tale of the Three Clouds.

It was all that mattered to the people of Xöx.

A tale so important that it was studied as though it was a religious scripture, cherished by every man, woman, and child. A tale so long, and so intertwined, that there was never any chance at all of anyone ever entertaining a guest with the same passage twice. As it was of such epic length, it took an entire lifetime to commit the full tale to memory.

Having fought off invitations for a great many Xöx days and nights so that they could make progress with their march, Borbor and the admiral finally gave in. At a little village on the margin of the Velvet Forest, they were welcomed by a blacksmith.

No sooner had they entered the frail, windowless home than the blacksmith’s wife had cooked up breakfast and dinner. As a plate of food was served to each of the guests, the blacksmith wiped his face with a rag and began to tell a little of the tale.

Unlike other stories, told from beginning to end, the Tale of the Three Clouds was so comprehensive that tellers tended to dive in anywhere at random. The story was said to have no beginning and no end. Rather like life itself, a knowledge of it was gained through portions laid down layer on layer, through interwoven twists and turns.

The blacksmith had selected a passage from the Six Hundred and Ninth Book. The hero, a warrior named Spa¯n, was hunting a dragon queen. Travelling alone in disguise, his army had been turned into glass trees by a sorceress.

‘…As Spa¯n climbed the cliff face to the lair of the dragon queen,’ the blacksmith declared, his eyes burning like coals glowing in the forge, ‘then…’

All of a sudden, the blacksmith’s wife let out a piercing screech.

Her husband looked up fast, the next line of the tale trapped in his mouth.

‘What is it, my dearest?’

‘Look!’ the woman cried, her eyes welling with tears, her finger pointing at the man in naval uniform.

Borbor and the blacksmith looked round.

Propped up against the far wall of the room, Amar the admiral was asleep.

As a traveller passing through the Dominion of Xöx, he had been unaware that there was no sacrilege so terrible, or any blasphemy so cursed, than to fall asleep during a telling of the Tale of the Three Clouds.

Never in the entire history of Xöx had anyone ever succumbed to sleep when the tale was being told. Despite bone-aching boredom, everyone knew to stay wide awake during the long recitals. Not to do so would be to ridicule the tale, and therefore to mock the entire culture of Xöx.

The blacksmith leapt to his feet, his huge muscular hands lurching towards the admiral’s throat.

Within the blink of an eye, the naval officer’s face had turned plum-red.

As the blacksmith choked his guest, and as his wife screamed, Borbor did his best to plead for their lives.



Five

Despite the other cadets’ unrestrained enthusiasm for Zestulan fare, Oliver couldn’t bring himself to sample any of the dishes.

‘Go one… try one of the moss berries,’ the alpaca urged. ‘There’s nothing quite like them!’

‘But they’re moving!’

‘It just means they’re fresh.’

‘So fresh that they’re alive?’

‘You mustn’t think like that,’ said Zelgar.

‘So how should I think?’

‘Think sideways.’

The alpaca gripped one of the wriggling moss berries between his hooves, and held it to Oliver’s lips.

‘Go on, swallow it!’

‘Swallow?’

‘Yes, swallow. But, whatever you do, don’t chew!’

Reluctantly, Oliver stuck out his tongue, and the moss berry crawled aboard. Closing his mouth, his face scrunched, he swallowed hard.

‘Didn’t you love it?!’

‘It tasted like… like… like peach-flavoured toilet cleaner.’

‘I knew you’d love it!’

Zelgar jabbed a hoof at a lump of sweaty, soot-black flesh on the edge of the picnic blanket. Having slipped off its serving dish, it appeared to be making a break for the long grass.

‘What is that?’ Oliver asked.

‘Mamba meat,’ the frog broke in.

‘As in mamba… like the snake?’

‘No, no, no,’ the alpaca said. ‘Mamba as in a kind of fasquach. Zestulans are the only ones who do it right.’

The furry mouth was about to take an oversized bite of mamba, when, suddenly, he let out a pained roar, like a grizzled snûup trapped at the back of a cave.

The other cadets looked round.

As they did so, the mouth turned inside out and began swallowing himself.

‘Oh my! Oh my!’ Zelgar wailed.

Oliver grimaced.

‘What’s he doing?’

Before the alpaca could reply, the furry mouth emitted a piercing death roar, as though mortally wounded. Biting his lips feverishly, he began drooling in the most horrifying and peculiar way.

‘Oh dear, oh dear…’ said Zelgar.

‘What’s wrong? Was the fasquach off?’

‘No, no… it’s…’

‘What?’

The alpaca held his nose to the air and inhaled very gently, in a long deliberate breath.

‘This is very dangerous,’ he said.

‘I’m not following… is there an even darker side to Zestulan food?’

The feathered frog began clucking like a chicken about to lay an egg. Plucking out his feathers, he stuffed them down his own throat and struggled to swallow them.

‘How are you feeling?’ Zelgar asked Oliver in a cautious tone.

‘Like something’s crawling around in my stomach… like it’s trying to find a way out.’

‘Don’t worry about that, it’s quite normal when eating moss berries.’

‘Really?’

‘D’you feel anything else, like your eyelids getting warmer or your…’

‘My…?’

‘Your…’

Collapsing onto the grass, Zelgar tied his legs in knots.

As he foamed at the mouth, he recited what sounded like a nursery rhyme… backwards.

Oliver took in the other cadets.

They were all acting strangely, as though they clearly weren’t themselves.

The feathered frog was choking.

Now chaffed, the furry mouth was raw and still inside out.

The furry mouth was drowning in its own drool.

As for Zelgar the alpaca, he’d passed out, the knots having stopped his blood circulation.

At that moment, Oliver’s abdomen started to feel most contrary.

Even more bizarre than the frenzied wriggling of a moss berry in a desperate bid for freedom, it felt as though a puppeteer had taken hold – controlling him remotely.

His temperature soaring, his eyelids began to steam.

As they did so, his hands and feet grew leaden and heavy, their skin peppered with indigo-blue warts.

Directed by whatever was controlling him, Oliver’s consciousness took in a series of images.

A cloud of poison gas surging through city streets.

A blind man gnawing off his toes.

A volcano spewing fire and damnation.

A fish hurtling down a well with no end.

Senses overrun with colours, sounds, tastes and smells, Oliver was both bewildered and bombarded.

It was then that the pain began.

At first, no more than the faintest wisp of soreness in the pit of his stomach, where the moss berry had been squirming about.

But, it developed.

Like an air bubble swelling in size as it rose up from the ocean floor.

Expanding.

Bloating.

Enveloping.

Collapsing onto the tamped-down grass beneath the oak tree, Oliver clutched his belly. As he lay there, moaning, he sensed his blood changing in texture and colour. He didn’t know how, but it was as though he could see it… as if his eyes were not trained on the world outside, but on the tissues and fibres of his own internal form.

Something inside him was speaking…

Speaking directly to him.

In a voice that was not his own.

A language of such untold terror that Oliver was unable to move.

If the pain that crippled him was an air bubble rising up through an ocean, then his mind was a lead weight plummeting through the same dark water.

Down.

Down.

Down.

Through an eternity… and on still… to a dominion of ultimate terror.

The more it took hold, the more it seeped through Oliver’s synapses and cells. As he lay there, stems of wild grass enveloping him, his mind was no more than a distant pinprick of light – like a telescope held the wrong way round.

In dialect, the voice inside him was whispering a stream of riotous incantation.

Twisted, broken, carnal words.

Susurrations and murmurings.

The language of a Brotherhood.

The Brotherhood of Invincible Jinn.



Six

The stranglehold was so tight the admiral’s eyes bulged out, as if about to explode.

Hearing the commotion, neighbours streamed out of their homes into the darkness to find out what was happening. Some were armed with saucepans, others with pitchforks, or burning torches. As they clustered around, night gave way to dawn.

The sun rising around them, they learned the scale of the blasphemy.

Inside the little house, the blacksmith’s hands strangled like they had never strangled before. All the while, Borbor pleaded for the life of his travelling companion.

Suddenly, the admiral began to shake.

As he shook, so did the blacksmith’s hands, until they were blurred with movement. Still, the wife was screaming. The more she screamed, the more the admiral shook, until it was as if the ground was quaking.

The shuddering reached a crescendo, as if a cataclysmic event was about to take place.

In a way, it was.

A blinding flash of phosphorescent light coursed through the frail little house.

The blacksmith, his wife, and Borbor were knocked off their feet, their eyes dazzled. The light was so penetrating it broke through the walls, sending the neighbours tumbling like skittles.

Regaining his senses, the blacksmith fumbled for the admiral’s throat again. But his hands couldn’t find it.

Borbor spun round full circle, wiping his eyes, squinting, blinking.

The admiral had disappeared.

No trace of him.

None, that is, except for a shiny brass button with a naval insignia engraved on the front.



Seven

Elizabeth K. Wratchli hurried out from Washington Square Park, the wind blowing hard, leaves swirling around even more furiously than before.

Her thoughts were not on the breeze, but on why her right hand had turned into a china teapot the previous evening. Rather than concerned at the loss, she was quietly pleased. After all, Ms. Wratchli enjoyed nothing more than a good pot of orange pekoe first thing in the morning, and last thing at night.

Crossing the street, she strode from the park to East 8th, the tweed cloak even heavier than usual, on account of the fact it was saturated with alpaca blood.

A moment more, and she was inside Ozymandias & Son, had greeted Sinan Quinn, pressed the whale’s tooth, stunned him, and reached the secret office.

Just as before, Oliver greeted her, flashed his ID card, and waited while Elizabeth K. Wratchli undid the clasp of her cloak. Noticing that the visitor’s right hand had turned into a teapot, he didn’t even blink.

This time, the fish-intestine suit was replaced by an outfit that appeared to have been strung together from cone snail shells. Suspended around her neck were a pair of voodoo dolls, all covered in pins.

‘Good god!’ Oliver growled.

Amarath waved a hand from the back of the room, or rather she flapped the gull’s wing that had replaced her hand.

‘Back she goes again!’

Oliver rolled his eyes.

‘How many more times are we gonna have to go through this?’

‘Until she turns up in the right permutation, of course!’



Eight

Doubled up in the meadow’s grass, his body jerking in spasm, Oliver’s head was invaded by a flood of whispers.

Coursing through his body, they infiltrated each individual cell, like a virus raging out of control. Little by little, they took over every organ. As they did so, Oliver himself descended through interwoven layers to a bedrock of futility.

His body paralyzed, the bleeding began.

It started in the mouth. Then spread
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